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Jelena *
20:29
Jelena Markovic could scarcely believe the view. From where she was standing, she could see the Eiffel Tower, although she wasn’t in France. She could see an exploding volcano spewing out bright orange flames, but she wasn’t on a tropical island where things like that might have been expected. And she could see the silhouettes of the rugged mountains on the horizon, now dark but bright red and almost lunar-looking earlier today, but she wasn’t on Mars either. 
She was in Las Vegas, a place where so many weird and wonderful things clashed together in one neon-infused metropolis in the middle of what should have been an inhospitable desert. 
The Eiffel Tower belonged to the Paris Las Vegas, a hotel and casino that had been themed on the French capital and injected a little European glamour into this bolshy American setting. The exploding volcano was the man-made attraction outside The Mirage, a Polynesian-themed venue with dozens of palm trees dotted around a large body of water that would be a sight for sore eyes for anybody who had trekked through the desert to get here. And the Mars-like mountains surrounding this place were those of the Mojave, the driest desert in North America and a place where scorpions, snakes and spiders could be found. 
It was the thought of all those scary animals out there now in the dark which made Jelena feel glad that she was in this bright and secure hotel room, safely tucked away high above the Las Vegas Strip. 
She hated snakes, scorpions and spiders. But she did love air-con, king-size beds and a fully stocked mini-bar. 
Stepping away from the spectacular view outside the floor-to-ceiling glass window that dominated this end of the suite, Jelena knew that she had another minute or so before the fountains were going to start down below her. That would be just enough time to take another sip of champagne and see how her partner was getting on with his costume change in the bathroom. 
Picking up the crystal glass that she had left standing on the marble table in the kitchen area of this 4000-square-foot suite, Jelena took a sip and felt the bubbles rushing to her head. She knew this champagne was expensive stuff, although she had no idea just how much it cost because it had been complimentary upon arrival. She had felt a little awkward at being given free things, but the staff in this hotel seemed to have no problem in lavishing her with gifts, and it probably had something to do with how much she and her boyfriend were paying to stay here. This was a $5,000 a night suite at the top of The Bellagio, arguably Las Vegas’s most iconic hotel, and not only was it enormous, decadent and fit for a king or queen, it also came with a personal butler who was available to take any requests 24/7 throughout their stay. 
Thankfully, the butler wasn’t standing in the suite now because while Jelena found it hilarious that she could have such service, she also found it a little weird. Two months ago, she had been living in a squalid flat in a high-rise tower in the East End of London, without a job and living entirely on her partner’s meagre security guard wage. Now, she was living the high life, literally, over 150m up in the air above Las Vegas, sipping champagne and doing her best not to get lost in this incredible suite that was her home for this one, amazing evening. 
The reason for the very sudden transformation in her living conditions had come about after a stroke of fortune so big that it had made the news not just in the UK but even back in her native Serbia. While many come to this city in the desert to chase vast fortunes and strike it lucky, Jelena and her boyfriend, Bogdan, had found unimaginable riches and good luck in the most unlikely of places. 
A corner shop in East London.
That had been where Bogdan had purchased the lucky lottery ticket that contained the six numbers that came out in the draw and made their owner an instant millionaire. 
Bogdan had won the lottery. £20million in total. It was a dream come true. 
And Jelena would never forget the moment he had called to give her the news. 
She had been sitting in the flat they shared, staring out of the window at the grimy city streets below and thinking about how she was lucky to have love but also yearning for so much more when her mobile phone had rung. It had made her jump because she tended not to get too many calls on it, other than from Bogdan, of course, and she had known it couldn’t be him because he should have been working at the time. But to her surprise, she had seen her boyfriend’s name flash up on the screen, so she had answered it quickly, slightly concerned that something bad might have happened. After all, if there was any bad luck to be found, it usually found them. 
But there was no bad luck this time. 
There was just brilliant, unimaginable and utterly overwhelming good luck instead. 
At first, Jelena had thought Bogdan was joking. Why else would he call her and tell her that they had won the lottery? That was why she had laughed, which was the appropriate response to a joke, although Jelena didn’t really think it was that funny because money was so tight for them that pretending to be millionaires did seem too silly to even entertain. But then Bogdan kept telling her that they really had won the lottery, and it wasn’t just the conviction in his voice that made her start to believe him. It was the excited chatter of all the people who seemed to be in the background wherever Bogdan was. There was definitely a celebration underway, and that made Bogdan’s crazy claims hold even more weight. 
But it was only when he had got home from work when Jelena was able to see that her boyfriend really was telling the truth and that they were now millionaires. That was when she had been able to hold the winning ticket in her hand and cross-reference the numbers on it with the numbers on the lottery website. 
It had been no surprise when that ticket had fallen from her hands in shock a few seconds later.
In the initial aftermath of that life-changing day, one thing had stood out to Jelena even more than all the money that the lucky couple had just won. It was the fact that Bogdan had inexplicably gone back to work after his lunch break that day and completed his security guard shift while in the knowledge that he was now a multi-millionaire. 
It was a testament to her partner’s work ethic, as well as his slight stupidity. 
But that day had marked the end of both Bogdan and Jelena’s need to toil in employment, and as they claimed their winnings and marvelled at the size of the cheque that was presented to them a few days later in front of the media, they knew their lives would never be the same again. 
And so it had proved.  
Since their bank accounts had gone from bare to bulging, the Serbian couple had been enjoying themselves and doing what most people would do in the same situation. 
They had spent money on themselves and their loved ones. 
The first thing to do had been to get out of the grim tower block in East London and find somewhere more suitable for their newfound status as one of the wealthiest couples in the country. They had found such a place in Hampstead Heath, the exclusive area in North London that was home to more millionaires than any other part of the UK. Jelena had marvelled at the names of all the famous people who were known to reside in the same area that she was now living in, and she imagined there might have been a few curious looks from out of the bedroom window of a few of the houses on their street when she and Bogdan turned up with the removals van. But while they had a lovely new place to live in back in London, they hadn’t spent much time there since. A trip back home to Belgrade had been next on the agenda, where Jelena had offered to buy a new place for her mother and sister, somewhere a little bigger and in a safer area, perhaps. But her mother had refused the notion of moving, insisting that she would never leave the family home, even though she appreciated the gesture her daughter was trying to make for her. Jelena’s mother did, however, accept the generous amount that was sent to her bank account, meaning that she too would never have to worry about money again and could spend the rest of her days doing what she loved, which was mainly cooking traditional Serbian cuisine and reading her books down by the river. 
With family taken care of, Jelena and Bogdan had set their sights on the next thing they wanted to do, which was travel and see all the places they had always dreamed of visiting, places which had so often seemed entirely out of reach. But while money had always been the obstacle that had prevented them from doing that before, now it was the thing that gave them access to wherever they wanted to go and whatever they wanted to see. 
After taking in several European cities, the couple had headed west to the United States where they had been bedazzled by the Big Apple, gawked at the Golden Gate Bridge and hung out in Hollywood before hiring a convertible Mustang and driving through the desert to Sin City itself. Now here they were, getting ready for a night out in one of the craziest cities in the world, and Jelena couldn’t wait to explore more of this bewildering place. 
She had stared open-mouthed from the passenger seat of the convertible as Bogdan had driven them down Las Vegas Boulevard when they arrived into the city, shaking her head in disbelief at all of the enormous hotels and the sheer scale of everything that seemed to be on offer here. By the time they had checked into their suite at The Bellagio, Jelena’s head was spinning, and she had felt like she needed a lie down as soon as she got to the room. Then she had seen the room in question and the interior of it was just as crazy as anything she had witnessed outside in this wild city. 
It had a fireplace, a hot tub and a bed so big you could almost get lost in it. It had marble floors, multiple flatscreen televisions and a large balcony that hung over the large body of water where crowds gathered to watch the hotel’s famous fountains play to music every fifteen minutes at this time of day. And the suite even had a powder room, a private place where Jelena could go and put on her makeup without interruption from her boyfriend or their private butler, which was just brilliant. 
There was no doubt about it. 
Jelena was living the dream. 
But she also knew that after this trip, she and Bogdan were going to do more with their money than simply spend it on heavenly holidays and spectacular suites. They both wanted to do some good in the world and give back to people less fortunate than themselves, and Jelena had one particular cause in mind. She was going to donate a sizeable sum to the shelter where she had spent time recovering from her ordeal at the hands of the sex traffickers last year. That would be her way of thanking everybody there who had helped with her recovery as well as ensuring that other victims of abuse just like her were able to get the support they needed to help them get their lives back on track. 
Jelena would also use all her free time now to help out at the shelter as well as perhaps open one of her own too, but that was a job for another day. Right now, she was in the mood to have some fun, and there was a glowing city right outside her window that was just waiting to give it to her. 
But she couldn’t go anywhere without Bogdan. 
Walking over to the bathroom door, Jelena knocked on it a couple of times while checking the time on her new watch. She saw that the minute had almost passed, and that meant the show was about to begin. 
The bathroom door swung open, and she got her first glimpse of how Bogdan was going to look tonight. He looked resplendent in a black pinstripe suit, as well as a little bit like a gangster, but she didn’t mind because she knew he was happy. After all, he had been the one who had picked out the suit and been fitted for it back in LA yesterday, so as long as he was happy, she was happy. 
Tapping her watch with her finger, Jelena hurried back to the windows before reaching out for the handle and sliding open the door that led out onto the large balcony. 
The feeling of going from the cool, air-conditioned suite to the dry, desert heat was a weird one, and as the warm wind blew into her face, Jelena almost felt like she had opened an oven door and put her face in front of it. But there was no time to worry about the sudden temperature change because it was time for another one of Vegas’s many delights. 
The fountains were about to begin. 
Jelena felt Bogdan’s strong arms go around her as she stood on the edge of the balcony and looked down at the water below, hearing the music start to play and seeing the synchronised jets of water start to dance. Her boyfriend leaned in and gave her a kiss on the cheek as she marvelled at the famous tourist attraction, and she could see all the flashes from the cameras of all the people who had gathered outside the front of the hotel to witness this must-see part of the city. 
It was crazy to think about how far both her and Bogdan had come to be standing here right now in a place like this, and not in the sense of the long-haul flight that had brought them to these shores. It was more about how each of them had battled through their own problems and refused to bow to bad luck or the cruel intentions of others and had emerged from it all smiling, satisfied and very much in love. 
It felt like a fairy-tale where everything goes wrong at the start before finishing up so perfect at the end. But this was no fairy-tale. This was real life. 
Jelena and Bogdan had made it. 
The loud knock on the door of their suite behind them was only going to give them yet another reminder of that crazy fact. 



Bogdan *
20:30
Bogdan Petrovic stepped off the balcony and re-entered the suite as he made his way towards the door to answer the call of whoever was outside. He left Jelena to enjoy the fountains and didn’t mind missing them this time because he had already watched them on three occasions since they had checked in, so he had a pretty good idea of how they worked now. But Jelena had shown no signs of growing bored of watching them, and as he glanced over his shoulder on the way to the door, Bogdan smiled at the sight of his pretty girlfriend in her flowing dress looking down at the water below. 
Reaching the door, Bogdan made a quick check on his appearance in the large mirror that was fixed to one of the walls in this vast suite before turning the handle and putting a smile on his face. That was because he expected to see the butler standing on the other side of the door, the same butler who had been assigned the task of caring for his and Jelena’s every whim while they stayed here tonight. But so far, the couple hadn’t asked the butler to do anything for them, mainly because they didn’t like the idea of somebody running around after them. They knew all about menial jobs, so the last thing they wanted was to make somebody else suffer through theirs, even if the butler had actually seemed to be somebody who enjoyed his work. But to Bogdan’s surprise, it wasn’t the butler who was waiting for him on the other side of the suite door. Instead, it was a stunningly attractive brunette woman in a short sequin dress wearing a lot of red lipstick and a big, seductive smile. 
To say his jaw hung open in amazement would have been an understatement. 
Fortunately, the woman was much more composed than he was and wasted no time in explaining who she was and why she was there. 
‘Hi, Mr Petrovic. My name is Nikki. Welcome to Las Vegas.’
Bogdan was still having difficulties with closing his mouth or forming words, so Nikki took it upon herself to say a little more. 
‘I hope you and Jelena are enjoying your stay so far?’
Bogdan managed to nod his head. 
‘Great! Are you ready to go down to the casino floor and have even more fun?’
Bogdan had finally pulled himself together after the surprise of finding this woman on his doorstep, but he still had no idea why she was here and why she was asking him if he wanted to go downstairs. 
‘I’m sorry,’ he said, running a hand through his stubble. ‘What are we doing?’
Nikki smiled before telling Bogdan that she loved his accent. Then she explained exactly who she was and why she was there. 
‘I am a casino host, and it’s my job to look after our highest paying guests and make sure that they are getting the greatest value for their money while staying with us. Whether it’s gambling, tickets to a show, or all you can eat buffets, it’s my job to make sure you get to do whatever you want, whenever you want. So, what do you want to do?’
Bogdan tried to process all of that but still didn’t have much to offer in the way of words. That’s because it had only been a couple of months ago when he had been working as a security guard, bored rigid and ignored by almost everybody who walked past him during his shift. Now here he was, standing in the doorway of a Las Vegas suite, being told by a beautiful woman that she was here to help him do whatever he wanted to do. 
Was it any wonder he was feeling a little overwhelmed? 
‘I’m guessing your butler didn’t tell you that I was going to call by tonight?’
Bogdan shook his head. 
‘That’s okay. I can bring you and your partner up to speed on our way down. Is she ready to go too?’
Nikki looked over Bogdan’s shoulder into the vast suite, and the Serbian man realised she meant it was time to go now. 
‘Just one second,’ he said as he turned back into the room and headed for the balcony. 
Sticking his head out of the cool suite and into the arid evening air, Bogdan saw Jelena still standing on the edge of the balcony, enjoying the almost birds-eye view of the fountains. 
‘Errr, Jelena. There’s a woman here. She says she’s a casino host and that it’s her job to help us do whatever we want to do tonight. So, erm, what do we want to do?’
Jelena turned away and looked at her partner, seemingly as bewildered as he was about this latest development. It was funny, but when they were broke, nobody cared about them, yet now that they had money, they seemed to be the two most popular people in the world. 
‘I think we should go with her and see what she can show us,’ Bogdan suggested, and Jelena agreed, coming in off the balcony and grabbing her handbag before leading her man back to the open door where the casino host was waiting. 
As Nikki introduced herself to Jelena, Bogdan thought about turning off the lights in the suite while they were out but then gave up when he couldn’t find the switch in the monstrous room, instead just stepping out into the corridor and joining the two women. 
After he had closed the door and pocketed his room’s key card, Bogdan took Jelena’s hand, and they followed the exuberant host towards the elevators at the end of the corridor. 
‘So, do you two like to play games and win money?’ Nikki asked as she pressed the button to call the elevator to this floor. 
Bogdan and Jelena shared a glance, aware that this host probably wasn’t here simply to be kind but also to get the couple to spend a sizeable chunk of their money down in the casino. But they didn’t mind that because they were sensible and wouldn’t overdo it, and besides, when in Vegas, a little gambling is a must, isn’t it?
‘Yes, we do,’ Bogdan replied before deciding to have a little fun by sharing the story of how he and his partner came to be the kind of people who could afford a suite here and all the benefits that came with such a thing. ‘We actually played a game back in England called the lottery. And we won.’
Nikki looked puzzled for a second as she obviously tried to figure out what Bogdan meant, but then it dawned on her, and that large grin quickly returned to her face. 
‘Oh my gosh, you two are lottery winners?’
Bogdan and Jelena nodded. 
‘That’s amazing! Congratulations! I love when we have lottery winners staying with us! It’s so much better than tech billionaires or college fund kids. I feel like guys like you really appreciate the money so much more.’
Bogdan smiled and agreed because there was no doubt that he appreciated the money he had now. Other than this extravagant booking of the hotel suite and a lovely new home back in London, he and his partner had been fairly controlled about how they spent their money now that they had plenty of it. Like in San Francisco a few days ago, for instance, when Bogdan had baulked at the price of the $22 breakfast menu at their hotel and instead found a little café around the corner where he could get egg and chips for only $6 and change. He knew the value of money because he had worked so hard to accrue it over the years, so even though it was now abundant in his life, he was definitely not going to be frittering it away on silly things. But he also wanted to make sure that he enjoyed himself, and he certainly wanted to let Jelena enjoy herself too. That was why he had booked this suite at The Bellagio tonight.
His partner deserved a treat, and this was about as good as it got when it came to those. 
The elevator finally arrived, and the trio stepped inside before Nikki pushed the button for the ground floor, and Bogdan felt a slight lurch in his stomach as they descended. 
Being in such close proximity to a beautiful woman like Nikki was one thing, but for Bogdan, it was the beauty of Jelena that really took his breath away as he stood there and gazed lovingly at his partner while they travelled down. Nikki spent the journey talking about some of the various VIP tables that the casino had to offer for potential high rollers, but Bogdan missed half of it because he was thinking about how lucky he was not just to be rich but to have a woman like Jelena on his arm too. 
Regardless of whether he had all the money in the world or nothing, he knew that Jelena would always love him because she had been there when he was poor, so that was a great feeling to have and a real sign of true love. But hopefully, being poor was a thing of the past, which meant exercising plenty of caution for what was about to come next as the elevator doors slid open and the casino floor came into view. 
If the suite upstairs was big, then this room was gigantic. Hundreds, if not, thousands of slot machines stood in tidy rows, side by side like colourful sentries, their lights flashing and their speakers blaring out all sorts of weird and wonderful noises to attract another punter. Beyond them were the card tables and roulette wheels, where dealers stood and dealt, and players sat and played, fortunes won and lost on the turn of a card, the spin of a ball or the sliding of chips across the green felt. Amongst all of this craziness came the cocktail waitresses, scantily clad but skilled in their handling of a full drinks tray, always on hand to ensure that nobody betting in this casino tonight would go thirsty because that would mean they might get up and take their money elsewhere. And in amongst them were the pit bosses and the security guards, the ever-watching eyes of the casino itself, ensuring that all the games being played here were still weighted in favour of the house and that nobody was doing anything they shouldn’t do. 
While Bogdan was sure that the days of casino owners taking cheaters out into the middle of the desert with a gun and a spade were over, he wasn’t going to take any chances when it came to his own gambling tonight. He would play fair, but hopefully, that didn’t mean he couldn’t win, and he wondered if there was a little room for some more luck like the kind that had blessed him a couple of months ago. 
‘So, what do you want to play first?’ Nikki asked the couple as they stood mesmerised by all the sights, sounds and smells of the busy casino floor. ‘I’m a blackjack girl myself, but you, sir, strike me as a roulette kind of guy.’
Nikki winked at Bogdan, which made the Serbian man blush, or at least it did until Jelena gave him a nudge and a friendly scowl. 
‘Roulette sounds good,’ Bogdan mumbled back, keeping his eyes on Jelena and away from Nikki as he answered, as if looking at the sultry casino host again in the presence of his partner would turn him into stone like all of those who gazed upon Medusa in the world of Greek mythology. 
‘Excellent choice!’ Nikki said before leading the couple across the busy floor in the direction of the spinning wheels and where most of the noise in this room seemed to be coming from. 
As Bogdan and Jelena reached the tables, they saw all manner of people sitting playing at them. Old and young, flashy and discreet, confident and nervous, shouty or sensible; all sorts of different people with all sorts of different personality types coming together in the pursuit of one common goal. 
To try and beat the casino at their own game. 
Judging by the sizes of the various chip stacks on the tables in front of the different players, Bogdan could see that some were having more luck than others, and he wondered how he was going to fare when it came time to take his seat at a table and try his luck. 
But he didn’t have to wait long to find out because Nikki showed him and Jelena to a private, VIP table in the far corner, away from the loud shouts of the drunken stag parties and the screams of the sozzled hen do attendees, where they would be able to gamble in peace. 
Jelena looked a little nervous as she took her seat beside Bogdan, opposite a smiling game attendant in a smart uniform, but the Serbian man put her mind at ease quickly by assuring her that he wasn’t going to be playing for high stakes today or indeed ever. 
Putting in a request for £1,000 in chips, Bogdan noticed the visible disappointment on the face of Nikki, who must have been expecting him to be prepared to play with a lot more than that. But Bogdan was willing to walk away if that wasn’t considered good enough, and the casino host must have noticed that because she gave him a smile and asked for two drinks to be brought over to the table immediately. Perhaps her plan was to get the Serbian couple tipsy on high content cocktails so that they would loosen up and start risking more, but Bogdan was a man who had been brought up on high-strength Serbian lager, so he knew Nikki’s chances of getting that plan to work was as small as the chances of anybody walking out of this casino a winner tonight. 
Slim to none. 
As he received his stack of chips as well as a brightly coloured cocktail with so much fruit coming out of it that it looked like it belonged in a South American jungle rather than a North American casino, Bogdan got ready to play the game of roulette. 
Pushing a small portion of his chips onto the part of the table cloth that represented the colour red, Bogdan sat back and took a sip of his fruity flavoured drink as the ball spun around the wheel and bounced in and out of several segments before coming to a stop on number 12. But it wasn’t the number that mattered so much to Bogdan. It was the colour, and the colour was red. 
He had won. 
As he and Jelena celebrated their admittedly meagre winnings, it seemed like their run of good luck was not in any danger of running out just yet. 



Nancy
20:31
Nancy Miller dealt the cards to the players at her table while trying to ignore the loud hollering from the table behind her. She had already glanced over her shoulder and seen the large group of men in their Hawaiian shirts who were playing blackjack at the table manned by one of her colleagues, and she was just glad they weren’t at her table. They were loud, rude and extremely drunk. But this was Saturday night in Vegas, so they weren’t exactly unique. 
Fortunately, the players at her table were much better behaved. There were four of them, an elderly local man, a young Asian woman and a middle-aged couple on holiday from New Orleans, and they had all been here a while. They were polite, fairly quiet and happy enough to focus on the game rather than on making conversation with each other or the dealer. But they were also doing something else too. 
They were winning. 
While it wasn’t bothering Nancy that the chip stacks in front of the players at her table were growing larger by the minute, it was starting to attract the attention of her pit boss, a bald-headed man with the bulky physique of an American football player and the intimidating scowl of an English schoolteacher. His name was Taylor, but everybody called him Tex because he hailed from Texas, and he also demanded that everybody use his nickname, presumably because it sounded more intimidating than his Christian one. But Nancy didn’t find him intimidating, even as she looked over at him again and saw him staring in her direction. That was because she knew she was doing nothing wrong other than dealing the cards and playing her hand in the way the casino had trained her to. 
Blackjack was one of those rare games where the dealer had to play against the gamblers, and the gamblers didn’t have to beat the other players; they just had to beat the dealer. That could put pressure on less-experienced dealers, but Nancy had been doing this a long time, and she had long since stopped worrying about what would happen if she lost a hand and had to give out some chips on behalf of her employer. As long as she stuck to the rules then she would be okay, and in Vegas, the rules were everything. 
But there was another reason why she wasn’t particularly worried about Tex keeping his eyes on her table tonight, and that was because she had dealt with much more intimidating men than him in her time and come out on top. Therefore, she knew that while the Texan man was all muscles and scowls, his bark was worse than his bite, and he wasn’t really a threat to her. 
Not like her ex-husband had been. 
As Nancy turned over the cards and saw that she had lost another hand, giving a couple of players at her table more winnings, she thought about how a long shift at the casino tonight was in no way as bad as what used to be waiting for her at home when she had finished her work. That’s because up until last year, Nancy had been living with the man she married, a Las Vegas native by the name of Wayne, in their home on the outskirts of this ever-growing city. But unlike Nancy, who continued to work hard even as she entered her sixties, Wayne had grown lazier by the day, taking to skipping work and drinking beer in front of the television all afternoon. He’d always been a drinker, but he had definitely got worse as he had gotten older, and Nancy had quite rightly told him that he needed to cut down, for the sake of his job, his health, and indeed their marriage. 
But Wayne had never listened and had only ever drunk more until it became inevitable that his employer would let him go. For most people, losing their income would be a concern but not for Wayne. He was happy because it meant more time to drink himself into an early grave while watching sport all day. But Nancy was more sensible and knew that supporting both of them on her modest wage as a card dealer was not going to be easy, especially if Wayne was going to spend half of her income on booze. That’s why she had told him to sort himself out and find a job, or she would kick him out, and then he really would be screwed. Did Wayne listen? If he had then Nancy wouldn’t be standing here now thinking about her late husband and how the world was a very different place with him no longer in it. 
Dealing another hand, Nancy watched the four players at her table pick up their respective cards and make their decisions on whether to gamble or play it safe. She liked to think that she had a pretty good read on card players these days after over forty years in this industry, after beginning as a dealer back in the late seventies, at a time when the real glory days of Las Vegas were coming to an end after the highs of the 1950s and 1960s. Nancy had often wished she had been born twenty years earlier so she could have been working on The Strip at the time when Elvis was performing here, as well as crooners like Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Sammy Davis Jnr and the rest of the famous group that were called ‘The Rat Pack.’ She would have loved to have felt the buzz of the city back then when the surface of the unique desert metropolis was all glitz and glamour while the underbelly was all mafia and mob bosses. Who knows, she may have even managed to get herself a date with one of the many iconic men who called this place home back then because she was quite the looker back in her day, she’ll have you know. Alas, she had been a small child during those heady sixties’ nights, and by the time she was old enough to work on The Strip and attract the admiring glances of men, it had changed remarkably. 
Instead of meeting a famous musician, she ended up meeting Wayne, the man she would go on to marry and the man who would later cause so much chaos in her life. 
The sounds of the loud table behind her were showing no signs of abating, and Nancy was glad it wasn’t long until her next scheduled break. But before that, she had to keep working just as quickly as she had been doing all day, and that meant keeping the cards coming thick and fast so the players at her table could keep betting, and for the casino’s sake, hopefully, keep losing. 
Except they weren’t losing, they were still winning. 
And it was now starting to add up to a lot. 
That was when Nancy felt the firm tap on her left shoulder and turned around to see Tex standing there, his brow typically furrowed and his steely eyes flicking between her to the sizeable stacks of chips on the table. 
‘You can take your break now,’ Tex said to her rather coldly, and while Nancy knew he wasn’t doing it to be kind, she didn’t feel like arguing. She knew it wasn’t her fault that these players were winning so much, it was just good luck on their part and bad luck on the casino’s. But rather than defend herself so it was clear that was the case, she simply stepped away from the table. 
‘Change of dealer,’ Tex said, which was quickly met with a series of groans from the players at the table who were all obviously enjoying the fact that they had been winning so much with Nancy at the helm.  But the old dealer didn’t care about that as she made way for the new one, heading across the busy casino floor, away from the boisterous gamblers and in the direction of the ‘Employees Only’ door on the back wall. 
Using her staff key card to open it, Nancy entered the corridor on the other side, and as the heavy door closed behind her, she enjoyed how quiet it was in here compared to out there where the sounds of the drunken gamblers competed with the sounds from the slot machines.
Walking through the maze of corridors that made up the ‘behind the scenes’ element of a Vegas casino, Nancy passed by several card dealers in matching uniforms to hers, as well as sharp-suited security guards and even a couple of women dressed in brightly coloured feathers; showgirls no doubt on their way to perform at the Cabaret Club situated at the other end of this enormous venue. 
Nancy glanced back at the showgirls as they walked away from her, slightly longing for the time when she had been as youthful and energetic as them, but also satisfied with the fact that her job didn’t require good looks in the long term, whereas those girls would most likely be out of work the second they developed wrinkles and cellulite. 
Entering the locker room where the casino employees get changed before and after shifts, Nancy found her own locker and entered the combination to open it, smiling as she did at the petite housemaid who passed by at that moment. When her locker popped open, Nancy reached inside for her mobile phone, as well as the packet of cigarettes and the lighter that was sitting on top of the neatly folded clothes which she would drive home in at the end of her shift in the early hours of tomorrow morning. Then she closed the locker again, ensuring that it was secure, before heading down yet another long and winding corridor that would eventually take her out of the cool casino and into the stifling evening air of another Las Vegas night. 
Stepping outside and swapping the recycled oxygen of the casino floor for its more natural version, Nancy allowed herself a few deep breaths before she stuck a cigarette in her mouth and lit up. 
The nicotine did its job quickly, and Nancy felt her body and mind relaxing as she puffed away while walking around the side of the building towards her favourite place to spend these short breaks. Rounding the corner, Nancy was immediately struck by the spectacular view of The Strip that was available from this vantage point, and she took a seat on the wall to spend the rest of her break looking out at the bright lights of the city. 
As always, she could see the beam of The Luxor pyramid shooting straight up into the heavens and brightening the sky overhead as if it was some kind of homing beacon for any aliens that were passing over and looking for a place to gamble while visiting Earth. She also saw the glistening golden exterior of Mandalay Bay, looking almost as if it was shimmering in the evening heat. And across the road from that was the strikingly emerald-green body of The MGM, which was Nancy’s favourite casino because like most people in this town, she was a boxing fan and that casino was always host to the biggest fights in the city that was known as ‘The Fight Capital Of The World.’
There was a big fight scheduled to take place there this evening, and Nancy knew that the atmosphere would be electric inside the 17,000 capacity Grand Garden Arena which was built within the body of the enormous hotel and casino itself. Alas, Nancy would have to make do with watching the highlights of the fight tomorrow when her shift was over, although she knew there was little chance of avoiding the result before then. That’s because every casino floor in this city tonight would be filled with fight fans who would be singing and shouting about the outcome, and the casino floor where she was working would be no different. 
Taking another long drag on her cigarette as if to get her money’s worth, Nancy eventually conceded that she had sucked as much nicotine out of it as possible and tossed it away into the large bucket on the floor which somebody had kindly placed there in the knowledge that everybody liked to come and sit on this wall and have a smoke at some point. Checking the time on her phone, Nancy saw that she still had ten minutes left of her allotted fifteen, so she was in no rush to go back inside and return to the maze of dourly decorated corridors just yet. Instead, she continued to take in the view of this unique place where most of the people here tonight were just passing through on vacation, whereas she was here, all day, every day. 
She had been born in Vegas, and she knew she would die in Vegas. It wasn’t that she wanted to leave, but even if she did, at her age, where would she go? She liked the climate here and knew it would be kind to her old bones as they continued to age. She liked the scenery here once you got away from the towering casinos and got out into the suburbs where there was less concrete and more red rock. And she liked the fact that everybody here was so busy with their own lives and indulging their own whims that they had little time to pay attention to anybody else’s. That was how Nancy had been able to get away with what she had done in her past.
It was how she had been able to get away with killing her husband. 
Wayne was gone now, just like so many of these tourists out here exploring this city would be gone tomorrow too, and there was no doubt Nancy’s life was better in his absence. She no longer had to worry about going home after work to find him passed out in front of the TV, or worse, still in the throes of his drunkenness and hurling abuse at the players on the screen or even her when he finally laid eyes on her. Nor did she have to put up with the times when he would get up out of that armchair of his and head towards her with a vicious look in his eyes, his fists clenched in preparation for the beating they were about to give out. 
Wayne hadn’t just been a drunk. He had been violent too. But now, he was something else. 
He was dead. 
And Nancy had got away with his murder. 
That was why as she sat there on that wall and looked out at all the casinos that were packed with gamblers hoping to strike it lucky tonight, she already knew that she had beaten the odds and come out on top. But it wasn’t money she had won. It was her safety. And just like so many of the casino owners tonight would be trying to catch cheats, she knew there were plenty of detectives out there who were trying to catch killers. But none of them had caught her. How would they? She was just little old Nancy Miller, a card dealer in Las Vegas. 
Nobody cared about her, and that was just the way she liked it. 
If they didn’t care, then they couldn’t catch her. 
Nancy had played the game, and she had won. 
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Ethan Bancroft was still playing a game, but he hadn’t won yet. But that was okay. At this moment in time, the main thing was that he hadn’t lost, and the fact that he was still one of the players seated at the tables in this enormous ballroom was proof that he was still very much in it to win it. 
Taking a deep breath and doing his best to wipe the beads of sweat from his brow without the other people at his table noticing, Ethan tried to remain calm because it was vital that he did. One wrong move, and he could undo not just all the hard work he had put into today, but the work he had invested his time in over the last three years. Since quitting his job at a supermarket to become a full-time poker player, Ethan had very little to show for his efforts. But that could all change if he could keep his cool, continue to play good poker and stay in this seat while those around him lost their heads and lost their place in the game. 
Fiddling with the dark sunglasses that were covering his eyes so that his competitors couldn’t see his emotions as easily, Ethan decided that on the strength of his cards right now, he was not going to participate any longer in this hand. Folding quickly, he allowed himself to sit back in his chair and take a sip from the bottle of water while he kept an eye on the players who were still in the game. Even though he was no longer technically participating in this particular hand, it was vital that he kept watch. That was because poker wasn’t just a game of skill with a few cards. It was about body language and behaviour and being able to tell if somebody was bluffing or not. 
Ethan had been sitting at this table for over ten hours now, and he liked to think that he had a pretty good idea of who was bluffing and who was playing it straight. For instance, he suspected the wily old man in the cowboy hat to his left was an old-school poker veteran who knew all the tricks in the book and had bluffed his way successfully to the big stack of chips in front of him. On the other hand, he had a feeling that the nervous German man to his right was playing honestly, which was admirable, if a little naïve. 
It was no surprise then when the old cowboy beat the German in the next hand and took a large pile of chips from him. 
As the dealer expertly dealt the cards for another hand, Ethan allowed himself to glance up at the large electronic screen that was fixed to the wall beside the entrance which told the participants how many players were left in and, more importantly, how many more had to be eliminated before the first set of cash prizes came into play. While theoretically, Ethan should just concentrate on the task at hand and play his cards normally without worrying about what was going on around him, it was easier said than done. That’s because there was so much money at stake and nobody wanted to be eliminated now when they were this close to a substantial amount of money. 
Ethan knew that if he could just stay in the game while eight more players around the room lost and had to leave the tables, then he would earn at least $30,000 for his work so far. That was about as much as he had made in a whole year working in the supermarket back in England, where he originated from and where he had played online to win his seat at this lucrative and prestigious event. 
But if Ethan could stay in even longer and keep growing his stack of chips while other players around him lost theirs, then he stood to win a hell of a lot more than that. 
After all, the prize for being the last man standing at this event was a lot more than the 30k he had a chance of claiming now.  
It was $10,000,000. 
This was the biggest poker event in the world, an annual competition that had made millionaires out of ordinary civilians, and Ethan was hoping to be the latest ‘average Joe’ to add his name to the list of winners and change his life forever. But that was easier said than done, and in order to win this competition, he would not just have to beat the old guy in the cowboy hat who looked like he had been playing poker since Ethan’s parents were in nappies. He had to beat everybody else who had entered too. 
All 8,000 of them. 
Fortunately, many of those players had been eliminated since the game began this morning, so Ethan’s task was much more manageable, but there were still over 600 players left, and eight more had to lose before the cash pay-outs kicked in. That was why there was a nervous tension around the ballroom as a few more unlucky players got up from their seats and shuffled towards the exits, their dreams dashed for another year but improving the odds of those who they left behind. 
Ethan decided to play this next hand and put a pile of chips into the middle to let the dealer, and the rest of his table know, that he was in. As he waited for the other players to either play or fold, he thought about how crazy it was that he was in Las Vegas now playing poker for big prizes when it hadn’t been so long ago that he had been sitting in his bedroom back in England playing for meagre rewards. His life choice of leaving full-time employment to pursue the unpredictable life as a professional gambler had not gone down well with his parents, both of whom were back at home now, presumably waiting for their son to call them and tell them that he had been eliminated from this tournament. They had been supportive of him as far as letting him live with them while he worked on his dream, even though he was approaching middle-age now and had nothing to show for it. But he knew they were also hoping and indeed waiting for the day when he would give up this silly poker idea and go back to having a proper job, even if it was in something as tedious as stacking shelves for hungry shoppers. 
Even Ethan himself had started to have doubts about whether he was doing the right thing with his life. That’s because all his friends had good careers, their own homes and were starting families, while he was still essentially living like a teenager, holed away in his bedroom, earning little money and relying on the good nature of his parents to keep him fed and watered. It was hardly a glamourous life, and he knew that his friends shared similar concerns to his parents in that they thought he should probably give up and grow up as they had done. 
But Ethan also had this nagging voice at the back of his mind that had always told him to keep going and that things would work out well in the end, and while he didn’t have much evidence to back that up yet, he had listened to it and done as it said. That was how he had ended up here, sitting in Sin City on a Saturday night playing cards with people from all over the world who had obviously done the same thing as he had and followed his dreams. But the sad fact was that they couldn’t all be winners, and there was another stark reminder of that as Ethan looked up and saw another three players leaving the room after being defeated at one of the neighbouring tables. 
A quick check on the screen told Ethan that now only three more players had to be eliminated before he would be guaranteed at least $30,000. That knowledge instantly made his throat go dry, even after all the water he had just consumed. He also noticed that his hands were starting to shake, so he quickly let go of his cards and rested them in his lap beneath the table, afraid that one of the other players might sense his nervousness and take advantage of it in this hand. 
As the dealer turned over the first three of five cards that were to be revealed to the players, Ethan saw that he now had a very strong hand and should take advantage of that fact by putting more of his chips into the middle. But the problem was that he was so close to the money now that he wondered if it would just be better to play it safe and sit back, letting others take the chance and ensuring he at least got some money to take back home to England. But he was also aware that to not play a strong hand like this went against everything he had learned during his poker training, and he should try and maximise his chances to win now while he had the opportunity. Instead of saving his small stack of chips, he should try and grow it, so he had a chance at winning not just thousands of dollars, but millions instead. 
His heart told him to play. His brain told him to fold. And the screen on the wall told him that only one more player had to be eliminated before he would win the money. 
‘Come on English, I don’t have all day,’ said the old man in the cowboy hat, who was the only other player left in this hand now with Ethan. The elderly Yank had taken to calling Ethan ‘English’ after hearing his accent during play and while some might think it was affectionate, Ethan knew it was just one of the many ways that this experienced player had of imposing his will on this table. 
‘I get it. You’re nervous. You don’t want to be the guy who goes out one place before the money starts,’ the old man said with a chuckle. ‘In that case, you better fold and play it safe. Don’t risk it. You don’t want to go all the way back to England empty-handed, do you?’
Ethan did certainly not want to go back to England empty-handed because that would have done little to convince his family and friends that his life was on the verge of changing for the better. But he also knew that to continue playing this hand with the man in the cowboy hat would mean having to put all his chips at risk, and if he lost, he would be the unfortunate soul who missed out on $30,000 by one place. 
Then again, Ethan knew he had a strong hand and that this old man was a bluffer who most likely had very little with his own cards. The chances were that if Ethan played, he would win. But it was a huge risk so close to the money. 
‘What will it be?’ the old man said with a smirk. ‘Play and lose, or fold and win?’
Ethan was sure the old guy was bluffing now and that he really should play, but another check on the TV screen told him there still had to be one more player eliminated before the prize fund started. It was clear then that every other player around the room at all the other tables had stopped taking risks now, and they were all just waiting for one ‘idiot’ to lose so they could claim the money. 
Nobody wanted to be that person, but somebody had to be. 
Would it be Ethan?’
‘Time’s up,’ the dealer said, referring to the allocated window of opportunity for players to make their intentions known. ‘Either call or fold now.’
Ethan had to make his decision. 
‘I call,’ he said, deciding that he would take the chance and play because that was the best poker decision to make. ‘I’m all in.’
Pushing his chips into the middle of the table, Ethan stood up from his seat and prepared for the last couple of cards to be turned over so that he would know whether he had won or not. The old cowboy looked a little shocked but tipped his hat in respect to the English player, and all eyes around the room were suddenly fixed on the table in the corner. 
Everybody in this room wanted Ethan to lose so they would qualify for the money.
Only Ethan was hoping he would win. 
As the nervous Englishman stood by the table, too anxious to sit in his seat and watch the last part of the hand unfold, the dealer turned over the fourth card, and it was a good one, which increased the odds of Ethan winning. But there was still one more card to be turned over, and it would be that one that ultimately decided his fate. 
All Ethan could hope for was that it wasn’t a King. Any other card, and Ethan would win. But a King would see the old man victorious, and if that came, Ethan suspected the cowboy hat would get tossed up into the air in celebration. 
Ethan took a deep breath. 
The old man took a deep breath. 
And every other player in the ballroom took a deep breath. 
The card came. 
It was a Queen. 
Ethan had won the hand!
There were several audible groans around the room as Ethan fist-pumped the air and retook his seat, signalling to everybody here that he had just been successful and that one more player still had to be eliminated before the prize money kicked in. But Ethan didn’t care about that because it was unlikely to be him who lost now after he had just doubled his chip pile and beaten the old man at his table. 
‘Nice hand, English,’ the defeated player said, tipping his hat again, and Ethan thanked him before taking another sip of his water while trying to get his heart rate back under control. 
He was thrilled to have won the hand, but there was even better news a few minutes later when a ripple of applause broke out around the room, and he looked up to see a sulking player headed for the exits. A quick check on the electronic screen confirmed that the prize money had now been activated for those players still in, and that meant Ethan and everybody else still sitting in here tonight was guaranteed to go home with at least $30,000. But after that hand, and with his pile of chips much bigger than before it had started, Ethan knew he wouldn’t be satisfied to just go home with what he had already won. 
He had his sights set on so much more. 
He wanted to win the top prize. 
He wanted to prove to everybody back home that dreams really could come true. 
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Carol Heath didn’t know if all dreams could really come true, but that seemed to be the message she was being given by the various people she had spoken to this evening at this well-attended event just off the Las Vegas Strip. 
She was in the city on holiday with her husband, Steve, but instead of sipping cocktails and taking in a show or playing on the slot machines, the couple were walking around a crowded room visiting all the various stalls that had been set up at this conference. 
‘This one looks good,’ Carol said, pointing towards the stall up ahead with the large banner above, which said MANIFEST WEALTH in bright, bold lettering. 
‘If it was that easy to manifest wealth, then I’m sure the person running the stall would have just done it by now so that they didn’t have to be here,’ Steve replied, in his grumpy and sceptical fashion which had become his trademark tone ever since they had entered this room an hour ago. 
‘Don’t be so dismissive,’ Carol told him with a chuckle as she made her way over to the stall with her husband following reluctantly behind. 
She knew he would have much rather been out elsewhere in the city now, getting drunk and gambling away some of the budget they had allocated for this jaunt to the middle of the American desert, but he had also promised her that he would do this tonight because it was important for Carol. She was here because she was genuinely interested in the message behind an event like this, which was why she had been so pleasantly surprised to find out such an event was being held so close to the hotel where they were staying. It had been sheer coincidence, although Steve hadn’t seen it that way, but Carol genuinely had not planned to come here when she had booked the last-minute holiday several weeks ago. She had simply been planning on having a week in the Nevada sun with her partner and seeing the sights. But after attending a conference with her daughter, Francesca, a couple of months ago in which she had had her mind opened to the possibility of self-belief and manifestation, she almost felt like it was fate that she had ended up in the same place as an event like this one tonight. 
The name of this large-scale conference was The Law Of Attraction – Attract Anything, and while that might have sounded a little wishy-washy and fanciful, Carol had spent enough time learning about the concept of it over the last eight weeks to think that there really was something in it. That’s because ever since she had accompanied Francesca to that event in London and heard all the speakers talk about how a person could have anything they had ever wanted, her life had been transformed.  
Carol had set about changing her habits of a lifetime, striving to move away from worrying about things that she didn’t want, like ill-health and misfortune, and focusing instead on what she did want. So far, she had been doing a pretty good job of it, and she definitely felt a lot less anxious than she used to do. But she still felt like she was a long way from truly grasping the mindset behind not just being happier and more content, but actually being able to create good things in life that once seemed so out of reach. 
Like wealth, for example. 
‘Good evening,’ said the smiling young man sitting on the stall beneath the banner that told everybody in here that he was somebody who presumably knew how to MANIFEST WEALTH. 
‘Hi,’ Carol replied as she looked at the table that the man was sitting behind. But unlike most of the other surfaces in this place which were littered with leaflets and brochures, this one was decidedly bare. 
The only thing on it was a blank piece of paper and a pen. 
‘Am I right in thinking that you would like to learn how to manifest wealth?’ the man asked Carol as Steve loitered awkwardly beside her. 
‘Yes, please,’ Carol replied with a laugh because even she had to admit this did seem a little ridiculous. But she made sure not to glance at her husband because she was certain that his sceptical expression would have made her feel even more uneasy at this time. 
‘Okay, take a seat, and I’ll show you how to have anything you want,’ the man instructed Carol, gesturing to the empty chair at the side of the table. 
Carol did as she was told, ignoring the eye-rolling from her husband and sitting down beside the man at the stall. 
‘My name is Aspen,’ he said with a friendly smile. ‘And you are?’
‘Carol.’
‘Lovely to meet you, Carol.’
‘You too. That’s a lovely name, by the way. Aspen.’
‘Thank you. I’m named after my great-grandfather. And what is your name, sir?’
Aspen looked up at the man standing beside Carol. 
‘Steve.’
‘Nice to meet you too.’
Carol watched as Aspen sat forward in his seat, clearly getting ready to begin his little presentation about manifesting wealth, and she silently prayed that it wasn’t going to involve anything about her having to pay a large fee because that would have proved Steve’s suspicions right about all of this being some kind of a scam. 
‘Now, tell me, Carol. How much money would you like to have?’
Carol laughed at the question and glanced at Steve, who wasn’t laughing himself but had enough of a smile on his face to suggest that he was at least prepared to humour this man. 
‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Carol admitted with a shrug. ‘A lot?’
‘That’s too general,’ Aspen told her with a shake of the head. ‘You need to be specific.’
‘Erm, okay,’ Carol replied, trying to think of a number that didn’t seem too ridiculous. 
But it was almost as if Aspen read her mind at that moment because he offered her some advice before she had a chance to answer him. 
‘Don’t worry if the number seems unrealistic. Sometimes, the more unrealistic it is the better because then you really will know the power of this when it eventually works.’
Carol took that advice on board and decided to go ahead with the number in her mind. 
‘Okay,’ she said, a little nervous. ‘I would like one million pounds.’
She heard Steve snigger at her answer, and she expected Aspen to do the same, but instead, the young man simply nodded as if she had just asked him for something as simple as a cup of tea before picking up the paper and pen and handing it to her. 
‘Write it down,’ he told her as she accepted the items from him. ‘Write down that exact amount but use the present tense as if you already have it.’
Carol thought she understood what he meant, so she did as she was told, writing out a short sentence on the piece of paper as her husband stood beside her and watched. When she had finished, she looked up at Aspen to let him know. 
‘Okay, now read it out for me,’ he said, and Carol did as requested. 
‘I have one million pounds,’ she recited, which made her feel giddy just to say it. 
‘Great,’ Aspen replied, but Steve needed a little more evidence than that. 
‘So where is it then?’ he asked, although Carol was glad that it wasn’t in a rude tone but rather an inquisitive one. 
‘It’s already on its way to you,’ Aspen replied, which didn’t really answer the question, but he spoke again before Steve could challenge him on it. 
‘Now Carol, what I want you to do is keep this piece of paper and carry it around with you at all times. Put it in your purse and take it out every day to look at and be assured that the exact amount is already yours and it will find you in good time.’
Carol thought that idea seemed a little fanciful, even for someone like her who had started to believe in all this attraction stuff. She had already seen that switching her mindset from one of worry to one of gratitude and positive expectation had made her day-to-day life less troublesome, but this seemed like it required quite a stretch of the imagination. Nevertheless, she did as she was told, folding up the piece of paper and putting it into her purse where she knew she could look at it every day. 
‘Is that it?’ Steve asked, perhaps having a good point that there had to be more to it than that. 
But Aspen simply sat back in his chair and smiled. 
‘Yep, that’s it. Congratulations. You are now millionaires.’
‘I don’t have to do anything else?’ Carol asked. 
‘No, you have set your intention, and now it has to happen. Just keep that paper with you and look at it often, believing like it will be yours, no matter how unlikely it seems.’
Carol and Steve shared a slightly confused look before she got up from the chair and thanked the man before leading her husband away before he could say anything more. 
‘What the hell was all that about?’ Steve asked his wife once they were out of earshot of the man they had left behind at the stall. 
‘I’m not too sure,’ Carol admitted, confused herself as to how exactly that little exercise with the piece of paper was supposed to create great wealth in her life. 
‘I think that’s enough craziness for one day,’ Steve decided with a shake of the head. ‘How about we go and find one of those all you can eat buffets we read about online? 
Carol was hungry and did like the sound of that, but she was also still interested in seeing what some of these other stalls had to offer. This event was huge, and even though they had been here for an hour, they still hadn’t seen half of what was available to them. 
‘How about another ten minutes then we can go?’ she suggested, and while Steve initially wore the expression of a child who had just been told that his dinner was going to be late, he eventually conceded and continued to accompany his wife on her tour of this vast conference hall. 
As they carried on walking in amongst the throngs of Americans and foreign tourists who had also descended on this event to hopefully learn ways to enhance their lives, they passed several more stalls which all seemed to promise things just as unlikely as the last stall they had visited. 
ATTRACT YOUR DREAM PARTNER!
MANIFEST MOTIVATION!
GUARANTEE GOOD HEALTH!
And Steve’s favourite:
HAVE IT ALL! HAVE IT NOW!
‘I want to have all the food I can eat, and I want to have it now,’ Steve quipped as he walked beside Carol, and she laughed at her husband while her stomach rumbled, and she thought of the delicious buffet that hopefully awaited them after here. But before she could put her husband out of his misery and tell him that it was time to go, she noticed the large crowd gathered in one corner of the room, and she headed towards it, interested to see what had caught the attention of so many people. 
As they reached the crowd, Carol and Steve strained to get a good look at what was happening on the other side of all the bodies, and that’s when they saw the elderly man in a suit sitting on a chair and signing autographs.
Carol had no idea who he was, but he was clearly popular enough to command such attention, and even though she was unsure about his identity or his accomplishments, she could certainly feel herself drawn to him, as if there was something about his presence that signalled that he was a man of distinction. He looked to be ninety, if not older, judging by the deep wrinkles on his face, but he seemed to have the vigour of a man half his age, and he certainly had a twinkle in his eye. 
That was when Carol realised that he was looking right at her.
The old man stopped what he was doing and gave her a smile that made her feel warm inside before he returned to signing more autographs and Carol felt compelled to find out who exactly this man was and why he was so popular. 
‘Excuse me,’ she said to the middle-aged woman beside her. ‘Who is that?’
She made sure to keep her voice low enough so that the man wouldn’t hear and be offended, but she didn’t avoid offending everybody. That was because the woman whom she had asked the question of turned and looked at her as if she was mad before shaking her head and walking away. 
Carol felt too embarrassed to ask anybody else, but fortunately, she didn’t need to because a few seconds later she caught a glimpse of the book being held by one of the people queuing to meet this man and she saw the name and title printed across the front of it. 
Horatio Hamilton – Speak It Into Existence.
Carol assumed this must be Horatio, and she thought about how that nostalgic name seemed to be very fitting for an elderly gentleman like this. With his smart suit, friendly smile and natural confidence, he seemed to be absolutely loving life. He looked a million dollars, and he was probably worth it too. 
But who was he? What was his story? 
How had he come to be in a place like this, signing so many autographs?  
Carol didn’t know, but she knew there was one way to find out. She would have to buy his book from the young woman who was selling them at the stall beside this large crowd. 
‘Come on,’ she said to Steve as she made her way over to the stall, but any hopes that he might have had about them being on their way out of here and on towards the nearest buffet venue were dashed when Carol paused at the stall and took out her purse. 
Her fingers brushed over the piece of paper she had just put in there in which she had written that she was the owner of a million pounds and found the twenty dollar note which she would use to pay for a copy of this man’s book. 
As she exchanged the money for the bulky hardback, she ignored her husband’s question about why she was buying it and instead flicked through a couple of pages to see if she could get a better idea of this man and what he was really about. 
That was when she came across the black and white photos in the middle of the book and looked at the young boy who she presumed was Horatio in his youth. She also noted the photos of the young man in his military uniform, presumably taken during the Second World War, although she would have to ask Steve to confirm that because his military history was certainly better than hers. Then she turned the page and saw a few more modern photos of Horatio as he looked now, elderly but energetic, and speaking to large crowds of people, having clearly grown up to be a man who has had a big impact on many people’s lives. 
Carol couldn’t wait to read this book and would probably make a start on it when she was back in the hotel room tonight. But first, she had to give in to her hunger, and indeed her husband’s, so they walked away from Horatio and his fans, going in search of the nearest buffet on the Las Vegas Strip. 
But she glanced back as she went, and that was when she noticed Horatio was watching her leave, still with that same warm smile spread across his face. 
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Horatio Hamilton put his pen to paper and signed his autograph for what must have been the hundredth time since he sat down here this evening and welcomed his fans to step forward. But he didn’t mind doing it, and he would happily stay here all night if he had to because it was people like these who had contributed to his vast fortune and ensured not only his financial freedom but the freedom of the family he would leave behind when he eventually passed. But he wasn’t a charlatan, exploiting naïve customers for his own gain. He was simply a successful salesman who had figured out how to market something that people wanted and give it to them at a fair and reasonable price.
His job was to make other people’s dreams come true, and in return, they paid him so that all his came true as well. 
‘It’s an honour to meet you,’ said the eager young man who was the next in line to approach Horatio and the elderly man smiled and replied in kind. 
With a quick wiggle of his pen across the page of the book that had been held open in front of him, Horatio had just made another customer happy. But he knew that it was his work outside of this place that had really made his legion of fans really happy because he had given them something far more valuable than an autograph and a smile. 
He had given them hope. 
Like the front cover of his bestselling book proclaimed, he had taught millions of people how to ‘Speak It Into Existence’. What that meant was he had been successful in getting across a message that had proved to be particularly profound in his own life, and in exchange for that, he had earned millions of dollars on royalties and appearance fees. The message he had used to accumulate his great fortune was a simple one. It was the belief that anybody could have anything they want, however crazy or unrealistic, if only they made the first step, which was to tell people exactly what they wanted in the belief that it was a sure thing. 
Horatio had certainly done that during his ninety-four years on Earth. He had told people he wanted to be famous back when he was a nobody, and now he was a somebody. He had told people he wanted to be rich back when he was broke, and now he was wealthier than anybody needed to be. And he had told people that he was going to change the world, and he certainly felt as though he was doing that, one person at a time. 
But how had he done it? That was a question that many people liked to ask him, particularly those in the media who were sceptical of his accomplishments and criticised him as being somebody who had gotten rich by preying on the dreams of others. But anybody could have the answer to that question. 
All they had to do was pay the $20 charge for the copy of his memoirs. 
Horatio smiled as he signed another couple of autographs before the young woman in charge of manning his stall tapped him on the shoulder and reminded him that it was time to take a short break. While Horatio hated leaving his adoring fans even for just a few minutes, he knew it was important to have a short rest because, at his age, fatigue was the second biggest enemy to time. 
‘I’ll be back in a moment,’ Horatio said as he stood up from his chair and smiled at the people who were still queuing to see him before following his assistant out of the room and into the quieter back room which had been opened up for participants of this event to have a breather. But as Horatio walked inside, he saw that he was the only person in the room, although that didn’t surprise him because everybody else was much younger than him, so they didn’t need to take a break as he did. 
‘I’ll get you a glass of water,’ his assistant told him before she left Horatio alone for a moment, and the man took a deep breath before reaching into the inside pocket of his suit jacket and taking out the bottle of prescription pills that were hidden inside. 
Unscrewing the cap, Horatio carefully poured out two pills before putting them into his mouth and fixing the lid back on. By the time he had returned the bottle to his pocket, his assistant was back with his drink, and he used it to wash down the pills with a big gulp. 
‘How are you feeling?’ she asked him with a slight look of concern on her face. 
‘Like I’m ninety-four,’ he replied with a smile before going to get up out of his seat again. 
‘Why don’t you have a few more minutes?’
‘There are a lot of people out there who have come a long way to see me.’
‘They aren’t going anywhere.’
Horatio reluctantly took his assistant’s advice and stayed in his seat for a little while longer, enjoying the peace and quiet in this room while doing his best to summon up the energy required to be able to go back and face his public as if everything was alright in the world. But sadly, at least in his world, it was not. That’s because he was dying, and there was nothing that could be done about it, so Horatio’s brave face and apparent good health was simply an act. 
The truth was that he was growing wearier by the day, and it was just a matter of time until he was going to have to stop making appearances at events like this and slip into retirement before slipping into the afterlife shortly after that. But Horatio wasn’t feeling sorry for himself, nor was he afraid of what might be on the horizon for him. That was because he knew he had been lucky to experience so many years on this planet, and he hoped he had a couple more in him yet. While reaching a hundred might be beyond him, he did like the idea of making it to ninety-five, if only because that was the number of the platoon which he served in during the Second World War. For that to happen, he would have to make it another six months, and he wasn’t sure if he could do that based on what the doctors had told him about the cancer that was currently working its way through his bones. 
He had been advised that the only type of meaningful treatment which might stand a chance of shrinking his tumours would be extremely punishing on his body, so he had taken the decision to forgo all treatment other than some basic pain medication in favour of spending his remaining time relatively healthy, or at least on the outside. Instead of being hooked up to machines in hospital and pumping himself full of all sorts of drugs that would leave him bedbound at best, he had opted to stay out on the road, trying to touch as many lives as he could before he eventually lost the benefit of his own. That was why he was here now in Las Vegas, appearing at this event and signing autographs for his adoring fans, all of whom had no idea that the man they idolised was in such poor health. 
They would surely be devastated to learn about his diagnosis if he were to break the news, which was why he had done his best to keep it under wraps and other than his family and closest friends, nobody knew. It had been impossible to keep it a secret from his assistant though, of course, mainly because she was with him almost all day every day, organising his itinerary and helping him get to and from wherever he needed to be. She had been devastated when he had told her, and unsurprisingly so, considering that she had been by his side for the last ten years ever since he had met her at one of his annual summits which he held in his home state of Florida every September. 
She had been one of his best-ever students, instantly taking to the information and advice he had given her, and not just because she had paid the substantial fee to be there with him. She had been eager, attentive and extremely polite, and that was why he had asked her to be his employee when the summit had ended. She had gratefully agreed, paving the way for a decade of the pair of them out on the road helping other people to hopefully live the lives that they wanted. 
But all good things had to come to an end, and Horatio and his assistant were aware that this was just one of those things. How long they had left exactly was unclear, but one thing was for sure. They were determined to make the most of whatever time they had together. 
‘Let’s do this,’ Horatio said, getting up out of his seat with a stoic sense of ‘the show must go on.’
As he made his way back into the bustling room that housed hundreds of people, many of whom would recognise him instantly, he knew that he was a man who had lived a life of great service, and that made him confident for whatever fate awaited him in the future. It had been during his service to his country when he had first chanced upon the set of beliefs that would go on to make him rich and famous and the kind of man who got to travel the world with an assistant by his side. It had been in the final year of World War II when he had been called up to serve his country as a fresh-faced eighteen-year-old, and he could still recall now the feeling of the fear which had gripped him as he had gone into battle where the outcome was uncertain and potentially deadly. But it was during one long night in the Pacific Islands as his platoon sheltered from a barrage of Japanese bombs when he was given the instruction that would go on to change his life during the war and after it. 
His platoon leader, clearly aware of how afraid Horatio was, had told him to repeat back to him one very simple sentence. 
‘I am going to survive this. I am going to survive this.’
Horatio had done as he was told, saying that sentence over and over again despite the loud explosions ringing out all around him, and even if he hadn’t believed a word of it, he kept saying and saying it until eventually the bombing ceased and he realised he had made it through the night. It had been the next day when things were decidedly calmer for the platoon when Horatio had asked his leader why he had told him to say that. The leader replied with the words that would change Horatio’s life forever. 
‘You can speak things into existence.’ 
Horatio had never been able to get those words out of his mind, even after the war had ended and he had returned to US soil. He was also reminded of them again when he attended the funeral of his leader, who had died in a tragic automobile accident not long after the war had ended. It was there, as the great man was being lowered into the ground, that Horatio decided he would honour him by dedicating his own life to spreading the powerful belief that words really can become things. 
So had begun over seventy years of learning, teaching and ultimately helping millions of other people speak their hopes and dreams into existence. While Horatio’s wish that frightful night back in 1945 had simply been to survive the blast of the bombs, he realised he could apply his leader’s advice to anything. Money. Health. Success. Now Horatio was widely known as a man who had convinced people that they could have anything they wanted if only they said it, believed it and acted on it, but he had never forgotten the man who had shared that wisdom with him. 
Sadly, there are limits on what self-belief and confident words can do, and the human body is resilient but not totally immune to death and disease, and while his leader’s time had come too soon, Horatio’s time was almost at an end too. But as he made his way back through the crowded room towards his seat where he would go on to sign so many more autographs, Horatio knew that he might never have made it to this impressive age of his if not for the words of his leader in 1945. 
‘I am going to survive this.’
With those words in mind, Horatio had already been telling himself daily that he was going to survive his cancer and live to be a hundred, and while he wasn’t sure if it would work this time as it had back in the war, so far, he was still alive and therefore, still winning. The doctors had given him six months to live, and that had been six months ago already, so the fact he was still walking around, shaking hands and smiling at his fans was an achievement. But how long could he last for? Only time would tell. But just like everybody else in this room liked to believe, dreams could come true for those who believed in them enough. 
That was why Horatio kept the belief that he would reach a hundred years of age, and why not? 
If he didn’t believe in himself, then who would?



Leon
20:35
Leon Logan was trying hard to believe in himself as he stared at his reflection in the mirror and told himself that he was the toughest man in the world. It was the same affirmation that he had repeated to himself throughout his life, since childhood in Detroit, through his teenage years when he was sleeping rough in New York, to now in his mid-twenties as he stood in the changing rooms of this Las Vegas arena preparing to go into battle. 
He had always believed in that affirmation, truly feeling like he just might be the toughest man in the world. If not, then how could he have survived such a brutal upbringing in his dysfunctional family home back in Michigan, when his father would regularly beat him and his mother would use a needle to get her through the day? If not, then how could he have survived when he ran away from home at thirteen and made it to the Big Apple, sleeping on the freezing streets until a gym owner took pity on him and allowed him to sleep in his office? And if not, then how could he have progressed to this level of the boxing world, owning an unbeaten record of 17-0 and being the bookmaker’s favourite to extend his winning streak tonight? 
He had to be tough to have come through all of that; there was no doubt about it. But the toughest in the world? That remained to be seen, although he would find out soon enough because there was only a couple of minutes to go before he was called out to walk to the ring and face his latest opponent. 
Then he really would find out if he was as tough as he liked to believe he was. 
The room was busy behind Leon, his trainers and coaches moving around and making sure everything was okay for the important night ahead, but none of them spoke to the man standing in front of the mirror. That’s because they knew better than that after so many years of training him and accompanying him to these events. Leon was now in a place that very few humans could understand. 
He was in the mental space which allowed him to go out in front of thousands of people with the full knowledge and understanding that he could die tonight before the eyes of the world. 
It was no exaggeration to say that boxing was a life-threatening sport, and Leon knew that one bad blow to the head could be all it took to change his life forever or end it just as permanently. Of course, he trained hard to avoid taking such a fatal blow, and he was certainly a skilled boxer, which his unbeaten record testified to. But all those other fights were in the past, and all that mattered now was the one that was coming up. There could only be one winner, and while Leon was telling himself that it would be him, he was pretty sure the guy in the opposing changing room right now was telling himself the same thing too. 
Leon’s opponent tonight was a hard-as-nails Russian who had begun his professional career while Leon was still in nappies. At the age of forty-two, Dmitri Palev should probably have retired, but then why would he when he was still one of the most fearsome and dominant boxers on the planet? If anybody was going to put him into retirement, then they would have to beat him, and that was the challenge facing Leon tonight, as 17,000 people waited eagerly in the arena near where the two boxers went through their final preparations. 
Taking several deep breaths and bobbing his head up and down as the music continued to play in his headphones, Leon took his mind deeper and deeper into the dark place it needed to go for him to be able to go out and do what he needed to do. He had to cause violence this evening against another human being whilst fully aware that violence would be brought down upon him too. It was a strange thing to know that he was going to be getting punched in the face in a few minutes’ time and have to motivate himself to go and face those punches. Most sane human beings would run as far away from danger as they could, but Leon was going to have to walk straight towards it very soon. 
He could only hope that he would be well enough to walk away from it when it was over too.
Turning away from the mirror and facing the large room where he had spent the last hour warming up and trying to release some nervous energy, Leon made his way over to the empty chair in the corner of the room and sat down. Then he put his bare hands out in front of himself, and his coach sprang into action, pulling up his own chair and getting to work on wrapping Leon’s hands so that they would be protected beneath the bulky boxing gloves that would be looking to inflict damage on the Russian opponent this evening. 
As his hands were wrapped, Leon kept his eyes closed, listening to his music as well as the positive affirmations that he continued to repeat internally. This was a critical time now, with the fight so close and with no chance to back out, there could be no room for doubt or negative self-talk at this moment. Leon now had to tell himself that he was the best, even if he didn’t believe it, because to think otherwise at this crucial stage would have been suicide. There was a Moscow monster on the other side of this wall who had flown all the way to America to ruin Leon’s unbeaten record as well as the young man’s handsome face. If Leon wasn’t prepared to match that level of violence, then it was going to be a very brutal night ahead. 
But the American man was more nervous than usual, and he knew why. It was because he was no longer just fighting for himself anymore, which had always given him a sense of having nothing to lose. Nowadays, he did have something to lose, and it was the opportunity of giving a young child a chance at the life he never had. 
Leon and his girlfriend, Shaunda, had just welcomed a beautiful baby daughter into the world only six weeks ago. Nia was now being looked after back in New York by her mother while Leon was on the other side of the country preparing to go and earn his money, but he couldn’t wait to get back on that plane and get home to see his girls again. Becoming a father had changed Leon’s perspective on things. It had made him work even harder than before, increasing his motivation now that he had somebody to earn money for other than himself. But it had also made him aware of how important it was that he was around to play a prominent role in his child’s life in order to be a better parent than his own mother and father had been to him. But in order to do that, Leon needed to stay healthy, and that wasn’t guaranteed in his line of work. There was no saying what would happen in that ring tonight once the opening bell rang and the two boxers collided in the centre, two bulky masses of muscle, each determined to knock out the other one and be victorious. Hopefully, Leon would win, suffer little damage and be home in the morning to kiss his daughter. But he could just as easily be knocked out, end up in the hospital or worse, never make it back home again. 
Allowing the memory of all the boxers who had died in the ring before to cross through his mind was not a wise thing to do so close to a fight, so Leon banished the negativity and reminded himself of who he was. He was the fighter whom boxing experts had called a future world champion. He was the kid from the mean streets of Michigan who had beaten all the odds and was now on his way to becoming a multi-millionaire. And he was the loving father who his tiny daughter smiled at when he held her in his arms. 
Most importantly of all, at least as far as the next hour or so was concerned, he was the toughest man in the world. 
As his hands continued to be wrapped and the motivational music played in his ears, Leon started to feel the next emotion that always came during the crazy few minutes before making that walk to the ring. He started to feel euphoric, like the adrenaline was peaking in his system and his brain was being flooded with dopamine, his body’s response to the heightened state he had taken it to ever since arriving at this arena and getting ready to fight. 
It had been a long build-up to this event, a twelve-week training camp back in New York, as well as several press conferences and countless interviews where Leon had been forced to answer the same questions over and over again. 
‘Are you confident?’
‘How do you think you can beat your opponent?’
‘What do you make of the Russian’s impressive knockout record?’
Leon had almost gone into auto-pilot mode over these last few days, answering the questions in person while his mind was a million miles away. That’s because by now, the time for talking was over, and there was only one way to give the people their answers. 
He had to go out there and fight. 
With his hands wrapped, Leon allowed his trainer to put his gloves on for him, keeping his eyes closed as the seconds counted down on the chaos that was about to come. He knew that if he was to remove his headphones, then he would hear the rumble of noise from the large arena nearby, the thousands of fight fans packed in to see this modern-day version of a Gladiator battle. That was why Leon would keep his music on until the very last second. That way, he could stay in his own little bubble for as long as possible, and it was a bubble in which he could tell himself he was the champion and he would be the winner. 
When both his gloves were on, he felt his coach tap him on the arm, and that was the signal for Leon to open his eyes and get up from his seat. It was just one of the many rituals that existed between the student and the teacher, and rituals were important because sticking to things that had worked in the past was one way of hopefully ensuring things continued to work in the future. 
Nodding at his coach to let him know that he was exactly where he needed to be both physically and mentally right now, Leon then saw the door to this large locker room open, and an overweight man in a black t-shirt walked in with a huge smile on his face. 
Leon couldn’t hear what the man was saying as he spoke, but he didn’t need to because he’d heard it all before when he had fought here in the past. This man was the guy in charge of telling the fighters when it was time to leave the locker room and step out into the corridor to make the televised ring walk, and he always did it in his own imitable style. 
‘Let’s go, gangsters! Time to show the world who you are and what you do! Let’s get paid!’
Leon had laughed the first time he had been here as a fighter and heard that man’s enthusiastic words, and he also knew that was the intention behind them. They were supposed to break the ice and relax a fighter just before he went out there and did battle. Lord knows there was enough nervous energy in the room without somebody else adding to it. 
As the man left the room again, Leon led his coaches to the open doorway, bumping his two gloves together and skipping a little as he walked, a slightly nervous behavioural trait of his but one he needed to do anyway because it was all part of the ritual from previous fights. As he left the locker room, Leon knew that he would be returning to it in a very different state of mind. Hopefully, he would be in a celebratory mood after demolishing the threat of the Russian and adding another win to his impressive record. But there was also the chance that he would return here defeated, heart-broken and dejected, where he would be forced to pick up the pieces of his broken career and start all over again. But Leon had no intention of walking back in here as a loser. He was here tonight to win, and that was what he planned to do. 
Of course, there was one possible scenario that could see Leon not make it back to this room later tonight. That would only happen if he was to suffer a brutal knockout, in which case he would need to be taken to the nearest hospital as soon as possible. So far, Leon had never been knocked out and whisked away in the back of an ambulance for emergency brain scans or procedures. But plenty of other boxers had, including Leon’s opponent this evening, and if there was one thing that was almost certain in this game, then it was that it would happen to all boxers eventually. There were a few fighters who had been skilful enough to go through their entire career without suffering a loss on their record, but they were in the minority. Most boxers, even the very best ones, had endured some degree of head trauma and physical punishment and Leon had to be prepared to accept the chance that his turn would come soon enough. 
The thought of being knocked out in front of a live audience of thousands and a television audience of millions was a daunting one, but it was the thought that his girlfriend would be watching back in New York that really concerned him. He knew how nervous she would be right now as she continued to look after their daughter while Leon went into combat. All she would want was for him to be safe and come home to them, and that was all Leon wanted too. 
As he entered the dark corridor and saw the television cameras, Leon swallowed hard. As he made his way past several of the arena’s employees, he did another little nervous hop. And as he caught sight of the tall Russian man walking ahead of him, he took a long and deep breath. 
This was it. It was time. 
Thousands of fans. Two gladiators. 
And only one winner. 
‘Let’s get ready to rumble!’



Curtis *
20:36
Curtis Bridge felt the goosebumps on his arms as he heard the loud cry of the Master of Ceremonies coming through the television screen in his hotel room. As a boxing fan, he always got a giddy feeling when he heard the famous line which preceded all big boxing contests, and his only regret now was that he wasn’t in the actual arena where the fight was taking place. He had attempted to get tickets, but they had sold out too fast, leaving him to have to watch the action from the other side of a screen instead of live and in person. He could only imagine what the atmosphere was like for those in attendance. Electric, no doubt. But if he couldn’t have the best seat in the house for the fight, then he would just have to make do with the second-best seat right here.
The hotel room in Las Vegas in which Curtis was currently relaxing was not a bad place to spend a little time, and that was good because it had certainly cost enough money to book. But the price had been deemed worth it because this wasn’t just any holiday for Curtis and his wife; it was an opportunity for the troubled firefighter to have a much-needed break from all the stresses and strains of everyday life. 
Turning up the volume with the remote control a little before putting his hands behind his head as he lay horizontal on the king-size bed, Curtis watched as the two fighters on the screen made their way towards the ring. This would be a good fight. An up-and-coming American boxer pitted against an experienced Russian. There would be fireworks when these two met in the centre of the ring, there would be no doubt about that, and Curtis was ready to enjoy one hell of a fight.
The only problem was that his wife was not. 
Curtis heard the bathroom door unlock and knew that it signalled that his wife was on her way back into the bedroom, where she would undoubtedly be ‘thrilled’ to see that the boxing was still on the TV. Karen loved her husband, but she did not love the fact that he liked to watch two grown men punch the living daylights out of each other for entertainment purposes. That was why she had only mildly covered up her ‘disappointment’ when Curtis had told her that all the tickets to the big fight tonight had sold out. She would have gone if only for her husband’s sake, but now that she didn’t have to, she was rather hoping to spend their Saturday night on The Strip doing something more fun. But Curtis really wanted to watch this fight. 
‘Is this still on?’ Karen asked as she walked past the bed where Curtis lay to go into her suitcase and look for something she needed as part of her outfit this evening. 
‘It’ll be finished soon,’ Curtis replied without taking his eyes off the screen, even though that was a white lie, and he knew that the fight hadn’t even started yet. 
He reached out for the bottle of beer on his bedside table and took a refreshing sip before glancing at his wife and seeing that she had made quite the effort for this evening. She was wearing a black dress that he hadn’t seen before, and she had curled her hair just like she used to do when they were younger. Now she was taking a pair of heels out of her suitcase, and it looked like she was almost ready to go. On the other hand, Curtis was still wearing nothing more than a pair of boxer shorts and had some way to go before he was presentable enough to leave this room and venture out into the city. 
But he wasn’t going to be rushed, nor did he think Karen would put him under any pressure to get up off the bed and get ready yet. That was because she was a good partner who had booked this holiday more for his benefit than hers. She had seen how low her husband had become over the last couple of months, and this was her best attempt at cheering him up and reminding him that there was still plenty of good things to enjoy in the world outside of his hectic job as a firefighter. 
Vegas. Sunshine. Alcohol. All you can eat buffets. And even a little boxing. 
How could Curtis have said no to all of that?
As he put his hands behind his head again and watched the pundits on screen talking about who should win this upcoming fight, Curtis knew that he had a lot to be grateful for at that moment. He had his wife, he had this great hotel room, and he had his health. 
He was lucky. 
So why didn’t he feel any better about things?
Curtis had spent a long time pondering the answer to that question, but he was only now starting to understand that it wasn’t a simple one. Rather, there were several things going on inside his mind that had contributed to his troubling array of symptoms, which ranged from sleepless nights, panic attacks and a gnawing sense of impending doom that he had found almost impossible to shake off. He knew this was the case because he had been seeing a therapist, and she had helped him understand what he was going through a little better. She had explained to him that his work as a firefighter had put him under daily levels of stress that the average member of the public did not have to deal with, as well as forced him to witness things that very few human beings ever have to see. 
He had seen people trapped in burning buildings with no hope for rescue. He had seen the look on a parent’s face when they realised their child was still somewhere in the fire. And he had seen his colleague and good friend, Miranda, die right in front of his eyes on Valentine’s Day. 
Was it any wonder he wasn’t sleeping like a baby?
But thanks to Kaitlyn, the therapist he had been seeing with increasing regularity back in the UK, Curtis no longer felt alone. He was still a long way from being ‘fixed’ as he liked to put it, but he at least knew that he was on the right path. It was just going to take a while, and it had to be one day at a time. But the fact that he was sitting in Las Vegas right now with boxing on the TV, a beer to hand and his beautiful wife nearby, and still felt a little anxious, was proof to him that he was not yet the healthy man he used to be. 
Fortunately, the panic attacks during the night had become less frequent since he had started working with Kaitlyn, so that at least meant he had been sleeping better. He had also been helped by the fact that he was signed off from work on long-term stress leave, meaning it had been a while since he had been forced to enter a burning building and pull somebody out of it. Being a fireman made up a large part of his identity, but the more time that passed with him out of work, the less he felt enthused about returning to it. But if he didn’t fight fires, what would he do? While his mental health might have thanked him for giving up such a dangerous job, his bank manager probably wouldn’t because he still had a mortgage to pay and bills that came through the door each month. Fortunately, just like in all other areas of his life, his wife was supportive. 
She was even being supportive now by letting him watch the boxing when she was clearly itching to go out and see the sights. 
‘Who is the favourite for this one then?’ Karen asked him as she put on her heels while glancing up at the two fighters on the screen. 
‘Leon. The American,’ Curtis replied, thrilled that his wife was showing an interest in his favourite sport. 
‘Who’s that other guy? He looks like an axe murderer!’
Curtis chuckled. 
‘That’s Dmitri. They call him the Moscow Monster.’
‘I can see why. His legs are the size of tree trunks.’
‘Yeah, he’s pretty big.’
Curtis noticed that Karen looked a little concerned for the fight which was about to take place and smiled because she was a sweet woman who had no time for violence. Unfortunately, that didn’t make her the best person to sit and watch a boxing match with. 
‘You don’t have to watch this, you know? How about you go down to the bar for a drink, and I’ll be down as soon as this is over. It should be a quick fight.’
‘I’m not sitting in a bar in Vegas on my own on a Saturday night. People will think I’m an escort!’
Curtis burst out laughing. 
‘People will not think that.’
‘They might do! What if someone approaches me and asks me how much I charge! I’d be mortified!’
Curtis laughed again, and his wife’s sense of humour never failed to get him smiling, even through his recent struggles. But as was always the case, his troubled mind liked to quickly remind him of the fact that not all was well in the world, and this time it did so by making him think of Miranda’s poor husband, who would now be alone after the loss of his wife. He hated the fact that no matter what he did, where he went and who he was with, his brain would always try and pull him back down into the depths of despair. He also worried that quitting his job might not be enough to repair the damage that had been done to his mental health during his many years of fire-fighting service. Kaitlyn assured him that things would get better, but only time would tell on that one. 
‘I’ll turn this off then and get ready,’ Curtis said, moving to get up off the bed and reaching for the remote again. 
‘No, it’s fine. You watch the fight, then we’ll go out,’ Karen told him, kindly allowing him to keep the boxing on, which he was glad about because this really did promise to be a good bout. ‘I’ll have a drink on the balcony while I wait.’
She gave her husband a kiss before taking out one of the small cans of Gin & Tonic from the mini bar fridge and sliding open the doors that allowed her to step out onto the dark balcony with the breath-taking view of the city. Curtis smiled at his wife as she closed the door behind her before focusing again on the action on the TV. Both fighters were in the ring now, and the referee was giving them their final instructions while the atmosphere around them built to a crescendo. 
Curtis would have given anything to have been in that arena now, but he had to admit that if he couldn’t be there then this place right here was a good second best. If only he could stay here forever, relaxing in Vegas, with days by the pool and evenings exploring the many bars, restaurants and casinos that the city had to offer. He was sure his anxieties would leave him alone then. But there were things he would miss if he was to forgo his homeland and stay Stateside forever. Like his son, who was back home and no doubt watching this fight in what would be the early hours of the morning in the UK. Like his friends from the fire station, who had all made the effort to keep in touch with their colleague since he had been placed on stress leave. And like Kaitlyn, his therapist whose friendly face kept coming into his mind every now and again when he least expected to see it. 
Just like all the worries and dark thoughts that seeped into his psyche without warning, Curtis did his best to push away the image of his therapist because he knew it wasn’t good for him to dwell on it. But unlike the other thoughts, which he pushed away because they made him feel bad, he tried to push thoughts of Kaitlyn away because they made him feel good. That was the problem. 
He didn’t like the fact that he felt good thinking about a woman who wasn’t his wife. 
What Curtis was experiencing was something he believed to be a fairly common phenomenon. He had a crush on the person who was helping him through his time of need. 
He had a crush on his therapist. 
A quick Google search had shown to him that it wasn’t an unusual thing to happen, and there were entire message boards on the internet in which people talked about how they had fallen in love with the person who had been assigned to help them get their life back on track after an incidence of either physical or mental difficulties. Injured soldiers becoming infatuated with their physical therapists. Addicts giving up an unhealthy addiction to a substance in exchange for a healthy love for their counsellor. And in Curtis’s case, a stressed-out fireman finding himself drawn to a woman who seems to have all the answers to his future happiness. 
But Curtis knew he wasn’t really like any of those people on the internet. He wasn’t in love with his therapist. He didn’t even have a crush. Kaitlyn was just a friendly woman who was being paid to help him. 
So why did he keep thinking about her, and why was she one of the few things that made him feel good lately? 
Curtis didn’t want to ponder those questions for too long, so he turned the TV up again, took another swig of beer and tried to lose himself in the action on screen. The fight was now only seconds away from beginning, and one thing was for sure. It was going to be a much shorter fight between these two men than Curtis’s fight had been with his demons. And it would probably be over much quicker than his fleeting thoughts of the woman who was not his wife too. 



Kelly *
20:37
Kelly Casey only had one thing on her mind, and it had been the same thing for the last few months now. It was her husband, Tom, the man who wanted a divorce so he could be with another woman but the man she was determined to keep for herself. 
To highlight just how determined Kelly had become in her quest to keep Tom for herself, she had gone to the home of his new partner, Lizzy, two months ago and made several threats to her love rival as well as physically assaulting her by grabbing her hair as they stood arguing on the doorstep. That had not been the wisest thing to do, especially considering that just like Tom, Lizzy was also a police officer. Fortunately, no officers had turned up at Kelly’s home to make an arrest, but that was only thanks to the fact that Tom and Lizzy hadn’t reported the incident because they didn’t want their colleagues in the force knowing that they were in a relationship together just yet. In the end, Tom himself had visited his ex and told her to sign the divorce papers or they would go to the police, and he would do nothing to protect her then. But Kelly had still refused, calling his bluff and believing that he wouldn’t want to do anything that might see her end up behind bars. Another stalemate had since ensured with neither party backing down and giving the other one what they wanted, but that period had done little to cool Kelly down and stop her from obsessing over what her husband was up to at every hour of the day. 
She had been following him more regularly over these last few months, as well as monitoring all his communications online thanks to the fact that she still had access to some of his passwords, which he obviously didn’t know about. That was how she had been able to know exactly what he was doing at all times and who he was doing it with. But it wasn’t just in London where she had been willing to keep tabs on him. She was prepared to go much further afield than that to watch her ex and see if she could find any way to worm her way back into his life while getting Lizzy out of it. That was why she was standing here now, in this busy bar on the Las Vegas Strip, shielding behind several other members of the public while keeping her eye on the large stag group in the far corner. 
The stag group that included Tom. 
Kelly had known that Tom would be visiting Sin City even before their marriage had broken down because it had been a trip that had been long in the planning. One of Tom’s best friends was getting married later this year, and the upcoming occasion was being traditionally marked by the usual desire of all the men involved to get as drunk as possible together beforehand. Now there were ten guys on a stag party in Vegas, and Tom was amongst them, wearing his matching red t-shirt that let everybody know he was a part of this group, as he sipped his beer and laughed loudly at all the jokes being told. 
Kelly, on the other hand, was alone, in this bar by herself simply so she could watch Tom and see what he got up to. She didn’t really know what she was hoping to see, but she just knew that she felt better when she could see him. The thought of Tom being out in Vegas while she was stuck by herself in the UK had been a frightful one for her, which was why she had booked herself a flight out to the city on the same day that Tom had been scheduled to fly too. With access to some of his messages, as well as the fact that every step of the stag group’s journey was being documented on social media, meant that she had encountered no trouble in keeping up with him as they went halfway across the world. 
But Kelly knew she had to be extremely careful because if Tom was to catch her here watching him, then she would have some serious explaining to do. The last thing she needed was for him to know the truth, which was that she was essentially stalking him and had been doing for some time. After the incident with Lizzy earlier, that would be the final straw, and Tom would have little trouble then in having solid grounds for separation from his wife, which was something Kelly was desperate to avoid. 
The way Kelly saw it, as long as she refused to sign the divorce papers, then she had a chance with him. But as soon as their marriage was terminated, then that was it. Tom would be gone from her life forever. Lizzy would have won. They would be happy together while she would be alone. 
Kelly could not have that. 
The volume inside the noisy bar increased again as almost every guy in this male-dominated venue suddenly started shouting at the screen as if they had a say in the outcome of what was happening on it. The boxing match had begun, and everybody in here now was looking at the TVs to see who would win. Everybody except Kelly, who kept her vision firmly on Tom. 
So far, she thought that the stag group had been fairly well behaved considering where they were and the temptations on offer should they have gone looking for them. Apart from sunbathing by the pool, gorging themselves on buffets and partying into the night, the stag group hadn’t done anything that might have reminded them all why there was a world-famous motto about this city which decreed that ‘What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas.’ They hadn’t even so much as visited a strip club, which Kelly was glad about because it would have been harder for her to blend in there but was a little unusual for ten men in a foreign country away from the prying eyes of their other halves. 
It wasn’t that Kelly was expecting Tom to get himself into an uncompromising situation with a member of the opposite sex, but she had her camera phone ready and waiting just in case he did. That way, she would have something to send to Lizzy if Tom did do anything that might put their relationship at risk. A lap dance. A kiss. Even sneaking back into somebody else’s room. If Tom did anything that a man in a relationship shouldn’t, then Kelly would document it and anonymously leave the evidence on Lizzy’s doorstep to hopefully bring that relationship to an end. Tom would surely know that Kelly was to blame if such a thing did happen and thus realise that his wife must have followed him all the way to America in the process, but that was a risk worth taking for the estranged woman. She was willing to do anything to get him back, even if it meant making him look bad.  
Anything. 
Another loud roar went up from the patrons in this bar as one of the boxers on screen connected with a big right hand and sent his opponent wobbling. Kelly noticed how engaged Tom was in the fight too, and while she had never remembered him being a big boxing fan while they were together, she could see that he had been swept away in the atmosphere of this place just like everybody else had. Everybody except her. Kelly was very much alone, sober and disinterested in anything this city had to offer her. All she wanted was to be with Tom, but that was the one thing she couldn’t have right now. 
‘Who do you think’s going to win?’ 
Kelly turned and looked to her left in the direction that the American accent had just come from, and that was when she saw the sweaty face of the drunken man who had asked her the question. He was holding a beer in each hand, and half of the buttons on his shirt were undone, clearly marking him out as somebody whom Vegas had already got the better of. 
Kelly expected he had asked her the question not as a boxing fan but rather as a way to initiate conversation with her in the hopes that it might lead to some kind of physical encounter between them. But Kelly was not interested in any desires this man might have to get her back to his hotel room tonight. She was only interested in one man, and that was the Englishman in the far corner. 
Kelly offered the drunken American a weak smile before turning back around, hoping that her lack of a reply would be enough to give him the hint that she wasn’t interested and he should leave her alone. But he didn’t give up that easily and made his way around the lonesome Englishwoman until he was standing right in front of her in the crowded bar. 
‘Are you having a good night?’ he asked with just as much enthusiasm as with the first question. 
‘Great. Thank you,’ Kelly mumbled back as she took another glance in Tom’s direction. 
She knew that he would never notice her from all the way over there with so many people in between them, but she still liked to keep her distance and not take any chances. 
‘Are you from England?’ the American guy asked, obviously picking up on her accent even through the din of this noisy room. 
Kelly nodded and took a sip of her drink which she had bought merely as a way to help her fit into the background of this place. 
‘Wow! I love English women!’ he cried, no doubt telling the truth, but Kelly had the feeling he wouldn’t have been any less enthusiastic if she had been from another country. 
He was a man, and she was a woman. 
She had the feeling that he would have been interested in her even if she had come down from Mars. 
Kelly took another sip of her drink and did her best to look as disinterested in continuing this conversation as possible, but the American wasn’t done yet. 
‘Can I get you a drink? I get discounts here because I used to go to college with the bartender.’
The American looked like he had just given Kelly the best news in the world, but she wasn’t quite so thrilled about that information. 
‘I’m fine. Thank you.’
‘Come on. I really like you. Let me buy you a drink. What are you having?’
Kelly could feel herself growing more annoyed with every passing second, but she didn’t want to walk away because she had a great vantage point here to keep tabs on Tom. If she moved then she might lose sight of him, or worse, he might catch sight of her. 
‘Seriously, I’m okay. Thank you,’ Kelly tried again, hoping that being polite and ladylike would be all that was required to lose this persistent young man. But just like she was when it came to Tom, he didn’t give up, and he promised her that he would be right back in a couple of minutes with a new drink for her. 
Kelly watched the American squeezing his way towards the bar, where he waved several dollar bills around and caught the attention of one of the guys serving. Maybe that was his friend who could get him the discounted drinks. Who cares? Kelly decided not to hang around to find out. 
She moved ahead of a couple of men who were wearing Hawaiian shirts and went further into the venue, hoping that would be enough to lose the American guy when he came back from the bar looking for her. But she was a little closer to the stag group in the corner now and worried that she might be a little more visible to them from here. That was a concern because it wasn’t just Tom who could recognise her. His friends would know her face if they saw it too. After all, they had been invited to Tom and Kelly’s wedding, so it wasn’t as if they were going to forget her even now that she was supposedly out of Tom’s life. 
Kelly watched Tom finish his beer before putting his arm around one of his friends and making a joke, which caused both men to laugh. Kelly couldn’t remember seeing her husband this happy in a long time, and it was clear that while she was troubled and unable to move on, he was quite the opposite.
As she stood there watching him, surrounded by drunken men who shouted swear words and swilled beer like there was no tomorrow, she felt herself growing even more angry and resentful of Tom and Lizzy’s happiness. While she was here simply because she had nowhere else better to be, Tom was here because he was with his friends celebrating a special occasion. Kelly knew that her husband was having a wonderful time in Vegas but that he was also happy because he was safe in the knowledge that he had his new partner to go home to when the holiday was over. Along with his career in the police force, Tom seemed to have plenty to live for and look forward to. The only thing weighing him down at the moment was his divorce with Kelly, but he didn’t seem to be worrying too much about that right now if his large grin was anything to go by. 
On the other hand, Kelly had very little reason to be happy or optimistic about the future. She wasn’t here with friends having the time of her life. She didn’t have a loving partner waiting for her back home in England. And she had little interest in her own career these days because all she really cared about now was getting Tom back and not being left by herself on the scrapheap of life.
She knew it was silly. She knew that she should just move on. She even knew that there were plenty of other men who would have been interested in her, even if Tom wasn’t, and that’s not even including the drunken American man who was still standing at the bar ordering her a drink. But she couldn’t just forget about her husband. She couldn’t move on. And most of all, she couldn’t stand the fact that another woman was happy with him and she wasn’t. 
As the noise in the bar picked up again, and everybody screamed at the television as the fight continued to heat up, Kelly sipped her drink and kept her eyes on Tom. 
She would keep her eyes on him for the rest of the night. 
She would not let him out of her sight. 



Tom *
20:38
Tom Casey bobbed and weaved his head as if it was him in the fight right now and not just the two boxers on the screen. He was utterly engrossed in the engaging bout taking place on the television, just as everybody else in this crowded bar was, and as each punch landed, he roared his approval with the rest of the fans. He was on the side of the American fighter because he was in America after all, but the Russian boxer currently had the upper hand, and it was still 50/50 as to which way the fight would go. 
‘Hit him in the face!’ shouted Mikey, one of Tom’s friends on the stag do, which got a good laugh from everybody in the group. 
‘I think that’s the whole idea of it,’ Tom told his friend, which got a few sniggers. 
Poor Mikey. He wasn’t the biggest of sports fan, and he certainly didn’t know about the fine art of boxing, so he had simply resorted to saying the thing that most people do when they don’t have any further tactical expertise to offer on a sporting contest. 
The bleeding obvious.
Tom smiled and took another large glug of his beer, which wasn’t the tastiest but then America wasn’t renowned for its lager. Nevertheless, it was doing the job it was being asked to do, which was to help fuel this boozy boys’ holiday in Las Vegas.  
Tom was having a great time on the stag do so far, and he had no qualms about forking out so much money to be in attendance and partying with all his best pals. That’s because occasions like this were rare. A chance to get together with everybody in a place as entertaining as this one? That didn’t happen every day, which was why everybody on the stag group was determined to make the most of it. After watching the fight in this bar, the plan was for the group to head out to a nightclub on The Strip, where they had booked a VIP table which came with several bottles of vodka included as well as the chance to party with the American fighter who was currently in action on screen now. 
It was sold as a ‘Post-Fight Party’ in which Leon Logan would be making an appearance, and tickets had not been cheap, although they would almost certainly be worth it. But in order for it to be the best event possible, they needed the American boxer to win, because otherwise he might not be in a celebratory mood after the fight, or worse, he might not make it to the party at all because he could be in the hospital having a brain scan. 
As the Russian boxer landed another heavy blow to his opponent, Tom and several other people in the bar winced as if they could almost feel how painful it was themselves, and it was clear that if Leon was going to win, then he had a lot of work to do from here. 
‘Come on, man! I’ve got a hundred dollars on this!’
That was the shout from Big Al, another one of the attendees on the stag party, and Tom chuckled at his friend because he already knew Big Al had spent a fortune on gambling on this trip so far, and his poor wife was going to kill him when he got home. 
‘I think you should let me look after your money until we get back to England,’ Tom jokingly suggested to his friend, who rolled his eyes before whipping out his wallet again as if to prove that he still had plenty more money to fritter away yet. 
‘Who wants another drink? My round!’ Big Al cried, and everybody in the group rather predictably said that they did. 
‘No, it’s my round,’ Tom said, and while that wasn’t technically true, he was doing his best to keep an eye on Big Al’s finances, even if the big man was not. The last thing Tom wanted when they got back to England was for Big Al’s wife to put him under some form of house arrest after seeing how much money he had blown overseas. Tom knew all too well what it was like to have a wife who could be a little strict after his experiences with Kelly, although gladly, she was no longer the woman he had to answer to. Now he was with Lizzy, things were much more peaceful in his private life, but not as peaceful as they could be. That was because Kelly still hadn’t signed the damn divorce papers, and based on her little stunt a few months ago when she had turned up at Lizzy’s and grabbed her by the hair, it was clear she had no intention of doing so anytime soon. 
Tom had given his wife enough time now to sign the paperwork, but he had come to a decision during this trip. He was going to give Kelly an ultimatum when he got back to England in which she would have one week to sign the papers, or he would be taking further legal action, and things would get even messier between them. But he didn’t care anymore. He just wanted the marriage separation finalised so he could focus on his future with Lizzy. 
Kelly was his past, and it was time to move on.  
Tom finished his drink and made his way to the bar, but Big Al accompanied him to offer assistance getting the drinks back, and as they reached the bartenders, they had to shout to make their order heard. As they kept their eyes on the fight on the big screens, Tom saw the faces of the various people lucky enough to be sitting in the front row in the arena, and they all looked to be having a great time. Of course they were. They literally had the best seats in the house. 
‘How much do you think it costs for a ticket on the front row?’ Tom asked Big Al as they waited to be served. 
‘God. I don’t know. Ten grand, maybe?’
‘I reckon it’s way more than that.’
‘Could be.’
Tom kept his eyes on the screen as the round ended, and the two bruised fighters retreated to their corner for a moment. As they did, the camera panned along the front row, giving the viewing audience a better look at the people in attendance. 
Tom recognised several A-List actors on the front row, including Oscar winner Camilla Collette, who he had a bit of a soft spot for, although it was more to do with her looks rather than her acting ability. He also noticed there were big names from the world of sport at the fight, and Tom thought about how wonderful it must be to be so wealthy that you could just buy your way into any event. But then the camera continued panning around and moved onto a face Tom recognised but had not expected to see there. 
‘Is that Roger Harrington?’ he asked, referring to the middle-aged man in the suit who definitely was not a big movie star or any kind of athlete for that matter. Instead, he was a British politician, or rather, he had been right up until he had been forced to resign after his involvement in some shady deals had come to light. Ever since then, he had been keeping a low profile, but it looked like he had stepped back into the limelight tonight. 
‘Looks like it,’ Big Al replied. ‘What’s he doing there?’
‘I guess he’s enjoying his retirement.’
Tom received the first load of drinks from the bartender and handed them to Al, who kindly couriered them back to the rest of the group. Turning back to the bar, Tom waited alone for the rest of the drinks and glanced back at the TV as he did. 
That was when he saw the face of the man that he had been looking for back in London. 
It was the man he had spotted on the CCTV camera of the DLR train on the day Olivia Harringay had gone missing. That was the woman who was still missing now, presumed dead, and the case Tom had looked into as part of his work on the Major Investigations Team. His boss, Detective Paula Walsh, had urged the team to think outside the box when trying to find the perpetrator of several shocking murders that had left the citizens of London on edge. That had been how Tom had come to look into Olivia’s case and seen the man watching her on the tube that day. 
He had taken the DLR train several times after viewing that footage in the hope of spotting the man again and asking him a couple of questions to find out if he really could be connected to Olivia’s disappearance. But he had never been able to spot him again. 
Until tonight. 
Now here he was, this mystery man, in Las Vegas, sitting in front row seats to a huge boxing match in full view of a worldwide TV audience. 
‘Hey, do you know who that guy is?’ Tom asked the bartender as he pointed to the television. 
The barman glanced up then shrugged and went back to work, leaving Tom none the wiser. Fortunately, Big Al returned so he could ask him too. 
‘Hey, Al. Do you recognise that guy?’
Al looked at the screen and frowned. 
‘No idea. Why?’
‘Doesn’t matter.’
The barman served the rest of the drinks as Big Al carried his portion away, but Tom was still watching the screen. The camera had cut away now and was back on the two boxers as they went out to the centre of the ring to start the next round, but Tom knew that man was still sitting there in the front row. 
Who the hell was he? And did he have something to do with Olivia’s disappearance?
Maybe it was all the alcohol in his system clouding his judgement or giving him too much false confidence, but Tom decided that he had to know now, and there must be a way of finding out. 
Carrying the rest of the beers back to his group, Tom couldn’t believe that he had spotted the man he had been searching for back in London on TV here in Las Vegas. The odds of that happening must have been astronomical, but Tom didn’t believe in good luck. He believed in fate, and if he had seen that man then it was for a good reason. 
Their paths were supposed to cross. 
But how? Tom couldn’t get into that arena tonight and approach the man to ask him who he was. And he could hardly go hanging around outside the venue to catch him when he came out, considering there would be 17,000 other people coming out at the same time too. It was so frustrating. He was this close to a man he wanted to know more about, but he still couldn’t get to him. 
‘Hit him!’ Mikey shouted again, and Tom looked back at the screen to see the Russian boxer swinging wildly as he backed his American opponent up onto the ropes. As the two fighters moved around the ring, the camera moved with them, and that was when Tom was able to see the mysterious man again, sitting in the background beside the famous UK politician. Tom also noticed that the man was celebrating animatedly as if he was cheering on the Russian boxer who continued to dominate the fight, which made Tom wonder if the man had any connection to that part of the world. But they were still all unanswered questions, and Tom would most likely never know the answer to any of them, including if this man had anything to do with Olivia Harringay, unless he was able to speak to him. 
Taking a long gulp of his fresh beer, Tom hoped that he would just be able to forget about what he had seen and carry on enjoying the night with his friends. But the longer he stood there and watched the fight unfold on the TV, the more he kept catching sight of that man sitting in the front row, and it became almost torturous. He tried to push it from his mind, but all he could think about was how that man had been watching Olivia on the train that day she went missing. His instincts back then had told him that something wasn’t right, and he had tried to follow them, searching for the man on the trains in subsequent days after. If Tom had found him, then he surely would have asked him several questions. 
But he had found him now, so why shouldn’t he do the same? 
That was when Tom had an idea of how to get to the man. He would go to the arena and tell the staff there that he had an urgent message for Roger Harrington. He would ask for that to be relayed to Roger and hope that it might grant him the opportunity to either speak with the man or at least find out where he might be going after the fight. If he could just get near enough to Roger, he could get near enough to the man Roger was with, and that was all he needed. It was a long shot, but it was the kind of out of the box thinking that was encouraged by his boss if it was thought that it could lead somewhere. But there was just one more obstacle to the plan. 
Tom was supposed to be on a stag do. 
‘I’ve just realised I’ve left my ticket for the club in my hotel room. I’ll have to go back,’ Tom said to the other members of his group. 
‘But we’re leaving soon,’ Mikey cried.
‘I’ll have to go and get it, but I’ll meet you at the club,’ Tom assured them before handing the rest of his pint to Big Al, who seemed grateful to be given an extra drink. 
‘Are you sure?’ 
‘Yeah, it’s fine. I’ll see you there. I’ll text you!’
With that, Tom turned and headed out of the busy bar, squeezing his way through the sea of bodies as they continued to scream and shout at the television. 
It sounded like the fight on screen was hotting up, and as he left the bar and headed in the direction of the arena, Tom wondered if the same could be said about his own evening ahead. 



Valentin *
20:39
Valentin Morozov clapped his hands together and urged on the Russian fighter in the ring, and unlike most fans of boxing, his support could actually be heard by the competitors tonight. That’s because Valentin was sitting as close as anyone could be to the ring right now, on the front row and right in the heart of the action. He could see the full force of every blow that landed. He could hear the reactions of the fighters as they suffered those blows. And he could even make out all the beads of sweat running down the faces of the boxers as they toiled and worked hard for the entertainment of a paying audience. 
He had never really considered himself to be a big sports fan, but Valentin had found himself swept away in the excitement of this occasion ever since he had been invited to the event and seen just how good the seats were. Add in to that the fact that one of the boxers competing tonight was Russian, and Valentin had suddenly become a boxing fan, urging his compatriot on in this potentially deadly battle of wills. 
But Valentin was definitely in the minority here because it seemed like everybody else in this arena was on the American boxer’s side, which did make sense. This was a fight taking place on American soil, after all. That didn’t bother Valentin too much though, and he continued to urge Dmitri Palev on, hoping that his man would get the better of Leon Logan and make Russia proud. 
The bell rang to end another round and a ripple of applause moved through the arena as both fighters went back to their corners and took a seat on their stools to have their faces checked while their coaches gave further instruction. Valentin used the lull in the action to take a sip of his whiskey before turning to look at the man who had invited him here this evening, Roger Harrington.
‘Great fight!’ 
‘It is for your man,’ Roger replied with a shrug. ‘But not for me. I’ve got twenty grand riding on the American.’
Valentin chuckled, not because he was amused at his companion’s potential losses but because he knew that number was insignificant in the grand scheme of things. Roger Harrington was an extremely wealthy man, as evidenced by the fact that he had been able to purchase tickets like these, which were out of reach for most members of the public. But even front row tickets to a boxing fight was a drop in the ocean to a man like Roger, who had spent the last couple of days showing Valentin all around the various properties he was looking to invest in around this ever-growing city. 
That was why the Russian man was here, sipping whiskey in Las Vegas on a Saturday night. He was there in his role as an investment expert, advising Roger on everything from taxes and fees, or more specifically, how to pay less of them. But it wasn’t as if Valentin had got the short end of the stick. For his troubles in flying out here and advising Roger in his investment strategy, Valentin had been living the high life in Las Vegas, and these tickets to the fight tonight were just one of the many luxuries the Russian man had enjoyed during his stay in Sin City. 
In fact, Valentin had been having so much fun that he hadn’t even had time to entertain thoughts of his favourite pastime. 
Murder. 
During the long flight over from rainy London to sun-soaked Nevada, Valentin had fantasised about the prospect of taking a life in Las Vegas and had fully expected to have the time to go out alone, find a victim and find a way of getting them into a hole in the middle of the desert. But no sooner had he stepped off the plane at McCarran International Airport, Roger had whisked him away in a limousine and shown him what it was like to live like a king in this city. 
Strip clubs. Private dining rooms. VIP pool parties.
Butlers. Escorts. And now boxers. 
It had been quite the business trip so far, although business had been very much low down on the agenda in amongst all the decadence and debauchery. 
The two fighters stood up from their stools and headed back into the centre of the ring as the bell rang again to signal the start of the next round. Valentin quickly put his drink back down and re-focused on the action, hoping that this would be the round when the Russian fighter claimed victory for him and his homeland. But surprisingly, the American boxer started the stronger, and it was clear that this fight was as unpredictable as almost everything else in this crazy city. 
As another fist smacked into flesh, Valentin felt a tap on his shoulder and leaned in closer to Roger so that he could hear what the man had to say over the din of the noisy arena. 
‘Remind me when this is done. I know the best place to get steak in all of Vegas.’
Valentin smiled and nodded his head to let Roger know that steak was okay with him before going back to watching the fight. By the sounds of it, they would be leaving this arena soon and going to another one of Roger’s favourite haunts for yet more first-class service and Valentin couldn’t wait. It wasn’t that he was a poor man unable to afford any of the finer things in life for himself. That was not the case. He had plenty of his own money, although nowhere near as much as Roger had. But the Russian never really spent much on himself, often feeling bored by material wealth these days, which was why he had turned to a life of crime instead. He got way more excited by the sight of blood pouring from a body than he did seeing it pouring out of a $500 steak. But the longer this trip had gone on, the more Valentin had realised that perhaps it wasn’t the money he was bored of. Rather it was the fact that he had never had anybody to enjoy spending it with. 
He had always lived a fairly solitary life, ever since he had fled from his family home in Northern Russia at the age of sixteen. Success had come to him ever since then through the form of his employment at various investment companies right up until the present day, where he worked in Canary Wharf and lived in a pricey penthouse apartment in Greenwich. But during all that time, as he had been climbing the corporate ladder and focusing on putting his poverty-stricken upbringing behind him, he had spent little time making friends. Because of that, the only people he ever really had in his life were those who were being paid to spend time with him, mainly prostitutes who he paid to turn up and then eventually paid to leave. But in Roger, Valentin wondered if something had been awakened inside of him. Something that made him realise that perhaps life as a lone wolf didn’t have to be the only way for him to go on. Sure, he still wanted his privacy and solitude. That was vital to a serial killer like him after all, but maybe there was room for letting a few people in and enjoying the fruits of his labour with a companion by his side. 
But there was another reason why Valentin had found himself warming to Roger during this trip. It was because Roger had dropped several fairly strong hints to Valentin that he was a man who had paid for a lot more than just good food, great sex and front row tickets to a massive boxing match. 
He had also paid to witness and indeed partake in violence against other people. 
Valentin had heard of such things before, although he had never gone much further than a little internet research in the privacy of his home. There were places in the world, secretive places that very few people knew about, where for the right price, a human being could pay to go and commit acts of violence against another human being. From Asia to the darkest corners of Europe, entire businesses existed in this underworld where customers handed over good money to be able to play God. Valentin had never taken his interest in these businesses any further than a few curious internet searches because, after consideration, it hadn’t appealed to him as much as he originally thought it might. 
He wasn’t excited by the prospect of treating pain like a transaction. 
He didn’t want to transfer some money in exchange for an hour in a room with a poor, defenceless victim. 
What he was excited by was being able to strike when someone least expected it, and best of all, when no one but him knew it was happening. 
Valentin didn’t want his details on some secretive database of customers somewhere that might fall into the hands of the police and blow the lid off an entire world of illegal activity. He liked to operate in the shadows where the only person who could make a mistake and bring him down would be himself. But clearly, Roger was a different animal. 
Valentin decided in that moment that he would broach the subject of the illicit underground places where one might go if they wanted to inflict pain upon another person. He was sure that Roger would open up to him if he did have anything more to share on the matter. Hell, Roger might even know of such a place right here in Vegas, not that Valentin would want to go. That’s because the Russian man had decided tonight that this would be a murder free trip. He would wait until he was back in London before finding and slaying another victim. This could be classed as his holiday then, as well as a business trip. A break from the dreary English weather and a break from killing helpless Londoners. The Metropolitan police would surely be grateful for the reprieve too, because they were still making no progress in finding the person behind all the crimes and that meant Valentin was free to commit plenty more yet. 
He smiled at the thought of all the poor police officers toiling away back in London trying to find the smallest clue that might lead to him while he sat here sipping whiskey on the front row of the hottest ticket in Las Vegas. The funny thing was if any of them were to turn on their televisions, then they would most likely see him sitting right here in full view, laughing away and enjoying his freedom. But even if they did, they had no idea that the man sitting beside the infamous Roger Harrington was the infamous serial killer who had left many Londoners nervously looking over their shoulders and wondering if they were next. 
An audible gasp rose up from the arena as the Russian boxer connected hard with a devastating right hand to the temple of the flagging American. There was no doubt about it. Leon Logan was struggling now, and the crowd sensed it too, urging their compatriot on but aware that this was a fight for the foreigner to dictate now. Valentin studied the face of the Russian fighter as he went about his work and saw a steely determination in his eyes. He looked like a predator stalking his prey, disciplined but also a little excited at possessing such power over another human being. Valentin knew exactly how that felt and assumed that he must possess that same look in his eyes right before he killed his victims. There was no doubting that he couldn’t wait to do it again. 
An unexpected punch from the right hand of the American caught the Russian by surprise, and almost everybody in the arena leapt to their feet, sensing that their man might just be able to turn what was looking like a defeat into an improbable victory. But Valentin stayed in his seat, quietly hoping that the Moscow Monster would soon regain the upper hand. 
As both men swung wildly and went for broke, there was another loud gasp, but this one was limited to the first few rows because they were the people who had just been sprayed with blood from one of the fighter’s damaged faces. 
Valentin noticed the surgically enhanced supermodel to his left was pulling her face in disgust as she wiped some of the blood off her arm before getting up from her seat and storming off, leaving her famous musician boyfriend behind to watch the fight alone. Valentin thought it was amusing that the woman should be so surprised by the blood, considering that she had taken her seat on the front row for a fight between two men who were about to beat the living daylights out of each other. 
Surely a little blood was to be expected. The fans in cheaper seats behind sure seemed to be enjoying it. 
Looking down at his white shirt, Valentin noticed that he hadn’t been immune to the spray of blood from the ring, and his pristine shirt now had several claret blemishes on it. 
‘Have fun explaining that one to your dry cleaner,’ Roger quipped before turning back to the fight, and Valentin smiled. But this was not the first time he had got blood on his shirt, nor would it be the last, so he wasn’t as bothered about it quite as much as the supermodel had been. 
It seemed like the fight would have to be stopped at any second because both men had dropped their guards and were just swinging wildly, caring less about defence and more about trying to be the last man standing. But then the bell rang again, and another round was over, so both men had to return to their corners, bloodied, exhausted but still no nearer to finding a winner. 
The crowd were loving this contest and let their feelings be known by starting a Mexican wave, which rolled all around the vast auditorium and even got those privileged souls in the front rows to join in too. Valentin was feeling in a good mood, so he was only too happy to lift his arms and take part when it got to him before he and Roger clinked their glasses together before finishing their drinks and discussing how they liked their steak. 
It had been a fun night so far, but the night was still young. There was a lot for anybody to do in Vegas, but for those who had the money, the options were endless. 
Valentin hadn’t had this much fun since he had last taken a life. But life was for living, and that’s what he was doing now. 
He would have plenty of time to rest when he was dead. 
Just like all of his victims did now. 



April *
20:40
April Adams had little time for rest, like most people in this wild city. Just like many of them, she was here on a short holiday, which meant she had to make the most of every single second before she was forced to board that plane again that would take her back to the real world. Fortunately, she still had a couple more nights left in Vegas, so the fun wasn’t over yet. 
Along with several of her girlfriends, April had tickets to a pool party tomorrow where a world-famous DJ would be performing before they were to head to one of the biggest nightclubs on The Strip to dance the night away. But that was tomorrow. Tonight, it was the calm before the storm. After so many days surviving on alcohol and very little sleep, and ahead of another hectic day tomorrow, this evening had been designated as a “quiet one.” That meant the alcohol consumption would be limited, and everybody intended to be in bed before midnight. Of course, that didn’t mean it was guaranteed to happen, but April and her pals were aware that they were in their thirties now, which meant hangovers were worse and covering up the effects of so many late nights in their complexions was harder.  
Yes, tonight was going to be a “quiet one.” 
If such a thing was possible to achieve in a city like Las Vegas. 
To prove how determined the girls were to keep this evening’s entertainment to a respectable level, they had booked themselves tickets to a show on Fremont Street, which was known as Downtown Vegas, or more affectionately, The Old Strip. This was an area located around four miles from the more famous strip of hotels and casinos, which the city was more renowned for these days, but taking a trip down to this older end was like taking a walk back in time. April and her friends had enjoyed their time in this part of Vegas, even if it was obvious that this was a place that belonged more to the past than the future. But there was still plenty of things to see and do, and that was how the six girls had ended up buying six tickets to a show in an old hotel that was scheduled to start any second now. 
‘I thought there would be more people here than this,’ said Heather, one of April’s pals from her school days before she took a sip of her diet cola, which proved she was taking this night off thing very seriously. 
‘No wonder tickets were so cheap,’ April replied, and everybody laughed, or at least they did until the old man a few rows in front of them turned around and scowled. 
The girls did their best to stop laughing then, but in the quiet and mostly empty auditorium, they just ended up getting the giggles, and it only made things worse. 
Fortunately, the lights in the small and very old-fashioned room dimmed, which at least meant they could no longer be seen, although they could still likely be heard. 
‘Ladies and gentlemen, please take your seats. The show will begin in one minute,’ came a female voice over the speaker system, but that information was not exactly met with a swarm of people rushing around the aisles in anticipation. The girls were right; there were not many people in this auditorium. April had estimated there were about one hundred or so seats in this room when they had walked in here but only about a third of them were taken. She wasn’t sure if that bode well for the quality of the show that they were about to witness, but then again, there was plenty to do in this city and competition was fierce to get hold of tourists’ money. But April and her friends had each been willing to pay the $15 ticket price to come in here and see if what the posters outside said was true. 
Was this really the home of the best medium in Las Vegas?
As the audience members waited in darkness, April and her friends whispered about what might be in store over the next hour or so. One of the group, a fairly spiritual soul called Clara, believed this could be one of those places where they summon up any spirits that may be connected to those in the audience, which sounded frightening but very intriguing too. They had all seen various clips online over the years about weird and wacky shows in which audience members were hypnotised or made to recall embarrassing things on stage, as well as a few spookier shows in which it had seemed like somebody was talking to the dead. It wasn’t clear what would happen tonight, but one thing was certain. 
It was going to be entertaining. 
The girls were still trying hard to suppress their giggling, which was no doubt made worse by their hangover and lack of sleep, when the female voice came back over the tannoy again. 
‘Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome to the stage, Las Vegas’s very own, Cassandra Phoenix!’
All those in attendance put their hands together and watched the stage as several flashing lights danced across it before a woman no taller than 5ft stepped out and raised her arms. 
‘That can’t be her real name,’ Heather said to April as the lights continued to swirl and the applause started to die down. 
‘It’s definitely not her real name,’ April replied with a chuckle. ‘But it sounds cool.’
As silence returned to the room, Cassandra stood still in the centre of the stage, looking out over tonight’s audience. April wondered if the medium was a little disappointed at the modest turnout, but if she was, then she didn’t show it. She just kept staring out at all the faces before her, and at one point, April was sure she was staring right at her. Thankfully, she moved on and settled on a middle-aged woman sitting near the front. 
‘Good evening, my dear. How lovely to meet you this evening,’ Cassandra said before walking down the steps at the front of the stage and into the audience, extending a welcoming hand out in the direction of the woman. 
‘Oh God, it’s one of them where they walk around the room,’ Heather said, visibly sinking into her seat. ‘I hope she doesn’t come over here. My hangover can’t handle it.’  
April tried not to giggle again, if only to avoid the attention of Cassandra, who was obviously somebody who was willing to step off the stage and meet her public face to face. 
The audience member who had been approached by the medium shook Cassandra’s hand before the star of the show closed her eyes, and the room was silent again. 
It stayed that way for a few moments, and it took all the willpower in the world for April and her friends not to burst out laughing. All except Clara of course, who was watching the show intently because she was a believer in this kind of stuff, after all. 
Suddenly Cassandra opened her eyes and stared straight at the middle-aged woman in front of her before a warm smile spread across the medium’s face. 
‘Toby wants you to know that he loves you,’ Cassandra said, which sounded very vague to everybody in the room except the woman the comment had been directed at. That much was obvious because the woman started to cry, proving that the name Toby held some significance for her. 
‘Thank you,’ the woman said, as she dabbed at her eyes with tears and Cassandra placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. 
‘He also wants you to know that he is sorry about the time he broke the window at home.’
The woman laughed in between sobs, and Cassandra smiled. 
‘Tell us about Toby,’ the medium said before turning and gesturing for somebody at the side of the stage to come towards her. That was when a young man appeared holding a microphone, and he handed it to the woman who was presumably his employer before scurrying away back into the shadows beside the stage. 
Cassandra held the microphone out towards the weeping woman, who managed to get her emotions under control enough to be able to answer her. 
‘Toby was my son,’ the woman said, sniffling a little. ‘He died three years ago in an accident at school.’
‘I’m so sorry,’ Cassandra said, shaking her head. ‘But I want you to know that Toby is in a safe place now, and he isn’t in any pain.’
The woman started crying again, but they were clearly tears of joy because she had a big smile on her face and seemed extremely comforted by this information. 
April and her friends watched all of this, but they had long since stopped giggling. It was very moving and was certainly different to everything else they had witnessed since landing in this city earlier in the week for a girls’ holiday. 
Then Cassandra shook the grieving woman’s hand again before making her way deeper into the audience, presumably to look for somebody else to talk to. 
‘Oh God, she’s coming this way,’ Heather said, sinking lower into her seat but April didn’t laugh or join her friend in trying to make herself more inconspicuous this time. That was because she was wondering what would happen if Cassandra came and spoke to her. 
Would she pick up on the spirit of Katie, her best friend who had been murdered on Christmas Eve?
Cassandra continued to walk slowly down the aisle, glancing from left to right occasionally to look at the various people in the audience and presumably trying to pick up any more information from wherever she got it from. April knew that some mediums had what they called ‘spirit guides’, which was an entity that communicated with a living soul and offered it protection as well as information. April wondered if that was who Cassandra was listening to now as she continued to walk through the dark room, getting closer to her and her friends.  
It wasn’t until Cassandra reached the end of the aisle where April and her pals sat when she stopped and looked at the row of English tourists.
‘Good evening, girls. Are you having a good time in Las Vegas?’
April and her friends glanced at each other, unsure how this woman knew that they were tourists, before Clara took the lead and answered on all their behalf. 
‘Yes. Thank you.’
Cassandra smiled before looking each of the women in the eye one at a time. When she got to April, the English woman felt a little uncomfortable but only because she had a feeling that the medium was going to pick up on something in her past, just like she had with the emotional woman down near the front. 
‘How many do we have here?’ Cassandra asked. 
‘Six,’ Clara replied. 
Cassandra frowned. ‘But there should be seven, right?’
Then it was the girl’s turn to frown as they tried to figure out what she meant.
‘One of the group is missing, although they are still with you in spirit tonight.’
Some of the girl’s looked at each other, but April didn’t move. She had a feeling she knew what the medium was going to say next. 
‘Katie is here,’ Cassandra said, which caused Heather to gasp and Clara to put her hands to her mouth in shock. But April didn’t react. She just stayed sitting still and tried her best not to cry. 
‘She says she misses you all, but she is glad you’re having a good time,’ Cassandra added, but now it was impossible to stop the flow of tears. 
April wiped her eyes, but that was enough to get Cassandra’s attention, and the medium smiled. 
‘You must be April,’ she said, and everyone in the group except the woman who had just been spoken to gasped. 
April nodded. 
‘Katie says she misses you the most,’ Cassandra said. ‘She misses her best friend.’
April felt as if she could burst into tears, but so far, she was holding up much better than the woman near the front row had done when she had been spoken to from beyond the grave. Maybe it was shock, or maybe it was the embarrassment of being in front of a bunch of strangers, but whatever it was, April’s tears had stopped for the time being. That was how she was able to ask the medium a question. 
‘Who killed her?’ 
The auditorium was deathly quiet now as Cassandra and April looked at each other while all eyes were on them. 
Cassandra took a deep breath but then shook her head as if to say that she didn’t know. April wasn’t sure why she felt so disappointed, as if she had led herself to believe that she could solve a murder simply by speaking to some spirit guide in Downtown Las Vegas. It was ridiculous, and April wiped away a tear, annoyed that she had let herself get so drawn into this. But then Cassandra suddenly spoke again. 
‘Valentine,’ she said, rather randomly. 
April wasn’t sure what that meant. 
‘Does that mean anything to you?’ Cassandra asked. 
April shook her head before looking around at her friends, who were all just as puzzled about that word too. 
‘Could it be Valentine’s Day? Does that mean anything?’ Cassandra tried again, and that was when April remembered something. 
‘I visited Katie’s grave on Valentine’s Day,’ April said, and Cassandra smiled. 
‘That must be it then,’ the medium said before reaching out to shake April’s hand. ‘You’re a good friend.’
April felt like she could really cry now, but she did well to hold off on the tears until she had shaken Cassandra’s hand and the woman had turned away. But the medium stopped halfway down the aisle and turned back. 
‘Wait, that’s not it,’ she said, looking back at April. 
‘What?’
‘It’s not Valentine’s Day,’ Cassandra said, suddenly looking very troubled. 
‘What do you mean?’ April asked, starting to feel a little uncomfortable as all eyes in the room returned to her again. 
The medium stood still for a moment with her eyes closed, presumably in contact with some kind of spirit. Was it her guide? Or was it Katie? 
April wondered if her best friend was really reaching out to her from the afterlife. 
Then Cassandra opened her eyes again. 
‘Valentin,’ she said, more assuredly this time. ‘It was Valentin, not Valentine.’
April had no idea what that was supposed to represent. 
‘Does that name mean anything to you?’ Cassandra asked her. 
‘No,’ April replied, shaking her head. She definitely didn’t know anybody called Valentin. 
Cassandra seemed to think about it for a moment before suddenly looking very serious. 
‘Can you see me after the show?’ she asked April. 
All the girls in the group turned and looked at their friend, wondering what the hell was going on, but April had to answer. 
‘Erm, yeah. Okay.’
Cassandra nodded, then turned and walked away, returning to the stage before beginning some rehearsed speech about the first time in her life when she realised that she had a gift. But April wasn’t hearing half of what the medium was saying anymore because she was wondering why the woman wanted to speak to her after the show. And why had she said the word Valentin? What did that mean? Was it a name? 
If so, who was it?
April couldn’t believe that she had apparently been contacted by the dead and in Las Vegas of all places. Maybe it was fate, and she was always meant to end up in this auditorium tonight. Maybe it was just some kind of luck, although it remained to be seen whether it was good or bad. Or maybe it was a mixture of the two.
It was a town built on odds, probabilities and chance, after all. 



Ronnie *
20:41
Ronnie Larkhall knew all about odds, probability and chance. It was vital that he did at this moment because that was the only way he was going to be able to do what he was about to do. 
Picking up the gun from the table in front of him, Ronnie put the muzzle of the firearm against the side of his head and took a deep breath. Everybody in the room was watching him, as was to be expected when a human being was potentially only seconds away from death. Ever the showman, Ronnie decided to take his time and draw out the suspense, milking the attention from his audience and causing everybody’s heart rate to go up just that little bit higher. 
Curling his index finger around the trigger of the deadly weapon, Ronnie enjoyed looking at all the nervous expressions around him in this hotel suite. He didn’t feel as nervous as they appeared to be, but he was still aware that this was a very dangerous game that he was playing. 
There were six chambers in this gun. Five of them were empty. One of them contained a bullet. Depending on a combination of all those aforementioned things like odds, probability and chance, Ronnie would either pull the trigger and live or pull the trigger and die. Obviously, he hoped he would survive this because then he would have a cool story to tell. But if not, and he really was unfortunate enough to end up releasing the chamber that held the bullet and sending it into his brain, then at least he would go out having fun. 
And this evening had certainly been just that. 
In this penthouse suite high above the Las Vegas Strip, Ronnie had been living like a king ever since he had checked in here earlier this morning after his flight from London. He was in Sin City for pleasure, as most people who came here were, which was why he had left behind nearly all of his business colleagues back in England, as well as his wife and daughter. This was no place for them, or at least this suite was not. 
That’s because it was currently full of alcohol, prostitutes and enough cocaine to make a South American drug lord blush. 
There was no doubt that Ronnie had been enjoying the fruits of all his hard labour back in London, where his business empire continued to grow thanks to his dismissive attitude to silly things like laws and taxes. If Ronnie had played by the rules, then he would never have been able to amass his fortune and become as powerful as he had, most likely spending his days eking out a miserable living in some horrible part of the English capital while daydreaming about what would have happened if only he had been born into a better life. But Ronnie was not a man given to daydreaming and inaction. Instead, he made things happen, and that was how he had risen to the top of the criminal underworld back home, giving him as much money as he wanted to fly out to a place like this and fritter a large chunk of it away on all of his favourite vices. 
‘If this goes wrong, promise me three things,’ Ronnie said to the bald man sitting nervously beside him. ‘Promise me you will tell my daughter that I love her. Promise me that you will continue my work until we are the biggest gangsters in London. And promise me that my wife will never find out about all the escorts I paid for behind her back.’
The man beside Ronnie, affectionately known as Bulldog, nodded his head as if it was a routine request. 
‘Sure things, boss. But do me a favour and try not to blow your brains out all over this place. I really like working for you.’
Ronnie laughed and lowered the gun for a second, slapping his good friend and henchman on the back. 
‘Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere. I didn’t pay for all of this tonight so I could miss out on it.’
Ronnie used the gun to gesture around the room at the pile of cocaine on the glass coffee table, the bottles of champagne sitting in ice buckets and the various scantily clad females sitting or standing around the suite looking anxiously on. 
‘Right. Let’s get this over with,’ Ronnie said before returning the barrel of the gun to his head and putting his finger on the trigger again. 
‘Wish me luck, darling,’ he said to one of the escorts sitting nearby, who he believed was called Destiny, but he could have been wrong. 
‘Good luck, babe,’ she replied, and he gave her a wink before closing his eyes and squeezing the trigger. 
The clicking sound was proof to everyone in the room that he had indeed pulled the trigger and, more importantly, got lucky and only opened one of the empty chambers. The lone bullet was still somewhere in the gun, but it wouldn’t be going into Ronnie’s head tonight. 
Letting out a loud cheer, Ronnie tossed the gun back onto the sofa behind him and high-fived Bulldog before leaning over and snorting a fresh line of white powder from the table. As soon as that was done, he clicked his fingers, and Destiny furnished him with a fresh glass of champagne. 
As the music was turned back on and the party resumed, Ronnie sipped his drink and took a moment to allow his mushed mind to come back into the present. When it did, he turned to Bulldog and smiled. 
‘I love that game. It makes me feel like a teenager again.’
Bulldog nodded his head, although it was clear that he was still a little anxious after almost witnessing his boss and best friend blow his head off right beside him. 
‘You want a go?’ Ronnie asked the man, reaching for the loaded gun again, but Bulldog waved him off. ‘I’m good, thanks, boss.’
Ronnie chuckled at his friend’s unease because this was a man who committed acts of violence on his employer’s behalf on an almost daily basis, yet he was too nervous to play a silly little game like this one. 
‘No worries. I’m sure someone else will have a go in a minute. There’s only a one in five chance they die now, and that’s still pretty good odds for Vegas.’
Ronnie allowed himself another glug of champagne before getting up from his seat and walking out onto the balcony, where he was treated to a wonderful panorama of the neon-fuelled city. 
‘What a view,’ the Cockney man said as he drank in the sights of both the numerous hotels and the half-naked women standing nearby. 
He was just about to finish his drink and lead one of those women inside to somewhere a little more private when he was joined by Bulldog again. 
‘Damian’s on the line, boss,’ Bulldog said, handing over a mobile phone. 
Ronnie let out a sigh, slightly annoyed that he would have to put the festivities on hold so he could speak to his nephew and employee back in London. He finished his drink, tossed the empty glass down onto a vacant sofa before taking the phone and speaking into it. 
‘You’ve just interrupted my party. This better be good news.’
‘It is. I’ve done that thing you asked me to do.’
The voice of Ronnie’s nephew down the line sounded distant, as it might do considering they were communicating with each other from different continents. 
‘I’ve asked you to do a lot of things,’ Ronnie replied as he watched Destiny pouring champagne down another one of the escort’s throats. ‘You’re going to have to be a little more specific.’
‘The studio you wanted burning down. It’s done.’
Ronnie processed Damian’s words, and a smile crept up at the edges of his lips. 
‘Starlight Studios is gone?’ Ronnie asked for confirmation.
‘Burnt to the ground, boss. Just like you wanted it.’
‘Good lad. Was anyone inside?’
‘I don’t know. We didn’t check.’
‘Not to worry. I’ll see you when I get back.’
‘No problem.’
Ronnie was just about to hang up when he had a thought.
‘Oi, Damian, what time is it over there?’
‘It’s twenty to five in the morning, boss.’
‘That’s a shame. It’s Saturday night here, and things are just warming up. Enjoy your Sunday.’
With that, Ronnie hung up and handed the phone back to Bulldog. 
‘Everything okay?’ the grizzled henchman asked. 
‘Everything’s perfect,’ Ronnie replied, and he meant it, not only because he was standing in Las Vegas with everything he could ever desire right before him. It was also because his nephew back in London had just informed him that a job he needed doing was complete. 
Starlight Studios, the business and property owned by music mogul Andrew Ayata had just been the victim of an arson attack. That was payback for the fact that Andrew had refused to sign Ronnie’s daughter to a recording contract when they had visited the mogul’s office a couple of months ago. Little Lucy Larkhall had sung for her supper that day, but Andrew had turned her down, much to the disappointment of both the young girl and her father. That was the moment when Ronnie had decided that he was going to have his revenge on Mr Ayata.  
‘Open another bottle of champagne,’ Ronnie said with a big grin on his face as he imagined Andrew getting a phone call from the police informing him that his business had burnt down. ‘We’re celebrating.’
Bulldog did as he was told and went back into the drug-riddled suite to find more alcohol. While he was gone, Ronnie walked to the edge of the balcony, pulling Destiny along with him until she was standing beside him, looking out over the sweeping view of the city.
‘Which is your favourite hotel?’ he asked her, gesturing to the colourful array of buildings she had to choose from. 
‘I like them all,’ Destiny said, wiping her nose either because she had just snorted something or was in need of snorting some more. 
‘Fair enough,’ Ronnie said. ‘There’s not exactly a bad one here, to be fair.’
The sound of the champagne cork popping in the suite behind them caused them both to turn around and head back inside, where they were quickly furnished with another fresh glass of bubbles. 
As Ronnie retook his seat on the sofa beside the gun, he saw two of the escorts heading into one of the bedrooms together.
‘Hey, wait a minute,’ he called out to the two drunk women before they could disappear behind a closed door. ‘Take this old man with you.’
He gestured for Bulldog to go into the bedroom too, and the women held out their hands to welcome him in, clearly not fussed about who joined them under the sheets. 
Bulldog looked like a little kid at Christmas as he realised what was happening, and he put down his drink and hurried towards the bedroom. 
‘Cheers, boss,’ Bulldog said, just before he was pulled into the dark room by two pairs of hands and the door slammed shut. 
Ronnie chuckled to himself before reclining on the luxurious sofa and enjoying his drink. He noticed the gun sitting beside him and picked it up, feeling the weight of it in his hand and reminiscing about how he had been brave enough to pull the trigger when it was inches from his head. 
But he knew better than to tempt fate twice, so he didn’t bother playing that game of Russian Roulette again. Instead, he was just about to put the gun away when he heard Destiny calling to him across the suite. 
‘Let me have a go,’ she said, holding her hands out in anticipation of him throwing the gun at her. 
‘This is a game for grown-ups, darling,’ Ronnie told her, shaking his head but admiring her confidence. 
‘I want to play it,’ Destiny said, clearly drunk but clearly determined. ‘I mean it.’
Ronnie thought about what might happen if he was to hand a loaded gun to an inebriated escort, and while it would be entertaining, he knew he couldn’t take the risk of having her blow her brains out all over this suite. At least if he had died doing it then it would have been somebody else’s problem. 
‘Don’t be silly. Now come over here and give me a kiss,’ Ronnie said, putting the gun down on the table and beckoning her over. 
Destiny’s bare feet skipped across the carpet as she came to join him on the sofa, and she put her lips on his as they kissed for several seconds. Ronnie was just getting in the mood when he was interrupted by a loud crash across the suite, and he looked up to see one of the escorts had fallen into a glass table and broken it. The young woman was holding her arm, which now had blood pouring from it, but that wasn’t Ronnie’s concern. He was more worried about all the drugs that had just gone onto the floor.  
‘What the hell are you doing? Get out of here!’ Ronnie barked at the woman, and she scurried towards the door, grabbing her handbag while still clutching her bleeding wound before she left the suite. 
Ronnie got up from the sofa and went over to assess the damage by the broken table, though really it was to see if some of the cocaine could still be salvaged from the suite floor. But just before he could bend down and try to scoop some of the white powder back up, he heard Destiny speak behind him. 
‘Wish me luck,’ she said. 
Ronnie turned around and saw the escort holding the gun to her head, clearly ready to partake in a little Russian Roulette even though Ronnie had warned her against it. 
‘Don’t be stupid,’ he told her. ‘Put the gun down.’
But the escort just gave him a wink just like he had done to her before he pulled the trigger earlier. 
Ronnie rushed towards Destiny in a bid to stop her from taking the risk, but it was too late. 
There was a bang, and then there was a lot of blood. 
‘What the hell was that?’ Bulldog cried as he emerged naked from the bedroom, followed by the two escorts he had been in there with. 
Then they saw the deceased Destiny lying on the bloody sofa, and the escorts wept, while Bulldog simply shook his head. 
‘Stupid girl,’ Ronnie said as he looked down on the dead body. 
‘What do we do now, boss?’ Bulldog asked, scratching his bald and scar-covered head. 
‘We get a suitcase. We get a spade. And we take a little drive out into the desert,’ Ronnie replied before picking up a bottle of champagne and pouring himself another glass.  



Lindsey *
20:42
Lindsey Beattie stared out of the window at the dark desert, struggling to believe that a city like this could exist in such an environment. This sun-scorched part of the world was made for lizards and tarantulas, not human beings, yet there were millions of people right now enjoying all the amenities that this arid place had to offer. 
Bars. Clubs. Restaurants; all cooled by air-conditioning and all offering freezing-cold drinks chilled in buckets of ice. Lindsey couldn’t even begin to fathom how man had been able to turn this patch of desert into one of the most entertaining cities in the world, but she was thankful that they had achieved it. This was the perfect place for her to have her hen do ahead of her upcoming wedding, and she was loving every minute of it so far. 
Turning away from the window, Lindsey continued on down the stairs that would take her back out of this bar and out into the pool area again where the rest of her friends were waiting. She had gone inside to visit the ladies’ room and make a quick check in the mirror to ensure that her appearance was still relatively presentable. It was for the time being, but the night was still young, and there was a lot of alcohol to get through before it was over, meaning she was unlikely to still be looking her best by bedtime. There was also the combination of the Nevada heat and the water from the pool, causing her hair to go a little frizzy and wild, but she consoled herself with the fact that she wasn’t here in the city to attract any admiring glances from members of the opposite sex. She was here to tick off one more of the traditions that had to be done before a person got married. 
Her wedding to Diego was approaching fast now, set for August and looming large on the horizon of life. Lindsey was feeling nervous about the upcoming occasion, as she suspected many brides did, but this evening was one part of the festivities which hadn’t caused her any stress. That’s because the hen do had been organised by her friends and was all about fun, meaning the only responsibility on Lindsey since she had got on that plane from London to fly here was to smile and enjoy herself. She had done just that and had been having the time of her life since landing in Vegas and enjoying all the little luxuries that the other members of her hen party had organised for her. 
There had been cocktail making in a bar overlooking The Strip. There had been a boozy hike on a desert trail. And there had been pool parties. 
Lots and lots of pool parties. 
It was another pool party where Lindsey and her friends found themselves now, and as the bride-to-be made her way back along the water’s edge, she smiled at the crazy sights all around her. The women in bikinis reclining on sunbeds even though the sun had already set. The topless torsos of all the men in attendance, some of whom had chiselled abs, others who had clearly made little effort to diet before an event like this. The famous DJ behind the decks with his arms in the air as he played another of his hits. The buckets of champagne sitting inside the classy cabanas. The colourful inflatables that had been thrown into the pool and were being played with by the partygoers. 
The noise. The action. 
The energy. 
Stepping into the water and walking down the steps that led deeper into the pool, Lindsey was on her way back to where her friends were when she was suddenly hit on the arm with an inflatable duck. 
Turning around, Lindsey saw that the person holding the duck was smiling at her, suggesting he had bumped her in a friendly manner on purpose, presumably to get her attention. 
‘Sorry! I’m having some trouble controlling my pet,’ the guy said in an English accent, letting Lindsey know that this was another tourist just like her. ‘He jumps out whenever a pretty girl walks by.’
Lindsey laughed at the cheesy pick-up attempt.
‘That must be so hard for you. There’s a lot of pretty girls here.’
‘He’s only done it to you so far.’
Lindsey laughed again, simply because it was just her natural reaction to this man’s humour, but that might not have been the best thing to do in the situation. That was because it provided enough encouragement for the guy with the inflatable duck to come a little closer and keep the conversation going. 
‘I’m Jason,’ he said. ‘And this is Daphne the duck.’
Lindsey smiled and gave him her name. 
‘Having fun in Vegas?’ Jason asked. 
‘It’s amazing.’
‘Have you been here before?’
‘First time.’
‘Me too.’
Lindsey smiled again at the pleasant young man because he was obviously sweet and obviously interested in her. But she had to get back to her friends. 
‘I’m on a hen do, so I better get going,’ Lindsey said. ‘Bye, Daphne.’
Lindsey reached out and patted the inflatable duck on the head before turning to go, but Jason hurried through the water to keep up with her. 
‘I’m on a stag do. How about we get our two groups together?’
Lindsey rolled her eyes. This guy was very keen. 
‘I don’t know. I’m not sure how long we’re staying for.’
‘The party’s just getting started!’ Jason said, and he gestured in the direction of the entrance gates in which several people were streaming through. There was also a large line of people queuing on the other side, suggesting this party was one of the hottest tickets in town tonight and was a long way from being over yet. 
‘I don’t know,’ Lindsey said, continuing to wade through the water on her way down to the other end of the pool where her friends were bobbing around in a circle. ‘I’d have to ask the girls.’
‘Are any of them single?’ Jason asked enthusiastically. 
‘Yeah, a couple,’ Lindsey replied. 
‘Great. They won’t mind then. I’ll get the guys!’
With that, Jason turned and waved to a group of four lads who were standing on the edge of the pool looking rather forlornly at all the bikini-clad women in their vicinity. They were obviously too shy to go and speak to any of them themselves, besides Jason, who didn’t seem to be lacking in confidence. 
‘Come on, guys!’ he called to his mates. ‘Let’s make some new friends!’
Lindsey laughed again at Jason’s enthusiasm and hoped her own friends wouldn’t mind being joined by a few members of the opposite sex. She was sure they wouldn’t have a problem with it, especially the single members of the group who were always open to a little male attention. 
‘So which one’s the hen?’ Jason asked just before they reached the group of women in the pool. 
‘That would be me,’ Lindsey replied, and the disappointment was visible all over Jason’s face. 
‘Oh,’ he said. ‘That’s a shame.’
Lindsey laughed before giving him an apologetic shrug in jest. ‘I’m sorry. Already taken.’
Then she flashed him her engagement ring just to make it clear. 
‘Wow, that must have cost a fortune,’ Jason mused, and Lindsey nodded her head because she had thought the same thing the first time that she had laid eyes on it. ‘He’s a lucky guy. What’s his name?’
‘Diego.’
‘Damn, he even sounds cooler than me too,’ Jason replied, and Lindsey couldn’t help but laugh again as they reached her friends. 
The girls turned around and noticed that Lindsey was not alone, eyeing Jason up a little suspiciously like many women like to do when a stranger enters the group. 
‘This is Jason,’ Lindsey said, introducing them. ‘And his duck, Daphne.’
‘Hi, girls!’ Jason cried, holding out his hand to shake all of theirs. 
Seconds later and the rest of Jason’s friends joined the group, combining the separate parties and proving that hens and stags usually end up mixing when in the same place together. 
As the guys quickly tried to determine which of the females were single, Jason continued to try his luck with the woman that he knew was already taken. 
‘So when’s the wedding?’ he asked, leaning against the edge of the pool. 
‘August,’ Lindsey replied. 
‘Wow, only a few more months of freedom left then?’
‘Haha. I guess.’
‘You should make the most of it then.’
Lindsey rolled her eyes. ‘I’m good, thanks.’
‘No, I mean it. You’re going to be married to Diego for the rest of your life. Once you walk down that aisle, then you can kiss goodbye to me and Daphne.’
‘I’m sure I’ll survive.’
‘I’m just saying. If you want to have some fun before you tie the knot, then I’m your guy.’
‘Tempting, but no thank you,’ Lindsey told him before watching one of her single friends being playfully splashed with water by one of Jason’s mates. 
‘So where is Diego right now?’ Jason asked. ‘Back in England?’
Lindsey shook her head. 
‘No, he’s in Vegas too.’
Jason looked stunned by that admission. 
‘He is? Why?’
‘He’s on his stag do.’
‘You’ve had the hen do and the stag do in the same place at the same time?’
‘Yeah, why not?’
‘I’ve never heard of that before.’
‘It just made sense to do it on the same weekend, and we all got to fly out together as well.’
‘I hope you haven’t been spending all your time here together?’
‘No, we went our separate ways at the airport, and we won’t meet up again until our flight back.’
‘Well, that’s something I suppose. But still, aren’t you worried about bumping into him?’
‘Why would I worry about that?’ 
‘Because he might spoil your fun.’
‘He wouldn’t do that.’
‘Or you might spoil his.’
Jason winked at Lindsey, clearly insinuating that Diego might be up to a little mischief somewhere in the city right now. 
‘He’s on his best behaviour,’ Lindsey assured the cheeky young man. ‘As am I.’
She hoped that last sentence would give Jason enough of a hint to know that she wasn’t going to do anything more than have a conversation with him, but he didn’t give up that easily. 
‘Aren’t you worried about the famous saying?’ he asked Lindsey as his and her friends continued to mingle nearby. 
‘What famous saying?’
‘What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.’
She rolled her eyes again. ‘Just because other people do seedy things here, it doesn’t mean that me and my fiancé have to.’
‘I don’t know,’ Jason said with a shrug. ‘I mean, you look like you’re on your best behaviour, but what about him? Who knows what he’s up to right now?’
Lindsey frowned and was starting to grow a little tired of this guy and his inflatable duck. It was one thing to be flirty, but it was another to suggest that her fiancé was out there somewhere in the city cheating on her. 
To his credit, Jason must have picked up on this because he quickly apologised and said he was only joking. Then he offered to get Lindsey a drink, with no strings attached, of course. 
Lindsey decided that a free drink was the least she deserved, so she told him he could go and get her another cocktail if only so he would leave her alone for a few minutes while he was at the bar. 
As Jason and his duck, Daphne, left the pool, Lindsey took the man’s spot on the edge of it, leaning against the wall and watching her friends continue to interact with the stag group who had joined them. 
She was having a great time so far and didn’t want it to end, but she was also missing Diego at the same time and couldn’t wait to see him again when they met up at the airport for their early flight home tomorrow morning. She wanted to hear all about what he had been up to on his stag do, not because she was worried that he had been up to no good, but because she knew he would have had fun, and she couldn’t wait to hear all about it. Jason might have been joking about Diego getting up to mischief, or he might have been serious, but it didn’t matter because she knew that her fiancé would never do anything to hurt her or betray their relationship. 
She trusted her partner fully, as any person should do before they entered into such a thing as marriage. If she had to guess, Lindsey assumed that Diego would be in some bar or nightclub somewhere on The Strip, sitting at a table with his friends and drinking beer while laughing about all the typical things guys laugh about. Sure, they may end up in a strip club at some point because boys would be boys after all, but she knew Diego would never do anything more than look at another woman, and that was fine by her. She didn’t want to keep him on a tight leash because that wasn’t the foundation of a healthy relationship. Instead, it was important to have trust. 
He trusted her.
And she trusted him. 
As she spotted Jason and the inflatable duck over by the bar, she felt lucky that she had a man like Diego in her life. That meant she no longer had to feel satisfied with all the lame pick-up attempts from the single men of the world. She had her man, and soon, she would sign a legal document to prove it to the world. 
She didn’t need anybody else other than him. 
And he didn’t need anybody else other than her. 
Or so she thought. 



Diego *
20:43
Diego Olivera needed a lot of things in his life. He needed money. He needed power. And he needed women. Lots and lots of women. Fortunately, he was in a city right now that catered to that latter need. 
In Las Vegas, he could have all the women he wanted. 
The problem was that technically, he was engaged to be married, so that desire to be with lots of women was not quite compatible with his relationship status. The only times his hands should go on another woman should be tomorrow morning when he would be reunited with his fiancé, Lindsey, at the airport. At least that was what should be happening. But Diego didn’t play by the rules, and he certainly wasn’t going to play by them when he was in a place like this. It didn’t matter that Lindsey was in this city too because it was a big place, and there were plenty of dark corners for him to disappear into. He had managed that successfully so far, not only avoiding bumping into Lindsey and the rest of her hen party but also managing to give his friends on his stag do the slip too. 
He had just left them all behind in one of the casinos, saying that he had a bit of an upset stomach after eating something dodgy at the buffet earlier and that he was returning to his hotel room to take some pills and have a little rest. The plan was for him to meet back up with his friends a little later, where they would go to the usual array of strip clubs and bars that cater to men like them on a holiday like this one. But there was nothing wrong with Diego. He didn’t have food poisoning, and he wasn’t on his way back to his hotel room. He had just needed an excuse to be on his own for a little while. That’s because there were parts of this city that demanded to be explored, but they were best explored alone. He didn’t want to tell his friends where he was going and what he was going to do when he got there because they may have been shocked, disgusted, or dismayed that he would cheat on Lindsey and in such a debauched manner as he had planned. 
It was best that he was by himself.  
Walking down the crowded streets, passing all manner of tourists with flashing cameras, Diego was heading in the direction of the taxi rank up ahead. Once there, he would give the address of a secretive brothel he had found out about online, and the driver would hopefully take him straight to it. But before he could get to the waiting cab, he was stopped by an overweight man in a Hawaiian shirt who was clutching several cards, all of which had pictures of various semi-naked women plastered all over them. 
That was the thing about Vegas. You might be on your way to engage in something seedy, but there was also something equally as seedy vying for your attention. 
‘You want girls? Here, we have girls.’
The overweight guy handed one of the cards to Diego, who glanced down and saw the name and photo of an escort, as well as a phone number to call if he was interested in meeting her in person. But Diego wasn’t in the mood to entertain this type of behaviour, and he made that clear by throwing the card back at the man and storming past him. 
A passer-by might have seen that and presumed that Diego’s reaction had been caused by disgust on the young man’s part, but they couldn’t have been more wrong. Diego wasn’t disgusted at being approached by a guy offering escort services. He was simply bored with what the man had to offer and was on his way into a taxi so that he could seek out the kind of women who would do things that those escorts hadn’t even thought of. 
Reaching the taxi, Diego nodded at the driver before opening the back passenger door and getting in. As the driver started the engine and pulled out carefully into the lane of heavy traffic beside him, he asked Diego where he wanted to go. 
Taking out his phone, Diego opened up the secretive ‘Notes’ section he had on there and located the address he had copied from the internet earlier that day. Reading it out, Diego noticed the driver’s eyebrows raise a little in the mirror, and that suggested that the man knew exactly what went on at this address and what Diego was in this city to do. But the passenger didn’t care about what some Las Vegas taxi driver thought about him. He only cared that he didn’t get caught, and there was little chance of that happening now that he had left his friends behind and ventured out into the city on his own. 
As the taxi drove down Las Vegas Boulevard, Diego looked through the window at all the various sights on offer. There were so many flashing lights, so many tourists, and so many things vying for attention that it was almost exhausting to watch. He saw a group of drunken women spilling out of the back of a limousine and into the road. He saw several guys in matching shirts taking the cards with the escort’s names and numbers on, presumably with the intention of calling one of them. And he saw so many children walking around with their parents, their innocent little minds many years away from being able to comprehend the level of depravity that could be found behind this veneer of neon lights. 
Diego thought about all the different reasons a person might come to this city and wondered how many of these people passing by outside his window right now had the same reason as he did. Most of them were probably just here to gamble away a few hundred dollars and enjoy a cheap buffet or a show. Some of them might have come here just because the weather was good, and they were guaranteed a suntan. And many of them most likely just wanted to tick this place off their bucket list and say that they had “done Vegas.”
But there would be a few souls out there amongst the crowds who were like Diego. They were in this place not for a little light-hearted entertainment or because the sun shone seven days a week. They were here because this was one of the best places in the world to be for exploring any desire a human being might have. 
Diego averted his eyes from the busy boulevard outside and looked down at his mobile phone and the address to where he was travelling now. As he did, a shiver of anticipation ran down his spine, and he silently urged the taxi driver to put his foot down and break the speed limit just so he could deliver Diego to his destination sooner. But there was little chance of the driver getting up any extra speed even if he had wanted to because the traffic in front of them was dense, as was to be expected in the middle of a busy city on a Saturday night. 
Patience would have to be Diego’s best friend for the time being, so he put his phone back into his pocket and tried to take his mind off all of the delicious desires of his that were about to be satisfied just as soon as this taxi got him there. 
That was how he found himself thinking of his fiancé and what she might be up to wherever she was in this sprawling city right now. If he had to guess, he would say that she was either at some pool party or sitting in a cocktail bar, simply because those two activities were all Lindsey had spoken about while they were on the plane over here together a few days ago with the rest of their parties. Diego had entertained his fiancé’s excitement, even if the things she had been so excited about seemed so mundane to him, and he had been forced to lie when she had asked him about what he thought he would be spending most of his time doing while in America. He had told her that he expected his friends to have a few surprises in store for him but that it wouldn’t be anything too bad, which he knew was exactly what she wanted to hear. But unfortunately for him, he had been right. His friends on his stag do had organised several activities for him, none of which involved anything that Diego was genuinely excited by. Sure, they had gone shooting at a hunting range out in the desert, and yes, they had even gone on some wild ride at the top of The Stratosphere, the tallest building in Las Vegas, but all Diego had wanted to do was get himself into a room with a mischievous woman and pay her to do all manner of things to him. But he couldn’t exactly say that to his friends, so instead, he had smiled and humoured them all as they had made out like they were having the time of their lives in this city when really, he knew that they hadn’t even scratched the surface of it. 
At least tonight, Diego would be putting that right. While his friends drank their drinks and wasted insignificant amounts of money at a roulette table somewhere, he would be experiencing a side of Vegas that very few people ever get to see or afford. 
‘How’s your trip been so far?’ the taxi driver asked his passenger as he turned off the main boulevard and onto a slightly quieter road heading away from the busiest part of the city. 
But Diego knew he didn’t have to make small talk with this man if he didn’t want to, so he kept quiet and said nothing, allowing a slightly awkward moment of silence to pass before the driver turned on the radio and drowned it out with a little country music. As the song played and the taxi moved onto quieter streets, Diego listened to the words coming from the speakers of the radio. 
Like many country songs, this was one about a man’s struggle with love and the opposite sex. There was a lot of mentions of regret, loss, forgiveness and unfulfilled desires, and Diego could only hope that this musician was not singing about personal experience because if so, it sounded like he had suffered an exhausting life. As far as Diego was concerned, there was nothing difficult when it came to dealing with the women of the world, which was something this country star seemed to have got wrong. The way Diego saw it, everything in life was a transaction and females were just one of the many things that could be bought and paid for, just like food, shelter and the plane ticket that had allowed him to fly all the way over here to the middle of this desert. He was a man who liked to pay for the company of women, as he would do tonight, but he didn’t just do it for sex. He did it for all sorts of reasons. Take Lindsey, for example. He had spent plenty of money on her during their relationship, but it was only so he could be married and look more favourable in the eyes of his employers, who would only make him a partner at his law firm if he obeyed the values of ‘family, loyalty and commitment.’ In doing so, Diego had found that there was very little he couldn’t get Lindsey to do simply by showering her with gifts or taking her for romantic weekends away. He was literally paying for her to do what he needed her to do, which was marry him in a few months’ time so he could get that promotion. She just didn’t realise it. 
Relationships were embarrassingly easy. So why was this country singer on the radio making out like they were the biggest mystery in the world?
‘Can you turn that off?’ Diego said, though it was more of a command than a question. 
The taxi driver did as he was told, probably not because he had to but because there was still a little way to go to the destination, and he didn’t want to miss out on the rest of the fare by annoying his passenger and risking him getting out early. 
The return of silence to the vehicle was welcome for Diego, and he smirked, not just because he had some peace and quiet again but because he had just got another human being to give in to his demands. It always seemed to be that way for Diego. Anything he wanted, he could get. Anything he needed, somebody would always do it for him, as long as he was paying them, which he was happy to do because it was easy to do so. Life was so simple when you had money, and Diego was glad that he had plenty of it. It would be that money that would keep Lindsey feeling happy and contented as she sat at home night after night in the big house they were going to buy after the wedding while he was out satisfying his needs in some sordid part of London. But he knew that he would get no trouble from his partner once they had tied the knot because one, she would never know what he was really up to, and two, she would be too busy enjoying all the amenities he had lavished her with to worry why her husband was always working late. 
As the taxi moved on, Diego sank back deeper into the seat and smiled because from where he was sitting, it sure felt like he had this thing called life figured out pretty well. He made plans, and they always went just how he expected them to, and that was what gave him the confidence to stick to his ways and never bend to the will of another person like they had all bent to him. 
He was the master. He was in control of his destiny. He knew exactly what he was doing and what it was going to lead to. 
Not like everybody else in this world. 
They didn’t have the slightest idea. 



Jill *
20:44
Jill Kearl had ended up in this situation right now because she had entertained one idea. It was an idea that had seemed exciting when it had occurred to her but would perhaps have been better executed if she had taken a little more time to think it through. As it was, she had just gone with it, throwing caution to the wind and choosing adventure over risk-management. That was how she had come to find herself sitting at the top of the tallest building in Las Vegas, looking out over the twinkling lights of this sprawling city while sitting opposite a man in a fetching blue suit. 
‘Can I get you another drink?’ the waiter asked as he reappeared at their table for what must have been the twelfth time since this couple had sat down at it over an hour ago. 
‘We’ll have another bottle of the Merlot,’ the man in the blue suit replied, and the waiter nodded before scurrying away to complete the order. 
Jill wasn’t too sure if she was going to be able to manage any more alcohol this evening because she had already put plenty away during this meal, but it sure would be fun to try. Besides, with her newfound philosophy on life, she didn’t find herself saying no to things very often these days. That’s because the word no didn’t usually lend itself to adventure, excitement or surprise. There was only one word that could lead to all those things. 
Yes. 
It had been the frivolous use of that word which had seen Jill fly into Las Vegas yesterday after the destination had been suggested to her by a Greek travel agent in Athens. It had been that same word that had seen her accept the option to upgrade her room at the hotel in which she was staying on The Strip, causing her to pay out a little more than she had budgeted for but giving her a much bigger bed and far grander views of this city. And it had been the word yes that had seen her accept the invitation from the gentleman in the dashing blue suit when he had asked her out for dinner after spotting her drinking alone at the hotel bar earlier this evening. 
Jill had been saying yes to all manner of things over these last couple of months, ever since she had made the rather unorthodox decision to go to the airport in her native England and buy a ticket overseas to the first destination available. That had been the tactic the woman had used to inject some adrenaline into her life after finding herself home alone with the kids grown up and moved out, and with plenty of money burning a hole in her bank account but little to spend it on. When she had turned up at the airport that fateful day two months ago, she had approached the check-in clerk behind the counter and asked for a one-way ticket on the next available flight. At the time, Jill’s mind had been filled with all sorts of fancy fantasies of places like Rome, New York or even Cairo, so imagine her surprise when the clerk had told her where the next plane was destined to go. 
Baghdad. 
It had been tempting then for the thrill-seeking tourist to back out of her hair-brained scheme and either pick a destination herself or leave the airport entirely and return home, where things were safe and predictable. But Jill had vowed to stick to her plan, so that meant boarding that plane bound for Baghdad and jetting off to see what adventures awaited her in the Middle East. 
After touching down in the Iraqi capital, Jill had been confined to her hotel room for the first two days after a sandstorm had swept through the city, turning it into a hazy dustbowl of oranges and reds. By the time she had been able to venture out onto the streets to explore, she could have been forgiven for thinking what a fool she had been and heading back to the airport to go home, or at least somewhere that catered a little more to English tourists. But she resiliently ploughed on into the foreign city alone, and that was how she ended up having a wonderful time exploring the street markets, sampling delicious local cuisines and even being chatted up by a friendly Iraqi soldier called Ghazi. He had told her that his name meant ‘conqueror’ and it had been clear that he would have liked to have conquered her, but she had politely declined his invite to go back to his home before returning to her hotel, getting her passport and seeing where else on this wonderful planet she could go to next. 
In the time since leaving Baghdad and landing in Las Vegas, Jill had visited four more countries, most recently Greece. That had been where she had spent a lovely fortnight enrolled in an artists’ retreat in the countryside outside of Athens, painting terrible paintings all day and drinking wine long into the evening with the other wannabe artists alongside her. From there, she had walked into a travel agent in the city and asked the friendly young Greek man at the computer to choose her next destination for her.
That was how she had ended up in Vegas. 
But now she was here, she couldn’t spend all her time reminiscing on the adventures of the past. She had to focus on the present because there were many more adventures to be had, starting right here and now with this stranger who had asked her out on a dinner date. 
His name was Errol, and if he sounded sophisticated, that’s because he was. Errol was a distinguished gentleman who possessed not just good suits but good manners and a good head of hair despite his advancing years, and that was why Jill had been more than happy to accept the invite for dinner. She was glad she had to because if she hadn’t, then she might never have visited the wonderful restaurant she was sitting in right now. 
Situated at the top of The Stratosphere, the futuristic-looking tower situated at the far end of The Strip, this venue was renowned for great food, great service and, due to its height, great views. But it was also known for something else too. 
It was known for being one of the few fully revolving restaurants in the world.  
Ever since Jill had been sitting here at this table, the room she was in had revolved a full 360 degrees, giving her the opportunity to see every single part of Las Vegas from this high vantage point. It was as magical as it sounded and would most likely have been a spectacular experience at any time of day. But at night, with all the lights in this desert valley lit up and twinkling under the stars from the clear sky, it was truly breath-taking. 
This restaurant was called The Top Of The World, and it was certainly apt because Jill felt like she was on top of the world right now, both literally and figuratively. 
The waiter returned quickly to the table with the new bottle of wine, and Errol smiled as he sat back and allowed the uniformed young man to pour both him and his date a fresh glass. 
Jill thanked the waiter as he left before picking up her glass and taking another sip, aware that she would most likely be suffering a hangover in the morning but okay with that because she was living for today, not tomorrow. It was like she was eighteen again, full of life and energy and unburdened by all the doubts, anxieties and responsibilities that come the deeper you go into adulthood. Of course, she still had plenty to be responsible for. She had to keep an eye on her bank account, making sure she didn’t fritter away everything on this around the world trip that this excursion had turned into. And she also had her children back home in England, who no longer needed her for daily support but still required the knowledge of where their mother was and what she was up to. Therefore, she was trying her best to balance her appetite for risk and chance with a solid foundation of common sense and practicality. 
Though the more wine she had, the more that was easier said than done. 
She was just about to look out to her left again at the sweeping views of the city on the other side of the large glass windows when Errol spoke again. 
‘I’m glad that I plucked up the courage to come and talk to you in that bar,’ he said before wiping the corner of his mouth with his napkin after finishing his meal. 
‘Me too,’ Jill replied honestly. 
‘What do you think you would have done this evening if you hadn’t agreed to come on this dinner date with me?’
Jill thought about the answer to that question for a moment before replying as best she could. 
‘I imagine I would have bought tickets to a show,’ she said, nodding her head because she knew that would have been the case. 
‘What kind of show?’
‘I don’t know. I’ve always wanted to see Cirque du Soleil.’ 
‘Oh, me too! We should go. How about tomorrow evening?’
Jill didn’t need as long to think about her answer to this question. 
Like as had so often been the case recently, it was a definite yes. 
As the waiter returned to clear away their plates and place the requisite cutlery down for the next course to come, Jill and Errol chatted excitedly about all the things they might see at the circus performance they were hoping to witness tomorrow night. Tickets might not be cheap, but Jill had the funds to pay for her own, and by the look of Errol, he had plenty of money too. He had already offered to pay for all of this meal tonight, not that his generosity was the reason why she had agreed to be here in the first place, and Jill could tell that he was a man who knew how to treat a lady. It was perhaps rare to find somebody like him around these days. Not all men were as polite, generous and charming as Errol, and certainly, there were not many who would have the courage to approach a woman in a hotel bar and ask her out on a date. Errol was a few years older than her, but that was not a problem. Rather it seemed to be a blessing. Those extra years of life had obviously given Errol plenty of experience and confidence when it came to how he carried himself, and Jill had found herself watching him with admiration as he had read through the menu and offered comments and opinions on all it offered. 
It was funny because while Jill had known she was entering into a life of unpredictability when she had gone to the airport in England and bought a ticket to the first place she could, she had presumed the randomness would only extend to the destinations. She had certainly not entertained the idea of meeting a man on her travels that might sweep her off her feet and perhaps even provide her with some company as she continued to journey around the world. Yet here she was, sitting in one of the finest restaurants in Las Vegas opposite a man who was treating her like a queen and making her laugh with his amusing anecdotes about the differences between English and Americans. 
Errol was a Yank, hailing from Texas but just like Jill, no longer restricted to just one point on the map thanks to his own freedom from daily responsibilities as well as a healthy bank account. If she had to guess, Jill would say that Errol had a lot more money than she did based on how he dressed and the fact that he knew so much about good food and fine wine, but she would never be as cheeky as to ask him how much he had earned in his lifetime. That was just one of the differences between Brits and Americans that Errol had jokingly commented on earlier. 
British people are far too polite for their own good. 
As the restaurant continued to revolve over the city, Jill could have been forgiven for thinking that the world might have revolved around her. That was because Errol was making her feel like she was the most important thing in the world with all of his questions about her life and his manners whenever it came to her needing anything more from this meal. The longer they sat there together enjoying each other’s company, the more Jill began to entertain the idea of seeing Errol more, and not just at the show tomorrow night on The Strip. She wondered if he might be tempted to join her on the next leg of her adventures, the two of them sitting side by side on a plane out of Las Vegas, bound for a destination currently unknown. That was a truly exciting idea because, as far as Jill was concerned, the only thing better than being able to travel around the world alone was being able to travel around the world with a companion who made you laugh. 
Jill was laughing again now after another one of Errol’s jokes about British people, and she found herself struggling to stop even when the waiter reappeared again with their next course. She had gone and got the giggles, which was a ridiculous thing to happen to a woman of her age. She was not a silly kid, yet now she was acting like one. But that was okay because she felt great. So what if she and Errol were no longer young? It didn’t mean that they couldn’t act like it. 
As the waiter placed another delicious plate of food down in front of Jill, she smiled at the man sitting opposite her because everything seemed to be perfect. If only she had known then that things would quickly go wrong only a few hours later. 
If only she had known then that by the time the sun came up on this crazy city, Errol would be dead, and she would have some serious explaining to do to the Las Vegas police.



Mark *
20:45
Mark Berry took a deep breath and rubbed his aching neck as he stood out in the hot evening air and looked at the neon glow in the distance. He could see The Strip from here, that place where so many people were enjoying themselves right now, but he was not there. Instead, he was at the other end of the city, on a fairly non-descript street, far away from the glitz and glamour of the casinos and the hotel suites. He was here because this was the address of the clinic that was now treating his son, Benjamin, although only time would tell if the treatment would work and the ill little boy’s life would be saved. 
He thought about going back into the clinic to where the air-conditioning would cool him down and stop the beads of sweat from forming on his forehead, but he held off for another minute, not because he was enjoying himself out in the hot temperatures but because he needed a break from the stresses inside. The place where Benji was being treated was a state-of-the-art facility with all sorts of amenities available for the people visiting it, but that didn’t mean that it was a place that anybody would ever wish to spend time in. If you had to come here, it usually meant that you were desperate, and that was the best word to describe Mark and his situation as he stood there and listened to the sounds of laughter drifting over the wind from across the city where everybody was having so much fun without a care in the world. 
Mark was here because he had paid the $250,000 required to afford the experimental treatment which Benji was being given now. It was a long shot, and an expensive one at that, but what else was a father supposed to do for his sick child? 
The money had been raised thanks mainly to the fundraising efforts of Mark and a few of his work colleagues who had completed a ‘fun run’ around London a couple of months ago while dressed as superheroes, capes and all. With the generosity of the general public, the required money had been donated, and now Benji had a shot at a potential miracle cure that might resolve his cancer and turn his terminal illness into just one footnote in what would hopefully go on to be a very long and prosperous life. There had even been enough extra money raised to pay for the flights to get Benji over to Vegas from the UK, a journey which had caused Mark and his wife, Candice, a great deal of stress to both plan and participate in, mainly because they didn’t know if their son was going to be strong enough to survive it. But Benji had proved resilient as always and had made it to the desert determined to battle on in his fight against his deadly disease, and that meant hopes had been high between Mark and his wife as they had checked their son into this facility on the edge of this desert city. 
This clinic was where some of the sharpest minds in the world of medicine plied their trade. That fact, along with the promising statistic that said that 81% of leukaemia patients who had this new treatment went on to make a full recovery, meant there was a strong sense of optimism yesterday when the treatment had begun. But that didn’t mean there were any guarantees that it would be a success. 
The other 19% attested to that. 
Personally, Mark had never been a fan of statistics, and certainly not ones that referred to things as serious as illnesses and recovery rates. That’s because behind each statistic, there was a person who was more than just a number. They were somebody’s son or daughter, mother or father, friend or colleague, and no number of percentages could change that. But Mark also had to understand that when it came to medicine, just like in business, statistics were key, and the fact that there was such a high chance of this treatment working meant that he had to believe that Benji would be on the side of the stats that showed the patient had made a full recovery. 
Taking another deep breath, Mark decided it was time to go back inside and re-join his wife as she maintained her vigil beside Benji’s bed while waiting for him to wake up from the medication he had just been given.  
The automatic doors slid open, and Mark was instantly met with the cooling sensation of the air-con as he passed through the reception area and smiled at the friendly security guard who he had been speaking with earlier during another one of his breaks outside. 
That had been a couple of hours ago, and Mark had chatted with the guard, a jovial chap called Floyd, about anything other than the reason the Englishman was in Las Vegas to begin with. Floyd, based on his knowledge of where he worked and what went on there, quite rightly knew better than to bring up any subjects that might cause distress, so he had instead chatted about his own life and what he got up to when he wasn’t working the night shift at a medical facility on the outskirts of the city. 
Apparently, Floyd was a volunteer down at one of the community centres in Las Vegas, where he would offer his help in keeping many of the city’s youths occupied when they were outside of school. Mark had thought about how that was a very noble thing for a person to do, and Floyd had shyly accepted the compliment, but not before admitting there was another reason why he spent so much time at the community centre. 
He had a crush on one of the women who worked there. 
Mark had laughed at the security guard’s confession, and it had helped alleviate some of his tension, the tension which had been accumulating in him by the day ever since his son had been diagnosed with a deadly disease and sent his life into a tailspin. That had been when Floyd had offered to alleviate some more of the tension from Mark by taking out a rolled-up cigarette from inside his security jacket and hinting that it contained something a lot stronger than just nicotine. 
While it had been extremely tempting to get high with this man to forget about his worries, as well as a little concerning that a man who volunteered with youngsters was a drug user, Mark had turned down Floyd’s offer with a friendly shake of the head. Candice needed her husband, and Benji needed his dad, so it wouldn’t have done much good for Mark to have gone back into the clinic with bloodshot eyes and a pep in his step that might have made him feel on top of the world but also made him pretty useless to anybody else for the next several hours.  
As he walked down one of the several brightly lit corridors in this costly clinic, Mark passed a couple of nurses carrying clipboards, as well as a few other people who were wearing everyday clothes, which suggested they were people just like Mark. Concerned family members visiting a loved one and praying that they too would be one of the 81% who got to walk out of this place happy and safe. 
Mark had not spoken with any other people here apart from the medical staff and Floyd, the security guard with the penchant for getting high, but that wasn’t because he felt awkward in doing so or was worried about meeting somebody who had worse news than him. It was simply because he had nothing to say to these people, and they had nothing to say to him. 
The looks on their faces said it all. 
The wrinkles from the stress of worrying so much that it had aged them a year almost overnight. The dark bags under the eyes were evidence of months of sleepless nights of tossing and turning and fearing the worst. And the weary, stiff movements and posture that told its own sorry story that this was a human being with the weight of the world on their shoulders, and even if everything turned out to be okay, they would never be the same again. 
Mark knew for a fact that his life would always be different even if Benji did make the recovery that he was praying for. That was because after spending so much time in hospitals, studying statistics and listening to doctors make grim predictions, he realised there was far too much death and disease in the world and that it would never end, even if his son was one of the lucky ones to live. Mark would always remember the children he had seen on Benji’s ward, as well as the faces of all their haggard parents, and he would always be able to recall exactly how many lived and how many died when it came to this particular illness. Those were not things that were easily forgotten, and Mark knew they never would be, nor did he want to forget. That’s because to forget would be to pretend that life was all sunshine and roses. It was not, and it was offensive to anybody going through something like Mark was going through to suggest it was. Yes, there was plenty of good in the world and so many reasons to be optimistic, but there was also a need for more to be done when it came to helping those less fortunate. 
That was why Mark had decided something on the long flight over here. He had decided that whatever happened to Benji, whether he succumbed to his illness or went on to make a full recovery, Mark was going to dedicate his life to raising funds to help other families just like his have a chance at survival. He had been shocked at how generous people had been when they had donated to his cause after running through the streets of London dressed as Benji’s favourite caped crusader, but it had also shown him that there was the potential for so much more to be done. 
All it needed was for somebody to do it. 
Mark decided that while he might not be a superhero in the sense of being able to fly or save the planet from dangerous invaders, he could be a superhero to other families and other children like Benji who needed saving from an enemy that was all too real. 
Disease. 
Reaching the room where his young son was sleeping, Mark smiled at his wife as he retook his seat beside her. Candice was still holding the hand of their little boy just like she had been when he had left the room even though Benji was fast asleep thanks to all the drugs he had been given since arriving here. The doctors had told the worried parents that Benji should wake up in a few hours’ time, where he would be taken for more tests, and various markers would be studied to see what effect the treatment was having on his little body. It would still take a while before they knew for certain if it had truly worked or not but the fact that they should have some indication by sunrise tomorrow meant that Mark and Candice would be staying here throughout the night in anticipation. 
It seemed strange to be in such a place as Las Vegas, a city known for action-packed adventure and all sorts of other things that made it popular with tourists the world over, and Mark had rather hoped that his first visit to this place would have come under much better circumstances. But it also gave him motivation for the future because if Benji was to make a full recovery, then he and his wife had vowed to return here one day when their son was older and have a holiday in the city where they would see much more exciting things than clinic corridors and clipboards. 
There were very few words spoken between the husband and wife as they sat by their son’s bedside and counted down the minutes until he would open his eyes and hopefully show them the smile that they longed to see again. But just like with the other families outside in the corridor whom Mark had passed on his way in here, there was little to be said right now. He and Candice had gone through every emotion that it was possible for a human being to go through since Benji’s diagnosis and they were exhausted, both mentally and physically. They were also sick of talking about things like test results and the possibility of having to organise a funeral. They deserved some good fortune, and they could only hope they would get it in a city that was built on it. 
As Candice leaned over and rested her head on Mark’s shoulder, he gave her a kiss and enjoyed the feeling of having her so close to him. Her hand was still holding her son’s, effectively forming a sort of chain in which they were now all linked together. But of course they were linked. They were family. They would always be connected, whatever happened. That’s because there were some bonds in life that were unbreakable. 
Family was one of them. 
Friendship was another. 
Candice and Benji were both his family and his friends, and he knew that he would struggle to live without either of them. But he also knew that he was lucky to have experienced the joy of such a strong bond with another human being because not everybody was fortunate enough to have that. 
Hopefully, it would last forever, but then again, nothing did. Just as sure as the sun would rise in the morning over this clinic in the Mojave Desert, signalling the end of the night, so too would this family one day be unable to be together in the same place. But right now, they were together, and Mark was savouring every single second of it. 
It would end eventually. 
But it would not end yet. 



Conrad
20:46
Conrad Marsh kept his eyes on the building across the street as his hands gripped the steering wheel tightly. 
This place always used to make him nervous, but now it just made him angry. 
He had first come here six months ago, after his daughter, Elly, had been admitted as a patient after he had paid the $250,000 required for her to have the experimental treatment that might save her life. Back then, he had been fearful for the future because he didn’t want to lose his eight-year-old child, as well as nervous because clinics had always made him feel that way. But there had also been a little hope too because the early test results had been positive, and there seemed to be a good chance that Elly would live. 
But she had not. 
Elly had died two weeks after entering this clinic on the outskirts of Las Vegas, the drugs she had been given not doing enough to have an impact on her leukaemia, unlike so many other children who had come through here since then. Conrad’s daughter was one of the 19%, those unlucky few who didn’t get better despite their family paying the expensive treatment cost and despite the odds being favourable. Now she was gone, buried in the cemetery back in her hometown of Jerome in Arizona, leaving Conrad devastated, as well as financially destitute and alone after his wife had left him, unable to handle the combination of grief and poverty that had now become a fixture in their daily lives. 
The Arizona man blamed bad luck, God and all manner of different things for the tragedy and misfortune that had befallen him and his family. But he also blamed this clinic. 
They were supposed to make his daughter better. 
That was what he had paid them to do. 
Now he was going to make them pay. 
Taking his eyes off the clinic on the other side of his car window, Conrad looked down at the semi-automatic rifle that was sitting beside him on the passenger seat. It was a weapon he had only ever used for hunting back in his home state, deer being the usual target. But he had a new target today. It was all the doctors and nurses inside that clinic who had failed to make Elly better after he had entrusted her into their care. It was those doctors and nurses who got to go to work in such a state-of-the-art facility that had been paid for by people like Conrad handing over $250,000 out of sheer desperation to save their child’s life. It was those doctors and nurses who were now going about their business as if everything was normal. 
It most certainly was not. 
And it never would be again. 
Taking his eyes from the weapon in the passenger seat, Conrad fixed his stare back on the clinic again. He had been sitting here like this for over two hours now, ever since he had arrived in Vegas after making the nearly 300-mile drive from his hometown in the neighbouring state. The journey out of Arizona and into Nevada had been a grim one, not because of the barren desert views on offer outside the window but because Conrad knew it would be the last journey he would ever make. 
He wasn’t in Vegas to have fun like everybody else who came here. 
He was in Vegas to die. 
But he wasn’t going to be the only one. 
Watching the familiar building across the street, Conrad saw little movement in and out, which was what he had been expecting at this time on a Saturday night. He knew there would be plenty of activity inside, but this was not like a hospital where there were paramedics coming and going and families arriving for the start of visiting hours. There was no Accident and Emergency department here, nor was there multiple wards all caring for different patients with different diseases. This was a specialist place, focusing on one disease and one disease only. It was a cruel cancer, just like all the other types, but this one always seemed worse. 
This one always went after children. 
Elly had been a bright and beautiful little girl for the first six years of her life, making Conrad and his wife, Jean, feel as though they were the two luckiest people in the world. Her diagnosis had been a shocking one, as it would be for any family, but it seemed even worse because it took the light out of the young child’s eyes. Before she got sick, Elly was always a live wire, never sitting still and always getting at least one of her parents to take her to the park after school, where she would run around and play for what felt like hours. 
It certainly felt a long time whenever Conrad had to stand there and watch his daughter running across the grass or jumping on the various playground equipment, but the man would do anything to have those long hours back now. It was remarkable, but even after a full day at school and God knows how long in the park, Elly would still be skipping all the way home and chattering away about tomorrow and how she couldn’t wait to do it all again. 
Conrad had thought on more than one occasion how great it would be to have some of his daughter’s enthusiasm for life. As a man in his forties, he knew there was more to the world than learning new things in classrooms and playing in the park. But Elly didn’t, and that was how it should be for a child. She saw the world as a marvellous place, holding so much excitement and opportunity, and it should have been a very long time before she had to learn that it wasn’t all perfect. But it wasn’t a long time. She was still so young when she was forced to find out that bad things existed on this planet. 
She was so young when she was forced to face her biggest fears. 
Even then, when death was staring her in the face, Elly did her best to remain as positive as always, trying to smile even when she was too weak and always holding onto her father’s hand even when it took all of her energy just to be lying horizontal in a hospital bed. Elly had always been an inspiration to him and Jean, but never more so than when she knew she was fading away but still tried to stay strong, which was something neither of the parents had managed very well. 
Then suddenly, there had been hope. News out of Vegas said there was an experimental new treatment being given to people just like Elly, and it was showing remarkable results. Without even checking how much it might cost, Conrad knew what he had to do. 
He had to get his daughter the treatment. 
After learning that he would need a quarter of a million dollars to give Elly a chance at survival, he had re-mortgaged his home, sold what possessions he could and taken out as many loans as he could get his hands on in his home state. He and Jean were aware that they were getting themselves into considerable debt, but they didn’t hesitate because to them, it was a simple choice.  
Yes, $250,000 was a lot of money. 
But their daughter was priceless. 
Conrad and Jean had done what they needed to do to get the money, and they had handed it all over to this clinic in Las Vegas in the belief that the clever people inside were going to be able to heal Elly and give them back their energetic little girl. But that hadn’t happened. Elly had been given the other treatment, just like so many other children had, but unlike most of them, she didn’t walk out of this clinic a few weeks later.
She never walked again. She never got to play in the park again. 
She never came home again. 
Conrad hit his fists against the steering wheel as he had done so many times over these last few months when he had been sitting in his truck, and his emotions had got the better of him. His vehicle was one of the few things that he had kept when he had sold things, only because he needed it for his work as a groundskeeper. 
But these days, it was just about the only thing he had left. 
After Elly’s death, his relationship with Jean had become strained as both of them had struggled to deal with their loss. The tragedy might have brought them closer together, but it tore them apart, their grief sending them spiralling off in different directions as he had hit the bottle, and she had found comfort in the arms of another man. 
He didn’t blame Jean for her affair. He knew she had only done it to take her mind off the mess their lives had become. He just chose to use alcohol to heal his wounds, but she was entitled to choose whatever she needed to get through that awful time. All that mattered was survival, and survive they did, although it didn’t feel like much of an achievement. That was because without Elly around, and with the banks pressuring them for repayments that they couldn’t make because neither of them had been to work in so long, it felt like survival was a punishment rather than a blessing. 
Once the house got repossessed, Jean told Conrad that she was moving back in with her parents but that she didn’t want him to go with her because she said that he would only remind her of all that they had lost together. Conrad had been so drunk at the time that he hadn’t even cared. 
He’d already made his mind up to take his own life. 
It would simply be easier with his wife out of the way. 
It had been last night when he had driven up into the desert hills outside his town with a bottle of whiskey and a rifle for company when he had planned to do the deed. He would drink the bottle and pull the trigger. Then the banks would stop pestering him. Then his boss would stop asking when he was coming back. 
And then he would be able to see his daughter again. 
But before he could finish that bottle and pull that trigger, a thought had occurred to Conrad. It had come while he had been sitting there on the dusty hilltop looking out over the twinkling lights of his hometown as a warm wind blew all around him. 
None of this was his fault. Nor was it the fault of Jean, or Elly, or the bank managers and the debt collectors who were just doing their jobs.
It was the fault of the people who had been paid to save the young child. 
It was the fault of the clinic and everybody who worked there. 
That was why Conrad had put down his bottle and his rifle, and after sleeping off his drunkenness in the back of his vehicle, he had set off this morning with Las Vegas on his mind. He had arrived in the city this afternoon where he had spent a little while driving up and down The Strip before ending up here, outside the clinic as darkness had started to fall and his presence was less obvious from this position. 
Based on his previous visits here, Conrad knew that there was only usually one security guard ever on duty at this clinic, and that man usually positioned himself in the reception area when he wasn’t standing outside smoking on his break. That meant getting inside and gaining access to all the corridors and rooms where all the smug doctors and nurses were working would not be difficult. 
They had all failed in their task. 
But tonight, Conrad was not going to fail in his. 
The only thing that was unclear now was when the grieving gunman would make his move. The minutes were ticking by, and he still found himself behind the steering wheel with the gun beside him, ready to be fired but not yet given the opportunity. But Conrad was in no rush. He would take his time because he knew that once he started, things would go very fast. 
Once he started, it would only end one way. 
The silence that had been so comforting to him as he had made the four-hour drive through the desert to be in Vegas today was now a little disconcerting, so he reached out and turned on his radio. When it came on, he had to fiddle around with the dial for a moment to tune into a local station, but he eventually found one, although it wasn’t music that came out of his speakers. Instead, it was the excited chatter of a sports commentator, and it sounded like there had been a result in the boxing match that had taken place in Las Vegas tonight. 
Apparently, the American fighter, Leon Logan, had claimed victory, knocking out his Russian opponent after it had earlier seemed like the opposite result was on the cards. By the sounds of all the background noise, the fans in the arena in Las Vegas were going wild for their compatriot, and the commentator was struggling to talk fast enough to describe the scenes. But Conrad didn’t care about people’s happiness tonight, and he certainly didn’t care about the result of a boxing match. That was why he turned the radio off again and went back to sitting in silence. 
Looking back at the clinic, the lonesome man spotted the security guard standing outside the building smoking another cigarette. 
He looked tired. 
Bored. 
Unprepared. 
Conrad knew he would have no trouble getting past him, and once he did that, there would be no stopping him. That security guard was the clinic’s only line of defence, and by Conrad’s estimates, it would take the police several minutes to get here once the sound of gunshots was reported. But by then, it would be too late. 
Everybody inside that building would be dead. 
The security guard. 
The doctors and nurses. 
And Conrad himself. 
He decided then that he would drive away now and find a diner to sit in and enjoy his last meal. Then he would return here in the early hours of the morning, when the security guard was even sleepier and when there were even fewer people awake in the area to report the gunshots. That would be when he would strike. 
By sunrise, it would all be over. 
By the breakfast news, the country would be in shock. 
And by lunchtime tomorrow, everybody around the world would know his name. 



Will *
20:47
Will Robertson knew what it was like to have everybody in the world know his name. He had spent much of the last year living his dream as one of the most famous and successful musicians on the planet. He knew how exhilarating it was to be well known. 
He also knew how exhausting it was too. 
Today was just another day in the life of the hard-working singer-songwriter and a new day usually meant a new city. That was the case now as Will was in Las Vegas, having been in Los Angeles yesterday and San Francisco the day before that. He was on a tour of North America, performing his music for the fans on this side of the pond, and by all accounts, it was going very well. Will had gathered that from all the loud screaming he had heard everywhere he went, as well as from the numbers and statistics he was being given on a daily basis by his manager, Andrew Ayata, who was keeping abreast of the tour while back in London. 
Business was good, which made Andrew happy, which in turn made Will happy, because as long as his studio was earning money from his songs, Will would have a recording contract and keep being able to play his music for the fans. 
But Will’s happiness was tempered due to so many of the issues in the teenager’s life outside of simply being able to sing his songs. Like his blindness which meant that while he had been visiting so many of the world’s wonderful cities, he hadn’t actually been able to see any of them. Like the fact that his mother had been murdered last year and the perpetrator was still at large, leaving him with a hole in his life as well as an inability to find closure until somebody was brought to justice. And like the fact that he was still being pursued by prosecutors in Seattle who were outrageously claiming that he had stolen some of the lyrics from another musician’s songs and used them in his own. That was a legal case that was still looming large, and Andrew was due to fly out here in a couple of days to make an appearance in court alongside Will to defend themselves and prove their innocence. 
Life might have seemed rosy on the outside for this talented teenager, but there were plenty of problems to keep him busy too. That was the thing with fame. People thought it was all a bed of roses. But it was not. Famous people still had problems just like any other member of the general public. Health. Family. Issues at work. Being famous didn’t make you immune to everyday pressures. That was why it was important to have a strong support team around oneself, and Will certainly had that, even with the absence of his mother now. He had his girlfriend, Chantelle, who was with him on this tour, as well as his sister, Louise, who he had only met a few months ago but who had been by his side almost every day since. Along with Andrew back at the studio in London, Will had a solid core group of people who would look out for his best interests and who he could trust implicitly. Trust was very important for anyone, but perhaps never more so than for a person who couldn’t see anything. 
‘Just one more step,’ Chantelle said as she kept hold of Will’s left arm, letting her boyfriend know that he was to lift his legs once more before he would have cleared the staircase that they were currently ascending.  
They were on their way towards the stage on which Will was due to begin performing at 9 PM, but while the city might have changed again, the routine had not. Chantelle was always by his side before he went out and sung. The only difference now was that Louise was there too, having gratefully accepted the invitation to join Will on the extensive tour, no doubt thrilled to visit so many cool cities but also wanting to spend more time with the brother she only recently found out she had. 
Will was pleased that Chantelle and Louise got on well with each other, despite there being ten years between them, and it was clear that the love they shared for the musician meant that they shared enough in common to become firm friends. It had been a fun trip so far ever since they had left England for America and begun this whirlwind of flights, performances and enormous portions of food. 
Will couldn’t know for sure because he couldn’t exactly look in the mirror or check a set of scales, but he felt as if he had put on a decent amount of weight since he had been Stateside so far. It would have been almost impossible for him to not have considering that he had spent most of the tour so far gorging himself on burgers, chips and seemingly limitless amounts of cola. 
There was no doubt about it. The food in America was a teenage boy’s dream, and Will was taking full advantage of the fact that he could eat what he wanted without anybody telling him off. He also knew he was lucky because he was one of those pop stars who hadn’t been ‘manufactured,’ meaning he was relying more on his natural talent for singing rather than somebody who had been styled and moulded to fit a certain look. Those poor pop stars were stuck in an endless cycle of dieting because they had to maintain a particular profile, but Will hadn’t been asked to do any sit-ups or lay off the chips yet. While he was sure that someone from his record label might have a word with him if he ballooned up to obesity levels, he definitely had more freedom than some of the other musicians he knew in the business. 
Then again, with the number of records Will was selling, why would anybody tell him to change? 
It was still only early days, but it was clear that Will had already become Starlight Studio’s most prized possession, the highest-grossing musician on their books and the reason why Andrew Ayata was being heralded again in the industry after previously being written off as a man out of touch with what it took to achieve success in the modern day. Will was pleased about that success, not just for himself, but for Andrew, because he knew how incredibly hard the man worked to enhance his career and all of those performers who he helped look after. It was just a shame that it was that dedication to his work that had meant Andrew had been unable to be here with Will tonight. Instead, he was back in London, where he had other careers to help oversee. Will would catch up with him in Seattle for the court case, but until then, he would make do with the company of Chantelle and Louise. 
The increasing volume of the noise from the crowd waiting in the arena told Will that he was getting closer to the stage now, and he felt the usual array of emotions as he walked nearer. Thankfully, his nerves were not quite as bad as they had been when he had first started performing to large crowds, and he had come a long way since singing in front of 10,000 people at Hyde Park in London last summer. He had still been very inexperienced back then after becoming an almost overnight sensation, but the regular grind of performing since then meant he now considered himself experienced, which was crazy considering he was still just a teen. But apart from the period in the aftermath of his mother’s death, in which Will had fallen into a deep depression that had threatened to derail his burgeoning career before it really got going, the young musician had always been working and always been growing his fanbase. 
Perhaps he was due a break, a proper one, where he got away from everything and had some time to himself for a while. But his wasn’t the kind of job where he could just book himself a fortnight’s holiday and go lie on a beach somewhere. Never mind the fact that he would be recognised and pestered by fans or paparazzi wherever he went, there was also the small matter of the music industry being an ever-changing and all-consuming beast that moved on quickly from those who took it for granted and expected that success would last forever. The truth was that Will didn’t know how long his career would go on for, and while he hoped it would last a lifetime, there was always the fear that he could end up being yesterday’s news. He didn’t want to be just another one of those musicians who became known as a one-hit-wonder or perhaps worse, as one of those who had the world at their feet and let it slip away, whether it was from addiction, complacency or just plain laziness. 
Will would continue to work hard not only because it was what his studio wanted but because it was what he wanted.
And it was also what his beloved mother, Ruth, would have wanted too. 
The memory of her returned to Will again now, which was why he stopped walking and held out both his hands for Chantelle to take one and Louise to take the other. This was a new tradition that had been slotted into Will’s pre-show ritual, but it was perhaps now the most important. It was the time when Will would say a prayer for his late mother and speak to her as if she could hear him in the afterlife. 
‘Thank you for everything you did for me,’ Will began, his eyes closed and his body still. ‘Thank you for showing me the value of hard work. Thank you for giving me the belief to follow my dreams. And thank you for buying me the guitar which helped change my life.’ 
The words were the same every night, but Will always spoke them as if it was the first time that he had ever conceived of them. 
‘Thank you for giving me the strength to get through the hardest of times. Thank you for being my biggest supporter. And thank you for trying your best as a mother, both with Louise and with me.’
That last part had been a recent addition ever since Will had discovered his sister, and he had added it because he wanted to include Louise in the form of gratitude, as well as remind her that their mother was not a bad person for giving up her first child. She had only ever done her best at the time. Sadly, her best had not been good enough for Louise, but it had been for Will, and he was trying to make up for that now by enhancing his sister’s life as well as letting her know the kind of person their mother had really been once she had conquered her drinking problems. 
Then he moved onto thanking the other important people in his life. 
‘Thank you to Chantelle for being the best girlfriend in the world and always being by my side.’
He felt her squeeze his right hand at that as she always did. 
‘Thank you to Louise for being the best sister in the world.’
Louise did the same. 
‘Thank you to Andrew for giving me this opportunity to live my dream.’
Andrew was not present, but if he had been, then he would have given Will a hearty slap on the back. 
‘And last but not least, thank you to the fans for coming out tonight and giving me their love. May this be a great show, and may everybody here go home with wonderful new memories.’
With that, Will opened his eyes and lifted his head, letting his companions know that he was almost ready to go out onto the stage.
Along with the noise from the large crowd on the other side of the stage, Will could hear the chattering of all the technicians and event organisers as they moved around him and made their final preparations for the show that was about to begin. Backstage was always a hive of activity, but Will had learnt to be calm in this crazy environment, and he was taking several deep breaths now to ensure he stayed that way. But then he heard somebody talking to Chantelle, and while he couldn’t make out every word, he could tell from the tone of her voice that there was a problem. 
‘What is it?’ he asked, speaking in the direction of where he knew Chantelle was standing. 
There was a brief moment of surprising silence before she spoke. 
‘Something’s happened in London,’ Chantelle began. ‘At the studio.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘There’s been a fire.’
Will processed the words, but they didn’t make much sense. 
‘What?’
‘Starlight Studios has burnt down. Suspected arson.’
‘When?’
‘In the last few hours. Apparently, it’s all over social media. I haven’t checked it yet but-’
‘Well, check it now!’ Will cried, not meaning to be rude but worrying about an inferno at a place where he knew so many people.
All those employees. All those people who had been so kind to him. All those people who had helped make him the star he was today. But hopefully, everyone was fine because it was the middle of the night in the UK now, so the office should have been empty.
Unless anyone was working late...
‘Is Andrew okay?’ he asked, but Chantelle didn’t reply. 
‘Hey!’ Will called, demanding an answer. 
‘We’re just checking the news now.’
That was Louise’s voice, and she gave her brother’s hand a squeeze as he continued to wait anxiously for more information. 
The noise levels continued to increase out in the arena, but Will only wanted to hear one thing now. He wanted to hear that his manager was safe. 
‘Oh my god,’ he heard Chantelle say, and that did nothing to ease his nerves. 
‘What is it?’
‘It says they have found two bodies inside.’
Will gritted his teeth, angry and upset all at the same time. It was a tragedy for whoever had died. 
‘Who?’ he asked. 
‘They’re not sure. But they think one of them might have been a security guard.’
Will shook his head. This was terrible. But he also felt sick, and that was because he feared that the second body was that of his good friend and manager. The workaholic had been known to pull all-nighters at the studio before, so if there were two people there and one of them was a guard, it most likely meant the other person was an employee of the studio. But there was only one employee who would work through the night. 
Andrew. 
‘Tell me it isn’t him,’ Will said to both of the women beside him, but they couldn’t do that because it was still too early to know for sure. Then Will had an idea. 
‘Call him! Get him on the phone!’ he cried, hoping that he would answer and prove that he was okay. 
‘I’m trying,’ Chantelle said. ‘But he’s not picking up.’
Will knew it then. His manager was gone. 
That’s because Andrew always picked up. 
Dropping to his knees, Will knew there was no way he could go ahead with the gig now. Not unless his manager suddenly called them up and told them he was fine. But that wasn’t happening yet, and despite Chantelle and Louise’s attempts, they still couldn’t reach the man back in London. 
It seemed like more tragedy had found its way into Will’s life. 
How much more could he take?
And was it ever going to end?



Harry *
20:48
Harry Baxter didn’t want this to end. He was currently on the trip of a lifetime, and he wished it could go on forever. 
He had been in Las Vegas for two days now, having flown over from London with the rest of his teammates in the football academy he was now a part of. Representing West Ham Football Club, Harry and the other players in the Under-14s team were in America to compete in a tournament against several other academies from around the world in the same age group, and so far, things had been going very well. Harry’s team had won all four of their games, meaning they had qualified for the final tomorrow, which was due to take place in the early evening when the weather had cooled down enough for the youngsters to run around on the pitch for ninety minutes. Hopefully, the team would get their hands on the trophy, although even if they did, there would still be an element of sadness in Harry’s heart. That would be because the end of the tournament would mean the end of the trip, and he would have to leave the blue skies of Las Vegas to return to the grey skies of London where rubbish things like school and homework would be waiting for him. 
How boring. 
Not like here. 
In America, everything was exciting.  
So far on this adventure, Harry had ridden a rollercoaster that went in and out of a casino on The Strip. He had tucked into towering stacks of pancakes in diners where people played music out of something called a jukebox. And he had watched a volcano spewing lava right in front of his eyes, which wasn’t a real volcano, but it was still cool, nonetheless. Alongside all that excitement, he had been playing football and scoring goals, progressing well as he continued on the path which he hoped would lead to him becoming a professional footballer for the club he had supported all his life. It was hard to see how life could get any better, but it couldn’t all be fun and games. 
There still had to be time for boring things like sleep, or at least that was what Harry had thought until he had heard the knock on his hotel room door and opened it to see several of his teammates loitering in the corridor. That had been when they had told him that they were sneaking out of the hotel and going out to look for more adventure, going against their coaches wishes, who had told them all to stay in their rooms, both for safety reasons and because they had an important game of football to try and win tomorrow. But teenagers very rarely listen to adults, and so it had proven again as Harry had joined his teammates in leaving the hotel and venturing out into the city after dark. Now, there were seven of them walking along the street, in awe of all the bright lights in front of them, as well as at the pictures of some of the women on the cards they had found lying in the gutter. 
‘Look at her! She’s gorgeous!’ cried Paulo, the striker who had moved over from Portugal with his family to play at the academy and hopefully become a footballer too when he was older. 
Harry and the rest of the lads strained their necks to get a good look at the image of the female on the card in Paulo’s hand, and they all had to agree that she was indeed as gorgeous as he said she was. 
Harry couldn’t believe that there were photos of beautiful women lying around on the floor for him and his friends to pick up. Why wasn’t it like this back home in London? Of course, the boys had little idea that all these women in Las Vegas were prostitutes, but they presumably would one day. 
That might be the reason they ended up coming back to visit when they were famous footballers. 
But for the time being, they were still young enough to have fairly innocent minds, so they didn’t read too much into all the photos they had access to and quickly grew bored, looking for other things to keep them entertained. 
‘We should go back on that rollercoaster again!’ suggested Alec, the captain of the academy team with whom Harry had become good friends ever since they had been training together after both being successful in the trials a couple of months ago. 
It was a good idea to go on the rollercoaster again, but there was just one problem. 
‘It’s miles away!’ Harry complained, aware that the rollercoaster was on that busy street where all the cool hotels were, but their hotel was not on that same street. Instead, they were in a quieter part of the city. 
Quieter. 
And more boring. 
One of the lads kicked an empty cola can down the street, and it rattled away across the tarmac, the noise of it highlighting just how quiet it was around here. Harry was starting to think that leaving the hotel room might not have been worth it, not even for a glimpse at the naked women on the cards, when one of the other boys spotted something. 
‘Look! There’s a tunnel!’ 
Harry and the rest of his teammates looked in the direction of where the guy was pointing, and sure enough, he was right. There was a tunnel. It looked like a big one too; a deep black hole surrounded by concrete, tucked beneath an overpass where several speeding cars raced overhead. 
‘Where do you think it goes?’ someone asked.
‘Under the city!’ someone else replied, but really there was no way of knowing unless they went in and explored it. But Harry and the rest of his friends could see that it was very dark in there, and there was no telling how deep it really went underneath Las Vegas. 
‘I’ll Google it!’ Paulo suggested, sticking the card with the naked woman into his back pocket before taking out his phone and typing on it. 
That was how to find the answer to most questions these days, so it did make sense to Harry and everybody else as they waited for him to enlighten them further. 
‘What are you searching for?’ Alec asked. 
‘Tunnel in Las Vegas!’ Paulo replied, which was pretty obvious but still needed to be said. 
‘What does it say then?’
‘It says it’s a drainage tunnel for storms.’
‘Storms? What storms? It never rains here!’
‘It must do if there’s a tunnel.’
Harry listened to all his friends debating what this tunnel might actually be while he kept his eyes on the yawning blackness of the tunnel entrance itself. 
‘Woah, it says that people live inside there!’ Paulo cried, looking up at everyone with wide eyes. 
‘No way!’
‘Yeah, there are pictures! Look!’
Paulo held out his phone so that everybody could see, and Harry crowded around it with the rest of them to get a better look. That was how they saw the photo on the screen of what looked like several homeless people sitting in a tiny dark space with blankets over their knees. It did look like they were living there, but it didn’t look like a nice place to live. The concrete walls behind the people in the photos were covered in graffiti, and it did seem very dark. 
Were there really people living inside this tunnel in front of them?
Harry and the inquisitive group decided that there was only one way to find out. 
They all walked over to the large hole carved into the side of the concrete overpass and peered inside, but it was still too dark to see anything from out here. 
‘I dare you to go in,’ said Alec to one of the other guys, but he shook his head emphatically. 
‘No way! There could be a murderer in there!’
‘Don’t be stupid. There aren’t any murderers.’
‘Well, you go in then!’
‘I might!’
There was a lot of posturing and posing going on as various members of the group either said they were brave enough to go in or pretended there was a good reason why they couldn’t. In the end, a decision was made which seemed to suit everyone. 
‘Let’s all go in together,’ Harry suggested, shrugging his shoulders. 
‘That’s a good idea,’ replied Paulo, nodding his head. ‘That way, if there are any murderers in there, they will only catch the slowest one out of the group. That’s you, Jimmy.’
Everyone turned and laughed at poor Jimmy, who was the lanky defender in the team who was great at dealing with the ball when it was in the air but not so quick when the ball was on the ground. 
‘Shut up,’ Jimmy mumbled, much to everybody’s amusement, before they all turned back to the tunnel and stared into the dark hole again. 
‘Let’s go,’ Alec said, boldly striding towards the tunnel and taking charge, showing the leadership qualities which had made him the captain on the football pitch. 
There might have been a few members of the group who were still a little unsure, but if there was, they were too shy to say it, so they all followed Alec into the tunnel. As they stepped into it, it got dark very quickly, and Harry turned around to see the streetlights outside disappearing from view. 
‘Put your torches on!’ Paulo said, and everybody took out their mobile phones and turned on the lights within them. 
Harry did the same with his, grateful for the fact that his mum had allowed him to take his phone on this trip because she usually kept strict control of it when he was at home. But she had realised that it would be the best way for her to keep in contact with her son while he was in America, so he had been allowed to take it with him, thus meaning he had been allowed to use it as much as he wanted. Usually, at home, his phone went in the kitchen cupboard at bedtime so that he couldn’t stay up all night playing on it in bed. But there was no problem here, and Harry had been up until three o’clock in the morning playing games ever since he had got to Vegas. Fortunately, his lack of sleep hadn’t affected his footballing abilities yet because he had still managed to be one of the best players on the team. 
As the boys turned on their torches, the beams of light bounced off the concrete walls and gave the interior of the shaft a spooky glow. But it was much better than the pitch darkness that had surrounded them before, and it now meant that they were able to see where they were going. 
Walking deeper into the tunnel, the group kept close, their voices not indicating how nervous they were but their body language showing that they were all a little hesitant about going further. 
‘There’s more tunnels! Look!’
Everybody saw that Paulo was right and that there were indeed several micro-tunnels branching off from this larger one, making this place even more mysterious than it already was. It was clear this was a maze of tunnels right underneath the city, and it was crazy to think how deep it might go and where it might all lead. But Harry wasn’t sure if he wanted to find out. That’s because when he looked back behind himself, he could barely make out the light from the entrance and the thought that he could get lost down here was a spooky one. 
‘Let’s split up and see who can get out of here first!’ Jimmy called, ducking down one of the other tunnels. ‘Defenders one way, attackers the other. Go!’ 
There was a mad scramble as players from the various positions in the team went after those who they were in that group with, and as a striker, Harry had to follow the rest of the attackers. 
They went one way while the defenders went another, and the torchlights bounced off the walls as the boys ran deeper into different sections of this mazy environment. 
Harry was concerned about being able to find his way back out of here again should he become separated from the group, so he made sure to stay close behind the boys he was with. There was three of them; him, Paulo and Alec. 
Until suddenly, there was four. 
‘Who’s that?’ Paulo asked with a whisper, and that’s when Harry noticed there was a dark figure standing in the tunnel ahead of them. 
‘Hello?’ Harry called out because silence in the circumstances seemed even scarier. 
But the figure didn’t respond. 
‘Let’s go,’ Alec said rather wisely, and the trio turned to leave. But that was when the mystery tunnel-dweller finally spoke.
‘Come back here, you little rats!’ 
All three of them heard the man’s voice from behind them, but they didn’t dare hang around long enough to look back. They just sprinted as hard as they could in the opposite direction from which they had come. 
Paulo was at the front, Alec was in the middle, and Harry was bringing up the rear, and all three boys ran as if their lives depended on it, because maybe they did. But suddenly, Harry found himself on the floor, having lost his footing on a wet patch of concrete. 
His phone flew out of his hand and went clattering away down the tunnel, and the torchlight got turned off, which made Harry worry that he had broken it. But he had a bigger worry than that. Paulo and Alec hadn’t stopped running, and now they had just disappeared around the corner. 
‘Wait!’ Harry called, terrified of being alone down here. 
Except he wouldn’t be alone. 
There was still that scary man behind him in the tunnel somewhere. 
Scrambling to his feet, Harry scooped up his phone and tried to turn the light back on, but he was right. His phone was broken. There was a large crack down the centre of the screen, and it wouldn’t turn back on, no matter how many times he tried to get it to do so. 
He was going to have to find his way out of here in the dark. 
Setting off in the direction that he had seen his two teammates go in, Harry ran as fast as he could, but when he got around the corner, he saw that there were two tunnels branching out in front of him and he had no idea which was the right one to take. 
He was lost. 
But the footsteps behind him told him that he was still being pursued, so he picked one of the tunnels and kept running. 
He hoped he was going the right way. If so, he would see the light from the street outside come into view any second now, and that would tell him that he was going to be okay. But the further he went, the more he saw only more and more darkness, and that was when he realised that he had gone the wrong way. 
Turning around, Harry wanted to go back, but he could hear the man coming towards him. 
He had to keep going forward. But going forward meant going deeper into this place, and the deeper he went, the darker it got. 
Harry didn’t know what to do, but the man behind him was getting closer, so he had no choice but to start running again.
Deeper and deeper into the dark tunnel...
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