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Jelena *
07:40
Jelena Petrovic was enjoying this flight so far. While it had been an early start to make it on time for departure, things had gone smoothly ever since on this private jet. The champagne was flowing, a brilliant breakfast had been consumed, and she had even seen a space shuttle taking off. As flights went, it hadn’t been a bad one. 
And now it looked like it might be about to get even better. 
Jelena had spent the last few minutes staring out of the window at the south coast of England as the jet carried her and her husband towards the sea, where they would eventually pass over France and on into Eastern Europe. But she was interrupted by the invitation from the stewardess who had been serving them ever since they came on board to join her over by the bar. 
‘How would you like to learn how to make a cocktail?’ Jelena was asked, and she thought about it for a second before shrugging her shoulders and deciding that it might be worth a try. 
Getting up out of her very comfortable seat, Jelena was careful not to disturb Bogdan, who was sleeping in the chair beside her. He had witnessed the launch of the space shuttle too but had gone to sleep not long after that, getting some rest before things would get busy again for them in Belgrade. But she didn’t mind that he had left her on her own, opting for some shut-eye instead of helping keep her entertained on this flight. But perhaps the stewardess had suspected that the female passenger might have been a little bored beside her sleeping husband, and that was why she was offering to give her a little fun now. 
Following the stewardess over to the bar at the front of the cabin, the very fact that such a thing existed on this plane was another reminder to Jelena of the type of life she was living now. Having a drink at a bar on the ground was one thing, but having a drink at a bar at 38,000ft was quite another. It was like something out of one of those ‘lifestyles of the rich and famous’ documentaries that Jelena had sometimes seen whenever she had been killing time on a lazy Sunday afternoon. But she was actually living it herself now, experiencing the craziness of the kinds of things that are available to anybody who has the money to spend. 
Reaching the bar, which was a very plush-looking thing made out of mahogany wood, Jelena rested her hands against it and felt its smooth surfaces. The stewardess on the other side of it was obviously a lot more accustomed to this expensive piece of furniture because she didn’t spend any time copying Jelena, instead just picking up a cocktail shaker and setting them out between the pair of women. 
‘Let’s make a Mojito,’ the stewardess suggested, and it was at that point that Jelena realised she still didn’t know what this pleasant woman’s name was. There was no name badge on her uniform, so she couldn’t deduce it from that, but without being able to speak and ask the direct question, Jelena was struggling. 
But the stewardess must have detected that Jelena was looking for a nametag because she paused for a moment and smiled again. 
‘I’m sorry. You’ll have to forgive me. I left my name badge at home today by mistake,’ she said. ‘I was hoping that nobody would notice. I could get in trouble if they did.’
Jelena smiled too, mainly to show that she was not going to try and get this woman in trouble for making a simple and fairly inconsequential mistake. 
‘I’m Rose,’ the woman said. ‘I’m sorry. I should have introduced myself when you first boarded. I’m quite new at this. I’m sure you’ve already noticed.’
Jelena hadn’t actually noticed that Rose was inexperienced and shook her head to show it. It was actually a surprise to hear that because, as far as Jelena could tell, Rose had been very professional since her passengers had boarded. She had been on hand with the drinks and the food, offering polite and perfect service, and if this woman really was new to this industry then she had a bright career if she was this good already, forgotten nametag excluded. 
‘Right, let’s see about that cocktail, shall we?’ Rose said, clapping her hands together before picking out a couple of bottles from the shelf at the side of the bar. 
Jelena could almost forget that she was flying through the sky right now as she watched Rose operating, but then she only had to look to her right or left for a second to see out of one of the windows in this cabin and the bright blue sky beyond. Of all the places she had enjoyed a cocktail before, she had a feeling this was going to be the best one. 
‘Right, so if we are making a Mojito then we need to start with the mint leaves,’ Rose said before she tore a few leaves off the bunch she had and passed it to her passenger across the bar. 
Jelena tore off a few leaves of her own before ripping them into even smaller pieces and then putting them into the bottom of the cocktail shaker that Rose had set out. 
‘Now we add the lime juice and the sugar,’ Rose went on as Jelena watched carefully. ‘And then you have to muddle it.’
Jelena wasn’t quite sure what Rose meant by that, and as she was handed some strange looking device with a flat surface, she just stared at it and looked confused. 
‘Sorry, muddle is just another word for mash,’ Rose said, and she demonstrated how the tool was supposed to be used by putting it into the shaker and squashing it down against the ingredients in the bottom. 
Jelena got the hang of it then and had a go herself, enjoying the process while her husband slept soundly behind her in his seat. She was amused by the fact that he was sleeping in his chair and not the large bed that was also a part of this plane, but then again, Bogdan was not always known for his common sense. He would most likely have neckache when he woke up as they came to land in Belgrade, and Jelena would laugh and roll her eyes at him, but she would never try to change him and his silly ways. 
They were the ways that made her love him, after all. 
‘Okay, now we can add the good stuff,’ Rose said, and she reached for a bottle of rum before using a small shot glass to pour a measure of the alcohol so that it would be just right. Jelena didn’t want this drink to be too strong, but she also wanted it to have a little bit of a kick to it, and she trusted that the server was going to get the balance just right. 
With the rum in the shaker, Rose added crushed ice and then gave it a shake for a good ten seconds, but even with the extra noise in the cabin, Bogdan was not woken up. Jelena knew he could sleep through much louder things than this. 
‘Almost there,’ Rose said as she removed the lid from the shaker and then poured the contents into a tall glass. They fitted perfectly inside the receptacle without any excess waste, and Rose smiled as she surveyed her work. Then she added a splash of soda and a couple of extra mint leaves on top for good measure before sliding the very refreshing-looking drink towards her customer. 
‘Here you go,’ Rose said. ‘Have a try of that.’
Jelena smiled as she picked up the cocktail before taking a sip of the sweet beverage, and when it hit her tastebuds, she was smiling even more. It was delicious. Rose had done a very good job. 
The happy passenger nodded her head to show what she thought of the efforts of the stewardess, who then set about making herself her own drink, although it was a non-alcoholic one as she was technically working. But Jelena felt that as jobs went, this was definitely one of the better ways of being employed. Rose got to fly around on luxurious planes and only had a few passengers to take care of. Even then, her work mostly consisted of making a drink or rustling up a little bit of food. It seemed like quite a pleasant way of earning a living. 
But Jelena wondered if perhaps not all passengers were as easy-going and undemanding as her and her husband were. The Serbian woman wondered if Rose sometimes had to deal with much more highly strung passengers, ones who had all sorts of crazy demands and who put the stewardess under pressure because they probably had the money and the influence to have Rose replaced if they deemed her efforts insufficient for them. Jelena could imagine that there were plenty of rich people in the world who flew on private jets but weren’t so polite with the people who catered to them. Obnoxious teens living off trust funds or married couples who were so used to people doing things for them that they had forgotten how to show some manners. But Jelena hoped that the majority of Rose’s time in the air was spent as pleasantly as this flight was going right now. 
‘Is there anything else I can get you?’ Rose enquired, displaying more of a desire to try and please. 
But Jelena was perfectly happy with everything she had, and she shook her head before taking her seat back beside her sleeping husband with her cocktail still in hand. 
The view outside the window was showing Jelena that they were leaving England behind now and heading out over the Channel, that passage of water that was part of the Atlantic Ocean and separated the south of England from the north of France. It was a stretch of water that often gained a lot of publicity for being a route common with refugees who had fled their homelands and were trying to get into the UK for a chance at a better life for themselves and their families. While Jelena couldn’t see any boats from up here down there on the calm water, she knew that might not be the case everywhere in this body of water because there were always desperate people who were willing to do anything to escape a dangerous place or earn more money to send back to the loved ones they had left behind. 
Jelena had once been just like those poor people, and while her mode of transport had been different, opting for a lorry through the Channel Tunnel rather than a boat over the water itself, it had been no less dangerous. If there was anybody down there now in the water then she hoped they would make it safely to where they were going and that things would be better for them when they got there. 
Looking away from the water down below, Jelena glanced in the direction of the stewardess again and saw that she was wiping down the bar with a smile on her face. This seemed to be a woman who was happy with her lot in life, and why shouldn’t she be? Jelena wondered if this woman ever got jealous of the rich clients she saw on a daily basis. After all, it must be tough sometimes to be around people who have all the money in the world and not feel a little envious sometimes. But it didn’t appear as if Rose was susceptible to envy, one of the vices that was famously listed as being part of the seven deadly sins in The Bible. 
Jelena was not particularly religious, but she tried not to succumb to those vices because she felt life was better that way, and she was glad that Rose seemed to be a woman who operated in a similar fashion. But little did the Serbian woman know the full story of Rose and what she had battled against in her personal life before she had ended up here as a smiling stewardess. If she did, she would be shocked, not only at what Rose had been through but that she had managed to make it through and come out of it at the other end as a happy, functioning member of society. 
Perhaps it was those life experiences that explained why Rose never felt envious of the lives of the passengers she worked so hard to entertain. It was impossible to feel jealous when one was just grateful to be alive at all. And Rose was certainly grateful for that.
She was a survivor. 
That was why she was always smiling. 



Rose *
07:41
Rose Healy finished cleaning up the bar she had just made a Mojito on and walked out from behind it, smiling once again at her passenger, Jelena, before heading towards the cockpit to check if the pilot needed anything. In her role as a stewardess on this private jet, she was always making sure that whoever flew on it had everything they needed for a comfortable flight, and that included the captain. But Rose wasn’t just going to see him to offer him a drink or even just a little bit of company and conversation for a few minutes in case he was feeling bored. 
No, she was going to see him because he wasn’t just the pilot.
He was also her partner. 
Rose had been in a relationship with Captain Cunningham, or Michael as she more commonly called him, for the last six months, and it had been a whirlwind romance, to say the least. But that’s what tended to happen when two people met under such unusual circumstances. 
As she reached the cockpit door and knocked on it four times, which was the number she knew would allow the captain to recognise that it was her wanting to come in and nobody else, she stood back and waited for a second for the door to be opened. As she did, she thought back on how she had come to be dating the guy who was at the helm of this fancy plane. 
Rose had met Michael a little less than a year ago, and the setting for the first time the pair of them had laid eyes on each other had been a casino in Monte Carlo. That glamorous location was the playground of the rich and famous, where super-yachts, ballgowns and lavish hotels were the norm. But Rose hadn’t been rich or famous at the time she had travelled to the sovereign city-state on the French Riviera, although she had been hoping that all that could change if the trip went well. 
Rose had been in Monaco because she had won a seat at a poker tournament there, and she had done that by playing the game successfully on her mobile phone at home back in England. Having been trying, fairly unsuccessfully, to give up gambling, which was something she was very much addicted to, Rose had viewed poker as a little different. She thought it was more skill than gambling, which was why she had allowed herself to play that game and not any of the other ones that the virtual casino on her mobile phone app offered. And it turned out that she had been quite good at it. 
It hadn’t been that long ago that Rose had been losing the last fifty pounds in her purse playing a silly game at a stall in Battersea Park on Bonfire Night. That night was infamous for being the night when a terrorist had detonated a device in the busy park and killed several of the people who had gathered there to watch the fireworks. 
But Rose remembered it for something else. 
It had been the night she had hit rock bottom. 
As the cockpit door opened and the stewardess saw the person she loved standing on the other side of it, looking resplendent in his pilot’s uniform, Rose beamed at the man who had really changed her life. She had gone from an addict to someone who flew on private planes, and while she was only on this plane because she was technically being paid to be on it, she still felt like it was a major upgrade. She had gone from being penniless and in the grip of a gambling addiction to being a functioning member of society who was determined never to go back to the person she had been before. And Michael was with her every step of the way to help. 
‘Hey, just checking to see how things are going in here,’ Rose said as she stepped into the cockpit and watched Michael retaking his seat. 
After closing the door behind her to ensure that none of the passengers could get inside, not that she thought they would even try, Rose sat down in the empty seat beside the pilot and watched her talented man work. She honestly had no idea how anybody could possess the skills to fly a thing like this, and even though Michael had demonstrated a few things to her during their time together, she would hardly call herself knowledgeable when it came to aviation. That was why she stuck to pouring the drinks. The worst thing that could happen if she made a mistake there was that a passenger just screwed up their face at the taste of one of her beverages, and that was hardly a disaster in the grand scheme of things. 
‘Everything’s great,’ Michael replied as he looked out at the horizon ahead of them, but while he was used to such a spectacular sight, Rose was still becoming accustomed to it. It really did feel like she was on top of the world here, and that was in stark contrast to how she had felt before Michael had spoken to her in the lobby of that casino in Monte Carlo. 
For a woman who had been very much down on her luck before she had ventured to the principality, Rose had hoped that her time in Monte Carlo was going to be the beginning of her turning her life around. While she knew what it was like to lose money on silly games like throwing a bean bag at a couple of tin cans on a stall in a park in London, she had started to wonder if her desire to gamble was going to pay off in the end by her winning big in the casino during that poker game. But she had been wrong, and once again, lady luck had not been on her side. 
Having been eliminated from the poker tournament quickly because the standard had been far too high for her to compete with, Rose had lost out on her chance to win the $1million first prize. Trying to console herself before she had to fly back to her empty life in London and attend another Gamblers Anonymous meeting, Rose had taken what little money she had and tried to win more by playing other casino games. 
Roulette. Blackjack. Slot machines. Anything she could play and anything she might win at. 
But, as always, she never knew when to quit until the inevitability of her losing everything had occurred once again. 
After stumbling into the lobby in a daze, cursing herself for once again lacking the mental strength to know when to stop, Rose had slumped onto a sofa and started crying. She knew it must have been a ridiculous sight, her sitting there in a cheap dress she had found in a charity shop, bawling her eyes out while surrounded by men in tuxedos and women in ballgowns so extravagant that they could only have cost thousands. But she hadn’t been able to help it. She had felt so lost. 
But then she had been found. 
A dashing man in a tux had taken a seat beside her and asked her what was wrong, and even though he had been a complete stranger, Rose had found herself telling him everything. 
How she was an addict. How she needed help. And how she had nobody. 
But while she might have been right about those first two points, it turned out she had been wrong about the third. That was because the man had told Rose that she had him, and after inviting her to join him for dinner in a restaurant overlooking the yachts in the harbour, the pair had got to know each other more. 
After introducing himself as Michael, the man had told Rose how he was in Monaco because he was flying the private plane that a couple of VIPs had come in on. That sounded very glamourous to Rose, but the pilot assured her that while it was a great job, the novelty was wearing off a little, particularly when one of his stewardesses who worked with him ended up leaving him at short notice, often because they had been seduced by a rich passenger and opted for a new life with them. It seemed like that was actually a fairly common occurrence, and Michael was having a hard time getting staff who could stay loyal to him. That was when Rose had joked that if she was to work with him then she would not leave. But it had only been a joke. She certainly hadn’t expected it to lead to anything.
But it had. 
It had led to Michael offering her a trial on board his private plane. 
Rose had been shocked at the proposal, not least because she had no experience in such a world as customer service on board an aircraft reserved for only the wealthiest members of society. But Michael had told her that he could teach her the basics and go from there, and while that still hadn’t made much sense to her, it had become clear as that first evening had gone on that he was enamoured with her and was looking for a way of ensuring he could see her again. But Rose was enchanted by him too, and that was why she had ultimately agreed to the idea. It hadn’t been as if she had much to deliberate over. It was either take a chance on a private plane with a pretty pilot or go back home to where nothing and nobody was waiting for her. 
After somehow making it through her first shift on that plane without too much of a problem, (pouring champagne over and over again wasn’t as hard as it looked), Rose had gone through more formal training with Michael before eventually coming to not only love her new job but be good at it. While she was still prone to mistakes, like forgetting her name badge today for one, she was also pretty adept at cocktail making and customer service, and being a quick learner, she was doing well so far. But it wasn’t just the professional side of things that was blossoming between her and Michael. The personal side was too, and the pair were very much in love these days. 
Reaching out across the cockpit, the pilot took the hand of his stewardess and smiled at her, the duo sharing a magnificent moment together as they sailed through the sky at a dizzying height. But it wasn’t the altitude that was making Rose feel lightheaded now. It was the fact that her heart was beating faster now that she was being touched by the man who had helped change her life. No longer was she waking up thinking about gambling, or her lack of money, or how empty she felt when she didn’t have the thrill of placing a bet to take her mind off things. She had a new addiction now. It was an addiction to love, and as long as this romance lasted, Rose felt she would be alright. 
‘I better get back to the cabin,’ she told Michael a moment later, not wanting this sweet moment to end between them but showing that she was trying to be professional and wanted to check on the passengers she was supposed to be taking care of. 
Michael appreciated that and gave her a kiss before returning his focus to the myriad of controls before him, and Rose was almost at the door before he spoke again. But when he did, she couldn’t make sense of what he was saying. It was an unintelligible sound, and she had to turn back to try and understand him better. 
But when she did, she saw that he was slumped over the controls with his hand on his chest and a look of terror on his face. 
‘Michael!’ Rose cried as she rushed towards him, afraid of whatever it was that was causing him so much pain right now. The plane itself was cruising on auto-pilot, so that was not so much of an immediate concern, but Michael’s health certainly was, and as he gasped for air, Rose feared the worst. 
The fact that he was clutching his chest suggested he was having a heart attack, and while that would have been terrifying enough, the fact it was occurring while he was at the controls of a plane currently 38,000ft in the air made it even worse. 
‘Michael! Can you hear me? Just try and breathe!’ Rose cried, trying to hold her stricken partner but struggling because of how much he was moving. He was fighting for air and seemingly fighting for life as he kept squirming in his seat, but it didn’t seem like his condition was improving quickly enough for the panic to be over. 
That was when he reached out and grabbed Rose’s blouse, and when he did, he looked her squarely in the eyes before uttering the scariest sentence the poor stewardess had ever heard. 
‘You need to land this plane.’



Bogdan *
07:42
Bogdan Petrovic was stirred from his sleep for the second time since this flight had taken off. But unlike that first time when it had just been his wife waking him to show him something cool out of the window, this occasion was a lot more dramatic. It was the stewardess who was waking him now, and while at first, the Serbian man suspected she might just be doing so to tell him that they were coming into land, it turned out that was not the case. 
They were still a long way from their destination. 
They were still at full altitude. 
And apparently, the pilot was having a heart attack. 
‘What?’ Bogdan cried as he got up from his seat while trying to process the words he had just heard. But the stewardess repeating herself didn’t make things sound any better. 
‘He’s having a heart attack, and he can’t fly the plane! Please, I need your help!’
The desperate woman kept pulling on Bogdan’s shirt sleeve, trying to get him to follow her in the direction of the cockpit, and while he was still very much confused as to how he could be of any assistance in there, he ended up complying and going with her. But it was also the look on his wife’s face that spurred him into action because Jelena was standing by and looking very pensive as she watched the drama unfold in what had once been a very peaceful cabin. 
Assuring his wife that everything would be alright, even though he had no possible way of knowing if that was true, Bogdan followed the stewardess before he reached the cockpit and looked inside. When he did, he saw something that no passenger on a plane would ever want to see. 
The pilot.
On the floor. 
Gasping for air. 
And pointing at the controls. 
It certainly did seem like the man in charge of this aircraft was having a heart attack, not that getting visual confirmation of that fact made the situation any better. With the experienced pilot out of action, there was only one question now.
Who the hell was going to fly this plane?
But that question seemed to be answered a second later when the stewardess sat down in the seat that the pilot had once occupied and placed a hand on the throttle, indicating that she was taking charge now. 
But she needed a co-pilot. 
‘Sit!’ she barked at the Serbian man who was still standing behind her with a look of disbelief on his face. 
‘What?’ he managed to mutter by way of a response. 
‘Sit down and help me!’ the stewardess ordered, and she jabbed a finger at the empty seat beside her, making it even more obvious what Bogdan was supposed to do. But he didn’t want to sit down in this cockpit. He wanted to go and sit down in his comfortable chair back in the cabin, the chair that he had been sleeping in soundly until he had been rather rudely awakened. But if he had been having sweet dreams then, he was very much having a nightmare now, although the scariest thing was that he was wide awake and that meant that this was real life. 
But perhaps Bogdan could delay his acceptance of that fact by continuing to stand and pretend like he wasn’t being asked to help fly a plane.
‘Sit down!’ the stewardess urged him again, but it wasn’t just the verbal command that ultimately saw him take his seat. It was the physical push that he received in his back from his wife, who had now joined them in the cockpit and clearly wanted him to try and help in whichever way he could. 
Having sat down, the first thing Bogdan had to try and do was not freak out about the fact that he was now looking straight ahead at miles and miles of nothing but clear blue sky. It didn’t seem like they were moving fast because the horizon was still, but in reality, he knew they were travelling at hundreds of miles per hour, and while it seemed calm, it might not be that way for long. 
Not with the pilot still lying on the floor of this cockpit, struggling to breathe. 
Yet despite the victim of the heart attack being unable to stay in his seat, he was still able to be of some assistance to his passengers, and Bogdan watched on as Captain Cunningham pointed at some of the controls before managing to utter the word ‘traffic control.’
Bogdan had no idea what was going on, but thankfully, the stewardess seemed to understand something, and she put a headset on before pressing a button. 
‘Do you know what you’re doing?’ Bogdan asked the woman in charge of this plane now, the same woman who had served him a whiskey not long after he had boarded back in London.
‘I know the basics. Michael has shown me a few things before,’ she replied, which sounded promising until she backed up that statement with too much honesty. ‘But it’s not much. Certainly not enough to land this plane by myself, anyway.’
Bogdan swallowed hard at that statement as he watched the stewardess working. 
‘What are you doing?’ he asked when the tension became too unbearable for him again. 
‘I’m trying to contact traffic control so they can help us land.’
‘Where are we going to land?’
‘Wherever’s nearest!’
Bogdan leant over to the side of the cockpit and put his head against the window, trying to see what they were currently flying over. But it didn’t look good because all he saw was water. It looked like they had left England behind. But how far were they from making landfall again? And even if they could get there, how were they supposed to land?
Bogdan heard the stewardess start talking to who he assumed was an air traffic controller, but between her exasperated cries, the groans from the stricken pilot and Jelena’s pacing up and down behind him, there was a lot going on for the Serbian man to try and process. But things got even tenser a moment later when he found out what the plan was. 
‘We have to turn around,’ the stewardess said. 
‘What?’
‘That’s what air traffic control have advised. We’re closer to England than France, so the emergency is classed as being in British airspace. So we land there.’
‘Okay, but how do we turn around?’
‘They’re going to tell me. Then I’ll tell you what I need you to do.’
Bogdan nodded his head, but that was only his way of trying to trick his brain into thinking everything was okay. It was either pretend or panic, and nothing good could come from him losing his cool now. 
As the stewardess flicked a couple of switches while under the instruction of the people talking to her in her ear, Bogdan waited patiently for his own instructions. But when they came, he wasn’t much help. Instead, he was just sweating and starting to feel short of breath himself. But unlike the pilot on the floor, he knew he wasn’t having a heart attack. 
He was having an attack of a different kind. 
This was a panic attack, and while he had never had one before, he had picked the worst possible time to have his first. 
Perhaps it was the stress of the situation, or maybe it was because being in a pressurised situation on an aircraft was reminding him of the time that he had been involved in a helicopter crash just outside of Las Vegas. Whatever it was, Bogdan was struggling, and it was obvious to everybody around him.  
As he wiped his perspiring forehead and tried to slow his breathing, he only seemed to feel worse, and as he turned to the woman beside him, she realised it too. That was when she made an executive decision. 
‘Jelena! Take over!’
Bogdan looked to his wife, who was rushing towards the second seat now, and after she had checked to see if Bogdan was okay, she replaced him at the front of the cockpit, relegating the Serbian man to the back alongside the pilot, who was just as useless right now. 
Bogdan felt bad about not being able to help, but while he was good at a lot of things, flying a plane was not one of them. 
But what about Jelena? She couldn’t fly one either. 
So what were the chances of her faring any better?
But to his surprise, and relief, Jelena was not as panicked by this as he was. She sat calmly, and she was doing everything she was being told to do by the woman beside her, leaving Bogdan to think that there might be a way out of this after all. 
It wasn’t long until he heard the stewardess say that she was taking the plane off autopilot, and when she took the controls for herself, Bogdan felt as if he might just pass out there and then. They were now flying manually instead of being controlled by a software system, and that was terrifying to him, which explained why he closed his eyes and wished for the best. 
Feeling the plane beginning to turn and tilt, Bogdan kept his eyes shut until he had to check on the situation, and when he did, he saw that they were level again, and the stewardess was informing air traffic control that she was re-engaging autopilot. 
With the coordinates for the nearest airfield on the south coast of England entered into the system, the plane was now heading for that strip of runway, and as far as Bogdan was concerned, they couldn’t land soon enough. He felt bad for proving to be useless in a situation like this one, but he was glad Jelena was better. Besides, it wasn’t as if he was terrible at everything. He had been bold when he had saved Jelena from the man in the underground who had been keeping her captive, just like he had been assertive when he had gone to Romania to kill his partner who had got away. And then, of course, there were the times when he had showcased his real inner-strength, like standing up in court and telling the truth about that crime, or when he had not panicked when an armed intruder had held Jelena and him at gunpoint on New Year’s Eve. 
Just because he was proving to be pretty useless on this occasion, he felt like he had some credit in the bank. And besides, just because he couldn’t help fly this plane, he could still do something of value in this cockpit. 
He could make sure the pilot was doing okay.
Kneeling beside the man in uniform, who had looked so distinguished when his passengers had boarded but now just looked a dishevelled mess, Bogdan assured him that everything was going to be okay and gripped the man’s hand to offer some more support. 
To his surprise, Captain Cunningham squeezed Bogdan’s hand in return, perhaps showing how afraid the pilot was, not just for his own life but for everyone else on this plane. But Bogdan kept a brave face for the sake of the petrified pilot, and as the plane headed back to England, things were calm for a little while in the cockpit. 
Bogdan was less concerned about the fact that his plans in Belgrade were on hold now and more concerned with getting back on the ground safely in one piece because there would always be time to rearrange those plans in future. However, Bogdan wondered if it might be best to perhaps take the longer route to Serbia after this incident. A boat over the Channel sounded a little more appealing now that they were currently cruising over that body of water in a jet without a qualified pilot at the helm. 
As the man who should have been at the controls started to show a few more promising signs that his medical episode was improving instead of deteriorating, there was hope that he might be able to at least provide some assistance to the two women who were currently flying this plane. That possibility was made even more important a few moments later when Bogdan saw something on the horizon ahead of them. 
Land. 
While he had been trying to get away from England, Bogdan suddenly felt extremely relieved to see the country once again, although he still knew that there was a long way to go before they were safely back on the land that was quickly approaching. Thankfully, Captain Cunningham seemed to be willing to try and touch down this plane, and as he reached out for Bogdan to give him a hand, the Serbian man assisted the pilot in returning to his feet. Then, as the stewardess who had skilfully got them this far gave up her seat, the captain grimaced before taking control of the throttle and preparing to make a landing. 
Jelena left her seat so that the stewardess could occupy the role of co-pilot then, and that just left the Serbian couple to rush back into the cabin and strap themselves into their seats.  
Once they had done that, the pair held hands, determined to get through this tense time together, and as the plane descended, the duo gritted their teeth and watched the windows with wide-eyed worry. 
There were green fields on either side of the plane, but that glimpse of nature quickly gave way to a more man-made sight when the stretch of tarmac that made up the runway came into view. 
As the wheels touched down, Bogdan felt a sigh of relief escape his lips, and while it had been far from certain while they had been in the sky, things seemed like they were okay now that they were back on the ground. To prove it, he reached over and hugged his wife, giving Jelena a squeeze to show her how glad he was that they were both okay. 
Their move home to Belgrade had been interrupted, but at least it hadn’t been a total disaster. 
Flights could be rebooked, and bags could be repacked. The main thing was that everyone was okay, including the pilot who had seemed at death’s door not too long ago but who had now skilfully been able to land the plane he had been put in charge of. 
For a couple who were well used to unforeseen dramas, they had no idea what might have been in store for them next. 
But they were far from the only ones.



Ronnie *
07:43
Ronnie Larkhall didn’t usually get irritated by the sound of his daughter singing. Hearing little Lucy Larkhall belting out a tune or ten often filled his black heart with joy, and it was one of the few things that did these days, alongside his trusty cigars, of course. But right now, her singing was getting on his nerves, and that was why he did something he had never done before. 
He told his daughter to shut up. 
The look on Lucy’s face was one of shock, but it was nothing compared to the expression on Mrs Larkhall’s face. The mother was mortified, and Ronnie knew instantly that he was in big trouble with his wife. But he didn’t care. He just wanted some peace and quiet so he could try and figure out his family’s next move as they went on the run in Spain. But peace and quiet was the last thing this plane was about to experience now. 
‘How dare you tell her to be quiet!’ Mrs Larkhall exclaimed. ‘Apologise to your daughter right this minute!’
Lucy looked expectantly at her father as if she expected the apology to be incoming, but while Ronnie felt bad, he didn’t do what his wife wanted him to. Instead, he took out another cigar and lit up. 
‘That’s right. You just have another smoke, and don’t worry about us,’ Mrs Larkhall said with a shake of the head and a disgusted look on her face that was plastered with make-up. 
But saying such a thing was like showing a red rag to a bull, and Ronnie exploded. 
‘Don’t worry about you?’ he cried as he sat forward in his seat and almost dropped his cigar. ‘You two are the reason I almost got caught back there!’
The exasperated gangster was referring to the scene at the airport that they had taken off from half an hour ago. It was the airport that was now crawling with police officers, and the plane had only just made it off the ground in time before they could swoop in to make their arrest. 
‘What are you talking about?’ Mrs Larkhall wanted to know as she also sat forward in her seat, demonstrating that she wasn’t going to back down in this argument anytime soon.
‘I’m talking about the fact that you were holding me up all morning. Forgetting bags. Losing things. Dawdling. If it hadn’t been for me waiting for you, then I’d have been out of there long before the police turned up!’
Ronnie knew that he was only digging himself into a deeper hole by saying the things he was, but he didn’t care. He was in a bad mood and not just because he was tired and suffering with a headache from the effects of smoking nicotine and guzzling whiskey ever since this flight had taken off. It was because he was still mad that he had to make such a drastic choice in his life as to leave his home city behind to start again somewhere new, all because of the damn police. 
If they knew how hard he had worked in his life, how many people he employed and how much turnover he generated a year through his multiple businesses, then they should be congratulating him, not persecuting him. Then again, if they knew the full scope of all of Ronnie’s endeavours, then they would most likely just add on several more years to whatever prison sentence they wanted him to serve. 
‘I cannot believe you,’ Mrs Larkhall said, her once pretty face now puckered up into an expression that Ronnie knew did not bode well for him. ‘You see your wife and child as a hindrance.’
‘No, that’s not what I’m saying.’
‘Then what are you saying?’
‘I’m saying that you’ve hardly been the biggest help today.’
‘Well, excuse me if I’m not thrilled about the prospect of going on the run with my criminal of a husband!’
‘Oh, don’t pretend you didn’t know how I make all my money. And don’t pretend like you haven’t been happy enough to spend most of it over the years!’
‘You’re right. I did know. But what did I always make you promise me? That it would never affect me or any children we might have. Well, guess what? It has affected us!’
Ronnie rolled his eyes, hardly sympathetic to the suggestion that his wife’s inconveniences were greater than his. In his eyes, all this drama had caused her to miss out on was a few shopping trips with her friends. But for him, he was missing out on millions of pounds worth of deals because he couldn’t be expected to operate his London business as successfully overseas as he could in the English capital. 
‘I’m sure you’ll survive,’ he snapped back with a dismissive tone. ‘They have shops in Spain too, you know.’
But he regretted saying such a thing immediately when he saw his wife rise up and lunge for him across the cabin, grabbing his shirt collar and trying to drag him out of his seat. 
The angry woman was still no match for the physicality of her husband, but she put up a good fight, and Ronnie did have to put his cigar out before she tore it from his hands and risked setting this whole plane on fire. 
As the husband and wife team tussled, their daughter watched on. But she wasn’t scared or upset. She was just disappointed because this kind of thing had happened many times before, and it was only when Ronnie caught sight of Lucy watching them that he came back to his senses. 
‘Stop this!’ he cried, getting up from his seat and moving away from his wife before she could get her hands on him again. Even though he had started this whole argument, he knew it needed to stop now, for their daughter’s sake, because this was not how he wanted his little girl to see him. Despite being a very dangerous man, he had always tried to present himself as a caring, loving father when in the presence of Lucy. That didn’t always end up being the case, and this was just another example of that. 
But he always felt that it was the trying that counted. 
With the tension in the cabin having eased ever so slightly for a few seconds, Ronnie told his partner that he would spend the rest of the flight at the back of the private plane where he would be out of her way. 
‘No, I’ll go,’ she said as she picked up a full bottle of wine and a glass from the bar. ‘You stay here and make up with your daughter.’
With that, Mrs Larkhall walked past him down the cabin until she disappeared behind the curtain at the back, where he knew she would be spending the rest of the flight working her way through that wine and no doubt silently cursing the man she had married under her breath as she did it. But he was just glad to have some space from her, although he wasn’t in the clear yet. 
Like Mrs Larkhall had said, he had some making up to do. 
Taking a seat beside his daughter, Ronnie stroked a strand of hair out of her face before smiling at her to try and show that everything was alright again now. 
‘I’m sorry for telling you to shut up,’ Ronnie admitted honestly. ‘Why don’t you sing something for me now?’
‘Like what?’
‘I don’t know. What about one of the songs in your songbook?’
‘I still don’t know where it is.’
‘It must be in your bag. There’s no way you would have left home without it.’
‘I didn’t. It was definitely in there when I left my bedroom. But it wasn’t in there when we got to the airport.’
Ronnie frowned at that because it sounded a little strange. But this wouldn’t be the first time a child had lost something. However, it was the first time his child had lost her songbook. 
Picking up Lucy’s bag from where it lay on the floor of the cabin beside her seat, Ronnie unzipped it and had a look inside. He remembered that his wife had been looking through it on the runway just after they had gotten out of the car and realised the songbook was missing. But they hadn’t been able to find it, and that was regrettable because Lucy had written lots of songs in that book, and it was her pride and joy. But not only was it regrettable, but it was suspicious too because Ronnie believed his daughter when she said she had definitely left the house with it. 
But how could it have come to be lost between there and the airport?
That was weird. 
But while the bag contained all sorts of things, another quick search confirmed that it was definitely devoid of the songbook, and Ronnie put the item of luggage down as he gave up looking in there. But it was as he did that that he spotted something on the floor of the cabin by the seat where he had been sitting earlier. 
It was a mobile phone, and when he picked it up, he saw that it was his wife’s. 
Figuring that Mrs Larkhall must have dropped the device when she lunged at him a few moments ago, Ronnie was just about to put it down again and carry on trying to cheer up his daughter. But that was until he saw the message on the phone’s screen, and when he did, it felt as if the supply of oxygen had been switched off in this cabin. 
Staring at the screen as the device began to shake in his trembling hand, Ronnie read the message several times, but no matter how much he did, he still couldn’t understand it. 
It had to be a joke. 
Right? 
The message was short and simple, but it said a lot and had clearly not been intended to be viewed by the man who was now reading it. 
“I appreciate your attempts to hold him up, but it was not good enough. Let me know your location in Spain when you land, or I can’t guarantee you will be immune from prosecution too.”
While Ronnie didn’t know who had sent his wife this text message, it was obvious to him what it meant. It meant that Mrs Larkhall had been helping the police in their efforts to catch him. That explained why she had taken so long to board the plane. She must have hidden Lucy’s songbook to cause a delay. And it also explained why she was so on edge now. She had failed in her mission because Ronnie was not in handcuffs yet. That meant she was obviously in danger of prosecution too, by the sounds of things in this message. 
But why was she helping the police?
More than that, how could she even dare to do such a thing?
Ronnie was so incensed by what he had discovered that he hadn’t noticed that his daughter was talking to him. But he snapped out of his trance a second later, and when he did, he heard her say that she wanted her mummy to come back and sit with them. 
‘That’s funny,’ Ronnie said as he got up from his seat. ‘I quite feel like seeing her again myself.’
After telling his daughter to stay where she was, Ronnie marched down the cabin in the direction of the curtain that was still pulled across the back of the cabin. When he dragged it back, he found his wife sitting with her feet up on a plush sofa with a near-empty glass of wine in her hand and half a bottle next to her. But she didn’t smile when she saw her husband, and that was okay because he didn’t smile when he saw her either.
‘I thought we were spending the rest of this flight apart,’ Mrs Larkhall said as she picked up the bottle to pour herself some more. But Ronnie swooped in and swiped the bottle from her hand before throwing it down onto the floor, causing the cream carpet to start turning claret within seconds. 
‘What are you doing? They’re going to charge us for that!’ Mrs Larkhall cried as she attempted to pick up the bottle before it caused any more damage to this expensive plane. 
But Ronnie was less interested in preserving the pristine carpet and more bothered about finding out why his wife had been helping the police. 
‘You’ve been keeping a secret from me,’ he said, and that was when he revealed the mobile phone to its owner, tossing the device at her.  
Mrs Larkhall looked confused when she caught the phone, but that confusion soon turned to horror when she saw the message on the screen and realised that she had been rumbled. 
‘Give me one reason why I shouldn’t throw you off this plane right now,’ Ronnie said as he clenched his fists and fantasised about his wife falling from the sky all the way down to a very gruesome death. 
But then she gave him the only reason that could have spared her life in that moment. 
‘Lucy,’ she said quietly before looking through the gap in the curtain and seeing the child singing away to herself in the other section of the cabin. 
Ronnie hated the fact that his wife was right. Lucy was a good reason for him not to kill his backstabbing partner, even if he hated that fact. That was because she didn’t deserve to grow up without a mother, even if that mother was a coward who had caved in and chosen to help the police instead of helping the man she married. 
‘Why?’ Ronnie wanted to know as he felt the need for another nicotine hit. ‘Why would you do this?’
‘Because it’s only going to end badly if you keep running,’ Mrs Larkhall replied with a shrug. ‘At least this way, you have a chance of just being arrested and seeing your daughter grow when she comes to visit you rather than dying in a hail of bullets when you get surrounded by Spanish police in a few weeks’ time.’
Ronnie had a little more faith in things than that and was confident that his new life in Spain could be a long and lucrative one spent in the sunshine rather than a jail cell. But it was obvious that his wife did not feel the same way, and this was her way of trying to alter whatever the future had in store for them. It seemed she would rather have him alive in custody than dead as a free man. It was for Lucy, but maybe it was because she still loved him too, or at least a very small part of her did. 
Whatever it was, Ronnie lost the will to get revenge and instead, just slumped down on the sofa beside his wife. 
‘So, what do we do now?’ Ronnie asked his partner as the voice of their little angel filtered through from the front of the plane and made this sad moment seem a little less downbeat. 
‘We do the right thing by our daughter,’ Mrs Larkhall replied. ‘We turn this plane around, and we go back to London to let her live the life she wants.’
‘And what about us?’
‘We’ll survive. People like us always find a way.’
Ronnie saw his wife give him a wink, and while he wasn’t at all sure about any of this, he knew the right thing to do was to let Lucy go back to London where she could carry on pursuing her dreams of being a singer. But it also meant certain arrest for him. 
Unless...
Maybe his wife was right. 
Maybe people like him always did find a way. 



Valentin *
07:44
Valentin Morozov picked up the dressing gown that had been hanging from the hook in the wardrobe and wrapped it around his naked body before stepping out of the bedroom section of this cabin and into the bar area. Leaving the two Eastern European escorts that came as a complimentary service for flyers on this jet on the bed behind him, Valentin nodded at the man who was standing behind the bar, and that was his cue to pour another shot of vodka. 
As the ice-cold liquid slipped down the Russian man’s throat, Valentin was feeling a lot better about things than before he had taken off. But that was not just thanks to spending the last thirty minutes in the company of Natalia and Svetlana, the two women he could still hear giggling on the bed. It was because with every second that passed by on this flight, he was getting closer and closer to the detective who had let him go. 
It didn’t take long for Valentin to get another shot of vodka inside him before he eased his body into one of the chairs and enjoyed a quiet moment of contemplation before he would return to the bedroom for round two. Such a moment allowed him to fantasise about the look on Detective Walsh’s face when she would see him re-entering her life and what such a thing would mean for her. 
It certainly wouldn’t be good news, that was for sure. 
There were lots of ways that a man like Valentin could have fun with his prey before he killed it, and it was up to him to figure out how long he would make Paula suffer before putting her out of her misery. She had tormented him enough when she had blindfolded him and driven him out to the woods to kill him, so he was going to make sure he wouldn’t make things too quick and painless for her. She had to pay for that little incident on New Year’s Eve, and she would pay that debt in how long Valentin kept her clinging on to life before inevitability stopping that heart of hers once and for all. 
It was a heart that was full of love for two other people, though. Her husband, Lee, and her daughter, Bella, so Valentin knew the punishment would be best if those two innocent people were to die first. That way, Paula would be truly broken before it even came time for her to be punished, and that was what he wanted. 
But as well as the detective who would soon be dead, Valentin was very eager to get back to killing other members of the public too. It had been far too long, but then again, delays often tend to occur when you’re locked up in a jail cell or going on the run. But Valentin knew that in the grand scheme of things, he could afford a delay or two. He was still very much ahead of his target, in terms of how many people he was planning to kill overall, and once he got back to London, that number would only start to increase again. 
Emboldened by the strong spirit in his system from the shots, Valentin put down his glass and got up out of his seat, returning to the back of the cabin where he knew he would find the two lovely ladies waiting for him. He glanced at the barman on the private plane as he went and detected a hint of envy in the uniformed man’s eyes, although that wasn’t really a shock. Valentin knew that man would give anything to swap places with him because it had to be better being the one in the bedroom than the one on the bar. But there was a reason why they were in the positions they were. It wasn’t down to luck, that was for sure. It was because one man had done whatever it took to get himself to a lofty position in life, and the other had stopped halfway, not willing to go that extra mile to really live like a king. 
If anything, Valentin should have used this moment as an opportunity to remind the barman of that, but he had another idea. That was why he stopped just short of walking behind the velvet curtain that would take him into the bedroom with the two women again and instead, turned back to the barman with a grin on his face. 
‘How would you like to have some fun?’ he asked the uniformed man, who looked like he would do literally anything for a little fun right now. 
‘How can I help you, sir?’ the man asked, clearly still sticking to the rules and trying to be of service to the paying passenger. 
‘You can help me by taking over,’ Valentin said with a smile. ‘How about you go back there with the girls, and I stay out here and fix the drinks?’
The barman had a look on his face that suggested he hadn’t quite heard Valentin right and needed further clarification. But the rich Russian was only too happy to repeat himself until it was clear what he wanted to happen next. 
‘Are you s-s-sure?’ the flustered barman asked, presumably thinking that things seemed too good to be true. But Valentin was adamant, and he beckoned for the barman to come over and join him by the curtain. When he did, he saw the nametag on the young man’s buttoned shirt and what it said. 
‘Okay, Pavel. I guess it’s your lucky day,’ Valentin told him as he put his arm around the younger Russian man and smiled widely. ‘You get to go behind this curtain and spend the rest of this flight with Natalia and Svetlana, and trust me, you’re going to like it.’
Pavel looked like a wide-eyed child on Christmas morning and seemed to be too nervous to say anything now, instead just staring at the velvet curtain in front of him and probably imagining the sight that was waiting for him on the other side of it. 
‘Now, you go ahead and have some fun. And don’t come back out again until I say so. Okay?’
The barman nodded his head enthusiastically before Valentin peeled the curtain back and revealed Pavel’s prize on the other side. 
The two naked women on the bed didn’t seem flustered to have two men looking at them now instead of just the one they had expected, nor did they seem to mind when it was Pavel who stepped forward instead of Valentin. 
‘Pavel’s going to be keeping you company for the rest of the trip,’ Valentin said as he pushed the nervous barman forward into the bedroom. ‘Be gentle with him.’
The last thing Valentin saw in the bedroom was Pavel being pulled down onto the bed by the two professional women before he closed the curtain again and let out a satisfied sigh. On the face of it, it had seemed like Valentin had just been very kind to the barman, giving him a gift that he didn’t necessarily deserve. But Valentin had another reason for doing what he had just done, and it would become apparent in a moment. 
Returning to the now unmanned bar, Valentin fixed himself another shot of vodka before perusing the other items that were around him. Alongside more bottles of booze, there were cocktail shakers, champagne flutes, and a chopping board, upon which were a couple of lemons and limes should a passenger request something a little fruitier. But Valentin was not interested in any of those things. 
He was only interested in the tool that could be used to cut up the citrus fruit. 
Picking up the knife that lay beside the chopping board, Valentin ran his finger along the blade as he thought about what he planned to use this item for. It certainly wasn’t for making a cocktail, that was for sure. 
Heading towards the cockpit with the knife still in his hand, Valentin could hear noises from the back of the cabin that suggested Pavel had already started to enjoy himself with the two women. But it was the pilot who Valentin was most interested in now, and as he reached the cockpit door, he knocked to signal that he wanted to come in. 
When the door opened, Valentin made sure to conceal the weapon in his hand so that the pilot wouldn’t spot it and get nervous, and it worked because the man flying this plane just smiled when he saw his wealthy passenger. 
‘Mr Morozov. Is everything okay?’
‘Everything is fine. I was just wondering if I could come in and observe you working for a moment?’
The pilot looked a little perplexed for a second, and Valentin guessed that was because he was wondering why the passenger would prefer to sit in the cockpit and watch a grown man pressing buttons than lying horizontally on a bed with a couple of glamorous women at the back of the plane. But the golden rule on flights like these was that the VIPs always got what they wanted, and it was no different now, meaning the pilot smiled and stepped aside, allowing Valentin into the cockpit before the two men took a seat at the controls. 
Valentin was far too experienced in this form of travel to be enthralled by the view from the cockpit window in front of him, just like he wasn’t distracted by all the lights and switches on the large control panel around him. Instead, there was only one thing he was interested in now. 
Getting the pilot’s permission.
‘I have a question for you,’ Valentin said as the knife he was holding was still hidden away out of view of the pilot sitting beside him. ‘What do you suppose your employers would say if I was to make a rather unusual request?’
‘Well, it depends what the request is, sir,’ the pilot said as he flicked a couple of switches on the control panel. ‘But I’m sure they would try to do whatever they could to accommodate you, Mr Morozov.’
The pilot was saying all the right things, but of course he was. Valentin hadn’t really made his request yet. 
‘Okay, I want you to make contact with your employer and tell them that I would like to kill Pavel, the barman, and Natalia and Svetlana, the two sex workers who are both very skilled in their profession.’
It was at that moment that the pilot’s steady hands began shaking, and the man looked away from what he was doing to start eyeing up Valentin nervously. But the Russian killer remained calm, and he told the pilot to make sure he tried to stay calm too. 
‘Excuse me, s-s-sir,’ the pilot stammered. 
‘You heard me. Ask your boss if it would be okay. I’d be willing to pay for the privilege, of course.’
But the pilot still seemed unsure, so that was the moment that Valentin decided to reveal the weapon in his hand. 
Flashing the knife in the cockpit, the pilot suddenly realised that Valentin was deadly serious, and that was why he grabbed his headset and put it on before making contact with his employers back at the base.
As Valentin listened to the pilot doing what he had asked of him, he thought about what might happen if he got told no. That would be most inconvenient. After all, Valentin was hoping to use this flight to get a little practise in before he got to London and tracked down Paula and her family. But as annoying as it would be to not get permission to kill almost everybody on board this plane, he would have to begrudgingly accept it. But thankfully, it was not a ‘no’ that he heard a few seconds later.
‘One million rubles,’ the pilot said. ‘That’s the price the owner of this jet wants you to pay if they let you do this.’
‘Not a problem,’ Valentin replied without skipping a beat. ‘I can transfer the money over once I’m done. If not, I guess I’ll be arrested at the other end.’
With that, Valentin got up out of his seat, but as he did, he noticed the pilot flinch beside him. 
‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you,’ Valentin said, slapping the pilot on the back with a chuckle. ‘I need somebody to land this thing, don’t I?’
Valentin winked at the anxious pilot before turning and walking out of the cockpit with the knife still very much in his grasp. 
Making his way down the cabin in the direction of the sounds coming from the back of the plane, Valentin was eager to silence the three people who were having fun behind that curtain. He was about to kill them because he could get away with it, and that was all there was to it. 
Reaching the velvet curtain, Valentin took a deep breath because he knew that the next few seconds would be crucial. He was just about to add three more victims to his kill count, and that was very exciting to him, but he had to stay calm until the job was done. 
Pulling the curtain back suddenly, Valentin realised he hadn’t even been noticed by the three naked people on the bed who were entangled in the sheet as well as each other. But that was okay with him as he stepped towards the bed and raised the knife. 
They say what goes up must come down, but Valentin knew that there would be no coming down for these three people in the bed today. The sky would be the last place they ever took a breath in this life. But the Russian man knew that in most cases, what did go up had to go down, like in the case of the police officer who he had pushed off a rooftop in Las Vegas. 
He had certainly gone down. 
That had been a fun day. 
But not everybody looked back on it with such fondness. 



Lizzy *
07:45
Lizzy Kendrick had just come from a television studio where her face had been beamed out onto TV screens across the nation. But so far on her way home, she had failed to be recognised by anybody she had passed, and that was a relief. 
As the nation’s biggest heroine right now, Lizzy was used to plenty of extra attention, but that didn’t mean she craved it. All she wanted to do was get back to her flat and get her head on her pillow. 
No fuss. No compliments. No attention. 
‘Oh my gosh, are you PC Kendrick?’ the woman on the newsstand said as Lizzy passed by on the pavement. 
Pausing because it would be rude not to, Lizzy turned to the woman, and that was seemingly enough to confirm it. 
‘Oh my gosh, it is you! I can’t believe it!’ the newsagent cried before grabbing one of the newspapers that were laid out in front of her stall and pointing to it excitedly. 
‘Could you sign this for me?’ she asked Lizzy as she jabbed her finger at the fourth page of the newspaper, and that was where Lizzy saw her picture printed on the page. 
‘Erm,’ Lizzy stalled, not really keen on the idea. ‘I haven’t got a pen.’
‘Don’t worry. I have!’ the newsagent cried before fumbling around behind her stall until she emerged with a pen in her hand and thrust it out in the direction of the weary police officer. 
As Lizzy accepted the writing instrument and put pen to paper, she listened as the newsagent jabbered on about what an honour it was for her to meet her. 
‘You’re such a hero! Thank you so much for killing that awful man! I’m glad you did it and not a male police officer. I mean, the main thing was that Jamal was stopped, but if anybody was to stop him, then I’m glad it was a woman. It’s about time we got some girl power back! Do you know what I mean?’
Lizzy didn’t really know what the newsagent meant, nor did she care. As always, she just saw it as her doing her job. Killing Jamal Jasem was her duty, and any other police officer could have easily been the one to have pulled the trigger on New Year’s Eve. It just happened to be her. 
After completing her autograph and handing it back to her fan, which was not something Lizzy ever thought would be an action that applied to her, the newsagent continued to ramble on about how exciting it was for the women of this world to have a new role model to look up to. But Lizzy just smiled and said that she had to get going before she walked away, continuing on her path towards the tube station where she would catch the train to take her home. 
The sun was up now over London, and that was brightening her mood a little, although there were plenty of grey clouds hovering overhead, and it promised to be another fairly dreary day of weather in the capital. For a moment, Lizzy entertained the idea of soaring high above those clouds, catching a flight somewhere to get a little bit of sun in her life. She had certainly earned a break, and things might be easier abroad, where she was less likely to get recognised on the street and stopped for her signature. But it wasn’t just all the extra attention that Lizzy was looking to get away from in London. It was also the fact that she was very much alone, even if it seemed like she was the most popular person in the city today. 
While it would be nice to get back to her flat shortly, she knew that she would be by herself. Her boyfriend, Tom, would not be there waiting for her, killed as he had been in Las Vegas last year. She still wasn’t over him, nor did she feel like trying to move on with anybody else. She just wanted him, but that wasn’t possible. So she would have to cope with being solo for however long it took for things to improve for her. 
Striding down the street, Lizzy could feel the city coming alive around her. Everywhere had been quiet when she had gone to the studio earlier this morning, but things were getting busier with each passing minute. There weren’t many tourists out and about yet, but there were plenty of commuters, all of them off to do jobs that presumably held some importance in society and kept everything ticking over. The police officer was grateful that she had a job like that too, one that mattered, even if it was one that had landed her in the newspapers. 
It was a weird thing to think that people were looking at her as they sat on a train or bus and flicked through the paper, or did a little reading as they consumed breakfast in a café. It was even weirder to think that tomorrow, the newspapers that hadn’t been used would be sitting in a recycling unit somewhere for somebody to have to get rid of. But at least the practice of chip shop owners using old newspapers for wrapping fish and chip portions in had stopped because Lizzy wasn’t sure she liked the idea of people pouring a load of salt and vinegar over her image before tucking in. 
As she reached the entrance to the tube station, Lizzy passed another news stall, but the occupier of this one did not call out to her and give her a pen. But she did feel the eyes of a few commuters on her as she descended the staircase, and she was aware that she was being recognised all the way to the ticket barrier where her Oyster card allowed her through to the other side. 
Standing on the escalator as it took her even deeper under the city, Lizzy was lost in a daydream for a moment, or should that be a day terror. That was because the image of the terrorist she had killed had just flashed into her mind again, as it often did, and as always, the fear was that she had been too late to shoot him, and he had detonated his device, killing her and many others. But that was an alternate reality, not the reality that Lizzy and all these people around here were living in now, and as she got off the escalator and walked to the platform, she reminded herself to focus on something else. 
The platform was surprisingly quiet as the next train roared into the station, and Lizzy didn’t have to worry too much about getting on and getting a seat. She knew that this train line began quite far out in the countryside before snaking its way into London and linking up with the Underground network, so that explained why there weren’t too many people on it. It would have been a hell of a commute for anybody who lived that far away and worked in the city. But some people were on this train not because they were on their way to work but because they had already finished it, and Lizzy saw several uniforms that she recognised as belonging to the employees of the large airport that was outside London. Lizzy had been to that airport many times when she had been going on holiday, and that was why she recognised the uniforms, although, unlike the previous times she had seen them, she wasn’t feeling in the holiday mood now. It appeared that none of these airport workers were feeling particularly happy either, and those who didn’t have their eyes closed were sitting with their earphones in and staring straight ahead with a glum expression on their face. 
Lizzy took a seat opposite one of those people, a young woman who was probably very smiley and chatty at work when she was required to offer customer service to all the airport’s customers but was not too bothered about appearing friendly now her shift was over. But it was the man whom Lizzy had sat down beside who got her attention next because he looked at her and smiled. 
‘Thank you for what you did,’ was all he said before going back to minding his own business. 
Lizzy took from that that this man had recognised her but wasn’t going to make too much of a fuss about it, feeling that a short and simple thanks would suffice. But at that moment, Lizzy didn’t just feel like accepting the thanks because not only had she had enough of being put on a pedestal, but she had no idea what this man did for a living. Perhaps he was somebody who deserved a thank you too. He could be a doctor for all she knew, who spent his days saving lives. Or perhaps he was an inventor who had created something that made the general public’s everyday lives much easier thanks to his creativity and perseverance. That was why she decided to engage him in conversation. 
‘I guess you know who I am,’ Lizzy said, holding out her hand. ‘But I’d like to know more about you. What’s your name?’
The man seemed a little surprised to have so much interest shown in him, especially from a woman who was in the newspapers. But he accepted the offer of a handshake before giving his name. 
‘I’m Trevor,’ he said. ‘Pleasure to meet you.’
‘Pleasure to meet you too, Trevor. So, what do you do for work?’
‘I work at the airport.’
‘How exciting!’
‘Yeah, it’s okay, I suppose.’
Lizzy noted that Trevor was not wearing a uniform like several of the other people in this carriage who clearly worked at the airport, so she was curious about what it was exactly that he was employed to do there. The lack of uniform suggested he wasn’t in customer service, so he must do something else. Was he a pilot? 
‘So, what do you do there?’ Lizzy wanted to know. 
‘I’m a mechanic,’ he replied with a simple shrug. ‘I work on the planes.’
‘Wow! That’s exciting,’ Lizzy replied, genuinely meaning it. 
It was one thing to fly in a plane, but she couldn’t even comprehend how difficult it must be to actually put them all together and maintain them. 
‘It’s alright,’ Trevor said. ‘Pretty repetitive.’
‘No, I bet it’s great. So, how long have you been doing that for?’
Lizzy was aware that she was showing an awful lot of interest in this man and what he did for a living, but she was just relieved to not be talking about herself for a while. It felt like all she had done since New Year’s Eve was tell people about how she had shot dead that damn terrorist. Her superiors and colleagues. Her family and friends. The presenters on that breakfast show. It sure did feel good to change the subject. 
‘A long time,’ Trevor replied with all the weariness of somebody who was true to his word. 
‘Well, thank you for keeping us all airborne,’ Lizzy said with a smile. ‘Without you, we wouldn’t be able to go on holiday and get away from this dreary, English weather.’
Trevor smiled too, accepting the thank you, even if he didn’t consider himself especially worthy of it, particularly in the presence of somebody who had just saved so many lives. But the way Lizzy saw it, Trevor and other people like him who fixed planes were saving lives, or at least they were preserving them. After all, one mistake in the maintaining of an aircraft could result in disaster, so Trevor was doing a very important job. 
‘Do you ever get nervous when you’re working?’ she asked him as the train approached the next tube station. ‘I mean, what if you ever miss something?’
She studied Trevor closely because she was intrigued as to what his answer would be. Lizzy felt like she would be a nervous wreck if she was in charge of checking all the parts on a plane before a load of passengers got on it and took off into the skies, so she was curious how this man dealt with that kind of responsibility himself. 
‘I’m used to it,’ Trevor said with another shrug. ‘But there are a lot of backup systems on planes these days. One mistake shouldn’t mean the whole thing comes crashing down anymore.’
That seemed comforting to Lizzy, if not a very simplified explanation, but that was all the time there was left for the pair to continue their conversation because the train came to a stop then, and Trevor stood up. 
‘It was nice to talk to you,’ he said as he shook Lizzy’s hand again. ‘Thank you again for what you do.’
‘And thank you for what you do,’ Lizzy replied with a warm smile. 
Then she watched the man get off the train and didn’t spend too long thinking about what they had discussed. 
Unlike Trevor. 
He was going to be thinking about it for a little while yet because he wasn’t quite sure that some of what he had just said had been true. 



Trevor *
07:46
Trevor Andrews had enjoyed the majority of his pleasant chat with the heroic policewoman he had met on the train, although he hadn’t liked the part where he had been reminded of how serious his own job was. PC Kendrick, the woman he had seen so much of in the news over this last week, had insinuated that she would find his job incredibly stressful, what with being partly responsible for the safety of an aircraft full of people. That was a reminder to Trevor of how important it was not to make a mistake in his line of work, and that was a problem because he had done just that during his last shift. 
He had missed something in his maintenance check. 
And now that plane was in the sky, potentially at risk of not making it to its destination safely. 
As Trevor made his way through the busy tube station where he had just disembarked his train home after a long night shift at the airport, he was telling himself that he wouldn’t be so paranoid as to keep checking the news on his phone over the next few hours to see if there had been a plane crash. Not only would be that quite an overreaction, but it would do nothing to calm his anxious state of mind, so he would stay off the internet for now. By his calculations, the plane in question should be landing in Berlin in around ninety minutes or so, and that would be the right time to check the internet. 
Hopefully, there would be no news about any planes that had encountered difficulties, and he would just roll over and go to sleep in his bed. 
But while there was a chance of disaster, Trevor knew he wouldn’t rest easy yet. 
The station was busy and noisy as Trevor left it, but he consoled himself with the fact that he was going home while all these other people were going to work. There weren’t many good things about working night shifts, but this time of day was one of them. He also didn’t mind it so much in the winter because he wasn’t exactly going to miss out on much in the way of sunshine by being asleep throughout the daylight hours. But night shifts were hard in summer when the heat in the daytime was unbearable, along with the knowledge that everybody was outside, sunbathing and having barbecues while he was tossing and turning on his mattress with the curtains closed. But everyone had good and bad parts to their job, and there were worse things than those little problems. 
Things like a plane crashing and an aircraft engineer being summoned to court to explain his actions. 
Trevor already knew he had been in the wrong today, whether he liked it or not. That was not only in missing something on that plane but in trying to cover it up and signing the logbook as if nothing had gone wrong. That alone was grounds for him to be on the receiving end of some serious disciplinary action from his employers, even if the plane landed safely. He really couldn’t afford to lose his job though, so he had taken a calculated risk. Like everybody else, he had a mortgage and bills to pay, as well as the need to eat, which was a cost that only seemed to be getting more expensive over time too. That dream trip of his to Australia to watch the cricket would definitely not happen if he lost his job, so he would do his best to cling onto it with both hands and avoid a very grim future were he to find himself out of work at his age. 
Feeling like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders, Trevor shuffled down the street in the direction of his flat, not even looking up at the grey sky overhead because his mood was in the gutter, just like his line of vision was. As if stressing about that plane with the incomplete maintenance check wasn’t bad enough, Trevor was waiting on the results of a test that would tell him if his recent symptoms were anything life-threatening or not. That alone would be enough to keep anybody in a state of perpetual worry, so combined with the mistake back at the airport, it was little wonder Trevor felt like he was in need of a strong drink. But there was no chance of getting one at this time of day, what with all the pubs, bars and clubs in this city not due to open for several hours yet. 
The thought did cross Trevor’s mind that he could go into a supermarket and buy a few cans of lager, or maybe something stronger, but that seemed a little desperate. There would also be the chance that he would be judged by whoever served him at the checkout, the employee wondering why a weary-looking man was purchasing alcohol before the clock had even struck eight on this new day. 
Trudging past one supermarket that definitely sold something that could have gone some way to soothing his nerves, he carried on heading for home, acutely aware that as bad as things felt now, he could very easily be a worry-free man in just a couple of hours. By ten o’clock this morning, the flight could have landed in Berlin, giving Trevor one less thing to worry about there. He could also have received a phone call from the doctor to let him know that the test results had come back all clear, and that would mean he could carry on the rest of the day with a clean slate. 
The prospect of having a clear mind was a delightful one to Trevor, as it was for any person who knew what it was like to be extremely stressed while waiting for news on something. Time would reveal all, as it did in all areas of life, and Trevor would just have to be as patient as all the other people around him on this street and exercise that patience until destiny’s grand plan revealed itself. 
But while the prospect of a pint or two in a pub was off the menu, there was still the chance of getting some breakfast in one of the many cafés that were open along Trevor’s route, and the worried man decided that he would stop off at one of them now. 
If he couldn’t treat himself to a plate of bacon and eggs after the last few days he had endured then when could he?
Stepping off the busy street and into the quiet café, Trevor’s nostrils instantly picked up the scent of the bacon and sausages sizzling away in the pans in the kitchen. Catching sight of that kitchen, Trevor saw a couple of men wearing aprons, standing over the stoves and working to serve the customers who were waiting for their breakfasts. 
Joining the line of other hungry customers, Trevor stood behind office employees, construction workers and a postman, the strangers with vastly different careers all joined by their common love of a little bit of greasy food first thing in the morning. As he waited, Trevor wondered what kind of things were on the minds of the people in this queue. Surely none of them had anything on their mind as worrisome as a potentially doomed plane and a cancer diagnosis, but who was to say? Everybody’s problems were unique, and they could all be as bad as another person’s in the right context. 
Trevor hoped that the most these people had to worry about was getting to their workplaces in time for their shift to start, and that depended on the fast service of the men cooking the food behind the counter. But gradually, the line of customers was served until Trevor found himself at the front, and when he did, he decided to not mess around when it came to his order. 
He ordered the largest breakfast he could, and why not?
Life really was too short. 
After paying for the large amount of food that was about to come his way, Trevor took a seat at one of the tables and busied himself with flicking through that day’s newspapers. When he did, it didn’t take him long to come across a photo of the woman he had just been talking to on the train. There she was, PC Kendrick, staring back at him from page five of this national newspaper, and as he started to read the article, he was still a little amazed that this woman had shown so much interest in him and what he did for work. He wondered why that might have been, but he couldn’t figure it out. Perhaps she was just very polite. Being in the public eye as much as she was now required her to have good manners, otherwise life could be very awkward for her. 
After finishing reading the news article, which didn’t tell him much about PC Kendrick and Jamal Jasem that he didn’t already know, Trevor turned the pages in search of another story to keep him entertained while he waited for breakfast to cook. It was on page seven where he found what appeared to be a speculative story about what might happen to the Earth were it to be hit by an object from outer space. But thankfully, it just seemed to be an opinion piece rather than anything based on cold, hard fact, and it was entertaining to read, if not a little silly. Basically, the author of the article, a C-List celebrity who had somehow managed to get himself a paid column in this newspaper, was saying that if the world was to be threatened by an asteroid, comet, meteor or other such hazard in the solar system, then things would not be pretty. 
But he wasn’t referring to things like shockwaves of fires or huge tidal waves upon impact. Rather, he was referring to how the human race would deal with such impending disaster. His opinion was that it would be a very chaotic time with everybody trying to look after themselves and completely forgetting to care for their fellow man or woman. It seemed like the very worst of humanity would come to the fore, from selfish behaviour to criminal acts, and society as a whole would have crumpled long before the space rock actually hit. 
It was quite a pessimistic view of humanity, although sadly, Trevor had to agree with it. He doubted that the majority of people on this planet would respond well to the news that the world was ending soon and would most likely just resort to their most basic instincts. As far as he was concerned, he hoped he wouldn’t completely lose all compassion for other humans, although that remained to be seen because life was all about survival, and if he had to fight and scrap to steal some food along with everybody else, then he would do just that. But hopefully, he would never have to find out, and he doubted he would because while he had plenty to worry himself with, an asteroid impact from outer space was right at the bottom of that very long list. 
That cheered him up slightly, as if not having to worry about the dangers of the solar system was some kind of achievement for him, but he felt even better a minute later when he saw his breakfast being brought over to his table. Thanking the man in the dirty apron who had just delivered it, Trevor set about tucking into his tasty meal, and he made sure to add plenty of ketchup to go with the bacon, beans, sausages, eggs, hash browns and toast that he already had on his plate. 
His mood continued to improve the more he ate, and for a brief second, it was almost as if there was nothing wrong in his world. But then he heard a song playing on the café radio that reminded him that there could be something very wrong, very soon if he was unlucky. 
The song was Sweet Home Alabama by Lynyrd Skynyrd, but it was the film he had heard it in that reminded him of one of his worries. The song was in the movie Con Air, and it was a film that Trevor had seen many times. But the fact it was a film about an aeroplane made him once again think of that plane that was on its way to Berlin now. 
How was it doing? 
Was the flight going well? 
Or had it encountered difficulty thanks to whatever part of the plane Trevor had failed to check properly?
Going against his better judgement, Trevor decided to make a quick check on the internet to see if there was any troubling news. Typing ‘Berlin plane’ into his search engine, he waited to see if anything frightening would pop up in the results. But nothing did. There was no news on a plane that had gone down on its way to Berlin today. 
Trevor shook his head for indulging that silly concern and put his phone down before going back to his breakfast. 
Everything was going to be okay. 
He could feel it in his bones. 
Or at least that was what he would keep telling himself, anyway. 



Josh *
07:47
Josh Dawson felt like this flight was going as well as could be expected, considering that his wife and his mistress were also on board with him. But despite that sorry state of affairs, there had been no dramas so far. 
Of course, most of that had to do with the fact that Josh had not left the cockpit since they had taken off, meaning that he didn’t have to see the two women and risk another argument erupting. Therefore, it didn’t really mean that his troubles were over, just that he was quite fortunate to be able to avoid them thus far. He hoped that would be the case all the way to Berlin, where this plane was due to touch down in ninety minutes time, but that remained to be seen. 
He had learnt not to get too far ahead of himself in both his personal and professional life. 
And a second later, he was to get yet another reminder of that. 
It was his captain, Miranda, who noticed that there might be something wrong with the fuel reading when she pointed it out to him and asked for his opinion. 
‘Does that seem right to you?’ she asked in a calm manner, although that didn’t necessarily mean much because she always spoke in a calm manner. Josh had learnt that from working with her. She was unflappable, not that they had ever been in a situation that truly warranted panicking. But still, it was a good trait to have for someone in charge of an aircraft. 
Josh glanced at the dial that Miranda was referring to so that he could give his professional opinion, but when he did, he didn’t notice anything too unusual. However, he was aware this could be a situation where the more senior pilot was testing the junior one, so he took an extra couple of seconds to think it through. But even then, he still couldn’t see anything to concern him. 
‘It looks okay,’ he said. 
‘Keep an eye on it,’ Miranda replied before moving on to making another one of her checks, and Josh assumed that would be the end of that. 
He was just about to return to his duties, which didn’t amount to much in this portion of the flight, considering autopilot was doing most of the work, when Miranda spoke again. 
‘I couldn’t trouble you to get me a water, could I?’ she asked. 
Such a request would not normally warrant Josh starting to break out in a nervous sweat, but this was not a normal situation. That’s because he was actively trying to avoid two of the stewardesses on the other side of the cockpit door, so if he could get out of leaving here before landing, then he would prefer to. 
‘Erm,’ he stalled, trying to think of a way he could say no to the person who was effectively his boss on this flight. It wasn’t that common for the pilot to ask the co-pilot to get them a drink, mainly because they could push a button in the cockpit to get a member of the cabin crew to come to them, but sometimes, Josh jumped at the chance of stretching his legs and going having a chat with some of his other colleagues on this plane. 
But not today. 
It occurred to Josh that Miranda might know that, and it could be the reason she had asked him for the favour. Was she deliberately teasing or tormenting him just for her own amusement? It was possible, and while it would be a little unfair, he couldn’t exactly blame her. He knew Miranda had a playful sense of humour, and she could have just been taking her chance to have a little bit of fun with the man who had made a mistake in sleeping with one stewardess while he was married to another. 
‘I take it you know about what happened with Mandy and me?’ he said, opting to put it out there to see if that was the case. 
‘I have no idea what you could possibly be talking about,’ Miranda replied, but she was unable to keep a straight face and gave the game away. 
‘Come on, don’t be cruel to me,’ Josh said with a nervous laugh. ‘I can’t go out there, or I’d be risking almost certain death.’
‘I thought that might be the case, but I wanted to give it a try.’
‘Well, it was a nice try but not this time.’
Miranda laughed before she got up out of her seat, signalling that she was going to be the one to stretch her legs instead. 
‘Okay, I’ll be nice to you and let you hide away in here. I’ll get my own drink. Do you want anything?’
‘No, I’m good, thanks,’ Josh said with a smile, relieved that he could stay in his seat and avoid those two women out there who were most likely enduring a very tense flight in the company of each other. 
As Miranda left the cockpit, Josh felt a little tension leaving his body, but it wasn’t just because he had been potentially seconds away from having to go face to face with his wife, Stacey, and his mistress, Mandy. It was because now that the pilot was not around him, he could relax a little 
Even though he knew he was good at his job, he was still always trying to prove it, and that was never more the case than when he was in the company of somebody who was more experienced than him. He was always good at staying focused, as he had to be in his role as co-pilot, but now that he was by himself, he could afford to not be quite so on edge. 
Josh worked for one of the few airlines that still allowed pilots to be left alone in the cockpit, and while he wasn’t always sure if that was a good thing or not, he enjoyed this little moment of peace and quiet. With everything going smoothly in the flight, there wasn’t that much for him to do but enjoy the view, and he did just that, whistling to himself as he looked out at the clear blue sky around him and the puffy white clouds below. 
He wished, as he often did in moments like this, that he wasn’t barred from using his mobile phone in the cockpit at such altitude because he wanted to take a photo of the view, as well as a couple of selfies of himself with that view behind him. The pictures would mainly be just for something for him to look back on as his career progressed, although he was also aware that such pictures of himself in his uniform so high up in the sky would most likely garner him a lot of attention were he to upload them to a dating website one day. 
That was not an idea he should be entertaining, considering that he was a married man, but then again, he had no idea how long that would be the case now that his wife had found out about his extra-marital affair. Perhaps it was only a matter of time until he was back on the market again, just another singleton trying to impress. If so, a selfie in the cockpit really would do wonders for his chances of finding a new partner. 
But there was no way Josh would do anything to risk losing the job he loved so much, so he didn’t use his phone and instead decided to start working through the next checklist of items that needed to be ticked off in this portion of the flight. 
The main thing to check was the fuel and the time, or more specifically, how quickly the fuel was being used against the time it was expected to last for. But it wasn’t just as simple as Josh checking the fuel level and then checking his watch. He had to take things into consideration, like headwinds and altitude. Those factors could influence whether or not the fuel consumption was greater or less than would be expected. If there was nothing to note, then the flight would carry on as normal. But if there did seem to be a discrepancy, then it could be critical because losing fuel too fast for no valid reason would suggest there was a leak somewhere, and if so, it could mean the plane was in danger of not making it all the way to its destination. 
Checking the fuel level, Josh jotted it down before comparing it to the previous readings and beginning his calculations. But as soon as he did, he noticed something. 
The fuel level was lower than it was expected to be at this point in the flight. 
The fact that Miranda had mentioned something a moment ago made him think that she had got a suspicion just from the reading, but now he had actively worked it out. He saw that something was wrong. 
But what was it? 
And more importantly, was it going to affect the safety of this flight?
Josh impatiently waited for the pilot to return to the cockpit, busying himself with checking his other instruments to see if anything was at fault there. But everything seemed okay. 
Everything except the fuel level. 
It was a relief to hear the cockpit door open and to see Miranda walking back in with a drink in her hand, but she didn’t seem relieved when she saw Josh’s expression. 
‘What is it?’ she asked him before she even took her seat. 
‘You were right about the fuel,’ the co-pilot replied. ‘The levels aren’t right. We’re going through it too quickly.’
Miranda put her drink down and got back into her seat before Josh handed her the notes he had taken, showing the fuel level checks they had made before take-off and ever since. He waited silently for the experienced woman to deduce her own findings from them before she spoke again. 
‘Calculate how far we can fly at this current rate of consumption,’ she said as she set Josh back to work before contacting air traffic control to let them know of the situation. 
Josh worked quickly to do as he had been asked, aware that his findings would give them the answer to a very important question. Would they be able to reach their destination? If not, then the hope would be that they could just divert to another airport, and while that would result in plenty of unhappy passengers on this plane, at least it would mean they were all safe. 
The fact this aircraft was in this part of the world, well within Europe and therefore surrounded by plenty of countries, meant the chances of it being too far away from a landing strip were extremely unlikely. But even so, Josh still had to figure out how many more miles they had in the tank so they could find the best place to land. 
As Miranda continued conferring with the air traffic controller, Josh kept doing the sums, but the more he did them, the more he began to worry. That’s because the mileage he was getting in the equals column was nowhere near as high as he expected it to be. Not only did it seem like they didn’t have enough to make it to Berlin, but at the current rate of loss, they didn’t have enough to make it anywhere. 
‘Something’s seriously wrong,’ Josh said as he looked up from his notes. ‘We’re losing fuel far too fast. I don’t understand. It’s as if it’s gotten worse as the flight went on.’
‘We’re not using it at a steady rate?’ Miranda asked. 
‘Nope. It seemed to be normal in the early part of the flight, but it’s dropping dramatically now. That means...’
‘Something’s malfunctioning.’
Josh didn’t like the pilot completing his sentence for him but not because he didn’t like to be interrupted. It was because hearing the ‘M’ word from a pilot as experienced as her sent a shiver down his spine. 
It seemed like they were in trouble. 
And not just them. 
Every single person on this plane was too. 
‘What do we do?’ Josh wanted to know, hoping there would be some reassuring words coming from the woman in the seat next to him. 
But there wasn’t. 
‘We try and land. Now.’
Josh looked at Miranda, and for the first time since he had ever been flying with her, he saw a hint of worry on her face. 
‘We’ll be alright, won’t we?’ he asked, his anxiety getting the better of him a little in that moment, but he didn’t care that he was showing his human side. He wasn’t a robot, after all. Just because he was a pilot, it didn’t mean he couldn’t get nervous, and now he was most definitely nervous. 
But the pilot didn’t answer him. Instead, she just got to work without wasting another second. 
‘Air traffic control. This is flight 189 requesting immediate landing. We’re going to need you to let us know where the nearest airport is.’
Josh swallowed hard as he listened to Miranda talking, and he took the fact she hadn’t given him an answer as a sign that she was as worried as he was now. But at least she was still able to perform her duties effectively. Josh felt like he was a nervous wreck, and he feared he would only get worse with each passing minute. 
As Miranda waited to get a response from air traffic control about where she would be cleared to land, Josh had one more question for her. 
‘Do we tell the passengers?’ he asked. 
But Miranda shook her head. 
‘No, not yet. Let’s not worry them until we really have to.’



Carol *
07:48
Carol Heath had been doing a lot in this last half an hour to keep herself occupied as she flew through the air towards Berlin. She had read the first chapter of the book she had brought along for the trip, which was the autobiography of a TV star she had enjoyed watching in numerous programmes over the years. But she hadn’t got too far with it because the noisy teenagers behind her were making it difficult to concentrate on the words on the page. 
After that, she had decided that putting on her headphones to drown out the sounds from the noisy cabin around her were a good idea, so she had found a movie to watch on the in-flight entertainment. It had been a romantic comedy that she had seen before but didn’t require high levels of concentration to enjoy. However, that had been interrupted too, although this time, it had not been the teenagers who were to blame. It had been her husband in the seat beside her, asking her what she was watching before asking her if it was any good, and then complaining to her when he couldn’t get his own set of headphones to work. 
Having given up on the move, as well as the book, Carol had resigned herself to just talking with her partner, Steve, for the rest of this flight. While that was hardly a punishment for her, she knew it wouldn’t be stress-free, mainly because he could always find something wrong with whatever he was doing. One minute, he was complaining that the person sitting on this plane in front of him had reclined their seat too far back, giving him less space for his legs to be comfortable. The next, he was muttering something about why it was taking so long for the cabin crew to make their way down the aisle with the drinks trolley. 
It wasn’t an incredibly long flight duration to get to the German capital today, but it was starting to feel like an eternity for Carol with every second that passed by. 
As she checked on the progress of the drinks trolley as it inched slowly but surely nearer to them, Carol knew that its arrival would at least keep her husband occupied for a little while. She knew he would be feeling much better about things once he had a beer to keep himself busy with, and Carol was also entertaining the idea of a small red wine to give her a little refreshment too. It was incredibly early in the morning, and she would never have entertained indulging in a little alcohol at this time of the day in any other circumstance, but normal rules did not apply at 38,000ft. It was as if the concept of time did not matter as much, and every hour was essentially the same as any other on a flight, making it possible for passengers to treat themselves to things they wouldn’t necessarily do when they had their feet on the ground. 
But it was also the ‘holiday’ mood in the cabin that allowed passengers to feel like eating junk food and sipping strong drinks just after dawn was acceptable. After all, most people on this plane were not at work right now. This was their leisure time, and that meant they were free to do whatever they wanted. 
However, Carol was reminded of the fact that not everybody on this flight was quite so lucky as to be able to sit back and relax with a nice drink in hand. Like the woman seated across the aisle from her, for example. Carol hadn’t known the woman before this flight had taken off, but she had learnt rather a lot about her since they had been airborne. Like the fact the woman was most likely a teacher, on account of her constantly being called ‘Miss Thompson’ by the various young teenagers sitting behind them. It seemed like this was a school trip of some sort, and while the youngsters seemed to be having a good time, judging by how much noise they were making, the teacher didn’t seem to be having quite as much fun. 
Right now, Miss Thompson had her tray table down and was resting her head in her hands on top of it. 
Carol could see that the teacher was already struggling, and there was a long way to go yet, so she leant over and tried to see if there was some way that she could make the young woman’s journey a little more enjoyable. 
‘I don’t envy you,’ Carol said with a mischievous smile. 
The teacher lifted her head from her hands and looked across at the older woman who had just spoken to her, before laughing. 
‘But I envy you,’ she replied, clearly assuming that Carol was on holiday, while she was very much not. But Carol rolled her eyes and smiled. 
‘Trust me. If you knew my husband, you would not envy me at all.’
The teacher laughed as Steve asked what Carol was talking about. But she just told him it was nothing, and he shrugged, clearly oblivious to the fact he had just been made fun of. 
‘So, how many pupils are you in charge of right now?’ Carol asked the teacher. 
‘Thirty-two.’
‘Oh my. I do hope you have some help.’
‘Yeah, there are three other teachers on here. They’re sitting closer to the back.’
‘I see. Well, at least you’re not on your own.’
‘I think I would have grabbed a parachute and jumped off this plane by now if I was on my own with this lot.’ 
Carol laughed as she looked back behind her down the aisle at where the pupils were sitting and chatting amongst themselves noisily. 
‘At least they’re all staying in their seats,’ Carol observed. 
‘That’s only because they were told they would be in detention if they didn’t,’ Miss Thompson replied. 
‘Fair enough. Well, the threat seems to be working.’
‘Yeah, I just wish my headphones were working so I could drown out some of the noise.’
Carol laughed again before entertaining the idea of handing over her own headphones to the weary teacher. It certainly did seem like she needed them more than Carol did. But as she offered them, Miss Thompson thanked her but said no as she better keep listening in case she had a problem to deal with at any moment. 
‘Okay, well hopefully it’s not too much longer to Berlin,’ Carol said, trying to make it sound like they didn’t have far to go until they could all get off this plane. But that wasn’t strictly true, and there was still a good while to go yet. 
Thankfully, there was a distraction in the form of the drinks trolley that had now finally reached their row, and as Steve sat up eagerly in his seat, Carol got her money out to pay for whatever her husband was about to order. 
‘Two beers, please,’ Steve said without wasting another second. 
‘Two!’ Carol interjected before the stewardess could get to work serving the drinks. ‘I think one’s enough at this time of day.’
‘But we’re on holiday!’
The stewardess giggled to herself as she took out two small cans of lager and handed them to Steve before finding him a plastic cup to pour his drink into. Carol was pleased that it didn’t seem like the cabin crew on here were judging anybody for choosing to drink at such an early time of day, so that was why she asked for her wine, as Steve guzzled his first beer beside her. 
After receiving her drink, Carol heard Miss Thompson asking for a coffee, and the older women would bet that wouldn’t be the first hit of caffeine that the beleaguered teacher would need today. But she certainly deserved it and had to do anything she could to keep her going on this school trip. 
Carol couldn’t comprehend doing such a difficult job because while she was a mother herself, she had only ever had to look after two children at any one time, in the form of her late son, Ben, and her daughter, Francesca. That had been hard enough when they had been little, having to keep them out of mischief in public places, and there had only been the pair of them. But trying to control over thirty unruly youngsters sounded like mission impossible, and while it was bad enough on this plane here, Carol could only imagine what it would be like once they were off this plane and let loose in Berlin. The thought of keeping tabs on so many pupils at busy tourist traps like The Reichstag was enough to almost cause Carol to break out into a cold sweat, so she was glad it wasn’t her responsibility.   
But she figured the teachers were well trained and well experienced in this kind of thing, and it was just another day’s work for them. Thankfully, work was not on Carol’s mind right now, and as she took her first sip of wine, she felt herself relaxing a little more. Or at least she did until she felt a kick in the back of her seat and turned around to look at who had just delivered it. 
‘Sorry!’ the young boy behind her said with a sheepish look on his face, and Carol’s expression let him know that she would forgive him, but only if it was a one-off. 
‘Harry, be more careful!’ the teacher said to the youngster, having clearly noticed what he had just done to the unlucky passenger in front of him. 
‘It’s okay,’ Carol said, not wanting to get him in any trouble over what she was sure had just been an accident. 
Turning back around, Carol saw that her husband was making quick work of his first beer, chugging it down while looking out of the window at the plane’s right wing cutting through the clear blue sky. 
It really was a feat of engineering that enabled people to go up and down in a vehicle such as this, and Carol marvelled at how complicated the whole thing must be, yet seemingly so simple to those who knew what they were doing. She was pleased to know that plane crashes were very rare, and that spoke volumes about how skilled the people in charge of looking after these planes were. If Carol had been in charge, then she would have imagined planes would have been falling from the sky left, right and centre, but she wasn’t, and that was a good thing. She would leave it to the aeronautical engineers to do what they did best, and good luck to them. They were surely well paid for their job, and they deserved to be because without them, the world would certainly feel a hell of a lot smaller. 
Carol was just entertaining the idea of picking up her book and diving into the second chapter when she felt another kick in the back of her seat. That was annoying because once would have been a mistake, but twice was just plain foolish, bordering on being on purpose. That was why she turned around again to look at who she knew was Harry, but when she did, he was already up and out of his seat. 
‘I need to go to the toilet, Miss,’ Harry said to his teacher, and Carol figured he must have accidentally hit the back of her chair as he had been getting up. Therefore, she felt she would let him off again, this time without complaint because this cabin wasn’t the biggest, and these seats were squeezed in rather tightly. 
That was just the joys of travelling in Economy. 
Miss Thompson didn’t look like she was keen on the idea of one of her pupils roaming around the cabin, even if they did have a legitimate reason for wanting to get out of their seat, but she reluctantly agreed that Harry could go. That was all the permission the youngster needed to scurry away down the aisle in the direction of the toilets at the front of the plane. 
Carol watched him go, the youngster possessing an energy in his movement that she had not possessed in a very long time. She pondered getting up to stretch her own legs, figuring that it might be a good idea to keep the blood flow moving in her extremities rather than being squished into this small seating space for the entirety of the flight. But she would wait a little while yet, mainly because she didn’t want to take her seatbelt off. 
It was a ridiculous fear, but Carol had once seen a movie where a character had been sucked out of the window on a plane, and ever since, she had worried it might happen to her. Of course, it had only been a film, and things were generally a lot safer in real life than they were in fiction, but she still liked to play it safe, just in case. That was why she would keep the seatbelt wrapped around her wait for a little longer yet. 
But Harry was up and moving around the cabin without restraint, and as she saw him reach the toilet, she wondered why he seemed to have a mischievous grin on his face. 



Harry *
07:49
Harry Baxter had just reached the toilet door at the front of the section of the plane where he had been sitting. But it wasn’t a desperate need to use the facilities that had caused him to get out of his seat and make the walk down here. 
Rather, it was the challenge that his best friend, Mustaf, had given him. 
The challenge was for Harry to sneak into the First Class portion of this plane and see what he could get up to in there. 
Never one to shy away from a dare, particularly if it had been issued by his friend, Harry had taken off his seatbelt and gone towards the front of the aircraft. But he knew that he couldn’t just disappear behind the curtain that separated Economy from First because his teacher would be keeping her beady eye on him until he was safely back in his seat. Or at least she would be until Mustaf executed his part of the plan, which was to distract the teacher while Harry was in the cubicle so that he could sneak out of it and go into First when she wasn’t looking.
Opening the toilet door, Harry stepped inside and then locked it quickly behind himself, not wanting anybody else to come along and try and get in ahead of him. Once safely inside, Harry observed that there really wasn’t much room in here to move, even for someone like him, who was still small and growing. While he knew that he would be able to manage in here, he wasn’t particularly confident that the chubby guy in aisle four would be quite so comfortable, and Harry hoped that man would not need to use the facilities until the plane landed in Berlin. 
Catching sight of his reflection in the mirror, Harry noticed that he was looking a little scruffy, and he attempted to do something with his hair, using his hands to brush his dark mop across his scalp, so it looked a little better. There were pretty stewardesses on board to impress, after all. But having done as much with his appearance as he could in the circumstances, Harry turned away from the mirror and lifted up the toilet seat lid, figuring he might as well try and go now that he was here. But as he did, he thought about his real mission and how he was going to sneak into First Class and see what was going on in there. 
Harry knew that was where the rich people were, sipping their champagne and reclining horizontally on their big seats, but he wondered what else that private part of the plane had to offer. Mustaf had been wondering too, which was why he had put Harry up to this task, and pretty soon, the pair of them should have some answers. 
Harry didn’t know how long he would be able to get away with being in First Class, but he was determined to try his luck. Who knows? Maybe he could find an empty seat and sit down in it, and it could be a while until somebody noticed that he was in the wrong place. Or perhaps they wouldn’t even notice at all, and Harry could spend the rest of this flight sitting in comfort, making Mustaf jealous as he got to mingle with the other high-flyers and pretend like he was so much more than just a schoolboy from a rough part of East London. But there was only one way to find out if he would get away with it, and that was for Harry to leave this toilet, so he flushed and washed his hands in the sink before turning back to the door. 
Taking a deep breath because he knew this was the moment of truth, Harry slid the lock across and opened the door, stepping back into the cabin of the plane and looking down it towards where his seat was. When he did, he saw that Mustaf was standing beside Miss Thompson’s chair, chattering away to her about something on the food menu, and that was the sign that the plan was still to go ahead. Mustaf was distracting his teacher so that she wouldn’t look towards the front of the plane and see Harry going the wrong way out of the toilet. 
Now that Miss Thompson was preoccupied, Harry was free to go and explore. 
Approaching the curtain that led into First Class, Harry just prayed that he wouldn’t come face to face with a member of the cabin crew when he pulled it open. If he did, then he would most likely be told to turn around and go back to his seat immediately. But when he did pull back the curtain, he saw that there was nobody standing in his way, so he wasted no time in slipping through it onto the other side. 
It was obvious from the first moment he was in there that he was in a very different part of the plane now. It was much quieter, for one, and more spacious. But he knew he would look even more out of place in here if he just loitered by the curtain, so Harry looked around to see if there was a spare seat available.
And then he saw that there was. 
It was in the middle, and he was going to have to pass a couple of other passengers in order to get to it, but he was willing to give it a try. The passengers were currently either sleeping or occupied with the movie they were watching, so Harry fancied his chances of making it to the seat without anybody noticing that he didn’t belong there. 
But once he was in his seat, all bets were off. 
Walking down the middle of the aisle, Harry was doing his best to move assuredly, so it suggested he belonged here and was just another passenger going back to his seat. Moving past the other passengers here, he saw that none of them paid him any attention as he went, and by the time he reached his seat, he felt like he was going to get away with this. 
Dropping down into the leather chair, he felt tiny in such a large seat, but he wasn’t complaining about that. Unlike the seat he had just come from, which was cramped and had little leg room, resulting in him accidentally kicking the seat of the poor woman in front of him a couple of times, Harry had all the room he needed now. 
Stretching out his legs and sinking back further into the plush seat, Harry felt like this was a kind of life he could get used to. He couldn’t believe that some lucky people got to fly like this all of the time, and he hoped that one day, when he was a rich and famous footballer with West Ham United, he would get to experience this as a paying customer rather than as just somebody who had sneaked in. But while his potential football career was a few years away, Harry wondered if there were any famous footballers on this plane right now, sitting alongside him. 
Peering around at the other people in First Class, Harry tried to see if he recognised any of them. While it would have been cool to see a footballer, he would have been just as happy seeing a famous face from the world of television or film too. But in the end, there was only one face he recognised, and it was from the world of music. 
Popstar, Will Robertson, was on this flight and now sitting very close to where Harry sat. 
Harry almost wanted to rush out of his seat and go back to Mustaf to tell him the cool news, but he also knew that his fun would be over in First Class if he did that, so he stayed calm and remained where he was for the moment. Watching Will, Harry’s heartbeat was quickening, as it sometimes did when he was in the presence of a celebrity. But Will could not see Harry, and the young teen knew why that was. It was because Will was blind, and Harry had heard about that in the many social media posts about the popstar that filled Harry’s phone whenever he was browsing on it. 
While Harry couldn’t comprehend what it must be like for Will to not be able to see the world around him, it didn’t seem like Will was having too much problem with that right now. The musician was eating a slice of pizza and sipping a cola while bopping his head to whatever music was playing in the headphones he was wearing. It seemed like Will was enjoying this flight so far, and Harry was glad of that. But Harry was rather jealous of Will’s food and drink because it looked much better than what had been on offer on the menu for him back in Economy. 
Harry hadn’t seen any pizza advertised there, and he hadn’t been allowed any cola either because Miss Thompson had told all her pupils that water would suffice for them on this trip. Harry suspected that was because the teacher didn’t want all the kids to be high on sugar during this flight, and it made sense, or at least it did in a boring adult world. But Harry was not in a boring adult world now. He was in First Class, a place where anybody could have anything, and now that he was here, he was determined to have whatever he wanted. 
But how was he going to get it?
The obvious thing for him to do would have been to press the button on the armrest on his seat that would have signalled for a member of the cabin crew to rush towards him and ask how they could be of assistance. But Harry feared if he did that, then he would be rumbled and marched out of here, so he was reluctant to risk it. 
But the pizza looked so good, and as he watched Will tearing off another slice, Harry felt like he would do anything to try some of it. 
And then he had an idea. 
Leaning over the aisle so that he could close the distance between himself and the famous musician, Harry decided to be cheeky and see where that got him. 
‘Hi, excuse me. Are you Will Robertson?’
The music star stopped chewing and turned to look in the direction from where the question had just come. 
‘Er, yeah. Why?’ the musician replied with a mouthful of cheese and pepperoni. 
‘I’m a big fan, and I just wanted to say hi.’
‘Oh, well, thank you.’
Harry presumed that Will was waiting for the bit where he would be asked to sign an autograph, but that was not what happened. Instead, Harry was going to ask for something else. 
‘I was wondering, would it be possible for me to have a slice of your pizza?’
Will looked very surprised by that request, but Harry was hoping he would get a positive response. 
‘Erm, that would be okay, I guess. But why don’t you just ask for your own pizza?’
Harry knew that he couldn’t answer that question honestly by saying that he was an intruder in First Class, so he thought of something else to say instead. 
‘I would do, but my parents have told me that I need to cut down,’ Harry said. ‘They say I eat too much. But one slice won’t hurt, will it?’
Will seemed amused by this response and smiled before finishing chewing on his slice and reaching down for the plate again. But before he tore off a slice for Harry, he had another question. 
‘How old are you?’
‘I’m thirteen.’
‘Are your parents on this plane with you?’
‘No, I’m flying alone.’
‘So they won’t find out?’
‘No.’
Will thought about it for a moment before shrugging and holding out a piece of pizza for the youngster to take. 
‘Thank you,’ Harry said as he accepted it gratefully before shoving as much of it into his mouth as he could. He certainly wasn’t going to save any of it to share with Mustaf. 
‘You’ve probably done me a favour,’ Will said as Harry chewed hungrily on the pizza. ‘My record label doesn’t like me eating pizza either. I think they worry that I’ll get fat and lose all my fans.’
Harry laughed at that as he kept eating before Will offered him some of his cola too. 
‘Thank you,’ Harry said as he accepted the cup and took a sip, feeling like he was really living well. If only Miss Thompson could see him now, he thought. 
‘So why are you flying alone?’ Will asked a moment later, and that was Harry’s cue to have to make up another tall tale. 
‘My parents are in Berlin for business,’ he replied. ‘My dad is a millionaire, and he lets me fly First Class. I’ve just been to England to see my grandparents. But they always check what I ordered on the flights, so that’s why I can’t get my own pizza, you see.’
Harry was rather enjoying himself, and creating a fictitious tale about his life was just one more reason for that. 
‘Cool,’ Will said, looking impressed. ‘Well, let me know if you want anything else to eat or drink, and I can order it for you. Okay?’
‘That sounds great!’ Harry said as he sat back and put his feet up, and as he finished his slice of pizza, he was just entertaining the idea of asking his new friend for another one to be delivered. 
But then he heard the curtain open behind him, and as he turned around, he knew that there would be no more pizza today. 
His fun was over. 
Miss Thompson did not look happy at all. 



Will *
07:50
Will Robertson had been enjoying a pleasant flight so far, and why wouldn’t that be the case? He was flying First Class, after all, and had everything a passenger could ask for. Space, snacks and peace and quiet. He hadn’t even minded the interruption from the guy who had just asked him for a slice of pizza because it had been fun to chat. But it seemed like the pleasant journey was encountering a little bit of turbulence now, although it wasn’t coming in the form of any disruptive airflow around the plane. Instead, it was coming in the form of an angry woman who was now raising her voice in this quiet cabin. 
‘Harry Baxter! What do you think you are doing? Get up from that seat right now, and go back to where you are supposed to be sitting!’
Will couldn’t see what was going on around him, but it sounded like somebody was in trouble, and he wondered if it was the person he had just given the pizza to. But he got confirmation of that a moment later when he heard the youngster speak again. 
‘Thanks for the pizza. Sorry! Got to go!’
Will listened out for any more commotion, but everything seemed to quieten down after that, and he presumed whoever that person was, they had been pushing their luck and hadn’t been particularly truthful with what they had said to Will. But the musician didn’t mind because it had been harmless, although he wouldn’t have minded having that extra slice of pizza back. As it was, he was done with his meal, and he ran his hand along the armrest on his chair to find the button to press that would signal a member of the cabin crew to come and see him. 
It didn’t take long for that to happen. 
‘Hi, Mr Robertson. Is everything okay?’
‘It’s great, thank you. I’m finished with my pizza.’
‘Can I get you anything else?’
‘No, not for now. Thank you.’
He knew that the friendly attendant would be clearing away the empty plate and glass now, and this was just the kind of service he was used to ever since he had become a sensation in the music world. 
Putting his headphones back on, Will planned to spend the rest of this flight listening to some of his favourite songs, and it was all music that would help get him in the zone for his upcoming performance in Germany later. While being denied the satisfaction of sight was tough, Will was just glad he still got to enjoy the pleasure of wonderful music filtering into his ears, and as long as he had the ability to hear, then all was not lost in his world. Music was how he earned a living, but it was also how he picked up his mood, and a certain song had the power to elicit certain feelings inside him. That was because music was always so intrinsically tied to memories, and just hearing a song could take the listener back to a particular time in their life, whether that be good or bad. 
Like the song that reminded Will of his wedding day to Chantelle. 
Or the song that helped him get through some hard times when he had lost his mother, Ruth. 
And, of course, the song that he had been listening to when he had lost his sight for the very first time. 
There was no doubt about it; music was powerful. But it was also its ability to distract the listener and make time move faster for them that made it useful. Like this flight, for instance. Will knew it wasn’t a long trip to Berlin, but it would certainly feel a lot quicker if he had something to listen to. It was either that or just listen to the thoughts in his head, but they weren’t always that entertaining, so music had won today. 
As he tapped his hands on the armrests to the beats coming out of his headphones, Will was transported off this plane and to wherever the music took him. For one song, he was on the dancefloor on his wedding day, while for another, he was in his bedroom as a youngster, playing the guitar and looking around at all his posters. It was a fun way to spend a flight, but as much as he enjoyed being in his little bubble and free from distraction from the outside world, he was missing what was actually going on around him. 
He didn’t know that the co-pilot had just come out of the cockpit to speak to one of the members of the cabin crew, a stewardess called Stacey, who hadn’t been pleased to see him. But Stacey’s mood seemed to change once she had heard what the man in uniform had to say, and then she just looked very worried. 
The two members of the flight crew at the front of the cabin were talking quietly, so Will probably would not have been able to hear them even if he didn’t have his headphones over his ears, but if he had, then he would have detected the nervous tone in their voices. 
Something was definitely going on. 

But it was something that the passengers weren’t privy to yet. 
However, all that slowly started to change when the co-pilot returned to the cockpit while the stewardess went and spoke to a couple of her other colleagues before picking up the device at the front of the plane that allowed her to communicate with everybody on it. 
‘Ladies and gentlemen. Please return to your seats and fasten your seatbelts. Thank you.’
Will had not heard the request, but everyone else around him had, and they all started to comply with the order. Those who were stood up in the aisle sat down, and those who didn’t have their seatbelts fastened started to buckle up. Many of them chattered away to the person nearest, wondering why they had been asked to do such a thing mid-flight when it was a time for the seatbelt sign to be off. The plane wasn’t due to come in for landing for a while yet, so it couldn’t be for that. There wasn’t any turbulence either.
So what was happening?
It seemed like the only people who knew were those who worked on this plane, but they weren’t telling anyone anything yet. 
However, they were prepared to tell people who hadn’t obeyed their orders that they needed to comply, and that was why a stewardess made her way towards Will’s seat. His seatbelt was still unfastened around his waist, and while he was tapping away and seemingly having a pleasant time listening to his music, the stewardess was there to remind him that he had to follow orders. 
Tapping the musician on the shoulder, the stewardess was trying her best to be gentle so that she didn’t frighten the passenger. But Will jumped up anyway, clearly having not expected to be touched, and as he pulled his headphones off, he asked what was going on.
‘I’m sorry, sir, but I need you to fasten your seatbelt, please.’
‘Is everything okay?’
‘Yes, it’s fine. But the captain has just requested everybody fasten their seatbelts for the time being.’
Will was just as curious as to why that was as every other passenger on this plane, but he did as he was told, and as he clipped his belt together, he listened out to see what he could deduce from the conversation going on around him. 
Being in First Class meant that there were fewer people in this front part of the plane than at the back, so there wasn’t as much opportunity to hear people’s conversations. But Will could hear one woman speaking loudly ahead of him. He recognised the voice as belonging to the woman who had complained about being chilly not long after take-off, and as Will remembered it, she had been quite rude to the staff who had been trying to look after her. Now it seemed like she was being rude again, demanding to know what was happening and not giving the cabin crew around her the chance to get away with not giving her an explanation. 
‘This isn’t good enough. Do you know how much I paid for this ticket? I deserve to know what’s going on!’
The woman really did sound quite irate, and Will wondered what she looked like. Being blind meant that he had to imagine the appearances of strangers these days, and as he tried to visualise this woman based on nothing but the sound of her voice, he imagined rat-like features, although that was more because she sounded nasty, which might have been a little unfair. 
But as the woman’s rant continued, she only got worse in Will’s mind. 
‘Is there a problem with the plane? God, this is my worst nightmare. I always said that those in first class should get looked after if there was. Now I’m going down with the rest of the people in Economy despite paying more than them for my seat. That doesn’t seem fair, does it?’
Will couldn’t believe what he was hearing, and he could only imagine the looks on the faces of the poor cabin crew as they tried to deal with this annoying passenger. But eventually, she stopped talking, and as things quietened down a little bit, it seemed like everybody was waiting to see what happened next. 
Will was a little nervous but not too much, mainly thanks to how much time he had spent flying ever since he had become a popstar. Having been all around the world, he was used to being at altitude, and in all that time, nothing had ever gone wrong. That was why he was confident now that everything was going to be okay. It was probably just a precaution from the pilot. Perhaps he had been told that he would be encountering turbulence soon so was erring on the sensible side to ensure his passengers were safe. Will suspected that it wouldn’t be long until the seatbelt sign was off again, and the sound of unbuckling seatbelts filled the cabin. 
The musician was tempted to put his headphones back on and go back to listening to his music, but he knew he might miss another update from the cabin crew if he did that, so he resisted the urge and had to make do with sitting quietly until there was another update. But another thing about music was its ability to stick in the head even after the listener had stopped playing it, and there was one song that Will was still humming along to now, even though he had no music to accompany it. 
There were good and bad times to have a song stuck in one’s head. Going to bed at night was not a good time to be distracted by a song a person had heard that day because it could interfere with sleep, but this was a good time to have such a problem. Will continued to tap the armrests as the music played over and over in his head, and everything was well in his world, right up until the moment he felt a lurch in his stomach and leaned forward in his seat as the cabin shifted and dropped. 
There were a few loud cries from some of the other passengers on the plane at that exact moment too as they reacted to the unexpected change in altitude. The plane had definitely dropped then. But why? Will figured it had to be turbulence. Why else would the pilot be shifting course so dramatically? But better to do this, he supposed, than fly right through the danger zone and risk this cabin really having some serious shaking to do. 
The plane seemed to have levelled out again, and that was a good thing for Will and everybody else on it. The musician hoped the aircraft wouldn’t drop again quite so quickly because if it did, the pizza in his stomach was in danger of coming back up. He was feeling a little queasy after that, and the burp that escaped his mouth a second later was a consequence of all the fatty food and cola that he had consumed, shifting around in his stomach. 
But things got worse a moment later when the plane dropped suddenly again. 
The cries were louder this time, and Will definitely knew something was wrong then as he gripped the armrests and stopped thinking about the music he had been listening to. All he could think about now was that this was not normal, and as he heard the angry woman ahead of him demand some answers, he listened to see what the response would be. 
But everybody got an answer a moment later when the pilot came over the intercom and gave a little update. 
‘Ladies and gentlemen. This is your captain speaking. I regret to inform you that we are experiencing a technical issue on board this flight today, and we are currently lowering our altitude as we attempt to deal with this. Please try and stay calm, and I will provide an update shortly.’
The intercom clicked off, and there was a moment of silence before the plane dropped again suddenly. 
More cries. More worried voices. And more questions from the passengers. 
Will didn’t know much right now, but he did know one thing. 
The worst thing to tell a bunch of nervous people on a plane to do was to stay calm.
Especially when the pilot had sounded so nervous themselves. 



Stacey
07:51
Stacey Dawson already thought she had been through the worst thing that could happen to her in the last twelve months. Finding out that her co-pilot husband, Josh, had cheated on her with a fellow stewardess and friend, Mandy, had come as a brutal shock. Now there was the mess of a divorce to go through, as well as the awkwardness of still having to work for the same airline as the two adulterers. But amazingly, fate had another shock in store for poor Stacey, and this time, it had come in the form of the plane she was on being in peril. 
Having been a stewardess for long enough to have gotten over the irrational fear of ending up in an air disaster, Stacey had thought that the worst thing that could happen to her on a shift was that she ran out of cold beverages to serve the passengers with. But it seemed that was not the case today because her husband had just told her that this plane was running dangerously low on fuel due to a technical issue that the pilots were struggling to solve, and because of that, an emergency landing was now a very real possibility. 
Despite her hatred for Josh and what he had done to her, Stacey had seen the fear in the man’s eyes as he had given her the news and told her to inform the passengers to put on their seatbelts. That was why she had believed him and not said a word about anything that had gone on in their history before, keeping it professional at that point because this seemed to be a matter of life and death. Now that she had warned the passengers to stay in their seats, she had also strapped herself into hers, and there was plenty of commotion around the cabin as the plane descended at an alarming rate. 
Looking to her right, she could see two of her other colleagues sitting in their seats at the front of this plane. But it was the colleague nearest to her who was drawing her attention the most. That was because it was Mandy, the woman Josh had slept with, and as much as Stacey hated that woman, she could see that she was very distressed about what was happening. 
Mandy was drawing in several deep breaths and kept closing her eyes, presumably as a way to try and deal with this scary situation in which it wasn’t clear if everything was going to work out for the best. Stacey couldn’t really blame Mandy for being so worried because despite all the training that airline staff went through before they took to the skies, they were still just human beings, and that meant they were just as likely to get scared as anybody else on this plane. And right now, it seemed like Mandy had good reason to be scared as the plane lurched violently again before dropping, and Stacey gasped as all the air was sucked out of her lungs. 
The sudden drops were not good for the stomach, and Stacey put her hands to hers as she waited for the nauseous feeling to pass. When it did, she looked back to Mandy, who looked as white as a ghost, and it was clear her colleague was struggling even more with this situation than she was. 
Stacey had a dilemma then because while it was in her nature to be kind and try and help others, this was not just any person she was dealing with now. This was the woman who had broken up her marriage. 
So was she going to help her? 
More importantly, why should she?
Stacey delayed offering a helping hand for a little while longer, hoping that things would improve with this plane, and she could just carry on hating Mandy because that was the easier thing for her brain to process. But as the seconds ticked by, the plane continued to drop, and with it, the odds increased that this flight might not have a happy ending. That was why, in the end, Stacey couldn’t help it. 
She had to try and help Mandy. 
If she was going to die, she figured that it was better to go out doing a good deed than go out with hate in her heart. 
Reaching out to the woman sitting nearest to her, Stacey attempted to take Mandy’s hand. Despite what had gone on between these two women, it seemed that Mandy was far too scared to even find this moment strange because she just grabbed Stacey’s hand the second it was offered and squeezed hard. 
‘It’s going to be okay,’ Stacey said to her colleague, even though she couldn’t possibly know if that was true. 
‘Is it?’ Mandy asked, looking like she was about to be sick. 
Stacey nodded her head for extra emphasis, all the while praying herself that the pilots behind the cockpit door would figure out how to get them out of this mess quickly. 
The irony wasn’t lost on Stacey that the man she hated and blamed for her marriage breakdown was also the man who had her fate in his hands, and as much as she despised his actions, she needed his actions to save her now. Whatever Josh had done in his past, Stacey felt like it would almost all be forgiven if he got them through this. 
Almost. 
The plane dropped suddenly again, and Mandy squeezed tightly on Stacey’s hand, cutting off the circulation to her fingers, not that Stacey was going to try and pull her hand away. 
Right now, they weren’t two women at war. 
They were two women who just wanted to live. 
Despite the divorce that Stacey had initiated after learning of her husband’s infidelity, and despite feeling like she had very little to live for outside of her job, Stacey knew that was silly now she was in a predicament like this one. Of course she had plenty to live for. It had just taken a life-threatening event to make her realise it. 
She was still young, and she still had her looks, and most of all, she was a good person. She wasn’t the one who had done something wrong, so there was no reason why she wouldn’t be able to find somebody else to take Josh’s place when the time came for her to start dating again. Beyond her love life, she had a busy social life, so she knew that her friends were on her side too, not laughing at her but supporting her every step of the way. Then she had her job, and while it might not have been the one she had dreamed about doing when she had been a child, it was still a fun one, and who knew where it might lead in the future? 
Life wasn’t as bad as it seemed.
She could come back from a heartbreak. 
She just needed the chance to prove it. 
The plane dropped again, descending at an increasingly worrying rate, and Stacey wondered how Josh was coping with this in the cockpit. As the co-pilot, he would be getting a first-hand view of everything that was happening, and he would most likely be the first to know beyond the pilot about whether or not they were going to make it. She hoped that he was okay and keeping a level head, not just because he would have his hands on the controls but because he didn’t deserve to be scared. He deserved to be shouted at, sure, and he had deserved it when Stacey had thrown all of his clothes out of the bedroom window onto the street, yes, but he didn’t deserve to be fearing for his life. 
‘I’m going to be sick,’ Mandy suddenly said, putting her hand to her mouth to further emphasise that prediction. 
Reaching out for the stash of white paper bags that were always on planes in case the passengers got ill, Stacey was able to give one to Mandy before she had time to make good on her prediction and vomit all over the carpet. But thankfully, Mandy’s nausea seemed to pass, and that was one small mercy. There weren’t many things that could have made this situation worse, but the stinking smell of sick would have been one of them.
‘Why are you being nice to me?’ Mandy wanted to know a moment later, which was the obvious question considering what had happened between these two. 
‘I don’t know,’ Stacey replied rather truthfully. ‘This just doesn’t seem the time to be angry at anybody.’
Mandy smiled weakly before she went back to dry heaving in the paper bag, and as she did, Stacey looked down the plane at where the passengers were seated. But when she did, she saw something rather unexpected. 
One of the passengers was out of their seat and standing in the aisle. 
‘What the hell are they doing?’ Stacey said as she tried to comprehend the stupidity of a passenger who would take off their seat belt and stand up during a turbulent time on board a plane that was descending rapidly. 
Mandy saw the passenger too, but before she could speak, the plane dropped violently again, and that was enough to see the sickly stewardess vomit into the bag. 
Stacey grimaced at the sight and sound of it, and while the smell hadn’t hit yet, that was only a matter of time. But right now, there was a more urgent matter to attend to.
That passenger needed to be back in their seat. 
And it seemed Stacey was going to have to be the one to get them to do it. 
‘Sit down! Right now!’ Stacey called towards the passenger, who she recognised as being the woman who had been complaining loudly when the seatbelt signs had first gone back on. From what Stacey had gathered about this woman, she was a bit of a snob and seemed to think that her being in First Class meant she was better than everybody else on this plane. But while she might have more money than anybody else here, she would be in just as much danger if this plane was to crash, and Stacey was trying to make that clear. 
But the passenger wouldn’t sit down. 
So that meant Stacey had to stand up. 
‘I’ll be right back,’ she said to Mandy as she unbuckled her seatbelt and rushed through the First Class cabin in the direction of the woman who was standing with her hands on the headrests of the two chairs on either side of her, keeping her balance while glaring in the direction of the cockpit. 
‘We deserve to know what is happening!’ the woman cried as Stacey approached her. ‘Tell us the truth! Are we going to die?’
The very loud question, combined with the very loud use of the word ‘die,’ meant that there were several gasps around the cabin as they all looked in Stacey’s direction to see what the answer would be. But even if they were going to die, Stacey was hardly likely to just admit that to these people now. It would be best if they were ignorant to that fact if that was the case. But it wasn’t, at least not yet anyway, so there was no point in Stacey even entertaining the idea of their imminent demises. The way she saw it, she just had to keep doing her job while she still had an aeroplane to do that job on, so that was why she kept trying to keep the silly passenger in front of her safe. 
‘Please, get back in your seat! It’s too dangerous for you to be standing up,’ she tried, pleading with the woman to see some sense. 
‘If we survive this, then I am suing this airline. You hear me? I’m suing it!’ the woman cried as she tried to keep away from Stacey, but the stewardess was not in the mood for any nonsense and grabbed the woman’s arm before pulling her towards her vacant seat. 
‘Get off me, or I’ll sue you as well!’ the woman cried, but Stacey didn’t care about any threats that were made. She knew that she was acting in the best interests of the passenger, as she always did. 
With the woman back in her seat, Stacey told her to put her seatbelt on, but that order was ignored, forcing Stacey to grab the seatbelt herself and try and fasten it. But right then, there was another sudden descent, and Stacey fell forward onto the passenger.
‘Get off me!’ the woman cried, making a bigger deal out of it than it needed to be. But while Stacey would have liked nothing more than to have got up and gone back to her own seat, the jerky movements of the plane were making it difficult to stand. 
Eventually, the stewardess managed to get her balance and stood up, leaving the grumpy passenger to keep muttering to herself. But at least she was in her seat and strapped in, and with that job done, Stacey turned to head back to the front of the plane so she could get her own seatbelt on and reduce her own risk of coming to some serious harm. 
The last thing she wanted was for her or one of her passengers to bang their heads on this unstable aircraft, but that was a very real possibility as the cabin continued to wobble from side to side before dropping again at an alarming rate. Stacey really hoped the pilots knew what they were doing because it did seem very chaotic on this plane, but that was not her job to worry about. She had looked after the passengers, and that was all she had to do. Now it was about looking after herself, and as she got back to her seat, she felt a little relieved. But that relief was short-lived when she looked at the seat beside hers and saw that it was vacant. 
Mandy had gone.
But where?



Mandy *
07:52
Mandy Mayhugh had left her seat, feeling like she was unable to just sit and worry about her fate any longer. She needed to find out exactly what was going to happen to her and when, and to do that, she had gone to the only place where she could get that information. 
The cockpit. 
After knocking on the door in a manner that she knew would let the pilots know it was a member of the cabin crew and no one else, the door had opened, and she had come face to face with Josh, the man she had stupidly slept with in Stockholm. But Mandy was more interested in what was behind Josh. She wanted to see what the pilot, Miranda, was doing and beyond her, how high they were still flying. 
The plane had been descending rapidly, and Mandy wanted to know how bad things really were. She still felt sick, and she still felt like she needed Stacey’s unexpected support, but most of all, she needed to know what was happening. 
‘What’s going on?’ she asked the pilots. But Miranda didn’t turn around, instead remaining focused on the controls before she told Josh to come back and help her. 
Josh did as requested, re-taking his seat while Mandy remained standing behind them, having no idea what they were doing but aware that it was not anything they would have expected to be doing during this shift. 
‘The passengers need an update,’ Mandy tried, hoping that using them as an excuse would get her her own answers quicker. But the pilots didn’t give her what she wanted. Instead, they just told her to go back to her seat, and they would provide an update shortly. 
‘How bad is it?’ Mandy asked next, watching the two pilots flicking switches and continuing to lower the altitude of the aircraft. ‘Please, just tell me.’
Josh stopped what he was doing for a second and looked back, but the worry that was etched across his face was all Mandy needed to know.
It was bad. 
As the view outside the cockpit window was suddenly obscured, Mandy realised that they were dropping through the clouds, and she took that as another sign that things were going from bad to worse. Being this low, this far from Berlin could only mean one thing. They were not going to make it there and were looking for somewhere else to land instead. 
‘We’re going to have to land,’ Josh said. ‘Very soon.’
‘Why?’
‘There’s a mechanical fault somewhere. We’re not sure what’s causing it, but we’re losing too much fuel.’
‘Oh my God.’
‘Josh!’ Miranda cried, seemingly scolding the pilot for talking to the stewardess instead of focusing on what he was doing. ‘Get her out of here!’
Josh got up from his seat again, but this time, it was to remove the stewardess from the cockpit rather than let her in. But just before he could get her out, Mandy stopped in the doorway and asked him another question in a low voice.
‘Are we going to make it?’ she wanted to know, but the answer she got back was perhaps a little too honest. 
‘I’m not sure.’
Mandy thought the nausea had passed for the time being, but her stomach sank at that admission from the co-pilot, and she grabbed the edge of the doorframe for support. 
But then it was Josh’s turn to ask her a question. 
‘Is Stacey okay?’ 
The fact that he would be more concerned about his wife than Mandy had probably been safe to assume, but it was still a reminder to the stewardess standing in front of him that he had never cared about her as much as he had cared about the woman he was legally bound to. It was another sign that Mandy had been stupid to even think that Josh ever really liked her that night she had fallen into his bed. 
Mandy nodded to let Josh know that his wife was doing fine before turning and rushing out of the cockpit, eager to get away from it now. But as the door closed and she made her way back in the direction of her seat, she didn’t slow down. She just kept moving on past, and that included ignoring Stacey, who was sitting in her seat, and asking where she had been. 
Mandy carried on down the plane, passing through the First Class cabin before pulling back the curtain and entering Economy. There were plenty of eyes on her as she moved, as well as a few questions being directed at her from the passengers who still wanted to know what was happening. But she didn’t stop to look at them or answer any of their queries, only intent on getting to the back of the plane because she had a good reason for going there now. 
Flying regularly meant that Mandy had sometimes found herself lying in bed late at night worrying while reading some news article on her phone about a plane crash overseas. Whenever she had, she had invariably sought out some information on the internet in which she hoped to improve her chances of surviving such an incident if she ever happened to be caught up in one. It was during one of those searches that she had read something about people at the back of the plane being more likely to survive than those at the front. She hadn’t done any further research with that information, so she didn’t really know if it was actually true or not, but she did know that it was the best she had right now. 
That was why she was going to the back of the plane. 
If it did crash, she wanted to give herself the best chance of survival. 
Mandy knew that her colleagues at the front would be wondering what she was doing, considering that she was supposed to be sitting with them up there, but she didn’t care about that. The way she saw it now in her panicked state, it was every man and woman for themselves. That was why her customer service skills had suddenly vanished, and she kept proving it by ignoring the questions from the passengers she kept passing by. 
She had the inkling that if she was to survive this episode, then she might look back on her behaviour over these last few minutes and feel some regret, as well as a little shame. But that would only be with the benefit of hindsight, and that didn’t come until later. For now, she could only go off what information she had, and after visiting the cockpit, the information was that this might not end well at all. 
Mandy was almost at the back of the plane when she saw a young woman put out her arm into the aisle to block her path, and she recognised the woman as one of the two she had helped find their seats earlier when they had turned up late for this flight. 
Faced with the choice of stopping or pushing straight past the arm and potentially harming the woman in the seat, Mandy had to pause, and when she did, she faced more questions. 
‘Is everything okay?’ the young woman asked nervously as her friend looked just as worried beside her. 
‘Erm,’ Mandy said, stalling because she was caught between telling a lie and telling the truth. If she told the truth, then she could cause a lot of panic on this plane. But if she told a lie then, was she denying these people the chance to try and save themselves too?
Mandy consoled herself with the thought that the woman who had asked her the question was seated at the back, so she probably had decent odds of surviving a crash, but the woman was still waiting for an answer. 
‘Everything’s fine,’ Mandy said, lying through her teeth but forcing a smile onto her face to cover it up. ‘Now, excuse me. I really need to get past.’
With that, Mandy pressed on, and the woman moved her arm out of the way, allowing the stewardess to make it to the rear of the plane, where she let out a deep breath just before another sharp plunge caused her to let out a worried yelp. 
She could also hear the concerned cries coming from the cabin, and as she sat down and strapped herself into the spare seat at the back, Mandy felt terrible about everything. All these people. All helpless. All waiting to discover their fate. 
She now knew for certain why pilots earned so much money. 
They were the only things standing between this plane and certain doom. 
Mandy was not a religious person, but this seemed as good a time as any to start saying a prayer, and as the plane dropped again and the cabin shuddered, she started whispering under her breath, apologising for the sins of her past and promising that she would do better if she had the chance to go on living for a little while longer yet. 
‘I’m sorry for anything I’ve done wrong in my life. I’m sorry for stealing that chocolate bar when I was a kid. I’m sorry for not always listening to my parents when they tried to help me. And I’m sorry for sleeping with a married man. I’m also sorry for not always going after what was important in my life. I’m sorry for wasting so much time and assuming that I had forever. I promise I will never take another day for granted again. I promise that if I get off this plane then I will make the most of every single day and do so many good things with my life. Just give me the chance to get off this thing. Please. I’m begging you. I don’t want to die.’
Mandy’s pressured prayer was nothing if not heartfelt, but she had no idea if it was going to work. All she could hope was that there was some higher power that would take pity on her and give her the chance she was seeking. She was also aware that she might not be the only person on this plane saying a prayer at the moment, and she hoped that collectively, those prayers could be answered. 
Then the plane dropped very sharply, and she felt like it was all over. 
Gasping as she managed to get some air back into her lungs just after it had been sucked out of them, Mandy looked down the aisle ahead of her and saw that some of the overhead compartments had come open and resulted in some of the luggage inside spilling out onto the floor. It was lucky that nobody had been hit and hurt by the flying bags and briefcases, but as the plane kept shaking, Mandy knew there were plenty more items of luggage that could be airborne yet. 
Noticing that one passenger was getting out of his seat to try and retrieve his bag that had fallen out, Mandy was just about to call out to him and tell him to sit down when the plane plunged again and left her speechless. 
Remembering what Josh had said about this plane losing fuel rapidly, she knew that the pilots were in a race against time to get on the ground safely before the reserves ran out and this thing had nothing to power the engines. Those engines were currently making a very unhealthy sound, and in all the time she had been flying with this airline, she had never heard a plane produce noises like the ones she was hearing now. 
This whole aircraft was under severe pressure, no doubt because it wasn’t designed to not only run on such little fuel but because it wasn’t designed to have to descend at such an alarming rate either. But Mandy had to trust that Miranda and Josh knew what they were doing and were keeping within the limits to stop this plane disintegrating from all the forces currently being exerted on it. 
But then, as if it happened all of a sudden, the horrible engine noises stopped, and a very strange silence filled the cabin. 
The passengers had noticed it too, and they were all quiet as they looked around and tried to figure out what had happened. But Mandy had an idea, though it was a very troubling one. 
She assumed the engines had stopped because they were no longer working, and there was only one explanation for that. 
The plane had run out of fuel. 
That meant they were now gliding. 



April *
07:53
April Adams was still thinking about what the stewardess had just told her a moment ago after she had inquired about the safety of this flight. Having stuck her arm out to stop the member of the cabin crew from getting past her, April had wanted to know if everything was alright. After hesitating for a moment, the stewardess had assured her that it was, but it had not been a convincing performance, and April’s mind was not at ease. 
If anything, she was even more worried than before she had asked. 
April was not always the best at spotting a lie when she heard one, as evidenced by her torrid romantic history, but she felt confident that the stewardess had just lied to her then. Along with the hesitation, there had been a distinct lack of eye contact on the flight attendant’s part, as well as no conviction in the words she had said. That troubled April because why would she be lied to unless the truth was too scary to hear. 
‘Something’s seriously wrong,’ April said to Lindsey, the woman sitting beside her, and the woman still gripping the armrests with gusto. 
‘We’re going to be okay,’ Lindsey replied, but there was even less conviction in that sentence than the one April had just heard from the stewardess a moment ago. 
‘She was lying to us.’
‘How do you know?’
‘I just know.’
The sudden shake that caused several items of luggage to fall from the overhead compartments didn’t help matters, and as April looked around at the luggage that shouldn’t be lying in the aisles, she took it as another sign that things were deteriorating rapidly on board this flight. 
Turning around to look towards the back of the plane, April tried to catch a glimpse of the stewardess. But before she could, everything suddenly went very quiet and very dark. 
It was as if the power had gone off on the plane. But it couldn’t have.
Could it?
‘What’s happening now?’ April wanted to know as several other passengers panicked around her. 
The emergency lights came on a moment later, but that was of little consolation to those trapped in this cabin as the aircraft they were in kept descending rapidly while seemingly running on nothing but its own momentum. 
‘I can’t hear the engines! Why can’t I hear the engines?’ April cried as she leaned over Lindsey and tried to see out of the window towards where the wing was. 
‘Why did the lights go out?’ Lindsey wanted to know as well, and between the pair of them and the other people nearby, there were plenty of questions flying around. 
There just weren’t any answers to go with them. 
‘It’s too quiet! Why is it so quiet?’ April cried, turning around again to try and see the stewardess at the back of the plane. This time, she managed to catch sight of her, and April saw that the woman was sitting in a seat with her seatbelt on and leaning forward with her hands clasped together in front of her. 
Was she praying?
It certainly looked that way. But why? Surely there was something more productive a flight attendant could be doing than chatting to some higher power. Like telling all these panicking passengers that everything was going to be okay, for one. 
But it was becoming clearer by the second that the employees on this flight were just as terrified as the people who had paid to be on here, and that all pointed to one thing. 
This was not a common occurrence, or a training drill, or anything else that could be considered routine and, therefore, safe. 
It was unexpected, an accident, and that meant it was unpredictable. 
It also meant it might not end well. 
April had spent a lot of the time in her life worrying about things like boyfriends, jobs and which dress to wear for which occasion. But one thing she hadn’t spent much time considering at all was the possibility of her life being ended so suddenly, well before its time. Maybe that was because she was naïve, thinking that she had forever like many other young people did, or perhaps it was just because she kept herself too busy worrying about other things to really entertain death. 
It wouldn’t happen to her. 
It would be somebody else. 
I’ll go when I’m ninety, in a bed surrounded by my loved ones, not screaming on a plane with a bunch of strangers.  
But there was no getting away from it now. She had to confront her biggest fear and try and make peace with everything in case this was really it. That was why she turned to Lindsey with tears in her eyes and said that she loved her. 
‘What?’ Lindsey replied, confused. 
‘I love you!’
‘What are you talking about?’
‘I love you!’
‘As in you want to marry me?’
‘What? No, of course not! As in, we might die here, so I just want you to know that I’ve loved having you as my friend for these last few months!’
April was aware she was probably being over the top, but it wasn’t as if she was going to be judged by anybody else in this crazy cabin. They were all far too busy hanging on for dear life as the plane kept losing height while the engines sat idly on the side and provided no thrust. 
‘I love you too,’ Lindsey replied after a moment. 
‘Do you mean it?’
‘Yes, of course!’
‘Good!’
April hugged her friend then, squeezing her tightly and feeling like she never wanted to let go. But they parted when they heard the sound of the pilot’s voice coming over the airwaves. 
‘Ladies and gentlemen. Please may I have your attention.’
Everybody stopped what they were doing, which was basically just plain panicking, and listened to the female voice speaking to them from the cockpit. 
‘Due to a technical issue on this aircraft, we are going to have to make an emergency landing. But please don’t worry, everything is going to be okay.’
The pilot might have added that last part to try and reassure the frightened passengers, but it didn’t work. That’s because there wasn’t really anything that could make the words ‘emergency landing’ sound good. 
All around April, people were hysterical, crying, trying to phone loved ones, and a few were even getting out of their seats as if they could somehow get off this plane before it reached the ground. But April and Lindsey just stayed in their seats and watched it all, aware that there was nothing they could do now, even if they wanted to. They had to trust the pilot to successfully land this plane, emergency or not. But the fact they were still gliding surely made that much harder. 
‘It’s so eerie,’ Lindsey said as she looked out of the window again, clearly referring to how they couldn’t hear much in the way of this plane’s mechanics anymore. There was just a low whistling sound as the powerless plane carried on descending slowly but surely towards whatever fate awaited it. 
The whistling sound, combined with all the panicked cries from the other passengers, almost made April feel like she wanted to put her earphones in and just listen to some music. At least that would distract her, and who knows, maybe she could spend her last few minutes enjoying one of her favourite songs before it all ended. Then again, that would be a very selfish thing to do because it would mean leaving Lindsey on her own. 
Unless...
Grabbing her earphones from the pocket she had stuffed them into on the back of this seat just after take-off, April plugged them into her phone before scrolling through her device for a song she felt the pair of them might like. When she found it, she held out one of the earbuds to Lindsey, signalling for her friend to take it and put it in her ear. 
‘What are you doing?’ Lindsey asked, probably thinking that this wasn’t the time for music. 
‘Just put it in,’ April ordered, and she did so with her own earplug, sticking it in her ear and hearing the opening chords to the song she had selected. 
Lindsey reluctantly did the same, and now both of them were listening to a song they had danced to on one of their nights out in London. The idea with listening to the song was that it would conjure up good feelings in the two women rather than bad ones, taking them back to a time when they were happy and carefree rather than reminding them of this time where they were trapped on a seemingly doomed aeroplane. 
It wasn’t quite working yet, but that was because April’s ear that didn’t have the earphone in was still being barraged by the screaming passengers, so she remedied that by putting a finger in that free ear. That helped to block out some of the negative sounds and allowed her mind to focus on the positive, and she told Lindsey to do the same thing. Then, with both women having done what they could to make their potentially last few moments more pleasurable, they used their free hands to comfort each other, holding hands and squeezing tightly, which was one final act to show that if they were going to die, then they were going to die together. 
It was quite surreal to look around at all the frightened faces in the cabin and see their mouths moving yet only be able to hear the words from the dance song April had selected. It was as if it was a very strange soundtrack to a very strange movie. But anything was better than listening to people screaming, or crying, or calling somebody on the ground to tell them that they might never be coming home again. 
Turning to look out of the window, April suddenly saw land come into view, and it was a startling reminder that all of this could be over very soon. She had no idea where they were on the map, but she hoped that this seemingly insignificant patch of land they were descending over would not be featuring on all the news broadcasts around the world in an hour’s time for being the place where a passenger plane had sadly gone down. Hopefully, they would somehow land safely, and the news story would be nothing more than a footnote at the end of a bulletin, rather than the headline item. 
But that remained to be seen. 
April noticed the plane tilting just then and watched as the tip of the wing moved towards the ground, which troubled her for a moment, as it did everyone else in the cabin before they realised the pilot was just turning to improve their position. As the plane corrected itself once more and became level again, April assumed the pilot had identified an area to attempt the landing, and they were now on course for that. All that was left to do until they touched down was circle around that area until they had reduced their speed as much as possible to improve their chances. 
But reducing speed wasn’t easy without power, and despite the best efforts of the pilots in the cockpit, April knew they would still be going too fast when it came time for them to make contact with the ground. But at that point, she knew she would just close her eyes and hope for the best, trying to focus on the words in the song rather than the words of those around her who had seemingly already made their mind up about how this was going to end. 
This seemed so sad. All these people of different ages and from different backgrounds stuck in the same sorry state. The rich passengers in First Class. The less well-off in Economy. The young school children on a school trip up ahead. The older passengers, who most likely had grandchildren to get back to. The good, the bad. The happy, the sad. Individuality didn’t matter on here anymore. Not now that everyone was in the same situation. 
This was no place for personality. 
Everyone on here was just about to become nothing more than a statistic. 
April looked out of the window again and saw the ground getting perilously close. This was it. They were coming in to land. Everything would be revealed over these next few seconds. 
Either they would make it. 
Or they wouldn’t. 
It was time for April to do three things. 
One, squeeze her friend’s hand again. 
Two, say a silent prayer. 
And three, close her eyes and wait for impact. 



Lindsey *
07:54
Lindsey Beattie felt her friend squeezing the life out of her hand beside her as the plane came in to land, but she didn’t care. It was comforting, and it meant that if she was going to die right here, then at least she wasn’t going alone. The music playing in the solitary earphone she had in her right ear was also helping improve her mood, if only slightly, and those two things, combined with the silent prayer that Lindsey had just started saying to herself, meant she was doing everything possible to spend the last few seconds of her life in a good place. 
I love you, mum. I love you, dad. I love you, nan. I love you all and forgive anyone who ever hurt me. Please let my loved ones have a good life and not miss me too much. Look after them. I really do love them. 
With that silent prayer said, Lindsey looked out of her window just in time to see the ground rising up fast beneath her, and a second later, a loud thud shook the cabin, sending every item of luggage in the overhead compartments falling to the floor, as well as allowing the oxygen masks to fall from whichever compartment they had been hanging in. 
But if it seemed like chaos inside the cabin, then it was nothing compared to what it looked like outside as Lindsey saw sparks flying from beneath the plane, turning the views of the green field they had landed in into a frightening, fiery mess. 
Even with the music playing and the screaming all around her, there was no drowning out the horrifying sound of the underbelly of the plane skidding across the surface of the field, and Lindsey felt like she was in one giant washing machine as she was tossed around in her seat, only the belt around her waist preventing her from flying off altogether. 
Not wanting to look outside in case she saw flames lapping at the window, but unable to resist due to some strange sense of morbid curiosity, Lindsey looked out of the window to check on the progress, expecting that any minute now, this cabin would be consumed by an enormous fireball that put all on board out of their misery. But when she looked, she saw something rather comforting. 
She saw tall trees beneath a clear blue sky. 
There were no sparks, or fire, or a figure called Death in a black gown coming to take her to the underworld. 
The plane had come to a stop. 
And everything seemed to be okay. 
It was at that point that the noise around the cabin ceased, and it was as if everyone was taking a few seconds to try and figure out how they were still alive. It was so quiet, in fact, that the music coming from April’s headphones could be heard quite loudly, and Lindsey took her earplug out before turning to her friend. April did the same, and the two women just stared at each other for a long moment before bursting out into hysterical laughter and hugging each other. 
It was as if that was the catalyst for everyone else on the plane to do the same thing, and as everybody unbuckled their belts and stood up, there was a strong sense of euphoria in the cabin. Strangers were weeping as they hugged each other and told the randomer in their grasp how much they loved them. People were cheering and hollering, fist-pumping the air as if their favourite football team had scored a last-minute winner in the cup final. And best of all, the cabin crew were rushing towards the exits to open the doors, and that meant that everyone would be able to get off this useless plane once and for all, any second now. 
‘Oh my God! We’re okay!’ April cried as she kept hugging Lindsey. 
‘I think we are!’ Lindsey replied, sounding as disbelieving as her friend but no less ecstatic. 
The gloomy, powerless cabin was suddenly flooded with light a moment later when one of the emergency doors was opened, and as everybody started to pour towards it, the two women at the back stayed in their seats because they didn’t want to be crushed in the rush. 
Looking outside the window again, Lindsey saw an emergency slide unfolding out onto the grass of the field, and she expected that would be how they would get out of here. Sure enough, a second later, she saw the first passenger sliding down it, escaping the aircraft and rolling onto the field before standing up and jogging away from the plane. There was probably still a risk of a fire breaking out on the aircraft, which was why the passengers were told to run, and that spurred Lindsey into action as she took off her seatbelt and went to stand.
‘Let’s get out of here,’ she said to April, who looked very happy to do just that. 
As the two women stood up in the aisle, they saw the stewardess who had run to the back of the plane. She was still sitting in her seat and still seemed to be saying a prayer, despite the fact that the drama was seemingly over. 
Sharing a concerned glance, Lindsey and April decided to let the woman know that everything was okay now, and they stepped towards her before gently tapping her on the shoulder and getting her to open her eyes. 
‘We’re okay,’ Lindsey said with a smile. ‘We’re safe.’
The stewardess opened her eyes and looked around as if she didn’t believe it and needed to confirm it for herself. But after she had, she smiled too, and Lindsey helped her up out of her seat before showing her to the door. It seemed strange that the passenger was helping the airline employee at a time like this, but at this point, neither Lindsey nor the stewardess cared. They were both just happy to be alive, and besides, Lindsey doubted the stewardess was worrying too much about how her actions had damaged her career prospects in this industry. 
After what she had been through, there was surely no way the stewardess was ever being paid to get on a plane again. 
It was tricky to get towards the emergency door, what with all the small suitcases and handbags that were all over the place, blocking the route in some cases. But Lindsey and April were able to move some of the luggage to the side so they could keep progressing, and as they reached the door, they watched a teenage boy disappear down the chute. 
‘Wow, that was fun, wasn’t it, Harry?’ Lindsey heard the boy cry from outside the plane once he had made it safely onto the grass, and the woman smiled at the innocence and enthusiasm of the youngster. He had been seconds away from death, yet now he was proclaiming about how cool it was to be sliding out of a plane and seemingly had many more years of life ahead of him to enjoy again. 
That was true for everybody on this plane. They had all faced what looked like a terrible fate before getting a reprieve, and now they had many more years available to them. A second chance. A chance to do things they’d always wanted to do. 
Hopes. Dreams. Ambitions. 
There was no way they should waste the opportunity. 
And Lindsey knew that she wouldn’t waste hers. 
April went first down the slide, looking a little nervous before she clambered on top of it and then disappeared down the chute before a member of the cabin crew signalled for Lindsey to go next. 
Stepping forward towards the emergency exit, Lindsey felt the wind on her face as she looked outside, and it was soothing to her to be back in the fresh air again after such a nervous time in this stuffy and stressful cabin. Looking down the slide, she saw April being helped back to her feet by a stewardess before the young woman began jogging away towards where the other passengers had assembled, a safe distance from the aircraft. But April looked back towards her friend to watch her disembark, and as she did, Lindsey felt a gentle push. 
Shooting down the slide at a surprisingly fast pace, Lindsey felt her stomach lurching again. But this was nothing like how it had felt when she had been in the plane as it had descended rapidly. There was no sense of nausea this time. Instead, this was more fun, akin to the feeling she got whenever she had been riding a rollercoaster at a theme park. It was made even better by the adrenaline she already had pumping around her body after defying death so narrowly, and by the time she landed at the bottom and put her feet on the grass, she was smiling from ear to ear. 
‘Over there! Quick as you can!’ the stewardess called Stacey shouted at her, and Lindsey set off running towards the other passengers, spotting April standing on the edge of the crowd and heading towards her. 
‘I can’t believe we’ve just done that,’ April said when Lindsey reached her, and as both women got their breath back, they looked back towards the plane. 
If it had been frightening to be on board it when it had come down, it was almost just as scary to see it now from this distance. That’s because this viewpoint gave them a real sense of how lucky they had been to survive the experience. 
The plane’s belly was on the ground, and the main body of the aircraft was tilted slightly with one wing in the air while the other had dug into the field a little and churned up some of the mud. Having only ever seen grounded planes at the airport before and knowing what they were supposed to look like, it was quite startling to see a plane looking like this now. 
It looked like it had ditched, and that was exactly what it had done. 
It was a miracle; there was no doubt about it, and as Lindsey looked around the field, she tried to see the people who had helped perform that miracle. 
The pilots. 
Where were they?
Lindsey couldn’t see them at first. They certainly weren’t out in this field. But as she looked back towards the emergency exit that the slide was attached to, she caught a glimpse of a man and woman in uniform and guessed it must be them. It looked like they were going to be amongst the last ones off the plane, and despite ensuring all these people had lived, they were still putting the safety of others ahead of themselves. 
They were real heroes. 
And when they came down the slide, they received a hero’s welcome. 
Lindsey, April and every other person standing around them burst into spontaneous applause once they saw the pilot and co-pilot getting to their feet and making their way away from the aircraft. The pilots didn’t seem too fussed by the reception they were getting, no doubt still feeling incredibly shaken after what they had just experienced, but that didn’t stop the passengers and cabin crew from letting their appreciation be heard. 
The applause was rapturous, and the cheering was loud, and as the pilots reached the group, they were swamped by hugs from some of the grateful people they had helped to save. 
‘Thank you so much!’ Lindsey heard one woman cry. 
‘You’re both legends!’ one of the schoolchildren shouted. 
‘I bloody love you!’ one very excited woman proclaimed before she grabbed the male co-pilot and tried to snog him. 
Everyone laughed at that, including the pilot himself, before attention turned to how they were going to get out of this field and get picked up. 
‘Where are we?’ somebody asked. 
‘We’re in The Netherlands,’ the female pilot replied. ‘Just outside a town called Dorst.’
Lindsey and April shared a look before shrugging at each other, hardly able to comprehend that instead of making it to Berlin, they were now standing in a field in the middle of Holland. 
‘So how do we get out of here?’ someone asked. 
‘Just be patient, and somebody will be here to get us soon,’ the male pilot said. ‘The authorities know where we are, and they are on their way.’
It seemed a little strange to be waiting on somebody to come and pick them up, what with it only having been a minute or so ago when they were sure that they were going to die, but as Lindsey waited patiently with everyone else, she didn’t mind. It was actually quite pleasant out here in this field in Dorst, or whatever the nearest town was called. The scenery was pretty, with rolling green hills all around them, and the sky was clear and blue, the sun’s rays warming the passengers’ skin and giving their good moods even more of a boost. 
Lindsey hoped that it wouldn’t be too long until she was able to make contact with her family back in England and let them know that she was okay. She was unsure if news of the plane coming down would have spread yet, but if it had, then she hated the thought of her loved ones worrying. But she would have some very good news to give them, and they probably wouldn’t be able to believe it, just like she could hardly believe it now. 
She was a plane crash survivor, and there weren’t many of them around. 
That made her feel good, as it should. It also seemed to make April feel like she wanted to make the most of this situation. 
‘Excuse me,’ April said as she called out in the direction of the pilots as Lindsey listened on. ‘How far are we from Amsterdam? I don’t know about you, but I feel the need to party.’
There was a brief moment of silence in the field before everybody burst out laughing, and Lindsey couldn’t help but smile at her friend’s silliness. She also couldn’t help feeling like she was invincible now, and that there was nothing on this planet that could hurt her. 
She might have been right about that for the time being. Right now, there was nothing on this planet that could hurt her. But there was something making its way towards the planet that definitely had the potential to harm her, as it did all the other survivors standing alongside her. 
They might have just beaten the odds and survived a plane crash. 
But their problems weren’t over yet. 



Nina *
07:55
Nina Hassan could scarcely believe the day she was having. It wasn’t even eight o’clock in the morning, and she had already experienced two things that no human being would ever want to go through. Not only had she survived an attempt on her life when she had dodged the knife attack from the armed man who had approached her in the reception area of the TV studio where she worked, but she had also seen a dead body too. It was the body of Cosmo Kay, a young man who had arranged to meet her because he promised her that he had something very newsworthy to say. 
But now the man was dead, and Nina had no idea what that might have been. 
But she did know one thing. 
Whatever he had to say had been so important that he had been killed to ensure that it didn’t get out. 
As if the shock of almost being stabbed on her way in to work wasn’t enough for the journalist to process, seeing a dead body was more than enough to make her take a seat and take a break. She was still sitting in the meeting room where she had discovered Cosmo and was watching the police officers and paramedics working on the crime scene, and she was still trying to make some sense of all of this. 
Cosmo had been shot, so there was no uncertainty about how he had died and whether or not it had been intentional. 
Somebody had murdered him. 
But who? 
And why? 
Nina was hoping that the police officers might have been able to tell her that, but it seemed that they had more questions for her than answers. She had already been speaking to a couple of officers, answering some basic questions like when she had discovered the body and how. While she had been as forthcoming as she could be in answering the questions, she hadn’t received the same treatment from the officers. They weren’t telling her much, but she had a feeling that was only because they didn’t know much. 
This was a crime that needed solving, but as of yet, nobody had done that. 
Taking another sip from the glass of water that a colleague had brought her shortly after she had run from this meeting room and called for help after her discovery, Nina thought about following some of the advice she had been given and leaving the scene. Her bosses wanted her to recover from the shock of what she had seen elsewhere, but she had remained adamant that she wanted to stay here until she knew what all of this was about. That’s because she had a feeling there must have been some credibility to whatever Cosmo had come here to tell her. 
There was a big news story surrounding all of this. 
She just had to find out what it was. 
As a couple of forensic experts walked in and conferred with a police officer before starting to conduct their work, Nina knew it wouldn’t be long until she was told to leave this room rather than asked. While she was a key witness here, she also knew that she was likely to be in the way as this room was scoured more and more for clues. But looking around, Nina couldn’t see that there were any clues, so she felt like the experts were wasting their time. 
Whoever had done this had been a professional. This was a clean, precise kill, and the executor had seemingly got away without being seen. This was a big building full of security guards and cameras, but the fact that the killer had evaded all of them, eliminated this poor man and then left again without being spotted, spoke volumes about the skills they possessed. 
Any killing was shocking, but one this good?
That was really concerning. 
It was the skill that the killer seemed to possess that made Nina even more adamant that Cosmo had some big news to tell her. After all, a hitman or woman this good wouldn’t have been sent to silence him if he didn’t have something worth saying. But what? All Nina knew about the dead man was that he was an astronomer. From that, she had to deduce that whatever he was here to tell her, it had something to do with the Earth or space or the stars. 
But what could there possibly be that was so important that she needed to hear it? 
And what made it so vital that somebody else was willing to kill to keep it a secret?
Nina knew that climate change was a big issue in the world these days, and she wondered if Cosmo’s secret could have had something to do with that. Perhaps he had some damning research on that worrying issue, or maybe he knew of some government or country who were contributing to the problem in a bigger way than they were letting on. 
Was that it? Was Cosmo trying to reveal secrets about the environment? Nina had no idea, and she had no idea because the only person who could confirm it for her was being zipped up inside a body bag. 
Nina wondered who the young man was leaving behind in this world, and her heart bled for any loved ones he might have had. Parents? Siblings? A partner? Nina didn’t know because what she did know was so limited. For a woman who was used to getting all the facts and reporting on them, this was a very frustrating state for her to exist in, and she decided that she couldn’t be here any longer after all. 
She had to get out of this room. 
Getting up from her seat and heading for the door, Nina assured the colleagues who had been sitting with her that she was fine before she reached the corridor and told them that she wanted to go into her dressing room, where she would remain until the police told her that they had no more questions for her. Then her plan was to try and prepare for the rest of her working day because this was a very important day for her. Her first stint on the six o’clock news desk was due to take place tonight, and there was no way she was going to miss that. Even with everything that had happened, she wasn’t willing to let it come between her and the realisation of a life-long dream. She would be sitting at that desk regardless, and she would read out the day’s news, whatever it happened to be. 
But as she made her way through the corridors of this television studio in the direction of her dressing room, Nina couldn’t help but feel that it was the news story that nobody knew about that was the one that needed broadcasting the most. How could she sit behind that desk and look into the camera and report on whatever was on the agenda that day without having gotten to the bottom of whatever Cosmo had to say to her?
It felt big, and she needed to know what it was. 
But it also felt impossible for her to ever accomplish that now. 
Reaching her dressing room, Nina told the assistant who had followed her there that she needed a little space and that she wasn’t to be interrupted unless it was by a police officer wanting to speak to her again. Then she stepped inside her dressing room and closed the door, leaning back against it and taking several deep breaths, trying to purge herself of all the stress and worry that was threatening to overwhelm her this morning. 
Feeling slightly better after sucking some deep mouthfuls of oxygen into her lungs, Nina walked over and took a seat in the chair in front of the mirror where she would eventually be having her hair and makeup done in preparation for her appearance on TV. Staring at her reflection, Nina felt like she wasn’t looking half as bad as she could have been given the circumstances. She was a little pale, but apart from that, she looked okay. But despite appearing well on the outside, Nina knew she was a mess on the inside as her mind continued to whirr away, producing a lot of confusing, paranoid and troubling thoughts about the day’s events. Bizarrely, the attack by the knifeman wasn’t even on her mind, even though she knew she would have to process that incident eventually. She was still thinking about Cosmo, and she just wished she had been able to see him before he had been killed. 
Feeling a little guilty because she had almost expected the meeting with Cosmo to turn out to be a complete waste of time, Nina took out her phone and was planning on having another read of the news article she had found about the young astronomer that she had been going over on her train ride before all the drama had begun. But before she could get to that, she noticed that she had a new email notification on her screen, and while that wasn’t anything particularly interesting in itself, the name next to the sender certainly was. 
This was an email from Cosmo Kay. 
Opening the message quickly while holding her breath, Nina saw that the email had arrived in her inbox only a couple of minutes ago. That was obviously weird because there was no way Cosmo could have sent it after he had died, so there was only one possible explanation for it. 
He had sent it before his death, and it had been distributed automatically by his email provider at a specific time. 
As Nina started to read the email, she realised that was exactly what had happened. It also became clear that Cosmo had ominously predicted he might encounter some trouble today and therefore, had deployed a contingency plan just in case. 
Hello, Nina. If you are reading this, then it means they got to me, and I am possibly already dead. But if that is the case, I wanted to make sure that you knew why I wanted to see you today. It’s because I have some very troubling news. On New Year’s Eve, I discovered a previously undetected asteroid in our solar system and reported it to the UK Space Agency immediately.  Unfortunately, it turns out that the asteroid is on a direct collision course with Earth and is going to hit us in three months’ time unless we can stop it. 
Nina wished then that this had just been about climate change because that would not have been anywhere near as troubling or time sensitive as this information. 
As of today, there is a mission underway involving the biggest space agencies in the world, and they are attempting to deflect the asteroid before it gets any closer. Hopefully, their plan will work, but there is a strong possibility that it won’t, and if not, the people of Earth need to be warned. It was my intention to warn everyone, but I have been silenced. Now it is up to you to warn them for me. 
Nina put her hand to her mouth as she read on, shocked at what she was reading for various reasons. It was terrifying to learn that life on Earth was under threat, but it was almost just as scary to learn that the person who had tried to warn the world about it had been killed. Now the baton had been handed to Nina, but what was she supposed to do with this information? And what would happen to her now that she had it? 
Would these people come to silence her too?
Everyone deserves to know the truth. Everyone deserves to have a chance to choose how they will spend what might be their last few months on Earth. If this is the end of the human race, then keeping secrets is not the way to go out. We should be honest. We should be compassionate. We should be caring. And most of all, we should know the truth. I trust you will do the right thing. Sincerely, Cosmo. 
The email ended there, and Nina lowered her phone as she looked up at herself in the mirror again. Perhaps unsurprisingly, she was even paler than she had been the last time she checked on her look, but that was the least of her worries. She had just been given the mother of all news stories, something that dwarfed any other newsworthy event that was occurring in the world. In different circumstances, this would have been a dream for an ambitious reporter like her. But considering the subject matter, Nina could be forgiven for not feeling excited. Instead, she felt afraid. She was afraid for herself, afraid for her loved ones and ultimately, afraid for every single person on this planet. 
If this was true, then the clock was ticking for all of them now. 
The part of Nina that was prone to acting on emotion wanted her to run from this room and start shouting the news at the top of her lungs, spreading the word as quickly as she could so that she wasn’t the only one burdened with this information. But the smarter, more restrained side of her, and the side that had seen her climb the ladder of the journalistic world so well, knew that she needed to do some fact-checking first. To do that, she ventured onto a website that listed space programmes and their current status. But perhaps unsurprisingly, there was no mention there about any rockets being on their way towards an asteroid at present. Therefore, she had to look elsewhere. 
Aware that Cosmo had said the mission to save the planet had begun today, Nina used social media to see if there had been any reports of space shuttles taking off around the world. Sure enough, there were plenty of reports and numerous photos from eyewitnesses who had seen several rockets heading up into the Earth’s atmosphere a little earlier this morning. 
American rockets. Russian rockets. Chinese rockets. Even a rocket from the UK. 
All taking off at the same time. 
Nina knew this had to be it. Confirmation of what Cosmo had said in his message
The race to save the Earth was underway. 
But now that she knew about it, what was she going to do? 



Jeff *
07:56
Jeff Armstrong was relieved that the show he was currently filming was coming to its conclusion. While being a camera operator meant that he often had the best view of any exciting action unfolding in the world of news and entertainment, he had hardly been excited about what he had been filming so far today. 
Having volunteered to cover for a cameraman who had called in sick this morning, Jeff had been working on filming The Breakfast Show, but there was only so many bad jokes and lame reports from the two presenters on the sofa in front of him that he could take before he had had enough and wanted to go and do something else. But finally, as the credits rolled on another edition of the show that Jeff hoped he would never have to work on again, the cameraman knew he was going to get a welcome break before his next duties began. 
Stepping away from his recording device and going in search of some caffeine to keep him going on what would be a very long day, Jeff made a beeline for the jugs of coffee that were laid out on the table to his left. He was joined by several of his colleagues at the table, various producers and assistants all helping themselves to their own caffeine hit before scurrying away to carry on with their busy schedules too. 
Jeff wasn’t really in the mood for chatting to some of these people as he poured his drink, not just because he wasn’t a morning person, but because he wasn’t interested in engaging in any of the gossip that tended to fill a place like this. There were few workplaces that were as cut-throat as television, and Jeff knew that several of the people standing around him now, while currently lowly runners without much of a foothold on the career ladder, were all people with aspirations of one day toppling the presenters and taking those spots on the sofa for themselves. That meant there was lots of backstabbing, bitching and arse-kissing going on on a daily basis in these parts, and Jeff could hear plenty of examples of that as he stirred his coffee. 
But he wasn’t so ambitious as to daydream about coming out from behind the camera and becoming a household name in front of it himself. Instead, he was happy to keep doing what he was doing. He would leave all that other nonsense to other people. He was happy where he was. He was happy working with his good friend, Nina. And he was very much looking forward to seeing her soon. 
But to his surprise, it was her who found him first. 
‘Jeff! There you are!’ the reporter cried as she approached him. ‘Come with me quickly!’
‘Well, good morning to you too. Don’t tell me you’re too big and powerful now to give your old friend a simple hello when you see him.’
Jeff was only joking with what he had said, but Nina didn’t laugh, and that was weird because Nina always laughed at Jeff’s jokes. The cameraman could only deduce from that then that whatever was on Nina’s mind was important. 
‘What is it?’ he asked her as he followed her across the busy studio floor, carrying his cup of coffee with him but not having had a chance to consume any of it yet. 
But Nina didn’t tell him anything until they were out of the studio and into one of the many corridors in this building, but even then, Jeff literally had to beg her to. 
‘What is it? Tell me! You’re starting to worry me now,’ the cameraman said, and that got Nina to stop walking for a moment and turn to face him. But when she did, she had a very troubling look on her face, and Jeff didn’t ever remember seeing his colleague look this worried. Not even when they had been trapped inside a prison together during a riot recently, and that had been a very hair-raising day. 
But instead of answering him, Nina just opened the door to an empty meeting room before dragging Jeff inside it. 
After closing the door behind them and ensuring that nobody was around to hear what she was about to say, Nina finally let Jeff know what the deal was. But when she did, Jeff quickly wished she hadn’t. 
‘There’s an asteroid coming towards Earth,’ the flustered reporter told him. ‘It’s going to hit us in three months, and the government are keeping it a secret.’
Jeff took a moment to try and process what he had just heard. When he did, there was only one thing he could do. 
He burst out laughing. 
Nina seemed shocked by his response, but he couldn’t help it. It sounded ridiculous. And it had to be a joke. Didn’t it?
‘Why are you laughing? I’m telling you the truth!’ Nina cried, but that only led to Jeff laughing even more. 
‘I’m sorry,’ he said as he patted his colleague on the shoulder. ‘Nice try. You almost had me there. I can’t believe you came all the way down to the studio to play a prank, though.’
Jeff figured that this was Nina’s way of letting off a little steam and keeping things light-hearted before she could begin the process of preparing for her first ever stint on the six o’clock news desk in front of millions of viewers. But for some reason, Nina was still not laughing or admitting to the joke. 
‘You can stop playing now,’ Jeff told her with a smile. ‘I get it. You needed a laugh today. But I’m sorry, you’re going to have to do better than that if you want to catch me out.’
Jeff went to take a sip of coffee from his cup then, but before he could, Nina batted it out of his hand, and the cup flew into the wall where the contents of it splashed all over the white wall. 
‘What the hell did you do that for?’ Jeff cried, shocked at Nina’s behaviour and no longer finding this funny. But it seemed like Nina was still not laughing, and that’s when Jeff realised she really was serious. 
‘This morning, I was on my way to meet an astronomer who had something important to tell me. But when I got to the meeting room, I found him dead. He had been shot four times. It was a professional hit. And I think that he was murdered so that he couldn’t have that meeting with me.’
Nina’s elaboration didn’t go very far in helping Jeff understand what was actually going on here, and he tried to process it one part at a time. 
‘Wait, what? Somebody was killed here?’
‘Yes, in one of the meeting rooms just before I got there. The police are here now.’
‘No way.’
‘I’m being serious, Jeff. I need you to trust me on this. This is big, far bigger than anything we’ve ever worked on together before.’
‘I have to see for myself,’ Jeff said, heading for the door, but Nina stopped him. 
‘There’s no time. We have to be careful now. Whoever killed Cosmo could come after me if they know that I have the truth.’
‘What truth? What are you talking about?’
‘The asteroid! The man who died, his name was Cosmo, and he sent me an email in case he was killed. It said for me to tell the truth about what is happening.’
‘This is crazy!’
‘I know it is but look, here’s the email I got.’
Nina took out her phone and showed Jeff the message, and as the confused cameraman read it, he started to get a better idea of what this was all about. But only slightly. 
‘This can’t be real. There’s no way anybody could keep this a secret if it was.’
‘Well, apparently, they have managed it. But it’s not right. They can’t keep it a secret, and they certainly can’t go around killing anybody who knows about it.’
‘Are you sure this isn’t all some big joke?’
‘Yes, I’m sure. There’s a dead guy in a body bag who isn’t laughing either!’
‘Okay, okay. Calm down!’
‘How long have we worked together, Jeff? And in all those years, how many times have I lied to you?’
Jeff knew the answer, and it was zero. 
‘I’m asking you to trust me on this one. I’m telling the truth. The planet is in danger, and right now, there are a bunch of rockets heading into space to try and stop this asteroid. This is big. By far the biggest news story the world has ever known. So, are you going to help me break it?’
‘Wait! You want to tell people about this?’
‘Of course I do. Everyone has a right to know!’
‘But we need to fact-check it first. Get expert opinion. Speak to some lawyers!’
‘There’s no time for that. Once the people who killed Cosmo find out that he sent an automated message to me, then it’ll be too late. They’ll shut me up too, and anybody I might have spoken to.’
Jeff realised that Nina was insinuating that he was in just as much danger as she was now, and he didn’t like that. But if she was right, then he was in trouble too. 
‘So what do we do? How do we get ourselves out of this?’ Jeff asked as he looked back at the wall where the coffee was dripping down it onto the floor. 
‘I go in front of the camera and tell the world,’ Nina said. ‘And you’re going to be the one filming me.’
‘What? No way!’
‘It’s the only way we can do it. We can’t tell anybody else because it’s too risky. We’ll just record it, and I’ll release the footage on my social media pages. By then, it will be too late for them to contain this, and they won’t be able to go after us then, or it will make what I said sound even more true.’
Jeff couldn’t believe it, but he was now wishing he was back behind his camera filming The Breakfast Show again because as tedious as that had been, it was preferable to this situation right here. 
‘I’m doing this whether you’re going to help me or not,’ Nina said, and Jeff was in doubt that she was serious. ‘But I’d prefer it if we reported on this story together. Like always.’
The cameraman knew he would struggle to say no to her when she had put it like that, and as he shook his head to signal how crazy all of this was, Nina took that as him giving in to her.
‘Come on. We need to get recording. Right now!’
This was clearly the part where Jeff had to step up, and he thought about the quickest way he could get a camera from one of the studios without anybody asking him too many questions. But Nina had a better idea, or at least an idea that would speed this whole process up a lot more. 
She handed him her phone again, and when he looked down at it, Jeff saw that the camera app was open. 
‘Film me on this,’ Nina told him. ‘I know it’s not perfect, but it’s the modern way.’
For a man with as much technical expertise in the world of video recording as Jeff, being asked to record on a camera phone was almost like asking an airline pilot to fly a child’s drone around the back garden. But Jeff could see that Nina was serious about doing it this way, and as she tucked her hair behind her ears and tried to make herself look a little more presentable, Jeff had his finger poised on the record button. 
‘Let me know when you’re ready,’ he said as Nina took a couple of deep breaths and took her place in front of one of the walls in the meeting room, one that wasn’t ruined by the coffee she had spilt a moment ago. 
‘Okay, let’s do this,’ she said with a little false bravado. ‘Record everything that I say, and don’t stop until I tell you to, however crazy some of it might sound.’
Jeff was aware that he was putting all his trust into his friend and that if she turned out to be wrong about any of this, then it wouldn’t just be her career that was ruined but his as well. But emboldened by the fact that she had never led him astray in the pursuit of a worthy story in all the time they had worked together, Jeff decided that it was a risk he was going to take. 
If this was true, then Nina was right. The world did need to hear about it, and pretty soon, they could do just that by watching the video that would be online of the reporter giving them the facts about Cosmo, his murder and the asteroid hurtling towards them all. With over two hundred thousand followers online, Nina had a sizeable social media presence, and it wouldn’t take much for several of those people to start sharing the video with their own followers. It would be around the world in no time. 
But if this was all some big misunderstanding or hoax, then while it would be bad for their respective careers, at least it would mean that the world wasn’t ending, and as crazy as it seemed, Jeff hoped it was the latter. 
He would much rather commit career suicide and be going to the job centre soon than be squeezing into some underground bunker to shelter from the space rock that was coming to kill him and everyone he had ever known. 
‘Okay, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1,’ Jeff said before pausing a moment and then pressing the record button. Then he gave Nina a thumbs up, and that was her cue to start talking. 
But unlike all the other times she had reported live in front of him, Nina hesitated for a moment, and Jeff wondered if she was going to be able to go through with it after all. But then she composed herself and started talking, and when she did, she spoke clearly and concisely, ever the professional, even under these most extreme of circumstances. 
‘Dear viewers. What I am about to tell you will sound very strange and very scary. But I can assure you that it is true and for that, I am sorry. Some of you will be aware that several space shuttles took off earlier this morning from various locations around the globe. But what you won’t be aware of is the reason for their launch. I can tell you now that those shuttles are all involved in a mission to try and save the human race from extinction. That’s because the planet is under threat from an asteroid that is heading towards Earth, and as of this moment, the entire fate of the planet rests in the hands of the people on board those shuttles.’
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Richard Ford could prepare for a lot of things as an astronaut. But one of the things he had absolutely no control over was how he reacted whenever he looked out of the shuttle window and saw the view of Earth down below him. 
This wasn’t the first time he had seen the planet from this vantage point, but it was no less remarkable, and it was as if everything stopped as he stared down at the world he had just left behind. It was almost impossible to comprehend that a planet that seemed so full of other people and so chaotic and overrun with problems down there could look so calm and peaceful from up here. But that was exactly how it looked. 
But most of all, it looked beautiful. 
Richard hadn’t been in orbit for long, only leaving Earth’s atmosphere a short time ago after launching from the south of England, and there was still a long way to go yet on this mission. But there was just enough time to take in the view, and as Richard savoured it, he knew the person sitting beside him in this shuttle was doing the same. 
‘It never gets old, does it?’ said Vanessa May, the commander of this shuttle and the woman who was looking out of her own window at the planet down below. 
‘I hope it never does,’ Richard replied, still mesmerised by the swirling mass of cloud that covered portions of the planet he was looking down on. 
He remembered from his time on board the International Space Station what it was like to see Earth from all angles. He had seen the sun rising over Australia; he had watched a hurricane approaching the South-East coast of North America; and he had even witnessed the plumes of ash pouring out of an erupting volcano in Asia. All from over 227 miles above the surface of the Earth. 
There were plenty of jobs that existed with plenty of perks. But none could be as good as seeing life from so high up.
But as spectacular as it was to be in space and see the various continents that made up the planet surrounded by so much deep blue sea that it almost felt like the entire Earth was one big water world, it was also a reminder of what was at stake for Richard and Vanessa on this mission. 
They weren’t just up here to enjoy the view. 
They were up here to ensure that there was still a view to be seen three months from now. 
The asteroid that was threatening humanity and promising to turn the tranquil colours of the planet into a fiery red mass, from which there would be no coming back, was still very much on its way, and it could only be stopped by the rockets that were hoping to intercept it. 
Richard and Vanessa’s shuttle was one of ten that had gone into orbit this morning, all launching from various sites around the globe before ultimately converging on that monster out in space. According to mission control, all ten launches had been a success, so that was the first part of the equation taken care of, although there was only really one thing the success of this mission would be judged on. 
Could this stop the asteroid?
Or couldn’t it?
If they couldn’t deflect it or break it up enough with the nuclear missiles that were going to be launched at it, then it wouldn’t matter what else happened. Life on Earth would soon be over, and everyone back at home wouldn’t care too much about how hard the astronauts had tried or how many engineers had stayed up all night making calculations. They would just be trying to take cover and praying for a miracle, although as someone like Richard knew, miracles didn’t happen. 
The shuttle he was on board right now had not launched into orbit thanks to a miracle, or luck, or sheer optimism. It was a result of willpower, dedication and the collective desire of thousands of people who had been studying their entire lives to possess the technical expertise to know how to do such a thing. While that could be considered impressive, it was also worrying to Richard because he knew that there was no such thing as fate and that everything that did or didn’t happen was the direct consequence of what went before it. That meant that this mission was either going to save the planet or it wasn’t. There was no margin for error and no Plan B to fall back on, nor would there be any divine intervention or sheer luck just because some higher power deemed it better for the planet to survive than to die. 
It was all cold, hard facts and figures. 
Launch the shuttles. Launch the missiles. Detonate. 
Succeed and celebrate. 
Or fail and die.
Knowing that every single person that he loved, and who loved him in return, was down on that beautiful, blueish ball revolving around the sun made Richard more determined, but it also made him more anxious. That’s because it was clear how fragile every single thing he cared about actually was. 
He remembered before he was an astronaut and before he had ever ventured into space just what it was like to have the anxiety that came with worrying about a loved one. Like when he met his wife and would fret whenever she was on a long drive without him, fearing that she would have an accident and not make it to her destination safely. Or when he became a father and feared for his children’s safety as they left home each morning to go to school, wondering how such small, precious people could possibly stay safe in such a big, scary world where there was so much that could hurt them. 
But despite all that, his loved ones had stayed safe. There had been no car accidents, or random acts of violence, or house fires, or electric shocks, or choking hazards that had got the better of any of them. They had all survived and thrived, and Richard was grateful for that. But then he had gone into space for the first time, and that was when he had realised that all those things paled into insignificance when measured against the vast and yawning darkness of space and whatever horrors might be waiting for the planet out there. 
The erosion of the ozone layer making the sun’s rays more harmful than life-giving. 
Solar flares that could wipe out a city’s power supply and leave its inhabitants without food, water, or warmth. 
And hazardous objects hurtling into the atmosphere, hitting the ground, rock on rock, and releasing the type of power never witnessed before on the planet. 
When those things were considered, it made life on Earth seem pretty simple and safe.
The reality was that it was life outside of Earth that was truly terrifying. 
Looking away from the planet below him and back at the uncaring, unforgiving darkness of space, Richard felt a shiver run down his spine as he stared into the abyss. There was so much out there and so little that even the brightest minds in the world knew about it. 
Other planets. Other solar systems. Other life forms, perhaps. 
All so far away, beyond our comprehension, and some of it most likely even beyond our imagination. 
But it was that uncertainty that was just one more reason why life on Earth had to carry on. As long as it did, then research could be done, new things could be discovered, and new information could be passed down to future generations. Earth might be vulnerable as one sole planet orbiting the sun, but who knows? One day, humans could colonise another planet and maybe even venture out into another galaxy. That would increase the odds that the race would never be wiped out, whereas, at the minute, the entire species just seemed to be one big sitting duck, hopelessly clinging onto the side of a solitary rock and praying that nothing came along to snuff it out. 
But something was coming now, and as Richard kept staring straight out into the inky blackness that threatened to envelop him and his calm mind if he let it, he knew that just because he couldn’t see it with his naked eye, it didn’t mean that there wasn’t something scary out there coming straight for him. 
As Vanessa ran through some of the checks that her duties demanded of her, Richard ran through the plan for this mission again in his head. With the other nine shuttles also in orbit, they were now charting a course towards the asteroid, one that would take them six weeks and leave them at a distance that was further from Earth than any other man or woman had been before. 
The record for the biggest distance that a human had been from home belonged to the crew of the Apollo 13 mission in 1970. The three astronauts on board that fateful aircraft had, at their furthest point on the far side of the moon, been over 248,000 miles from the surface of the planet where their loved ones resided. But Richard knew that he and his fellow astronauts on this mission commencing today were going to shatter that record as they ventured out into deep space to come face to face with the ugly monster that was planning on paying their home planet a very nasty visit soon. 
While breaking records in orbit was something that Richard had dreamed about when he had begun training to be an astronaut, he wished the circumstances of the record could be different. It would have been much nicer to go as far from Earth as any human being before in the name of research or on a voyage of discovery. Instead, he was going not because it was cool to go, but because somebody had to, otherwise every feat of human achievement that ever existed would be wiped from the record when that asteroid hit and obliterated mankind. 
Richard looked back fondly as a young boy on the times when he would be gifted a copy of the Guinness World Book of Records at Christmas and pore over the photos and reports in the book, marvelling at the lengths people just like him had gone to in order to have their name go down in history. Those records always ranged from the important to the absurd, from breaking the land speed record to growing the longest fingernails. But, perhaps unsurprisingly, it was the records that had a space element to them that had fascinated young Richard the most, like who had spent the longest time in orbit or who had completed the most spacewalks. 
But it didn’t matter what the specific records were and whether or not some could be deemed more important than others. Now Richard was older, he realised that every single record was of value and importance, no matter what it entailed. That’s because each feat was an example of what a human being was capable of. It didn’t matter if one person had walked on the moon while another had just gone decades without cutting their hair. Nor did it matter if one person was famous for inventing the fastest internet connection in the world while another was famous simply because he or she was very old, very tall, or had particularly big hands. 
All the records mattered because all the records belonged to humanity, and it was that humanity that Richard was working so hard to preserve now. 
Returning to the task at hand, Richard thought about this plan and how, if it worked, he would go right into the record books alongside all the other monuments to human achievement and endurance. Not only would he and his fellow astronauts have gone further from Earth than anyone before them, but they potentially could also be part of the first mission that had successfully destroyed an asteroid and changed its trajectory. In the process, they would also go down as the first people to save mankind from its first extinction-level event since records had begun. 
While the thought of having his name and photo in the next edition of the book of records that he used to read so eagerly as a youngster, Richard knew he would be content with just getting home and spending several more happy years with his family and friends, sitting around the dinner table, the television, or the bar in the local pub. Records were cool when he was a kid, but now he was an adult, the coolest thing to him in the world was seeing the smiles on the faces of the people he cared most about. 
That’s what he was up here for, just like Vanessa, and the Russian, and the Chinese, and the American astronauts. They were all representing their flag and their people, but together, they were representing the defiance of a planet. Humans had the right to do a lot of things. They had the right to invent things like cars, planes and trains that made the big planet seem smaller and more accessible. They had the right to cure diseases that once threatened to wipe out millions but now were solved by a simple injection in the arm once a year. And they had the right to defend themselves against anybody, or any object, that wanted them wiped off the map. 
As Richard looked back through his window and saw another space shuttle in the distance ahead of them, he knew it was manned by someone just like him. 
An astronaut. A mother or father. A friend. 
And a defender of all of the above. 
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Clay Rogan was a proud American, which was why he loved to look at the small, red, white and blue flag that was on his astronaut uniform while humming the star-spangled banner as he performed his duties on board this shuttle that currently housed four other Americans besides himself. 
Hailing from Texas, Clay was joined by natives from Florida, Arkansas and Illinois, but despite them all being born many miles apart on the vast North American continent, they were now in very close proximity to each other and would be for some time. This rocket was about as spacious as one could be, much bigger than some of the others that were currently in orbit, but still, spending several weeks up here was going to be a challenge for all concerned. But it was a challenge that all on board had risen to, and indeed, a challenge that someone like Clay had always thought he was put on Earth to complete. 
Ever since he could remember, Clay had seen himself as the typical all-American hero. From playing quarterback on his high school football team to graduating with honours and being accepted into NASA’s astronaut program at the first time of trying, he was a confident, competent human being who didn’t feel like there was anything on Earth that was too much of a task for him to complete. Perhaps that was why he had taken to space in the first place, seeking a real challenge out of his home planet’s atmosphere after meeting every challenge on the ground head-on. But if he hadn’t found one big enough so far, he had certainly found one now. 
Despite this being Clay’s third mission into space, the Texan had carried something with him up into the sky that he had never carried before. 
Doubts. 
They had only been brief ones, and he had soon dealt with them with a dose of his heavy optimism and blinkered positivity, but they had still existed nonetheless, and Clay hated that. He deeply disliked having doubts because they only ever seemed to get in the way of what he was all about, which was success, accomplishment and accolades. While that had seemed important when he had been at university, going through training camp with NASA and ultimately, embarking on missions under his nation’s flag, it was even more imperative that he succeeded now, considering that this mission he was on was potentially one of the last ever missions a human might ever participate in. 
Clay hated a lot of things in life, like disobedience, dishonesty, and disloyalty. But now, there was one thing he hated even more than those things. 
He hated that damn rock that was threatening to reduce Earth to a flaming pile of rubble. 
Gazing out into deep space, Clay felt comfortable with the blackness that surrounded him, even if he longed to see a Texan sunset on his porch with his dog napping by his feet. He was also comfortable with the fact that soon, the view out of this window would not be showing him stars but instead, would be showing him a gigantic rock with a harsh surface and God knows what else on it. 
When that rock came into view, it would be time for Clay to put his finger on the trigger and fire, and he was very much looking forward to that moment. Unlike some of the other shuttles that had launched at the same time as this one, this aircraft was carrying nuclear weapons, and Clay was the commander on board, charged with being the one who would press the button and fire the missiles when the time came. That meant, much to his satisfaction, that the outcome of this mission mainly hinged on his space shuttle rather than some of the others following behind. Most of them, like the British and Chinese versions, were merely coming along for the ride, watching to see how the mission went so they could report back truthfully to their respective governments. But the Americans were not going to be tourists on this trip. They wouldn’t passively observe while somebody else got to have all the fun. 
They were the fun. 
And Clay was the quarterback pulling the strings, just like he had been in his youth. 
Okay, so there were a couple of Russian rockets that also had nukes on board, and they would be detonating their devices as well, but that didn’t matter much to Clay. The way he saw it, they were merely there to back him up. A little extra support should he need it, like a person playing the position of left tackle on an American football team. All brawn, less brain, and whose sole duty it was to protect the quarterback from the other team so they could really perform. 
If forced to, Clay would begrudgingly admit that he was grateful for the presence of the Russians on this mission because they were increasing the odds that this operation would be a success. But he was also determined to prove that they hadn’t been needed at all, and he was going to do that by ensuring that he not only fired his missiles at the asteroid before the Eastern Europeans did, but that his missiles destroyed the threat themselves, meaning the Russian’s were there for nothing more than the icing on the cake. 
The fact that neither America nor Russia had actively set out who would fire first was evidence that both parties wanted to be the heroes here. That way, when the mission was a success and life on Earth was saved, whichever nation had launched their missiles first and achieved a direct hit on the asteroid would go down as the savours of humanity. That was quite a lofty title for the President’s of the two countries to have bestowed upon their nations, so it was understandable that neither of them wanted to take a back seat and let the other claim all the glory for themselves. But Clay had been under strict instructions from his government before he had taken his seat in this shuttle and prepared for launch. 
America was to fire first. 
Don’t let the Russians be the heroes. 
Clay, as always, was going to do whatever it took to win, and that meant making sure his rocket was at the front of the line when it came to reaching the asteroid and preparing to engage with it. The Russians were in his proverbial rear-view mirror, as were the British and the Chinese ‘observers’, and that was how Clay liked it. 
He was in control, and he hoped that after he had blown up the asteroid and returned to Earth a hero, he would get to be in control in a very different environment to this one. 
He wanted his next seat to be in the Oval Office at The White House. 
Aware that a man in his fifties, as he was now, was fighting a losing battle when it came to being a part of future space missions, Clay had aspirations of going into politics after this. But as ever, he wouldn’t be satisfied with just being a member of the team. 
He had to be in charge of that team. 
He had to be the king of all quarterbacks. 
He had to be President. 
Despite not having any political experience, Clay was confident that he would easily surpass all those who were currently ahead of him in the race to be the next candidate to lead America. He would do that by saving the world and making every American see that he was the all-action hero they needed to lead them into the new dawn that life on Earth would be after disaster had been averted. Forget balding men in suits with Harvard degrees and rich uncles; Clay knew that people wanted to see a real person in power, somebody who looked like they could save a child from a burning building, put up a shelf and catch that evening’s dinner out hunting in the woods. 
Or, in this case, someone who could fly a rocket and blow up asteroids with nuclear weapons. 
Clay had little doubt that if he was to run for President, then he would win in a landslide. How could he not? Just imagine the campaign slogans. 
‘Vote for the man who saved the Earth!’ 
‘Put the space cowboy in the White House!’ 
‘He beat the asteroid, and now he is going to beat the Democrats!’
It was impossible for a smile not to curl up the lips on Clay’s face as he continued to pilot this mission while daydreaming about standing in front of the eyes of the nation and being sworn in as its next leader. 
But while politics could be unpredictable, that was nothing compared to how unpredictable space travel could be, and that was brought back into sharp focus a moment later when an alarm sounded in the shuttle and caused all the astronauts to confer with confused glances. 
‘What the hell is that?’ Clay asked, not investigating it himself because in space, every crew member had their own role, and it was vital to stick to it to avoid confusion. Therefore, it was up to one of his colleagues to explain what the problem was. 
It was the Command Module Pilot, Ellen Rogers, who spoke next, and when she did, it wasn’t good news. 
‘We’ve got a problem,’ she said in a very nervous tone, one that Clay had not heard her use since they were in their twenties back in training camp together. 
‘What is it?’
‘We’re not getting enough thrust. One of the boosters must be damaged.’
‘What?’
Clay knew that the launch sequence of any space shuttle was often the riskiest time because as the rocket accelerated and left the Earth’s atmosphere, any weak spots that might have existed on the aircraft were at their most vulnerable. Some missions had been doomed to failure barely ten minutes after they had got off the ground, and some had even failed to make it out of the atmosphere at all, burning up in the sky after incurring too much damage during launch. 
Of course, there should be no weak spots on an aircraft like this, but things happened that couldn’t always be accounted for. Parts broke off, and while most of the time, they harmlessly fell away back down to Earth, there were times when they struck a devastating blow on the shuttle on their way down. 
‘The alarm is on the payload bay doors,’ Ellen went on, referring to which section of the space shuttle had been damaged during take-off. 
‘What does that mean?’ Clay snarled, only interested in whether or not this mission could still go ahead successfully, and hearing Ellen refer to the payload worried him because that was where the nuclear weapons were kept. 
‘Kurt, tell us what you are thinking,’ Ellen said, and she was now talking to the payload specialist on board this flight, who was the man here in the expert capacity of ensuring the nuclear weapons were launched successfully in space. 
‘This doesn’t necessarily mean there is a problem, but we won’t be able to see for sure unless we examine the doors ourselves and get visual confirmation,’ Kurt said. 
Clay knew what that meant. It involved delaying this flight’s progress so that Kurt could go outside this spacecraft and inspect the exterior of it himself. There was only so much the instruments in here could tell them, after all. Doubt would only be removed by checking it with his own eyes. The problem with that would be delaying the mission long enough for the spacewalk to take place, and Clay did not want to do that. They were in a race against the clock, and as well as that, they were in a race against the Russians. 
‘What are our options?’ Ellen asked Kurt as Clay continued piloting the aircraft without regard for slowing down and putting all his future plans in jeopardy.
‘We’ll have to assess the damage and find out what the issue is. Hopefully, it’s repairable, and we can carry on. But I won’t know that until I go out.’
Clay detected a hint of nervousness in the payload specialist’s voice then as it came over the radio, and he suspected that was because the astronaut had been hoping that he wouldn’t have to go outside on this mission. 
‘I have to report this to ground control,’ Ellen went on. ‘So give it to me straight. What are we looking at here?’
Kurt paused before answering, and while it was only a second up in space, it carried significance for the future of the billions of people back down there on Earth.
‘If the door is still functioning, then we will be able to launch the payload as planned,’ Kurt said. ‘But if the damage was significant enough, then the door might not open as it should, and that would mean...’
Kurt’s voice trailed off, but he didn’t need to finish his sentence. That was because everybody on board knew what it meant. 
If the doors were damaged beyond repair, then there would be no way to launch the nuclear missiles. If that was the case, then this mission was doomed to failure already, and they might as well turn back now. 
‘Let’s hope the Russians haven’t had any problems,’ Ellen said as she prepared to contact Ground Control. 
Clay knew what she meant by that, and she was looking to take solace in the fact that if the American portion of the plan was going to fail, at least there was a back-up in the form of the Eastern Europeans. But Clay hated that because it meant that he wouldn’t get to be the hero. 
Unless...
‘Maybe we don’t need to launch,’ Clay said. ‘We just get as close to the damn thing as we can and then detonate.’
‘What? That’s suicide?’ Kurt cried, and he wasn’t the only one on board who had objections to that plan. 
Clay wasn’t shocked by that because he knew they all wanted to go home after this mission, not be blown up along with the asteroid. But Clay was willing to do whatever it took to be the one who saved the planet. He’d rather die a hero in space than return to Earth as a failure. And if it was a choice between the hero coming from Texas or Moscow, he knew which one he preferred. 
It remained to be seen what would happen as the shuttle travelled deeper into space. But despite getting further away by the second, Clay’s thoughts were with some of the people back there.
Those people were counting on him. 
They were powerful people. 
And they were people who hadn’t yet told the general public what the hell was going on out in space.  
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Emily Dewcroft had not left her office ever since the shuttles had launched almost an hour ago. She had watched the launches via the secretive footage she had been able to access online, and while those who had planned the mission hadn’t been able to stop some members of the public from finding out there had been activity at the bases, they had prevented those people from knowing the truth behind it. 
Emily’s office had already received multiple requests from members of the media who wanted to find out why a space shuttle had launched from the south of England this morning, but for now, she would leave that to her press officer to deal with. He would give the hungry journalists several different variations of the same sentence, which would basically amount to very polite versions of ‘no comment.’ Emily knew she would have to give an answer herself at some point, but that time was not now. 
If anything, this was a time for nothing else but prayer. 
Emily was not religious, nor did she plan on becoming so, but as she sat in her office, surrounded by the images of the Prime Ministers of the past, she felt like she needed a little divine intervention from somewhere. If she couldn’t get it from God, or whoever else was up there, she would just have to do with good, old Winston Churchill, and she turned to his portrait then and looked up at the wrinkly, grizzled face of the man who had occupied this office many years before her. 
‘I bet you thought you had it tough enough with the Germans,’ she said ruefully, reflecting back on World War II and how Britain had been forced to defend its shores from the waves of Nazi invasion across Europe. ‘Try dealing with a big space rock, and see how you like that.’
Emily entertained herself for a moment by daydreaming about how Churchill might have responded to such a threat from outer space, and she smiled when she imagined him standing on the roof of 10 Downing Street and shouting up at the heavens with a cigar hanging out of his mouth and a clenched fist aimed in the direction of the asteroid. 
That kind of response wouldn’t do much good, but it had at least done the job of making Emily feel a little bit better as she looked away from the painting and contemplated the very real prospect of being the last person ever to lead what is known as Great Britain. 
The fate of Emily and all the people she ruled over was now in the hands of the astronauts up in space, and just like World War II had effectively been ended when the Americans had dropped the atomic bombs on Japan, it was up to more nuclear explosives to end another sorry chapter in this planet’s history. The Prime Minister was praying that the shuttles with the nukes on board would make it to the asteroid safely and fire their missiles and end the threat that was posed to mankind. But she was limited to what information she received from those running the space mission from the bases around the world, and until they provided her with updates, she didn’t know what the chances of success were. 
However, it was only a moment later when she received a call from one of the very few people in the world who was in on the secretive mission to save Earth, and when she answered it, she almost felt like somebody had set off a nuclear bomb in her office. 
That was how bad it felt to hear what she was just being told. 
‘Broke up just outside the atmosphere...’
‘No survivors...’
‘Nuclear missiles intact but currently of unknown whereabouts...’
Those snippets of sentences were all Emily heard as she tried to process the news that one of the Russian space shuttles had suffered a catastrophic failure shortly after launch and severely reduced the chances of this mission being successful. As of right now, it was down to one American shuttle to fire the nuclear missiles at the asteroid because the only other shuttle with the weapons on board had broken up. 
It was a relief that the missiles on board the stricken shuttle had not detonated, either out in space or in the atmosphere, but only a small one. There was still the much bigger problem of now knowing that the asteroid had essentially just scored a vital victory and reduced its chances of being blown to bits in several weeks’ time. 
As some of the other world leaders on the call asked questions while others made accusations and tried to apportion blame, Emily left the call and took a moment to reflect in silence. It was hard enough making decisions in the best interest of her nation at any time but trying to do it while hearing the voices and opinions of all the leaders of the other big nations of the world made it downright impossible. Emily had hoped that together, as a collective, the superpowers of the world could have figured this problem out and saved each other. But it was already going wrong, and the mission wasn’t even an hour old. 
Emily’s heart broke for the astronauts who had been on board the doomed Russian shuttle that had just disintegrated, as it did for their loved ones back on the ground. Hopefully, one day, history could remember those poor souls for their bravery in taking part in a mission to save the planet. But only if there was still a planet to remember them on, and that was very much up in the air right now, along with every other part of this mission. 
Telling herself that everything was going to be okay and that the American shuttle would do what it was required to do, Emily tried to focus on some of the matters that were currently on her agenda today. There was never a dull moment in politics, and the Prime Minister had more than enough to keep herself busy without worrying about what was going on above her head, a hundred kilometres up in the sky. But try as she might, she couldn’t concentrate on anything else on her plate, like parliamentary procedures and responding to the latest accusation about her leadership from the leader of the opposition party. All she wanted to do was go home and be with her loved ones to spend what time they might have left together. 
But she couldn’t do that because abandoning her office and her duties would be making a mockery of the trust that had been placed in her by all the people who had voted for her in the last election. While those people had had no idea that they were voting for Emily to lead them through a time when the planet might be under threat from a previously unknown asteroid, they had trusted that she would always do the right thing by them in whatever matter happened to cross her desk. That was why she had to stay here and keep working. 
Her public demanded it of her. 
Aware that it wouldn’t take long at all for news of the Russian space shuttle’s demise to make it into the news headlines around the world, Emily turned on the television in her office and tentatively scrolled through the news channels until she found what she was looking for. As feared, there was a breaking news story, and it was to do with what may or may not have happened in space. 
While it would be the President in Moscow who would have the most questions to answer right now, seeing as it was his rocket that blew up, Emily knew that there would still be plenty of questions for her to answer today too. Like, why were all those rockets going up there in the first place? The last thing the Prime Minister wanted was for the people who had voted for her to feel like she was keeping secrets from them, even if that was exactly what she was doing. The problem was that these days, with the internet, social media, and all the other ways that literally anybody with a phone in their hand could be a journalist, it seemed impossible to ever keep things under wraps. 
As the news broadcast played on the TV screen, Emily used her phone to have a look at social media, and while she wouldn’t be posting anything herself because all social media activity had to be vetted by her team before she did anything, she was hoping to gauge what the mood was like online. There were lots of things to complain about when it came to certain websites that allowed users to post status updates, photos or just speculate on gossip, but there was no denying that there were some good aspects to them too. Like, how anybody scrolling through the websites could see what was keeping people engaged at this moment in time. 
Emily and her party had utilised Facebook, Twitter and Instagram during their campaign to get public opinion and see how their policies were being received, and it was on Twitter now that Emily was able to see the subject that was trending the most in the UK. 
She expected it to be some variation on ‘Russian rocket’ or ‘space shuttles’ or whatever else people were typing into their phones as they heard the news about what had happened in space. But instead, she saw a word that she had been working so hard to keep out of the public consciousness. 
Asteroid. 
That was the number one trending topic in the UK right now, and as Emily clicked the word and saw all the posts that related to it, she found out why. It seemed a video had just been posted online in which a well-known journalist had stated that the world was under threat, and as Emily located the video, she nervously nibbled her bottom lip as she pressed play. 
When the video started, Emily saw a woman she recognised. It was Nina Hassan, a reporter who had popped up outside Downing Street many times since the current Prime Minister had been in office. However, this video didn’t look like it had been recorded professionally on the street outside a place of interest, like so many of her previous reports had been. It didn’t even look like it had been recorded in a studio. If anything, it looked like Emily was in some small room and speaking directly to a shaky mobile phone. 
But it was Nina’s words that were of most interest to the PM, and as she listened, she realised that everything that Nina was saying was true. The reason for the shuttle launches this morning. The timeline for the asteroid impact. And the fact that it had the power to wipe out the population of the planet. 
Nina knew everything. 
But how? 
When it became clear, Emily realised that the young astronomer who had first alerted the authorities to the threat of the asteroid had tried to alert the world today. But it sounded like he was dead now, although not before implementing a backup strategy to get the news to Nina somehow. 
There was no doubt about it now. 
The cat was well and truly out of the bag. 
As Nina put her phone down and shook her head, the door to her office flung open, and her press officer demanded to know if the video online was true. He was quickly followed by several other members of Emily’s team, and even though she was the boss, and they were the employees, she realised that in a situation like this, nobody really cared about hierarchy. 
They all just wanted to know if they were going to die. 
What could Emily say?
In the end, she just decided to do what she perhaps should have done already. 
She told the truth. 
A horrified hush fell across the room after Emily had admitted that what Nina Hassan had just said was true. Yes, there was an asteroid coming for them, and yes, there was a mission underway to try and stop it. She tried to leave out the bit about the mission taking a hit this morning with the loss of the Russian rocket, but the press officer rather helpfully brought that up, and Emily had to grimly confirm that was true as well. 
‘We’re going to be okay though, right?’ asked one of the more junior members of Emily’s team, and the PM looked at the poor woman who had asked the question before glancing down at that woman’s left hand, at where the engagement ring she had just been bought was still sparkling. 
Here was a woman who had a great job and was planning a wedding with the man she loved. How could Emily say that all of that was basically meaningless, and she might as well have not bothered getting out of bed this morning because there would be no planet to work on or get married on in a few months’ time?
‘Please, I need you all to go back to your desks,’ the PM tried, but it was no good. Nobody was interested in returning to their workstations now that they knew their days on this Earth were even more limited than they thought. 
Just as Emily and every other world leader had feared, the second people knew what was happening, they abandoned all their duties and responsibilities and ran out into the streets, forgetting about silly things like laws and manners and money, and instead, crying, shouting, screaming and doing anything else they could to let their voices be heard while they still had the chance. 
As Emily looked out of the window of her office, she saw that society was already beginning to crumble. The police officers who manned the entrance to 10 Downing Street had already abandoned their stations, just like the bus drivers had abandoned their vehicles on the road, and like the commuters who had been on the way into the office had stopped and decided that it wasn’t worth completing their journeys after all. 
Walking out of her office and into the larger, open-plan office that was just on the other side of the wall, Emily saw that the place was already deserted. Everyone had gone home, or gone to the pub, or gone to throw themselves off the nearest bridge. How could she get any of them to come back? She knew she couldn’t. They had every right to behave as they were now. They were only human. 
They weren’t machines. 
And neither was she. 
Emily was very close to going home right then, but something stopped her. It was the thought that there was still a chance that all of this might be okay in the end. If the shuttles that were still up in space were successful, then maybe disaster could be avoided. That was why she returned to her office, closed the door, and took a seat back behind her desk. 
As she logged back onto her computer, she just hoped that she wasn’t the only world leader still at their workstation. Thankfully, she was not, and despite the sounds of the alarms going off outside, interspersed with the honking of car horns and even a fairly loud explosion somewhere not too far from where she sat, Emily started working again. 
The world might have just fallen into chaos, but she knew she had to play her part. 
If the asteroid hit, then the world would be destroyed. 
But in case the mission worked, and disaster was averted, it was her job to make sure there was still a world worth saving.
Now everyone on the planet knew what was happening, it almost made things clearer and easier. 
Three months to go. 
Three months to save Earth. 
Three months until, one way or another, all of this would be over. 



Next in the 20 Minute Series...
20 MINUTES UNTIL IT’S OVER
The threat to Earth has never been more real, and as the fate of humanity hangs in the balance, there is nowhere on the planet that is safe. 
London, like every other major city, has fallen into a state of disorder, and its inhabitants are having to spend almost as much time worrying about the dangers on the ground as they are about the dangers in the sky. 
As the clock ticks down until the moment of reckoning, it’s every man or woman for themselves, and several characters decide to take shelter in the only place they can.
They head underground.
They go back to where it all began...
Book 20 of 20 – Out May 2022
Turn the page for more details about what I have planned as the 20 Minute Series heads towards its conclusion!



A Letter From The Author...
Hello 20 Minute Fans!
I hope you enjoyed this latest book, and thank you for following the series this far! I can’t quite believe this is the end of Book 19 now. It only feels like yesterday when I was dreaming up the plot for the first book in the series, and back then, I didn’t know if anybody was going to be a fan of this quirky idea of mine. But it’s clear that there are plenty of 20 Minute fans out there, so now, as the series nears its end, I was thinking it was time to involve you guys a little more. My plan is to have a ‘fan zone’ at the end of Book 20. This will be the place for you, the loyal reader, to have your say on the series. 
Do you have any questions about the series or the characters? How I planned it all? My inspirations, etc? Then now is the time to ask, and I will put all the questions at the back of Book 20. Hopefully, each answer will give every reader a little entertainment, as well as more information about the series as a whole.  Maybe you don’t have a question, but you just have something to say about the 20 Minute World. Has it made you happy? Sad? Laugh? Cry? Distracted from your daily life? Did you wait for each book to come out, or did you binge read them over a long weekend? And where did you read them? At home? On your break at work? Sat by a pool sipping a strong drink? Then I want to hear about it! Feel free to email me with any stories you want to. 
Here's some more ideas for you. Who is your favourite character? Why? Which one was your favourite book? How did you discover the series? Which actor and actress could play your favourite character? Whatever you have to say, please let me know, and I will put it all in the ‘fan zone’ section at the end of Book 20. This could end up being quite a big section if everybody replies, but if so, it will be a very fun way for us all to read through each other’s comments and questions as the series ends, and we say goodbye to our favourite characters!
As well as this, I’ll think of other fun things I can do to celebrate the end of the series nearer the time. Competitions. Giveaways. But for now, I just need you. So start having a think about your stories or your questions and send them to daniel@danielhurstbooks.com anytime over these next couple of months, and I will make sure each one features at the end of the last book, which will be out in May 2022. Just don’t forget to put your first name and where you’re from! 
Thank you, 20 Minute fans. You’re the best.
Daniel  



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



About The Author
Daniel Hurst is the author of the 20 Minute Series, The Influencing Trilogy, and several standalone bestselling psychological thrillers including Til Death Do Us Part, The Passenger, and The Wrong Woman. 
His online home is www.danielhurstbooks.com
You can connect with Daniel on Facebook at www.facebook.com/danielhurstbooks or on Instagram at @danielhurstbooks
He is always happy to receive emails from readers at daniel@danielhurstbooks.com
and replies to every one.
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