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Jelena *
06:00
Jelena Markovic looked out at the last remnants of night in Las Vegas. From her vantage point on this balcony of her suite in the middle of this city, she could see the orange glow on the horizon. The sun was beginning to crest above the mountains, reminding everybody who was soon to wake up that this place of glowing neon was still very much situated in the middle of a barren desert that should really be inhospitable to everything but scorpions, spiders and snakes. 
As she saw several of the hotel lights go out in favour of the more natural daylight that was now becoming stronger by the second, Jelena looked down at the other source of light that was much closer to her. It was the glow from the iPad screen in her hand, on which she had been reading several news articles from her home country as she sat there and witnessed night turn into day. She had always been a morning person, although considering that this was a holiday, she hadn’t planned on getting up so early today. But then again, she hadn’t planned on her boyfriend telling her last night that he had spontaneously booked himself onto a helicopter ride due to take off at 6 am. 
While Jelena sat here now on this balcony belonging to The Bellagio, Bogdan was at an airfield somewhere else in the city, strapping himself in and preparing to soar even higher than she was right now over this vast desert that continued to grow redder with every passing second. It made her a little nervous to think of the man she loved hurtling through the sky at high speed on the way to the Grand Canyon, which was where the helicopter ride was due to visit this morning. But she also knew how excited he had been when he had seen the video of the tourist trip, and that was why she hadn’t protested too much when he told her he really wanted to do it. 
Bogdan had hoped that Jelena would join him in the aircraft too and that they could witness the wonder of the canyon together, but she had shaken her head firmly and said no. Jelena had no intention of getting into an aircraft, no matter how spectacular the view below it might have been. She was just about okay with getting on an actual plane, but helicopters were not for her. She much preferred being here on this balcony sofa now with her iPad in hand and this lovely view of the sunrise over Sin City. 
This was high enough for her. 
Scrolling her finger down the screen of her personal electronic device, Jelena continued to catch up on new events in her home country of Serbia. Even though she was on the other side of the world, it was important for her to feel connected to her native land, and one of the best ways of doing that was to keep abreast of current affairs. The website she was on was owned by one of the largest news companies in Belgrade and covered everything from political scandals and public affairs stories to sports results and weather updates. 
So far, she had watched a video of a politician making a speech ahead of an upcoming election. She had read a report on the state of the water in the River Danube. She had glimpsed last night’s football result in which one of Serbia’s biggest teams, Partizan Belgrade, had claimed victory. And she had also noted that the weather in her home city was warm and sunny. That last bit of news made her smile because she knew that her mother and sister would be enjoying the good weather, most likely sitting down by the river and spending time with friends or simply reading a good book.
Lowering the iPad for a moment, Jelena smiled at the thought of her family members, as well as longing to see them again soon. The plan after Las Vegas was for her and Bogdan to fly back to London, where they had recently bought a new home with some of the money they had won in the lottery. But now that they were financially free, it meant that things like firm plans could become much more flexible. With that in mind, Jelena decided that she would speak to her boyfriend about perhaps heading to Serbia for a little holiday on the way back, delaying the return to London in favour of spending some more time with family and friends. 
As the sky continued to turn from black to blue, with a whole load of oranges and yellows mixed in between, Jelena could feel the air temperature changing too. Considering this city was located in the middle of one of the most scorching landscapes on Earth, it did get chilly during the night when the sun went down behind the mountains. But now that fiery ball was showing itself again, the cold air was becoming warmer, and Jelena knew it wouldn’t be long until she was too hot again and had to retreat inside to where the air-conditioning would work its magic. 
Looking out across the city, Jelena noted that all the lights on the buildings had now gone out, making this place look slightly more normal compared to when it had been ablaze with neon during the darkness. It had certainly looked spectacular last night when she and Bogdan had been out enjoying the many amenities on offer, accompanied by Nikki, their casino host, who had ensured that anything they wanted could be arranged. They had spent time gambling downstairs in the casino, although not too long because money was precious and Bogdan was a terrible roulette player. They had enjoyed a lovely meal in a French restaurant, marvelling almost as much at the furniture in the place as they did at how good the food and wine tasted. And they had purchased front-row seats to a spectacular Vegas show, watching various performers sing and dance right in front of them and clapping loudly with delight when the curtain had eventually come down. It had been an amazing evening, and while Jelena didn’t want to know exactly how much money they had spent to experience it, she knew it was important that they enjoyed themselves now they had the funds to do so. 
Lord knows they had spent enough time in poverty before things had got better. 
As more sunlight filtered out across this scenic city, Jelena looked at the glowing red mountains in the distance and wondered how Bogdan was getting on. He would be out there somewhere now, peering down at the desert floor as they whizzed over it, probably with his face pressed up against the window like an excited child. She smiled at that thought and hoped he was having a great time. But she also wished he would hurry up because she missed him, even if it had only been an hour ago when he had kissed her goodbye and slid out of bed. 
Before he had left, he had told Jelena that he would return around mid-morning but that she wasn’t to wait for him if she wanted to order food in the meantime. She had shaken her head as if to say that she would not do that and was happy to wait for him, but that had been before her stomach had started rumbling, and now all she could think about was food. Could she order without him? He had told her that she could. Besides, he might have been given something to eat on the helicopter.
There was no point in her starving while he was out there feeling full and flying high. 
With that in mind, Jelena got up off the balcony sofa and went back into the suite, heading for the phone that was sitting on the bedside table. Picking it up, she pressed the button on the device that she knew would summon the private butler who had come as a complimentary gift when they had first checked in here. Both her and Bogdan had tried using the butler’s services as little as possible during their stay here so far, mainly because they didn’t like the idea of somebody having to run around after them. But there was no denying that it made things easier when they needed something, particularly for Jelena, who had lost her ability to communicate verbally after her ordeal at the hands of the sex traffickers last year. 
Jelena wondered how long it would take the butler to get to her suite, considering that she had never pressed this button before, and also the fact that it was the crack of dawn and he was surely sleeping. But amazingly, there was a knock at the door within sixty seconds, and Jelena couldn’t believe that he was here already. 
Opening the door to her decadent suite, Jelena smiled at the pleasant man in the uniform who was standing on the other side of it, ready to offer his assistance. Beckoning him into the room, Jelena returned to the bedside table, where she picked up the room service menu and quickly flicked through the breakfast options before making her choice and pointing it out to the brilliant butler. With a nod of the head, the man scurried away, and Jelena wondered how long it would take him to return with her warm meal. 
Not long, if his arrival had been anything to go by. 
Realising that she needed to take her mind off her growling stomach until breakfast did materialise, Jelena returned to the balcony and re-took her seat. As the temperature continued to increase, she went back to reading the news on her iPad to while away a few more minutes until her hunger could be satisfied. But she almost wished she hadn’t picked the device up again because when she did, she saw the face of a man she had never wished to see again. 
It was him. The one who had kept her locked in that room in London. 
The one who had beaten her and left her starving whenever she wasn’t being made to satisfy the client’s demands. 
The one who had been there on the day when she had her tongue removed after a failed attempt at escape. 
It was Laslo.
Jelena knew she would never forget his face and often saw it in some of her worst nightmares, even now that she was free, but she had not been expecting to see it again here, in real life, when she was wide awake. But here it was, the face of that evil man, plastered all over this Serbian news website alongside a headline that made her happy and shocked in equal measure. 
‘BULLET HOLE IN BODY OF BELGRADE MAN.’
Jelena read the article as quickly as she could, needing to know exactly what had happened to this man whom she had longed wished dead but who she hadn’t seen since that day she escaped from his clutches last summer. It was in the article that she found out that his body had been discovered in a river in Romania. Apparently, a drainage unit near the river had become clogged, and upon further investigation, Laslo’s corpse had been found to be the cause of it. Now it was believed that the Belgrade native had been murdered, and the bullet hole in his chest was the main reason for that. But according to the last paragraph, the police had no idea who the killer might have been or why the victim had been a target. The article just ended with the rather ominous note that the police were investigating and that they hadn’t ruled out the murder being linked to organised crime in Serbia. 
Putting her iPad down and looking up at the sunrise again, Jelena thought about Laslo and what his death might mean for her in the future. Did knowing that he was dead make her feel better? He had obviously got his comeuppance, however it had happened, and it was the least he deserved after what he had done. So yes, she did feel better now that she knew he was no longer out there enjoying his life after ruining so many other people’s. But did the mystery of his murder make her feel uneasy? Yes, it did because not only was it unclear who had killed him, but now that he was dead, there was less chance of information being shared that might help stop people like him trafficking women in the future. 
Jelena had always hoped that the police would catch up with him at some point and make him talk, potentially saving the lives of hundreds of other women who were most likely still trapped in the captivity that Jelena herself had been fortunate enough to escape from. But now he was dead, his secrets had died with him, and Jelena would have to find solace in the fact that the full story of his criminal deeds would never come to light. 
As she stared out at the red rock in the distance, beyond where the early morning sunlight was gleaming off the side of the various shimmering hotels, Jelena wondered who had been the person to pull the trigger and end Laslo’s life. It could have been anyone, considering the type of illicit activity that the victim had been involved in. Perhaps it was a powerful crime boss, who had decided to silence Laslo or even punish him after letting Jelena get away. Or maybe it had been some kind of dodgy deal that had gone wrong, where Laslo had been looking to cash in only to have the tables turned on him at the last second. Or it could have been a simple mugging and a case of Laslo being in the wrong place at the wrong time. It was unlikely that Jelena, or indeed the police, would ever know the full story. 
He wasn’t the first criminal to be dredged up from a riverbed, and he wouldn’t be the last. 
Jelena consoled herself with the fact that she was a long way away now from the life that had seen her involved in such dangerous and deceitful activities. Against the greatest of odds, she had managed to get out of that tiny room in that dingy London flat where Laslo and his accomplice kept her and now here she was, sitting on the balcony of a hotel suite looking out over Las Vegas. She had one man to thank for that, and he was a man that was more valuable than a thousand Laslo’s could ever be. 
It was Bogdan. 
The man who had saved her. 
The man who was now somewhere in the sky, looking down over dawn in the desert. 



Bogdan *
06:01
Bogdan Petrovic looked down over the scorched desert floor and marvelled at the arid landscape as the helicopter he was in continued to get higher. He had booked himself onto this flight out towards the Grand Canyon last night after seeing a video that showed several tourists having fun on the expedition. Now he was experiencing it himself, he had to say that the video didn’t do it justice. 
The view from up here was unbelievable, and it was only going to get better the further out into the desert they went. 
He was sharing the helicopter with five other people. There was the pilot who was masterfully handling the controls as he spoke into his mouthpiece and informed his passengers about this journey, as well as checking in with air control at various points too. There was an excitable Chinese couple sitting in front of Bogdan, neither of whom spoke a word of English but who were both snapping away on their cameras as the flight progressed. And lastly, there was a polite English couple sitting in the back beside him, who he had chatted to before take-off and who he now knew as Curtis and Karen. 
The English couple had told him that he looked familiar and that had been when Bogdan had amazed them by informing them both that he had been the lucky winner of the lottery a couple of months ago, which explained why they seemed to recognise his face. Curtis had shaken Bogdan’s hand and asked if he could borrow five pounds, which had been a joke and one that the Serbian man had heard a few times ever since he became a millionaire. But now the chatting was over, mainly because the helicopter was now airborne and the noise from the propellers overhead was too loud for conversation. Instead, the excited tourists in the aircraft had their headphones on and were listening to the voice of the pilot over the intercom as they peered out of the windows and left Las Vegas behind. 
The city they were all visiting on holiday was huge, but it hadn’t taken long for the helicopter to leave its bright lights behind, and now they were out in the middle of the Mojave, heading for the Nevada border. Soon, they would enter Arizona and get their first look at the canyon, which was one of the seven natural wonders of the world. At over 277 miles long and 10 miles wide, the Grand Canyon was unlike anything else on Earth, and Bogdan couldn’t wait to see it. He only wished that Jelena was here beside him to see it too, but she was back at The Bellagio having a lie-in, far too much of a nervous flyer to accompany him on this sightseeing trip today. 
He couldn’t wait to get back and see his beloved, but there was plenty to see before that, and as the helicopter veered slightly to the right, Bogdan continued to look out of the window in awe at the sprawling sun-kissed landscape below them. 
‘The Mojave Desert is the driest desert in North America and also one of the oldest,’ the pilot told his passengers as the helicopter roared on into the wilderness. ‘It is believed to have been in existence for over 2.7 billion years, and there were many dinosaurs that called this place home before man came along and started to fill it with casinos and buffets.’
Bogdan chuckled as he listened, keeping his eyes on the oranges and reds of the lunar-looking landscape as the sun crept higher in the sky. It had been pitch-black when he had arrived at the airfield to board his flight this morning, as well as chilly, but now the sky was blue again, and he knew it would be another sweltering day in the city when he eventually returned there at the end of this trip. 
‘The highest recorded temperature in the Mojave was 130 degrees Fahrenheit. That’s 54.4 degrees Celsius for those passengers who come from a place that uses the metric system.’
Bogdan smiled again, aware that America was one of the few places in the world that didn’t use that system these days. But the Serbian man was well accustomed to the forms of measurement in Europe, having worked in construction many years before he bought his winning lottery ticket and left that life behind.
In some ways, it seemed a lifetime ago when Bogdan had been forced to put on his work clothes and drag his weary body to a building site in Belgrade, but in other ways, it only seemed like yesterday. He couldn’t believe how life had turned out for him since then, but he would never forget what it had felt like to dig those holes and take those orders from the site bosses, nor would his damaged back allow him to forget it either. That was why he would still be careful with money now, even though he had bundles of it. 
He never wanted to go back to that exhausting life, nor did he want his Jelena to go back to hers either. 
As the helicopter raced high above the desert floor, Bogdan smiled at the thought of his girlfriend back in that hotel suite in Las Vegas, resting and hopefully sleeping now. She deserved to be living this life of luxury these days after all she had been through, and Bogdan was thrilled that he had helped play a part in her happiness. Just like those dark days on the construction site, Bogdan would also never forget those dark days when he had visited Jelena in hospital and in the rehabilitation shelter when she had been recovering from her ordeal in captivity. He would also never forget that day when he had tracked down Laslo in Romania and killed him, pulling the trigger and sending his body tumbling into the river, never to be seen again. Those stressful times also felt like yesterday, but they were very much in the past and only good times were on the horizon now, just like only brilliant and bright sunlight was on the horizon here. 
Bogdan felt a slight lurch in his stomach as the helicopter cleared the top of a mountain range before descending back down again on the other side, and it was a reminder that this was a dangerous flight, as much as it was a fun one. At these speeds, and at this height, Bogdan dreaded to think what would happen if the engine was to cut out and send this aircraft tumbling down to the hard desert floor, which was why he stopped himself from thinking about it and thought of only good things instead. 
Like the view of the Grand Canyon when it would finally come. 
Like the sight of Las Vegas in broad daylight when they returned to the city. 
And like the sight of his beautiful Jelena when he re-entered that suite and found her waiting for him inside. 
The Chinese couple in the seats in front of Bogdan and the English pair continued to excitedly take photos with their cameras, and Bogdan decided that he needed to start doing the same. Pulling his mobile phone out from his shorts, he lifted it up to the window and took a couple of snaps of the dry desert outside, feeling thrilled that he would get to show these images to Jelena later. Then he felt a tap on his shoulder, and he looked to his left where Curtis was sitting beside him and telling him to look in the other direction. That was when Bogdan saw the water and the white structure down below, and he recognised it immediately, but the pilot was only too happy to provide a commentary on it just in case. 
‘Down below us, you will see the Hoover Dam, which was constructed back in the 1930’s,’ the pilot said, tilting the helicopter slightly so that all the passengers could get a better look at the enormous barrier wall down below. ‘It was originally named the Boulder Dam but was renamed in honour of former president Herbert Hoover in 1947.’
Bogdan looked down in awe at the impressive site, which seemed big from up here, so it must be absolutely enormous at ground level. He had been meaning to hire a car and drive out to the site with Jelena at some point, and as he saw it now, he vowed to do just that when he returned. Jelena simply had to see this too, and he had a feeling that she would be much more comfortable taking in the sight of it from the passenger seat of a convertible car rather than from all the way up here. 
Leaving the dam behind, the helicopter continued on its journey towards the canyon, which Bogdan knew would take around ninety minutes based on what the pilot had said before take-off. Once they arrived there, the helicopter would land on the canyon rim itself, where the passengers would enjoy a small breakfast beside breath-taking views before reboarding the aircraft and heading back into Nevada. Bogdan expected to be back in Vegas by mid-morning, where he would race back up to his hotel suite and tell Jelena all about his adventures. 
And what an adventure it promised to be. 
Several more photos were taken on Bogdan’s phone before the Serbian man returned it to the pocket of his shorts and went back to listening to what other interesting pieces of information the pilot had to tell them about. 
‘The Mojave Desert stretches out across four states. Nevada, Arizona, Utah and California. Those living in this desert in the latter state once endured two years without any rain, thanks to the mountains, which shielded the area and kept the wet weather away. That is why scientists have called the Mojave a rain shadow desert. It is often in the shadow of the rain.’
Bogdan was enjoying these fun facts, as were his fellow passengers, and he smiled at Curtis and his wife before looking back out of the window. Before they had taken off, while they were waiting to board, Curtis had told the Serbian how he was in the city on holiday after taking some leave from his job as a firefighter back in London. Bogdan could see how that could be a demanding job and understood why Curtis was in such need of a vacation, so he was glad to see the man enjoying himself on this flight. There was no doubt that this was a unique experience, and Bogdan was aware that he would never have been able to afford a trip like this a few months ago when he was still toiling away as a security guard and paying the rent on a dreadful flat in the East End of the capital. But he was grateful for the good luck and fortune that had befallen him, and now here he was, soaring majestically over the Mojave, like all the vultures that were known to migrate around these parts. 
Those same vultures would always be on the lookout for prey on the desert floor to feast on, but as he looked down at the arid landscape now, he wasn’t sure how much prey there was out there. 
Right now, it felt as if this helicopter contained the only living things for miles.
The pilot was just beginning to deliver another fact about this desert when there was a sudden shudder and a loud groaning noise that made Bogdan’s heart rate speed up fast. The pilot stopped talking and made a quick couple of checks on the instruments on his dashboard before there was a clicking noise in the Serbian’s headphones and then silence. But Bogdan could see that the pilot was still talking, so that meant he had simply disabled the part of his radio by which the passengers could hear what he was saying.   
That was a little concerning for the rest of the people in the helicopter, and Bogdan saw the Chinese couple lower their cameras as well as Curtis and his wife share a nervous glance. But thankfully, there was no more shuddering or groaning noises from the engine or propellers, which made Bogdan confident that it had simply been a one-off and that there was nothing to worry about. 
The pilot’s voice was still not audible though, so until it was, the passengers still felt a little anxious, and they hoped it wouldn’t be too long until the man at the controls of this helicopter got back to telling them about the desert that they were flying over now. 
As he sat listening to nothing but the roar of the aircraft around him, Bogdan decided to take his mind off the nervous situation by thinking of Jelena again. That would work because it always did. How could he be worried when he thought of her smiling face sleeping in a luxurious bed? He wondered if she had got up after he had left or whether she had stayed under that duvet. She had woken up at the sound of his alarm, even though he had set it to be as quiet as it possibly could be, and he had worried that she wouldn’t be able to sleep again. Perhaps she was up now, sitting on the balcony looking over the city and maybe she had even ordered a spot of breakfast with that very polite butler who neither of them had used the services of yet. Whatever she was doing, Bogdan knew that she was happy and safe, and that was all he needed to know to feel happy too. But he didn’t quite feel safe yet, and that was because the pilot had still not come back over the intercom to either give them an explanation for the shuddering and groaning, or just to tell them another fact about the Mojave. Instead, the pilot was still flicking several controls in the cockpit and talking into his mouthpiece, presumably having a conversation with somebody back at the airfield that Bogdan really wished he could hear. But he could not, and the longer they travelled on with nothing but the drone of the engine for company, the more the sight of the desert floor below stopped filling him with awe. 
Now, it was starting to fill him with dread. 
This was a long way up to be for something to suddenly go wrong.



Curtis *
06:02
Curtis Bridge held onto his wife’s hand because if he was nervous, then he knew she would be too. They weren’t the only ones. The Serbian man beside him seemed anxious as well, as did the Chinese couple in front of them. But most troublingly of all, it was the pilot sitting at the controls of this helicopter who seemed to be the most nervous, and that could surely not be a good sign. 
That’s because he was the only thing now keeping them away from the hard, desert floor. 
Giving Karen’s hand another squeeze, Curtis looked at his wife and hoped that the expression on his face was doing a good enough job of telling her that everything was going to be okay. The noise in the back of this helicopter was so loud that conversation was not possible, so now Curtis was having to communicate with his partner using nothing but body language. But he was doing a good job of it, mainly because this wasn’t the first time that he had needed to use such a skill. As a fireman, Curtis had spent plenty of time inside noisy and dangerous environments, where he had rescued people from burning buildings while being unable to speak with them during the act. That was how he had become skilled in the art of making people feel better about the situation using only his eyes, his hands, and his posture, which he knew was an important body-language trait because how he stood or sat could mean the difference between looking confident and looking defeated. 
Curtis was doing his best to appear confident now, keeping his body relaxed and the expression on his face calm, bringing Karen’s anxiety levels back down to more manageable levels and helping these next few moments pass more smoothly. But just like in his work as a firefighter, the outward appearance was deceptive and did little to show what was really going on beneath the surface. Curtis was afraid himself after feeling the shuddering of the helicopter, as well as the loud groaning noise from either the engine, the propellors, or perhaps both. He had no idea what might have caused it or what it might mean for the rest of the flight, but he did know that it wasn’t supposed to happen. 
Why else would the pilot have suddenly stopped communicating with them, instead spending the last few seconds frantically fiddling around with dials and buttons on his dashboard? 
Curtis tried to keep in mind that things couldn’t be too bad simply because the helicopter was still airborne. But he wouldn’t know for sure until the pilot’s voice returned to the headphones and told him so. Thankfully, Curtis and his fellow passengers didn’t have too long to wait until they heard the clicking sound in their ears and the pilot’s voice returned to the airwaves. 
‘Apologies about the interruption there. I was just in conversation with one of my bosses back at the airfield about that loud noise we heard a moment ago,’ he said as Curtis tried to detect any hints of concern in the man’s voice. ‘I’m pleased to say that there is nothing wrong with the helicopter, although I am going to have to turn us around and head back to Las Vegas so the engineers can make a check on it for future flights.’
Curtis felt a little disappointed, as he knew his wife would do too, but he was also just glad of the fact that the helicopter was okay. Seeing the Grand Canyon would have been great but surviving to live another forty years of life was much more important. 
‘Upon our return to the airfield, you will, of course, be entitled to a full refund if you so choose. Alternatively, you can rebook on the next available flight, and we will be more than happy to take you out for another trip. Again, I’m very sorry about this, but I confirm that we are returning to Las Vegas now.’
No sooner had the pilot finished speaking, Curtis felt the helicopter veering slowly to the left, away from the Arizona border and around back in the direction of where they had just come from. It was disappointing, but as the pilot had said, there would be full refunds available or the chance to take another flight. But somehow, Curtis had the feeling that his wife would not be so keen to do this again, and he wasn’t sure if he was either. After all, he had come on holiday to relax and hearing his helicopter make a strange noise while thousands of feet up in the air was hardly conducive to that. 
Now that they were on their way back to the city, Curtis loosened his grip on his wife’s hand, and she seemed to be much calmer now. So did the Chinese couple in front of him, who had gone back to taking photographs and pointing things out to each other. But the Serbian man beside him still looked a little nervous, so he gave him a nudge and put his thumb up to make sure that he was okay. 
The man had introduced himself as Bogdan back at the airfield when they had chatted before boarding, and he was a lottery winner, believe it or not. But while he might have been a multi-millionaire, he was still human and therefore still susceptible to the kinds of things that could make anybody petrified. But Bogdan gave Curtis a thumbs-up in return, letting his fellow passenger know that he was alright, so the fireman went back to minding his own business and looking out of the window at the unique landscape far below.
As the helicopter continued on its way, Curtis took a couple of deep breaths and relaxed his shoulders, just like his therapist, Kaitlyn, had taught him to do back in London. She had been helping him deal with the stress of his firefighting experiences, including the fact that he had seen a good friend die right before his eyes, and she had been doing a good job of it too. Curtis was slowly but surely feeling like his old self was returning, although he still had a long way to go before he could even think about returning to work, whether it was as a fireman or in some other capacity. That was why this holiday was important too because it was supposed to remind him that there was more to life than running into burning buildings and seeing distraught family members when they failed to rescue somebody trapped inside. It was about exploring, it was about adventure, and it was about excitement. While what had happened a few moments ago had been uncomfortable and slightly nerve-wracking, it had certainly got the adrenaline pumping and made him feel alive. That was important because Curtis didn’t want to go through the rest of his existence in a daydream, missing out on those feelings of excitement in exchange for a life of safety and potential boredom. 
With the atmosphere in the helicopter slightly less tense now, Curtis was able to take out his phone and snap a couple of photos, leaning over his wife to get a good shot from the window. He had been planning on saving the photos for when they got closer to the canyon, but as that was not happening now, he was going to have to make do with the view from here. He made sure to capture some great images as he knew that there would be plenty of people back home who would be interested in seeing them when he returned. There was his son, there were his friends at the fire station who he still met up with for a few pints, and there was his therapist, who he was looking forward to seeing again, although not strictly because she helped him with his anxiety attacks. 
He knew it was silly, but he definitely had a crush on her. 
He had done his best not to think about her on this trip, and he had managed it for the most part. The last time he had thought about her had been when he was lying on the bed in his hotel room watching the boxing while his wife had been getting ready around him. That had been last night, so it wasn’t as if Kaitlyn was on his mind 24/7. But he was aware that she shouldn’t have been on his mind at all, nor should any other woman be who wasn’t called Karen and who hadn’t stood beside him at an altar and spoken several wedding vows. 
So why did he keep thinking about her? 
More importantly, why had she flashed across his mind a few moments ago when it had felt like the helicopter might have been in danger of going down?
As he had done last night, Curtis shook his head and forced the image of Kaitlyn’s face from his mind before taking his wife’s hand again and giving her a smile. She smiled back, more at ease now that the pilot was back over the intercom and chatting away again as if everything was okay. Curtis still felt a little let down that he wouldn’t be witnessing the natural beauty of the Grand Canyon today, but there was still plenty to look forward to despite that. Once back in Vegas, he and his wife would have all day to explore the city and do whatever they wanted to. Sunbathe, shop, eat, drink; it was all just there waiting for them to enjoy. The holiday was far from over, and this beleaguered firefighter was determined to enjoy every last second of it before he returned to the real world back in the UK. 
‘The Mojave Desert is home to all sorts of weird and wonderful creatures, as you might expect in such an unusual environment,’ the pilot said as they headed back over the Hoover Dam. ‘It’s no place for people who are afraid of spiders, that’s for sure. That’s because this desert is home to the camel spider, a type of arachnid that can run at speeds of ten miles an hour, which means they might catch you if you’re not quick enough to escape.’
The pilot chuckled to himself, as did Curtis and Bogdan, although Karen didn’t look quite so thrilled. She always had been scared of spiders, so this desert was definitely the last place she should spend any time. Perhaps it was best that they were going back to the city. 
The only scary thing there was how much everything cost.
Curtis was just about to console his wife as if to say that there was no way that any spiders could get to her up here when the helicopter suddenly shuddered again, and he heard that same awful noise that he had heard just before the aircraft turned back. 
But this time, it was much worse. 
This time, it didn’t stop. 
As Karen grabbed onto his arm and squeezed it tightly, Curtis looked at the pilot in the hope that the man at the controls was doing something to put a stop to the shuddering and shaking. It looked like he was trying to do that, but alarmingly, it didn’t seem like anything he tried was working. 
That was when Curtis and everybody else inside the helicopter felt a sharp, sudden drop, and their stomachs lurched as they plunged down towards the desert floor. 
Despite the noise of the ailing engine and the propellers that were still working hard to keep them airborne, Curtis heard the screams from his wife and the Chinese couple in front of him as the helicopter continued to drop. The pilot was fighting with the controls now, and it was clear that he was in a battle to keep them in the sky, but so far, it looked like it was a battle he was losing. 
Curtis looked out of the window and saw that the desert floor was much closer now and figured they must have lost at least half of their altitude in just the last twenty seconds. That wasn’t good, and the look on Bogdan’s face beside him reinforced that belief.  The Serbian millionaire looked petrified as he gripped the back of the seat in front of him and put his head down, presumably closing his eyes and not wanting to look outside the window anymore. 
But Curtis couldn’t do that. 
He needed to keep looking out, if only to see how long it would be until they hit the floor. 
But suddenly, it seemed like there was another option other than almost certain death because the helicopter rose up several feet as the pilot wrestled back a little control. It had been fear that had consumed the bodies of Curtis and his fellow passengers a moment ago, but now it was hope as they rose even higher still, and it seemed like the worst of it was over. That was when Curtis caught a glimpse of something through the windscreen and the sight of it only gave him more reason to believe that everything was going to be okay. 
The city of Las Vegas was on the horizon.
Curtis hoped that the helicopter would be able to make it just a few more miles so that they could safely land, or rather he hoped that the pilot would be able to control this groaning, shuddering beast until then. But the outcome was still uncertain, and despite getting closer to the sprawling mass of buildings in the middle of the desert, they were still high and flying fast. 
They could still very easily come crashing down. 
It was Curtis’ turn to grip the back of the seat in front of him now as the helicopter lurched forward again and sent them down way too fast for their insides to handle. He felt as if he could be sick, and it was no surprise to see his wife with her hand over her mouth as they descended. He wished he could wrap his arms around her and hold on tightly, but the helicopter was moving around too much, and it was taking all of his strength just to cling on to anything he could. 
Looking up in the direction of the pilot again, he saw that the poor man was pulling back on the controls as hard as he could, and he knew that was probably the worst thing he could have seen because if he was pulling up as the aircraft was going down then they were surely doomed. 
Curtis didn’t know if this was the end, but he had to assume that it was. That was why, with his last bit of strength, he let go of the seat and reached out for his wife beside him, pulling her in close to him and holding her head into his chest so that she wouldn’t see what was about to happen. 
She wouldn’t see that the desert floor was now right outside their window. 



Nancy *
06:03
Nancy Miller closed her car door and looked up at the sky, which had been black when she had left the casino to drive home but was now blue as she made her way into her house on the outskirts of Las Vegas. It was good to see the sun again and not just because it meant that her latest night shift as a card dealer had come to an end.
It was because she always felt better about things when she had daylight to keep her company.
Turning off the alarm that ensured that her property was secure while she was busy working, Nancy tossed her keys onto the small table near the bottom of the stairs before heading into the kitchen and getting a fresh bottle of water from the fridge. The cool liquid was refreshing for her dry throat, which had become parched after an evening spent inside a casino where the recycled oxygen was pumped in to keep everybody inside feeling awake enough to either gamble or work. It was hardly a healthy environment, but she definitely had the better end of the stick. That was because she had at least made a little money during the night instead of losing it like most people had in this place.
Unlocking the kitchen door, Nancy stepped outside into her back garden and went over and took a seat in her favourite place in her home. It was the chair that was positioned by the small garden table on the patio, overlooking the back of this property and, in particular, the sweeping views out across the desert. This housing estate had been the last one to be constructed in this corner of the city, meaning that so far, no more houses had sprung up behind Nancy and spoiled her view of the Mojave beyond. Some of her neighbours didn’t like that fact and had moved away, saying that they felt too isolated here, as well as feeling a little spooked by having their home back onto an inhospitable landscape that could admittedly be a little creepy after dark. But Nancy didn’t mind the desert, and she liked that nobody else lived at the back of her home.
It was perfect for a quiet place to sit and have a drink after a long shift.
It was also a perfect place to bury a body and get away with it. 
Two years had passed since Nancy had stabbed her husband, Wayne, to death with a knife, the same knife he had lunged at her with only to fall over in his drunken state and drop the weapon before it could penetrate her. She hadn’t been so intoxicated and had therefore been able to pick it up quickly and plunge it into his body before he could get back up and attack her again. It hadn’t been immediately clear if one blow with the knife would be enough to keep him down for good, which was why Nancy had made sure to stab him four times, just to make sure. After half an hour had passed and Wayne hadn’t moved, Nancy figured he was gone, so she set about making a plan which would keep her husband’s body from being found, and most importantly, keep her out of prison.
Living in a house on the edge of a desert, Nancy hadn’t exactly been short of places to hide her husband’s corpse, and she had considered putting his body in the boot of her car and driving out into the Mojave. But then she had a thought, and it was one that suggested she might not have to do as much work as that.
She wondered if she could just bury Wayne’s body in her back garden and get away with it. 
If she had lived in a busy estate where there were plenty of opportunities for neighbours to peep out of windows or over garden fences, then she never would have done it. But because of where she lived, she knew it was highly unlikely she would be seen. At the time, both the houses on either side of her stood empty, their previous owners having sold up and moved out, either because they had grown to detest the isolated estate or because the property market crash had left them needing quick cash and they had fled to another city in America that was more prosperous than this one. That meant that there had been no chance for a neighbour to spot what Nancy was up to in her back garden, which had been the reason why she had started digging a hole at the bottom of it for her husband’s final resting place.
Now Wayne was six feet under, his skeleton lying beneath the grass, underneath the small pile of rocks in the bottom corner that Nancy had put there so she could always remember the exact spot where she had left him. For so long, this home had been a dangerous place, all thanks to her husband’s alcoholism and his penchant for violence on a particularly bad day. But now Nancy could come home to peace and quiet without fearing for her safety, and that was why she liked to sit out here at the end of her shift and enjoy the view.
The desert.
The well-maintained lawn.
And the small pile of rocks in the corner. 
The police hadn’t spent too much time looking into her husband’s disappearance, mainly because Wayne was well known around Vegas for being a gambler, and Nancy had told them that he had come into some money just before he vanished. The assumption was that he had fled the city to drink himself to death somewhere else, and Nancy was only too happy to fuel those rumours. She had told the police how he had often talked about going down to Mexico because the beer was cheaper and the women were prettier, so she suggested that might be a good place to look for him. Of course, she knew full well that the Las Vegas police were not going to waste their time looking for a degenerate local who might have gone south of the border, so they had simply told her that they would keep her informed of any developments and left it at that.  
She hadn’t heard from them since. 
Taking another sip of water, Nancy watched as a dragonfly flew into her garden and hovered around above the pile of rocks, coming much closer to the site of her husband’s body than any police officer ever had. But just like those men in uniforms, as well as all the families who had moved to this part of town, the dragonfly quickly got bored of being here and left, leaving Nancy to enjoy her solitude again.
Putting the lid back on the bottle, Nancy got up from the chair and headed back inside, having suitably de-stressed from her evening at the casino and now feeling ready to go and lie down in her cool, dark bedroom where she would get some much-needed sleep. But before she went in there, she turned on the TV in her lounge and pressed play on the recorded highlights from last night’s boxing match in the city. She already knew the result of the fight after several drunken gamblers had walked across the casino floor last night singing and shouting about it, but she was still interested enough in watching the highlights anyway. It had been good news to hear that the American boxer had won and not just because he was Nancy’s compatriot. It was also because Nancy had placed a $20 wager on him online, which would have turned her a small but welcome profit to be spent at a later date.
Unlike her late husband, Nancy knew when to have a little flutter at the bookmakers and when to stop. She could hardly live in Las Vegas and not gamble from time to time, but she was a long way from the people who lost their livelihoods in this place and ended up homeless, in jail or worse, out in the desert somewhere after they had killed themselves or been taken out by somebody whom they owed money to. Nancy knew all sorts of stories about Sin City, and much more hair-raising ones than simple tales of people getting too drunk and waking up with bad hangovers. For example, she knew all about the people who lived beneath this city in the drainage tunnels that were designed to carry the rainwater away in the event of a flash flood. There were god knows how many people down there living in the darkness, many of whom had once been upstanding members of society but had since fallen on hard times and found themselves with nowhere to go but beneath street level. Down there, they couldn’t bother the tourists, which meant the police didn’t bother them, so it was a fair exchange. The homeless problem in Las Vegas was almost as grim as most other cities around the country, but at least here, there was somewhere they could be hidden from sight.
And out of sight meant out of mind. 
But Nancy always thought about them, and she knew that many other people did too. It was ironic that in a place that was a monument to wealth, excess and good fortune, there were so many people sitting in squalor beneath those shiny hotels and casinos. But just like New York, Los Angeles or almost any other city around the world, not everybody could be a winner. There had to be losers too, and Vegas certainly had its fair share of them.
Watching the highlights of last night’s fight on the TV, Nancy sipped her water and relaxed in her armchair. It was the same chair that Wayne used to sit in night after night, chugging his beer and shouting at the screen as he lost another bet and blamed it on everyone but him. But now he was gone, and only Nancy remained, drinking a much healthier beverage and enjoying a sporting event that she had already won money on.
It was at around the two-minute mark of the highlights show when she felt her home shake before a loud explosion made her jump up from the chair and drop her bottle of water onto the floor.
What the hell was that?
Nancy had no idea, but it sounded big, whatever it was. Had something crashed on her street? It was unlikely considering how few people lived around here these days, but it was possible, so she ran away to her window and looked outside. But the street was quiet and devoid of people, just like it had been for a few years now, so that couldn’t be it.
Her next thought was that something might have happened on The Strip, so she ran upstairs to her bedroom at the front of the house, which afforded her views of the downtown Las Vegas area from that height. She was several miles away from the busy boulevard where all the hotels and casinos stood, but she could still see them from this end of the city, particularly at night when the neon glow was at its brightest. But as she looked out at the tall buildings shimmering in the early morning heat on the horizon, she saw nothing that caused her concern there either. The sound of the explosion had left her worried that there may have been a terrorist attack in the city, but so far, she saw no flames or smoke. But her house had definitely been shaken, and the fact that it had meant it must have been close. But if there wasn’t anything wrong in the city out at the front of the house, then that must mean it came from the back.
Running downstairs and out into her garden, Nancy stepped out onto her patio again and looked out across the desert at the bottom of her garden. That was when she saw the plume of black smoke rising up into the clear blue sky, and while she couldn’t see what was burning, she knew it was something big. The problem was, the smoke was coming up over the ridge to the right of her garden, meaning she couldn’t see whatever was giving it off.
Had a plane or helicopter come down?
Was that it? 
She had no idea, but she did know that she had to call the police. That was because it was unclear how many other people were in this area to hear the explosion. She might have been the only one.
That meant that the fate of any of the passengers in that burning wreckage might depend entirely on her now. 
Taking out her mobile phone, Nancy called 911 and waited to be connected with an operator, even though she had no idea what she was going to tell them. The fact that she was on the phone to the authorities while standing in her back garden so close to the site where her dead husband now lay made her a little anxious, and she wished this hadn’t happened because now it would mean police officers visiting her again. But there was definitely something wrong on the other side of that desert ridge, and she needed to do something. The lack of sirens in the area so far meant it was unlikely anybody else had called for help yet.
‘911. What’s your emergency?’
The sound of the woman’s voice at the other end of the line told Nancy that she was now in business, so she wasted no time in explaining exactly what she had just heard, as well as what she could currently see happening near her home.
The explosion. The smoke. The mystery of what had happened in the desert. Nancy spoke quickly until it was clear that the operator was taking her seriously and asked for the address at which to dispatch the emergency services.
Nancy did her best to describe the location in the desert where the smoke was coming from, but she could hardly be too specific considering how remote this region was. In the end, she just gave them a general area to come to, confident that they would be able to see the black smoke once they got here. Then she was told to stay on the line, which she did until she heard the sirens in the background. Help was finally on its way, and Nancy could only pray that they were in time to save any of the poor souls who were affected by whatever had happened out in the desert surrounding the city limits here today.
As the smoke continued to spoil the otherwise perfect sky, and as the sirens grew increasingly louder by the second, Nancy thought about how strange it was that something as dramatic as this would happen so close to a part of the city that people called boring. There was certainly plenty of action in this part of Las Vegas, and Nancy knew more about it than most thanks to her little secret regarding the body buried in her back garden. But unlike that incident which she hoped would stay out of the news forever, she knew that whatever had caused this crash in the desert today would soon be hitting the headlines.
She just hoped that the reports would have a happy ending. 



Ronnie *
06:04
Ronnie Larkhall squinted his eyes at the rising sun and wished the fiery red ball had remained hidden behind the mountains for just a few more minutes. That was because he and his loyal employee, Bulldog, could have done with a little more nighttime so they could have finished what they were doing in the dark.
They could have buried this body with less chance of being seen. 
Looking back down at his grizzled henchman, Ronnie watched as Bulldog continued shovelling sand back into the hole that contained the corpse of the escort who had blown her brains out right in front of him in his hotel suite last night. Her name had been Destiny, and as he stood here now watching her being covered in red dirt, he had to wonder if it had always been her destiny to end up buried six feet under the Mojave. 
Surely not. 
The silly woman could have easily avoided her fate by not pulling the trigger and putting the gun down. Instead, she had insisted on partaking in the dangerous game of Russian Roulette that Ronnie had himself been playing earlier in the evening and that had been her downfall. 
She had been unlucky enough to release the one bullet that was in the gun instead of getting the empty chamber like Ronnie had, and now Destiny was no more. But that wasn’t quite true. She was still something. 
She was Ronnie and Bulldog’s problem. 
As soon as Destiny had put the gun to her head and accidentally ended her life, the two Cockney gangsters had known that they had to work fast if they were to avoid ending up in an American jail. It would not have looked good if the police had turned up at the penthouse suite and found a dead body beside an unregistered firearm, as well as copious amounts of narcotics lying around on the surfaces nearby. 
That meant Ronnie and Bulldog had to go in crisis-prevention mode. 
The first thing to do had been to calm down the other escorts who were in the suite, stopping them from running out into the corridors in a blind panic and squealing about the dead body in room 1A. They had managed that by giving the girls two options. Either they were to accept a large chunk of cash to keep quiet about what had happened with Destiny, or they would end up being buried alongside her. Needless to say, the escorts had accepted the money in exchange for silence and the right to live, so Ronnie had paid the women and got them to leave, but not before telling them that he would get his revenge on them if they breathed a word of this to anybody. 
With the escorts out of the way, Ronnie and Bulldog had been left alone with the bloodied body on the sofa, or at least they had been until there was a knock at the door. Opening it up cautiously, Ronnie had found a concerned bellboy standing outside the room, saying that there had been reports of a loud bang on this floor and asking if the room owner knew anything about it. Ronnie had simply shaken his head and told the bellboy that he hadn’t heard anything, all the while keeping the gun hidden behind his back in case he needed to use it on this inquisitive hotel employee. Fortunately, he had not because the bellboy had accepted the answer and walked away, allowing Ronnie to close the door and keep his secret hidden for a little while longer. 
Now there was just the small matter of getting the body out of the room. 
Thankfully, neither Ronnie nor Bulldog were novices when it came to disposing of a corpse, so they wasted little time in grabbing their suitcases, picking up a sharp knife and carrying the body into the bathtub. A few hours of very messy work later, Destiny, or what was left of her at least, was all zipped up and ready to be carried out of the hotel in the luggage. 
Both men were exhausted, although they had been helped by the adrenaline that came with knowing that they could spend the rest of their lives in a Nevada jail cell if they got caught, as well as the artificial energy from all the white power they had sniffed before taking action. 
With Destiny all packed up and ready to go by the door, the two men had then taken a little time to try and make the penthouse suite look less like the crime scene that it was. But that was easier said than done considering that there was blood all over the sofa, carpet, and even one of the walls, so in the end, the only thing to do was admit defeat and accept that it couldn’t be cleaned. 
So how do you cover up a mess if you can’t clean it?
You just have to make even more of a mess. 
That was precisely what the two Cockney men had done, scrubbing up as much of the blood as they could before opening several bottles of red wine and pouring it on top of the stains so that it looked like a party that had gone wrong, rather than a game of Russian Roulette that had gone wrong instead. 
Ronnie knew the cleaning bill for all this damage was going to be astronomical, but he was a man of means and any dollar bill amount was still preferable to being taken away in handcuffs as well as having to explain to Mrs Larkhall why he had been in a hotel room with a load of escorts. 
He didn’t know who was more frightening; his wife or the Las Vegas police. 
Hopefully, he didn’t have to irritate either of them. 
With the room looking ruined but innocent, Ronnie and Bulldog knew it was safe enough for them to leave it for a few hours while they went out into the desert and disposed of Destiny. That had meant a very nerve-wracking journey down in the elevator with the suitcases full of body parts beside them, as well as an anxious walk through the reception as they carried their sinful luggage past the security guards on the front door and out into the cool night air. Fortunately, Ronnie had hired a car earlier that day, meaning he already had transport sorted for getting Destiny out of the city and into the desert. The two men had put the suitcases in the trunk of their convertible before Bulldog got behind the wheel, and Ronnie took his place in the passenger seat, and they raced down Las Vegas Boulevard while they still had the cover of darkness. 
They had passed three police cars on their drive out of the city, aware that they could have been stopped at any time for a routine check and then been found in possession of a body in the back. There had also been a nervous moment when they had stopped at a 24/7 store to purchase a shovel and found themselves standing behind a police officer in the queue. But they managed to make it away from danger without anybody stopping them and asking what they were doing, and it had been a relief to leave the neon lights of Vegas behind for the pitch-black emptiness of the desert. 
Ronnie and Bulldog had driven for two hours along the highway, the headlights of their vehicle being the only light for miles in any direction as they went deeper into the desert and as far from civilisation as they could get. After turning off the main road and driving over the rock-solid, sun-scorched surface of the Mojave, they had eventually decided that they had gone far enough and came to a stop, ready to get out and get rid of the body in the boot. 
The two men had taken it in turns to dig the hole in the ground, one, because it would be quicker to do it that way and two, because it was back-breaking work, and they both fatigued quickly. While burying a body in the desert was often talked about in the movies, it wasn’t the easiest thing to do in real life. That’s because the ground was so hard here after many years of being baked by the searing sun that digging through it was tough. There had been a few nervous moments when both Ronnie and Bulldog had feared that they had broken the shovel before the hole was complete, only to gratefully realise that their tool was still useable in their plan to get away with this sinful act. 
It had taken hours, but eventually, the hole was dug, and Bulldog had wasted no time in dragging Destiny into her final resting place and getting to work on covering her up again. That was just before the sun had started to crest above the tall range of mountains in the East, suddenly sending this dark desert from night to morning in the blink of an eye. 
The two men were still miles from the road, as well as many more miles from Vegas, but there was no doubt that they were more tense now that they were working in broad daylight. That was why Ronnie kept watching his employee to make sure that he was working quickly enough. 
‘Almost there, boss,’ Bulldog said with sweat dripping off his scarred forehead. 
The temperature out here was still low, even with the sun rising fast on the horizon, but the physical endeavours of the British gangster had left him feeling hot. Ronnie was the same, and he took the opportunity to wipe a few beads of sweat from his face before squinting again as he looked in the direction of the sun, towards where he knew the main road was. 
He was making sure that nobody was coming to interrupt them out here because if they did, Bulldog would have to start digging another hole beside the one that he was almost finished with. But there were no signs of any other people in any other direction, so Ronnie felt confident this would be the only body they had to bury today. 
That was one thing to be thankful for. 
Looking back down at the hole, Ronnie saw that it was almost completely filled in again now, and Bulldog had done a great job of hiding the evidence that could so easily have seen the pair of them spend the rest of their lives in a maximum-security prison somewhere out here in this unforgiving landscape. While neither of the men were strangers to serving sentences having both done plenty of time at ‘Her Majesty’s Pleasure’ back in England over the years, they would do anything they could to avoid going back to that life. They were getting too old for prison food, prison fights and prison escapes. They just wanted to enjoy themselves these days, which was how they had ended up in a Vegas hotel room surrounded by drugs, prostitutes and a loaded gun. 
Maybe they would have to tone it down in the future. 
Or maybe not. 
Ronnie watched as Bulldog used the back of the shovel’s face to pat down the red dirt until it was flat and looking less like a place where somebody had just been buried. As he did, he noticed something moving on the ground nearby, and a closer look revealed it to be a scorpion scuttling its way across the sun-baked sand. 
Ronnie thought about playing a prank on his colleague by picking up the scorpion and putting it on his back, but he decided against it, mainly because he didn’t know if it would sting him or Bulldog and what that might mean for the rest of their morning. One dead person was enough, which was why Ronnie allowed the scorpion to pass by without interruption until it disappeared underneath a rock, presumably enjoying some shade before another day of high temperatures and cloudless skies. 
‘All done, boss,’ Bulldog said as he threw the spade down and wiped his sweaty forehead with his tattooed forearm. 
‘Good,’ Ronnie replied, taking out a cigar and lighting it before offering his friend one too. 
Bulldog seemed surprised that his boss was giving him the chance to try one of his expensive Cubans, mainly because Ronnie never shared his cigars with anybody. But this wasn’t a typical day, and they had both worked hard all night to protect the other one. In that case, it was only right that they should both get to enjoy themselves now the job was done. 
As Bulldog gratefully puffed away on his cigar, Ronnie headed back towards the car and climbed into the passenger seat before reclining the seat and staring up at the bright blue sky. He was a long way from home now, and this was definitely different to the grimy London streets he was used to conducting his business on. But while the scenery might change, he knew that he never would. 
It didn’t matter if it was the desert or a dark corner of the English capital. 
Ronnie always got things done in the end. 
As Bulldog put the shovel into the back of the car and retook his seat behind the wheel, Ronnie blew out a thick smoke ring and watched it sail away into the clear morning air. The engine started, and Bulldog put them back on course for Las Vegas, where the two men would have to deal with the fallout from their untidy hotel room when they checked out later this morning. But for now, they had a two-hour drive back to the city, and there was nothing to do but look out at all the mountains and marvel at the view in this unique part of the world. 
Ronnie kept his cigar between his lips as he stared out at the barren landscape and turned his mind back to the business that would keep him occupied when he got back to London. He had plenty to do back home once this holiday was over, which it now definitely was after the incident with the escort and the exploding gun. One of the items on his agenda was to look into the fire that had swept through Starlight Studios yesterday, the same place where Ronnie had visited a couple of months ago with his daughter, Lucy, in an attempt to get her a recording contract. The studio head, Andrew Ayata, had turned them down, which was why Ronnie had just had the studio burnt down in reply, and he was looking forward to seeing what Andrew had to say about it now. 
Little did Ronnie know it at the time, but Andrew had been inside the studio at the time of the fire, meaning he was gone, just like Destiny was gone too. But the gangster wouldn’t care about that when he found out. That was because everybody had to go sometime, and Ronnie knew he was no different. The only question was, how would he go? 
Fire? A blaze of bullets? Or buried in a desert like this? 
Only time would tell. 
But for a man who made a living dealing with death, it was surely not long until Ronnie, and his companion, Bulldog, came face to face with their own fates.  



Louise *
06:05
Louise Robertson knew that fate was a funny old thing. She also knew how unpredictable it was. 
Who could have foreseen that she would have had her life saved by her ex-boyfriend last year, the same man who had sexually assaulted her only a few months before? Who could have foreseen that she would end up meeting her brother and that he was one of the biggest musicians on the planet? And who could have foreseen that she would end up where she was right now, which was sitting inside the cabin of a private plane as it prepared to take off from McCarren International Airport?
Peering out through the window of the jet, Louise saw several airport employees scurrying around on the tarmac as they finished fuelling up the aircraft as well as loading it with the occupants’ luggage. The sun was barely up over Las Vegas, but this airport was a hive of activity, and Louise only had to look across at the other runways to see all the commercial flights either queuing for take-off or coming in to land. She wondered if any of the people in those planes were looking in her direction now and wondering how anybody ever afforded to have a personal jet to transport them around. To be fair, Louise had often wondered that too. But now she knew. That was because this plane belonged to her brother, Will, or rather, Will’s studio, and it was easily affordable thanks to the millions of records that were sold between them every day.
Looking back into the cabin, Louise saw her sibling sitting in his seat opposite her and beside his girlfriend, Chantelle. He was looking pensive but not about the upcoming flight. 
Instead, it was for what would be waiting for him at their destination. 
It had been last night, just before Will had been due to go out on stage when the news had come through that there had been a fire at Starlight Studios in London. The further news that two people were believed to have been in the building when it went up in flames only added to the concern, and Louise and Chantelle had frantically tried to get hold of Will’s manager back in England to check that he was okay. But the lack of a response from him had been ominous because Andrew was such a workaholic that he always answered his phone, no matter what hour of the day it was. 
Unable to take to the stage due to the stress of the news and the worry about his good friend, Will had cancelled his show and retreated to the hotel to await further information from England. It had been there when the news had come, broadcast over several social media channels, and causing everyone in the hotel room to weep. 
Andrew Ayata was dead. He had perished in the fire. 
The fire that was believed to have been started deliberately. 
Will had instantly decided that he had to return to London, so the studio jet had been prepared, and Louise had accompanied her grieving brother to the airport in the early hours of the morning to make the flight. The original plan had been for them all to stay in America for the next several weeks, continuing with the tour as well as with the legal case in Seattle in which Will was scandalously being sued by another musician. But now they were all heading home, the tour cut short and the court case the last thing on anybody’s mind. 
They were going back to mourn Andrew. 
While there was a lot of activity on the runway outside, there was plenty of it inside the plane too, and Louise watched as several people hurried around inside the cabin as the last few minutes ticked down until take-off. Some of the people here were employees on the musical side of things, like Arnie, the tour manager and Angelica, the press manager. But others were employees for the plane, including Graham, the pilot and Margarita, the solitary member of the cabin crew. 
Louise liked Margarita, and not just because she had a cool name. She liked her because the friendly Latino woman had been serving them drinks and snacks every time that they took a trip on this plane, and she always kept the refreshments coming. Margarita had told Louise about how she had used to do the same job for a commercial airline but that this was much more fun, serving the rich and famous and getting to spend most of her working day in an environment as luxurious as this one. 
The cabin of this jet was very different to the cabin inside the more traditional planes that Louise had been accustomed to using in the past to go on her holidays before she had met Will and been thrust into this life of wealth. For a start, it wasn’t as cramped and crowded as a commercial flight. The cabin was not filled with dozens of rows of tightly condensed seats, nor were there any over-filled luggage compartments above everyone’s heads. Instead, there were just a dozen leather seats, spread widely apart, alongside mahogany tables that housed cool, refreshing drinks and an array of electronic devices for the passengers to entertain themselves with during the flight. 
Louise had spent much of her time in this jet watching movies on an iPad while Margarita brought her whatever she wanted, reclined and relaxed, and realising that this really was the only way to travel. The best bit of it all was whenever Louise wanted to get up and stretch her legs because she didn’t have to squeeze past anybody else on her aisle like she always had to do in her previous flights. Here, she had so much space that she didn’t know what to do with it, and she had even wondered if there was enough room down the centre of this plane for her to have a jog. It was a ridiculous thought, but then again, it was ridiculous that she should find herself travelling in such style as this. Private planes were for sports stars, A-Listers and the crème de la crème of the music world. There was no doubt that Will deserved to be here in his status as one of the world’s most beloved musicians. But Louise hardly felt worthy of such luxury. Yet here was Margarita again, ready to keep on treating Louise like a princess. 
‘Can I get you anything, dear?’ Margarita asked, standing by Louise’s seat and looking very prim and proper in her smart uniform. 
‘I’m okay, thank you,’ Louise replied, one, because it was the truth, but two, because this was hardly the time to be making the most of the amenities onboard. She could hardly be sipping a glass of champagne or tucking into a tasty meal after the night they had all had. Poor Will was still sitting there looking glum, and Louise didn’t want to make him feel any worse by looking like she was having a good time when he was suffering so much. 
Margarita smiled and hurried away to tend to another one of the passengers, leaving Louise to look back out of the window at dawn over this busy airport. There was less movement out on the tarmac directly below her window, so Louise assumed that meant everything was all set out there, and now the pilot’s final checks in the cockpit were the only thing keeping them from leaving this runway. It was going to be a long flight back home, over ten hours in the air, and Louise hoped that she would be able to get some sleep during the journey. If everything had gone to plan yesterday, it would have been a much shorter flight down to Phoenix for the next leg of Will’s North American tour tonight, but things had definitely not gone to plan. The arson attack on the studio had caused chaos, both here and back in London, and now the tour was postponed, though when Will would feel ready to come back here and perform again was another question. 
Her poor brother had certainly been through the wringer in his young life, and this was just one more setback for the teenager to have to try and deal with. Louise knew how much mental strength it took to recover from bad news and trauma, having experienced enough of it in her own time on Earth, so there was no doubt that Will would need plenty of support to get through his latest challenge. There would be a lot to sort out in London. There would be the enquiries from the police as they tried to find out who had started the fire that had claimed Andrew’s life and why. There would be the tense meetings amongst the other heads of the studio who would try to chart the best path forward now that their leader was no longer around to guide them in their crazy industry. And of course, there would be the funeral, that grim occasion when everybody would have to put on black clothing and make their way to a graveyard to say their final goodbyes. No one knew what would happen to Starlight Studios and all the musical acts under their umbrella over the coming months, but for the time being, the main concern was what would happen to all the people who loved Andrew and needed him in their lives on a daily basis. 
His wife. 
His colleagues. 
Will. 
Louise watched Margarita poke her head into the cockpit, presumably to ask the pilot if there was anything that she could get him before take-off, but the sight of her closing the door seemed to signal that the man at the controls didn’t want anything. A few moments later and Louise heard the jet’s engines firing up, signalling to her that they were ready to go. Strapping herself in, she saw Chantelle do the same before the young woman tapped Will on the shoulder and told him to buckle up too. Bless him, Will was so distracted with his worries that he flinched when Chantelle touched him, and it was obvious that his mind had been a million miles away instead of being focused on the present moment right here. Like her brother, Louise had spent plenty of time neglecting the present for regrets in the past or fears of the future, and she knew how tough it was to have so many things on your mind that you couldn’t concentrate on living in the moment. But it would take Will time to process the shock of losing his manager in an arson attack, just like it had taken Louise time to get over what her ex, Joe, had done to her, as well as the surprise when Will had found her at the party on Valentine’s Day. 
The engines grew louder as the pilot continued with his pre-flight finalities, and Louise gripped the arms of her leather seat because while she didn’t mind flying, she always hated the taking off part. She was fine once the plane was up in the air and cruising at altitude, but she didn’t like the bit where it had to roar down the runway and propel itself up into the air because to her, if something was going to go wrong, then that would be when it would happen. 
The slight lurch in the cabin let everybody know that they were on their way now, and Louise turned to look out of the window again to see the tarmac whizzing by below. As the jet picked up speed, she looked up at the airport terminal in the distance and wondered how many passengers were sitting in there now watching this plane leaving while waiting to board their own flights to other destinations. Air travel was fun, but there was always a lot of waiting around involved, and Louise was glad to be on the move and not stuck in the airport like those people in there were.
As the engines got even louder, Louise kept a firm grip on her seat, her teeth clenched and her mind on everything but the thought that this might all end in a fiery ball of flames at the end of the runway. But just before the jet was airborne, she felt a hand on her knee, and she looked down at the hand resting on her leg. It belonged to Will, and he was smiling at her. That was because he knew she always got nervous at this part, and despite his own problems to deal with, he was making sure his sister was okay right now. 
Louise smiled at her sibling and gave his hand a squeeze, letting him know that she would be alright, but they kept holding hands as the plane left the ground and soared into the early morning air, and they didn’t let go until they were definitely up and okay. 
Smiling at her brother before turning to enjoy the view out of the window from this new height, Louise looked down on the city of Las Vegas as they flew over it on their way out into the desert, destined for England many miles away. It looked like it was going to be another hot and sunny day in this city, and Louise could only hope it wouldn’t be too cold and wet when they landed in London and went back to reality. But for now, they were travelling through brilliant blue skies, and Louise savoured the sight, gazing out in awe as they left the hotels and casinos behind and began moving over the hard, rocky surface of the Mojave. It had only taken a few seconds, but they had left a bustling metropolis behind and were now out in the middle of nowhere, the speed of air travel meaning that the view below was always changing quickly. But that was enough window-watching for Louise for the time being, and she decided to pick up the iPad and distract herself from the unforgiving desert floor thousands of feet below in favour of finding a movie to entertain her instead. 
Louise knew that the aircraft would continue to climb and would keep on going until it got to at least 40,000ft, which was higher than most commercial airlines flew. Jets usually went higher to stay out of the way of those other planes, which were far more numerous, as well as to pick up greater speeds in the thinner air because those passengers were paying more, so they expected to get to their destination quicker. But whether it was 36,000ft, 40,000ft or even 45,000ft like they had got up to on the way over here to America, it was high enough for Louise.
They were up, up and away. 
Goodbye, Las Vegas.
Hello, heavens. 



Lindsey *
06:06
Lindsey Beattie stood in front of the enormous floor-to-ceiling window and looked out at the huge aeroplanes parked in front of the terminal. She knew which one was going to take her back to London. It was the behemoth aircraft right in front of her, the one that would be packed with tourists just like her who had come to Las Vegas for a holiday but were now heading home and returning to the real world. But take-off wasn’t for another hour yet, so there was still plenty of waiting to be done. With that in mind, Lindsey soon grew bored of the view of the runways, as well as the sun rising above the red mountains in the distance and turned back to the people sitting behind her. 
At first glance, they looked to be a sorry bunch. Several girls, all severely hungover, some with their head in their hands, other guzzling bottles of water as if there was a drought coming and they needed to hydrate fast. None of them were talking, which was rare for them, nor were any of them as interested in standing by the window and looking out at the view like Lindsey had been. That was because it was far too bright for that, and it wasn’t helping their searing headaches. That’s why most of them were wearing sunglasses even though they were inside. 
Those sunglasses were likely to stay on until they made it back to London. 
But the fact that Lindsey was on her feet while her friends sat motionless on the chairs didn’t mean that she was feeling much better than they were. Her hangover was just as bad, and all the alcohol they had consumed yesterday, combined with the fact that it was ridiculously early in the morning, meant that there was little chance of them escaping this grim fate today. 
They had overdone it yesterday, and now they were paying for it. 
Re-taking her vacant seat on the end of the row beside her friends in case somebody came along and took it from her, Lindsey sat down and felt the cold, hard plastic of the seat on her bare legs beneath the skirt she was wearing. But her choice of clothing this morning was hardly conducive to the chilly temperatures when she had left her hotel and made her way to the airport before sunrise, nor was it ideal for the freezing air-conditioning system blasting out in this terminal now. 
Not only was she hungover, but she was also cold, as well as tired and skint. 
It was definitely time to go home. 
Finishing the last bit of water in her bottle, Lindsey checked her bag to see if she had more, but there was not another drop of refreshing H2O in there. 
‘Anyone want to come back to the water fountain with me?’ she asked as she wearily forced herself back to her feet again. 
‘Yeah, why not?’ replied Estelle, one of Lindsey’s good friends who was possibly the least presentable member of this hen party right now because, unlike the other women who had made it back to the hotel for a couple of hours sleep, she had stayed up all night. It was inevitable that she was going to crash soon, but for now, Estelle was still functioning. Or at least she was until she stood up, got her foot caught in the strap of her bag and fell face-first down onto the hard airport floor. 
Everybody burst into hysterical giggles as they watched their friend roll over onto her back, clutching her nose, which fortunately was not bleeding but was no doubt hurting just the same. 
‘Are you okay?’ Lindsey asked in between her own fits of laughter, and Estelle signalled that she was, giving a thumbs up before getting back to her feet and going to retrieve her empty water bottle that had gone bouncing loudly across the terminal floor. 
Lindsey went after her, and the two weary women made their way to the water fountain at the other end of this waiting area, where they were able to get free water for their bottles, which was a godsend considering how dehydrated they were and how little money they had left to actually buy anything. 
The hen do for Lindsey’s upcoming wedding to Diego had been a roaring success, and all the attendees had enjoyed a great time in Las Vegas, sunbathing, partying and giving the bride-to-be a good send-off before she entered into legal matrimony in a few months’ time. But good times don’t come cheap in a city like this, and Lindsey and the rest of her merry band of party animals were now facing several weeks of saving up again in order to get their bank accounts looking much healthier. While that might be possible for the other women on the hen do, Lindsey knew her own chances at saving money were slim-to-none. That was because she still had so much to pay for towards her wedding, even if Diego and her family were paying the majority of it.
It was crazy how expensive a wedding could be and not even for the big things. Of course, a venue would be pricey, as well as the white dress and the rings. But it was the finer details of the big day that all added up and left Lindsey wondering which bank in London would be the best one to rob to pay for it all. Flowers, decorations, live entertainment, hotel rooms for those family members who were having to come from far and wide to be there. Lindsey knew she and her fiancé didn’t have to pay for all of those things or indeed have them, but she knew she did if she wanted the wedding to be as perfect as it could be. For someone who hadn’t even been thinking about marriage this time last year, Lindsey was now fully consumed by that overwhelming desire to make her big day as spectacular as possible. 
But spectacular cost money. 
It was a concept that Las Vegas was built on. 
Lindsey and Estelle reached the fountain, having made their way past dozens of other passengers who were all seated beside their carry-on luggage and waiting to board their respective flights. Airports usually made Lindsey feel good because they signified travel, adventure and a break from the mundane routines of life, but today this setting was not having the same effect on her. Right now, in her state, this airport was just one more thing that wasn’t helping her hangover. 
‘God, I’m parched,’ Estelle said as she went first, putting her empty bottle beneath the tap on the fountain and pressing the button to release the life-saving liquid held inside.
‘I haven’t stopped drinking water for the last hour, and I’m still not feeling better,’ Lindsey commented before taking her turn to get some refreshment. 
‘That’s because you spent twelve hours drinking champagne before that,’ Estelle replied rather wisely, and Lindsey smiled because she couldn’t argue with that. 
The previous day’s festivities had begun at a pool party in the afternoon, which had gone on long into the evening before the girls had made a quick costume change and hit the clubs, dancing the night away in someplace that none of them could remember the name of this morning. It had been a riotous time, full of laughter and selfies, but good times have to end at some point, and they had definitely ended now. All there was to look forward to today was dehydration, a lot of waiting around before finally, ten hours in a stuffy plane cabin where the altitude, recycled air and engine noise would do little to help the headaches. 
With their water bottles topped back up, the two women headed back through the terminal on their way towards where their friends were still sitting. As they went, they heard the various announcements over the tannoy in which passengers were told to go to certain gates because certain flights were leaving. All manner of destinations were mentioned, from Milan to Moscow, and several people scurried around with their bags over their shoulders as they made their way to the gate where they needed to board. 
‘I just need to get on that plane now,’ Lindsey said, frowning at all the noise and activity around her. 
‘Me too. I just hope there are no babies on our flight,’ Estelle replied, and Lindsey laughed, although she soon stopped when she realised that an infant on board was a very definite possibility.  There weren’t many ways that their respective hangovers could get worse but adding a screaming baby into the equation was one of them.  
Right on cue, the sounds of a shrieking child could be heard in the terminal and Lindsey and Estelle looked in the direction of the sound nervously, afraid that it would get closer and follow them all the way to London. But fortunately, the noisy kid was led away to another departure gate by their beleaguered parent, and the two women could breathe a sigh of relief that they might be able to get some sleep on the flight home after all. 
Re-joining the rest of their group, Lindsey and Estelle returned to their seats and chugged their water before checking the time again. 
‘No sign of the guys yet?’ Lindsey asked as she saw she still had no messages from her fiancé or any of his stag group, nor were they here to board this same flight that was due to take off soon.
‘Nope. I guess they must be worse than us,’ replied Siobhan, one of the hen do girls who was clutching a brown paper bag in case her nausea overwhelmed her suddenly. 
‘I’ll try calling him again,’ Lindsey said, referring to Diego as she put her phone to her ear and listened to the ringing tone that she hoped would end when her partner picked up. 
But her call just went to voicemail again, as had her last three, which she had made earlier this morning when they had been on the way to the airport, and now Lindsey was getting more nervous with every passing second. She knew Diego and his friends would have enjoyed a wild night in Las Vegas, just as she had done, but she had rather hoped that they wouldn’t be silly enough to end up missing the flight home. They had all travelled out to this city in the desert together, and they were all booked to travel back together too, but so far, it was only the girls who had shown up. There was still time for the guys to make it to this departure gate before their flight was boarding, but that time was running out fast, just like all their money had when they had landed here in the first place.
Lindsey gave up on calling Diego again and decided to send him another text message asking him where he was. She hoped he was on the other side of this airport going through security, or at worst, in a taxi speeding towards her now. She really hoped that he wasn’t still asleep in bed along with his friends because that would mean they would definitely miss the flight, and it would be a nightmare to rearrange, never mind expensive too. But the longer it went on without hearing from him, Lindsey was getting more worried about the fact that Diego might not just be passed out in his hotel room after a late night. 
She was worried he was injured, or worse, gone. 
That was a very paranoid thing to think, and Lindsey knew it, but thanks to her foggy brain after several days of late nights and champagne-fuelled meals, paranoid thoughts were running rampant in her head. The fact that Diego was not answering his phone or answering any of his messages was only making her feel even worse and adding further fuel to her anxiety. 
‘Here they are,’ muttered Estelle, gesturing down the terminal with her last ounce of energy, and Lindsey turned to see the group of guys walking towards them. 
She recognised them instantly as Diego’s friends, and that allowed her stress levels to reduce greatly. They were all here. They were going to make the flight. 
Everything was going to be okay. 
But as they got closer and Lindsey’s eyes scanned the members of the group, she felt a tight knot in her stomach. That was because she couldn’t see Diego amongst them. 
Everybody else was here but him. 
Getting up from her seat, Lindsey waved to the guys so that they could see her, and they gave her a wave back, but none of them smiled. 
Why were none of them smiling? 
It was only when they reached the girls that Lindsey and the rest of her friends found out. 
‘Where’s Diego?’ Lindsey asked, looking from one pale-faced man to the other. 
‘He’s not here?’ replied Abe, one of Diego’s friends from work, who looked around anxiously through bleary, sleep-deprived eyes. 
‘No, he should be with you!’ Lindsey replied, snapping a little but growing more anxious by the minute. 
‘We haven’t seen him since last night. We’ve tried to get hold of him, but I think his phone is dead. So we came to the airport. We thought he would be here with you guys.’
‘He isn’t here!’ Lindsey cried, and now she was really worried. 
Her friends recognised this, and all stood up to help her get to the bottom of this. 
‘How did you lose him?’ Estelle asked the sorry-looking bunch of men before her. 
‘He said he had an upset stomach after dinner last night, so he was going back to the room to rest. But then he was supposed to come out and meet us afterwards.’
‘He was ill, and you left him on his own?’ Lindsey said, not just upset but angry now. 
‘He said he was fine and just needed half an hour.’
‘So what happened?’ Siobhan asked, grilling the poor lads who looked just as hungover and dehydrated as the people asking the questions. 
‘He didn’t come out again, so we figured he was still sleeping in the room. But then we got in and he wasn’t there. We tried calling him, but our batteries died, and we didn’t have time to charge them before we had to come to the airport.’
The explanation of events from Abe was doing nothing to make Lindsey feel any better about things, and why would it? Her fiancé was missing in Las Vegas. 
Was he okay? Was he hurt?
Where the hell was Diego? 



Diego *
06:07
Diego Olivera was suddenly blinded by a dazzling light, so he closed his eyes and did his best to shield himself from it. He had no idea where it had come from, just that it was painful to him, and he needed darkness right now to survive. 
‘Sorry about that. But you need to get up. I’ve got to go to work.’
With his eyes closed, Diego had no idea who had just spoken to him. All he knew was that it was a female voice, but that didn’t help him narrow it down much. He didn’t recognise it, and it definitely didn’t belong to Lindsey, his fiancé. Of course, being with a woman who wasn’t his partner was not unusual for a guy like Diego. But what was unusual was the fact that his head was throbbing, and he had no idea where he was. 
There was only one way to get answers, so he reluctantly opened his eyes again, even though it was torturous for his eyeballs to be exposed to the daylight streaming through the window. As he squinted and tried to keep as much light out while still being able to see where he was, he realised that he was in a bedroom and he was lying on a bed. 
Okay, that is a start, he thought to himself. Now I just need to figure out whose bedroom I am in. 
That was when he saw the female figure at the end of the bed with her back turned to him as she put on her shoes. She had long dark hair that went down her back over what looked like some kind of uniform. She looked like she could be a waitress, maybe in a diner or perhaps she was one of those women who walked around the casinos with a drinks tray for the gamblers. But it didn’t matter to Diego what she did for work. 
What mattered was figuring out who she was and why he was in her room. 
With his eyes gradually adjusting to the light from the open window, Diego tried to sit up a little, although he soon discovered that was a bad idea because it felt like his head was going to explode as soon as he moved. 
Putting a hand to his aching forehead, he desperately tried to remember what had happened to him, but he couldn’t manage it. What was going on? He had never felt like this before. He didn’t take drugs, and while he liked to drink, he had never done it to the point of blacking out before. For a man like him who had many secrets to hide, it was always vital that he stayed in control and didn’t do anything that could lead to unpredictable outcomes. 
But this outcome was about as unpredictable as it could be. 
Deciding to keep his head on the pillow for the time being because it seemed easier that way, Diego turned his attentions back to the mystery woman in the room, hoping that he would be able to get some answers from her. 
‘Sorry, where am I?’ he asked as the woman continued to get dressed at the end of the bed. 
‘You’re at my place. Or should I say my dad’s place. That’s why you need to get up and go. He’s due back from work any minute, and he’ll go mad if he finds out that I brought a guy back here.’
The woman stood up and went over to a dresser table, where she started to apply some makeup. But Diego still hadn’t gotten a good look at her face, so he couldn’t even start trying to piece things together without that. 
‘Who are you?’ he asked, aware that it was a silly question considering this person had obviously allowed him into her bed, but he had to ask it anyway. 
He needed to know how bad his predicament really was. 
‘Wow, you’re really charming, aren’t you?’ the woman replied, turning to look at him on the bed and smiling. 
Diego saw then that she was a pretty woman, most likely in her early twenties, and she had brilliant blue eyes that were very attractive to him. 
They must have been if he had ended up in her bedroom. 
But he still didn’t know her name or how he had got back here. He also knew that she wasn’t Lindsey, which meant he could be in a lot of trouble if he was caught here. 
‘Sorry, I’ve forgotten your name,’ Diego said, trying to sit up again and managing it a little more successfully, although only just. 
The woman laughed as she turned back to her dressing table and picked up a bottle of mascara. 
‘I’m Harmony,’ she said, her American accent giving her melodic name even more of a musical lilt. 
‘Harmony,’ Diego repeated back, saying the name out loud as if it was supposed to jog his memory of how he had met her. But it didn’t work. He was still clueless. 
‘You really can’t remember last night, huh?’ Harmony asked him, and Diego shook his head, which Harmony saw via the reflection in her dressing table mirror. 
Looking around the room for his mobile phone, Diego saw his jeans lying in a crumpled heap on the bedroom floor. It took all his energy to reach down over the side of the bed and pick them up before he could fish around in the pockets for his device. But even though he managed to find it, it wasn’t much use to him. That’s because the battery was dead. 
‘Damn it,’ he said. ‘Have you got a phone charger?’
‘Yeah, over there,’ Harmony replied, nodding towards the opposite side of the bed, the side that she had presumably slept on beside him last night. 
Diego wearily rolled over to the other side and reached for the cable that was plugged into the wall above the bedside table but then he realised with disappointment that it was a charger for an android phone, not an iPhone. 
‘Have you got another charger?’ he asked desperately, aware that finding some way of getting life into his mobile was the only way he could contact Lindsey and his friends and find out what they knew. 
Or rather, what they didn’t know. 

But Harmony shook her head. ‘Sorry, that’s the only one I’ve got.’
Without the use of his phone, Diego knew he wouldn’t be able to contact his fiancé or the members of his stag party to let them know that he was okay. He was filled with dread at the thought that his friends must be looking for him now because he wasn’t at the hotel, and that meant it would only be a matter of time until they told Lindsey that they had lost him. Then she would start to worry, although Diego wasn’t concerned about that. What he was more worried about was if Lindsey started to suspect that he had been cheating on her because that was something that would threaten their upcoming wedding and in turn, threaten the promotion that he had been promised at work. It would also threaten to derail the hedonistic lifestyle that he had so far managed to keep successfully concealed from his partner, as well as most of the other people in his life too. 
But right now, this was a problem. He was in a strange bedroom with a strange woman, and he had no idea how he got here, nor how far away he was to get back to his friends and let them know he was okay before they told Lindsey he was gone. He also knew he had an early morning flight back to London to catch and the dazzling sight of the daylight through the bedroom window was not a good sign. 
‘What time is it?’ he asked as he forced himself off the bed and started to put on his jeans. 
‘Just after six,’ Harmony replied as she moved on to applying lipstick. 
‘Shit!’ Diego cried. ‘I have a flight at seven!’
‘Good luck with that one. The airport’s at least half an hour away.’
‘What?’
Diego rushed to the window, having assumed that while he wasn’t where he should be right now, he was still somewhere in Las Vegas and, therefore, still close enough to the airport to get there in time. But the view outside did not consist of casinos and hotels that would have let him know that he was still near The Strip. It didn’t even consist of buildings of any kind. Instead, all he saw was sand, dirt and red mountains. 
It looked like he was in the middle of the desert. 
‘Where the hell are we?’ he asked as he looked for any kind of landmark on the horizon that might tell him where he was. 
‘Boulder City,’ Harmony replied casually. 
‘Where the hell is that?’ Diego asked as he left the disconcerting view out of the window and went in search of his shirt. 
‘Don’t worry. We’re still in Nevada. But this is a little different to Vegas,’ Harmony said with a chuckle. ‘It’s much quieter here.’
‘There’s nothing out there!’ Diego cried as he finally found his shirt and pulled it on. 
‘Yeah, it’s called Boulder City, but this is actually a town. A very small town.’
Diego didn’t like the sound of that. He needed to be in Vegas and fast, and if he wasn’t there, then he at least needed a speedy way of getting there. But it seemed like the only mode of transport in this dustbowl would be if somebody came by with a camel. 
‘I need to go! Now!’ Diego cried, checking in his pocket for his wallet and being relieved to find that he did still have it. At least he hadn’t been robbed. If he had money, then he had options. But what exactly were those options? 
‘I can call you a cab if you like?’ Harmony offered. ‘Or I can drop you off somewhere when I’m on my way to work.’
Those were two helpful plans, but Harmony didn’t seem in a rush to execute either of them, unlike Diego, who was desperate to get out of here and get on the move. 
‘I need to catch this flight!’ Diego said, even though he already knew it was futile. Based on what Harmony had just told him about his location, there was no way that he would be able to get to McCarren Airport and get through security in time to board his 7 am flight back to London. That was the flight that his friends were booked on, as well as Lindsey and all her friends too, and he wondered what they must all be thinking now as they waited for him to show. They must be calling him frantically to find out where he is and if he is okay, but he couldn’t take any of their calls because his damn phone was out of battery. 
This was a disaster, and it didn’t seem like it was going to get any better from this point on. 
If he missed his flight, which he was certain to do now, then Lindsey would probably miss it too, not wanting to leave Las Vegas without knowing that he was okay. That would mean that she would probably go to the police then and try to get them to help her find him, meaning even more people looking for him and even more questions to answer when he did finally resurface. 
But Diego couldn’t tell anybody the truth of where he had been. 
Hell, he didn’t even know the half of it. 
‘How did we meet?’ he asked Harmony, resigned to missing his flight now and instead more focused on putting together some kind of story that could help him explain all of this to Lindsey. 
‘We met in Sam’s Bar? You don’t remember?
‘Where the hell is Sam’s Bar?’
‘It’s a dive bar just off The Strip. You came up to me in there and told me that I had nice eyes. I could see that you were wasted, but you were cute, so I was happy to chat. One thing led to another, and we ended up back here.’
Diego racked his brains, but he had no recollection of being in some dive bar and chatting to this woman who had ended up inviting him back to her place. 
Or rather, her father’s place. 
Harmony had said that her dad was due home from work soon. He definitely did not want to be around to make small talk then. 
‘Someone must have spiked my drink,’ Diego said, thinking that was the only explanation for his lack of memory and the pounding headache that made him want to crawl back into bed again. 
‘Oh wow, you really do know how to make a girl feel good about herself,’ Harmony said, laughing again. ‘So you’re saying you wouldn’t have got with me otherwise?’
Diego had no interest in trying to make Harmony feel better about herself. He was more concerned with self-preservation right now. 
‘I need to go,’ he said, heading for the bedroom door and doing his best to resist the urge to vomit or pass out. He wasn’t sure which would happen first, just that he felt like both of them were very real possibilities right now. 
‘Hang on! I’m almost ready!’ Harmony called after him, but he ignored her and went out into the hallway, searching desperately for the front door because he needed fresh air, and most of all, he needed to get to Lindsey and give her some fake story. He would tell her that he had been mugged, or attacked, or simply got lost. It didn’t matter. All he had to do was get to her and stop her worrying. 
He also had to make sure that she wasn’t going to think about cancelling the wedding. 
As he moved on through the house, Diego thought back to the last thing he could remember. He had been in a taxi on his way to a secretive sex club after leaving his friends behind after a lie about needing to return to the hotel to rest his upset stomach. His plan had been to spend an hour at the club before going back to The Strip and re-joining his friends, meaning nobody would have ever known what he had really got up to. But now here he was, in some house in somewhere called Boulder City, and he was definitely going to miss his flight home. 
Things couldn’t get any worse. 
Or maybe they could. 
Diego found the front door, but before he could open it, somebody else beat him to it. A man entered the home and saw Diego standing in the hallway before frowning and looking angry. 
‘Who the hell are you?’ the man snarled, making Diego quickly wonder if there was a back door to this place that he could use instead. 
‘Harmony! What have I told you about bringing guys back here?’ the man shouted. ‘This is my house, not yours! Do you think I want to come home from my nightshift to find strangers in my house?’
Diego winced at the volume of the man’s voice but also the content of the words. 
He would have to deal with this angry man before dealing with the issue of his missed flight and his concerned fiancée. But he would also have to do it all while keeping this a secret from her because if Lindsey found out he had spent the night in another woman’s bed, then the marriage was surely over.  
They say what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas. 
Right now, Diego had to pray that was true. 
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Ethan Bancroft knew that many people liked to keep their business in Las Vegas a secret from the outside world. But he knew that wouldn’t be possible for him. If he was to be successful over these next few minutes, then it would mean millions of people around the world knowing his name and knowing exactly what he had been up to in Sin City. That’s because he was on the verge of potentially winning the biggest poker tournament in the world, which would gain him instant fame and notoriety, as well as making him rich. 
Very, very rich. 
This tournament had begun with 8,000 people taking their seats and hoping to scoop the top prize of $10,000,000 dollars and the title of the world champion of poker, for this year at least. At the start, Ethan had just been thrilled to even be in the same room as all these people and hadn’t in his wildest dreams imagined that he would survive all the way until the end of the competition. But now here he was and there was only one other person standing between him and that unfathomable prize. 
He was playing ‘heads-up’ poker now, which was the term given when only two players remained and were head-to-head. Only a dealer was at this table with them, turning over the cards and allowing the players to make their bets. This room that had once been full to capacity with thousands of poker players was now much emptier and a hell of a lot quieter. The only other people in the room now besides the three figures at the table were the camera crews who were in place to film the final moment when the winner would be crowned. But when would that moment come? It was hard to say because Ethan and his last opponent had been playing hand after hand of poker for three hours and neither of them had made a mistake big enough to give the other one the victory. Theoretically, this duel could go on for another day, but Ethan hoped he would be able to win soon and not just because he was exhausted after being up all night at this table. 
It was because he had just been dealt a strong hand and he was getting ready to make a big move. 
It might be tempting in a situation like this one for Ethan to sit back and pray that his opponent would make a mistake, effectively handing Ethan the win without him having to risk anything for it. But Ethan was aware that it was boldness and solid poker strategy that had gotten him this far, so he was determined to stick to those tactics now. He would play his hands as aggressively as he could, without fear of failure, because he knew that was the best way to win. It was also the best way for him to lose but he had to take his chances. 
This was still a form of gambling, after all. 
Pushing a sizeable stack of chips into the middle of the table, Ethan made it clear that he was willing to bet big on the strength of the cards in his possession right now. That gave his opponent three options. Either match the bet, raise it even higher or fold, throwing his cards in and gifting the hand to Ethan. The fact that Ethan had more chips right now than his opponent meant that he was in the stronger position to take more chances and he also knew that if he was to go ‘all in’ then it would be the man across the table from him who had more to lose. But patience was a vital skill in this game and Ethan had to be patient while he waited for his opponent to signal his intent. 
As he waited, Ethan did his best to keep his expression blank. He had been practising his ‘poker face’ hard ever since he had won the online event that had given him a ticket to play in this bigger one in Las Vegas a couple of months ago. It must have been working well because so far, none of his opponents had been able to pick any clues up from him about what he was really thinking on the inside. But as important as it was to keep his body-language neutral, it was also vital that he kept his mind devoid of any emotion too. He had to stay focused and think only about the next hand and not about the hands that had gone before, nor about the sizeable chunk of cash he had already won so far. 
If Ethan was to lose now, he would finish this tournament as the runner-up, which would be disappointing but would be offset somewhat by the fact that he had still earnt a cheque for $5,000,000. Yes, Ethan was now a millionaire, his reward for getting this far a huge amount of money that would change his life forever. He had been vindicated in giving up his job in a supermarket back in England and chasing his dream, risking ridicule, disappointment and financial ruin by opting for the riskier path over the safer one. Thankfully, his hard work and determination had paid off and now he was richer than he ever needed to be. But for a man like him, as focused as he was, that wasn’t enough. He had never done this just for the money. He had done it to prove to himself that he could do it. If he was to win this tournament and be crowned world champion, then that would prove it. 
He would be in no doubt then that he really had done the right thing in his life. 
The problem with any kind of competition is that in order to get one winner, there has to be several losers who fall by the wayside before that. Ethan had not failed to notice how many people had left this room after being eliminated from the tournament and the pain and dejection was visible on each of their faces as they had departed. This was a cruel sport, like most sports were, because for every person who achieved their dream, there were thousands who never got to experience it. Ethan knew he could very easily have been just like them, heading back home with no money and having to return to a soul-destroying job to make ends meet, or simply facing up to all the people who had said it wasn’t going to happen. 
Ethan had been afraid of returning to the UK as a loser with nothing to show for his endeavours in the desert, simply because that would have only added more fuel to the fire from those people who didn’t believe in him. His family. His friends. His old boss who had laughed when he found out Ethan was leaving the supermarket to try and be a professional poker player. All those people would have most likely only have been too happy to say “I told you so”. 
But now Ethan was the one who had been proven right. He was going home a millionaire and he could look forward to plenty more poker tournaments in the future. But just like there had been no guarantee that he would ever get to this point in the competition, there was no guarantee that he would ever be able to get back here again. Sport was full of stories of people who had been victorious only to disappear and never taste that success again. It was simply the nature of the beast. If it was easy then everybody would do it. It was hard, which was why Ethan and the other 8,000 people who had walked into this room all deserved to be the winner. But there could be only one. 
Ethan. 
Or the man opposite him. 
The opponent across the table from the Englishman was an American man by the name of Joey Muchovski. He hailed from Philadelphia on the East Coast and he was a few years older than Ethan, in his mid-forties with thinning hair and a stomach that suggested Joey was no stranger to a Philly CheeseSteak, that popular snack in his hometown. Just like Ethan, Joey was a man who had given up everything to pursue his passion and Ethan knew this because the two men had been chatting during one of the breaks last night or yesterday. At the time, there had still been thousands of people left in the competition and neither of them could have predicted that they would end up facing off against each other in the final. If they had then perhaps they would have been more stringent with the information they gave up about themselves. But they had talked freely, two kindred spirits who knew what it was like to have a passion for poker and more importantly, what it was like to pursue it. That was how Ethan had come to learn that Joey had been living in the basement of his grandparents’ home for the last two years after his wife had thrown him out and filed for divorce. Apparently, Mrs Muchovski had grown tired of her husband’s attempts to make it on the poker circuit and had given him an ultimatum. It was either her or poker. 
He had chosen poker. 
She had not been happy about that. 
Joey had told Ethan how grim it was to be living in the basement beneath two elderly relatives, but that he also knew that he had to go for his dream because he would have been far unhappier if he didn’t try. Ethan had understood that sentiment, even if very few people would, and he had shaken Joey’s hand and wished him the best of luck for the rest of the tournament. Now here they were, both in the final and both millionaires. 
Forget the basement at his grandparents’ house. 
Joey could now afford to buy a beachside villa. 
But just like Ethan was not content with only money to show for his endeavours, he knew that Joey was the same too. Both of the men wanted to be the winner. Both of them wanted to hold their arms aloft in the air and cry tears of joy. And both of them wanted to be the world champion. 
But there could be only one. 
Somebody had to go home in second place. 
Joey made an aggressive move, raising Ethan’s original bet and pushing more chips into the centre of the table. Ethan had to think about his next course of action for a moment, trying to work out if Joey had a better hand than him or if he was just bluffing. But in the end, he felt confident that he was in possession of the best cards at this table so he decided to say the words that would send shivers down the spine of any gambler around the world. 
‘I’m all in.’
The cameraman at the back of the table took a few steps closer to the action, his camera trained on Ethan’s face to capture all the emotion of a tense moment like this one. But Ethan ignored that and focused his attention on his opponent, wondering what Joey was going to do next. 
He didn’t have to wait long to find out. 
Joey called. 
That meant he was all in too. 
It was down to this moment right here to declare a champion. 
Both players instantly got up from their seats and stood beside the table, the volume of adrenaline coursing through their bodies right now making it impossible to simply sit still. As they did, they turned over their respective cards because there was no need to keep them concealed anymore. Both men had put all their chips into the centre of the table and the betting strategy was over. 
Now it was down to pure luck. 
As he saw Joey’s cards, Ethan breathed a sigh of relief because as he suspected, he had the best hand at the moment. But that could easily change when the shared cards were dealt in a few seconds’ time. Joey was beaten at the moment, but he would claim victory if another ace came out. 
Anything else and Ethan would be the winner. 
The dealer nodded at the event organiser to show that he was ready to turn the cards and the cameraman behind him pushed in even closer to capture the footage. 
The first three cards came. There was no ace. Ethan was still ahead. 
The fourth card came. There was no ace. Ethan was so close now. 
The fifth and final card came. 
It was....
Not an ace.
Ethan had won!
The Englishman put his arms in the air as a hail of confetti rained down upon the table on which he had just won $10,000,000. He closed his eyes, keeping them shut tightly not because he was worried about getting bits of confetti in them but because he knew he was crying, and he didn’t want to get tears all over the table. 
He was just about to wipe his eyes when he felt a hand on his shoulder, and he opened them to see Joey standing beside him with a big grin on his face. The two men hugged tightly, foes who had now become friends, and even though it would be Ethan’s name on the trophy, there was no doubt that they were both winners. Two men who had risked it all to chase a dream. Now here they were in Las Vegas, being covered in confetti while a businessman in a suit got their cheques ready. 
Whoever said dreams don’t come true? 
Not Joey. 
And certainly not Ethan. 
As a ridiculous bundle of cash was tipped out onto the poker table to show just how much Ethan had won for the people watching around the world, the Englishman turned away from it and wiped his eyes before taking a deep breath and getting ready for the interview from the TV presenter hovering nearby. He had no idea what he was going to say but he would have to think of something because he would be broadcast on several different television channels in several different countries in a few minutes’ time. 
But before that, Ethan picked up a stack of the money and threw it above his head, because why not? He was rich and he never had to go back to that damn supermarket again. He also threw a chunk of cash at Joey in jest, making the American man laugh and give him a high-five. 
Ethan was not going back to his parents’ house and Joey was not going back to his grandparents’ basement. Instead, both men were going to a VIP party. 
It was nothing less than they deserved. 
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Betty Clark was a long way from piles of cash, VIP parties and casinos where winners celebrated with their arms in the air. But then again, she wasn’t. She was very close to all of those things, in fact, it was just that she couldn’t access any of them. That’s because she was underneath Las Vegas in near darkness, living in a place that had no neon lights, personal butlers or even a solitary dollar bill lying around. 
She was in the tunnels beneath the city. 
She was deep underground. 
Betty hadn’t always lived like this. There had been a time when she had lived more traditionally, above ground, like most members of society. She had held down a job, she had paid rent on a small apartment, and she had spent her money on fun things like cocktails, cinema tickets and romance novels. But the thing with living in the normal world is that it costs money, and you can only have money if you can earn it. As soon as you lose the ability to earn it, then that’s when things get more difficult. 
Betty had never struggled for money when she had been employed. 
But it had been a whole other story when she had lost her job. 
It had been just over a year ago when Betty had been let go from her role as a waitress in the diner near The Strip that had framed photos of Elvis and Sinatra on the walls, not because they had ever eaten there but because the manager of the diner liked to pretend that they had. It was a low-paid job, as many hospitality jobs in Las Vegas and indeed the world were, but Betty didn’t mind that. She enjoyed serving customers their hamburgers and their milkshakes, and she particularly enjoyed chatting to so many people and hearing about where they came from. As a waitress in one of the most popular tourist destinations on the planet, Betty was never short of new people to talk to from all over the world. She had served Germans, Italians, Filipinos and Kiwis. She had made jokes with families from Japan and given tourism advice to travellers from Greece. She had chatted to thousands of people in her line of work, and she had enjoyed almost every interaction, apart from that one rude truck driver from Illinois who had refused to tip her simply because he had been in a bad mood. 
While she accepted that she was never going to get rich working in a diner serving $10 meals, she was happy enough with her existence. Along with her job, she also had friends in the city who she liked to socialise with outside of work, as well as a nice little apartment to rest her head at the end of the day. It was a small home, but it was her home, and she had no problem making the monthly rental payments on the place when they were due. 
And then she had been let go from her job at the diner. 
Betty would never forget the worry and the stress that had consumed her as she had handed in her apron and left her place of employment for the final time. Her manager had told her that he was getting rid of her due to budget cuts and that it had nothing at all to do with her job performance. That wasn’t much consolation to poor Betty because however it had happened, it meant one thing. 
She was now going to struggle to pay her rent. 
Like most people who lose their job, Betty went through a short period of mourning before vowing to come back swinging better than ever. That was why she was optimistic when she started applying for roles in other diners around Las Vegas, as well as other hospitality jobs at the many hotels and casinos on The Strip. But that optimism had started to wane when Betty had realised that she wasn’t the only person in the unemployment bracket in this part of Nevada. Despite sending off hundreds of applications and attending several open days at various restaurants, bars and diners around the city, Betty was unsuccessful in finding a job before her next rent payment was due. That meant that she had to move out of her flat and was forced to start sleeping on the sofa at her friend’s house after she had taken pity on her. 
For a proud and hard-working woman like Betty, having to get by on the generosity of others was difficult, but what choice did she have? It was either sleep on her friend’s sofa or sleep on the streets, and as warm as the weather was in Las Vegas, it was not an option that anybody would willingly wish to take for themselves. The streets in Sin City could be dangerous, just like the streets in any major city around the world. They were certainly no place for a woman like Betty, who was only five feet tall and looked as light as a feather. She was not getting any younger either, in her thirties now, although she had still retained her good looks, which was one positive. But that wouldn’t do her much good on the streets either because it would surely mean that she would attract plenty of attention from the wrong sort of people who had also been forced to sleep rough. 
Betty believed that her fortunes would change, just like everybody in Las Vegas did whenever they spent any amount of time in the city built on gambling, but just like so many of the people who left this place penniless, Betty’s luck didn’t change for the better. 
Instead, it only seemed to get worse. 
With no news on the job front, Betty’s friend started to get tired of having her on her sofa, especially when a new man came into the friend’s life. That was when Betty was asked if she could move out, and Betty had little choice but to say yes because it wasn’t her sofa to sleep on, was it? 
After enquiring about any available rooms at her other friends’ homes, Betty realised she actually didn’t have as many friends in the city as she had thought because not a single one of them said they were willing to take her in until she got back on her feet. It was then that she realised she really was screwed and that there was nothing keeping her from sleeping on the sidewalk like the rest of the homeless people in this city. 
That first night had been the worst. The temperature had dropped significantly once the sun had disappeared behind the mountains, and Betty had found herself shivering in the doorway of a disused arcade hall in the Downtown area. Sleep had been impossible, not just because she had been so cold or because the noise from the busy streets around her was too much, but because it was simply too dangerous for her to risk closing her eyes. Betty had seen all sorts of people out on the same streets as her, people with no money to spend, nowhere to go, and most of all, nothing to lose. They were drunk or high on some other kind of drug and they had a dangerous look in their eyes. The threat of physical violence was very real, and Betty had been afraid that she could have been attacked at any moment by the most nefarious members of the homeless community in this city. 
She remembered years ago during a shift at the diner when she had read the article in the local newspaper about the man with the nickname ‘The Devil’s Son.’ Apparently, he was a resident of the city who had been sleeping rough for years and had recently been arrested after sexually assaulting a female tourist after she had got lost on her way back to her hotel. The nickname was given to the man in the news articles because it was the nickname the man in question had given to himself. His real name was Denzel Whittaker, but he had a tattoo on the side of his neck proclaiming himself to be The Devil’s Son, and it was clear that he was just as evil and dangerous as Satan himself.  
Betty had never heard about that man again, but it had given her an insight into how dangerous it could be out on these streets in this bustling city in the middle of the desert. That was why she had stayed awake that first night, too afraid to close her eyes in case The Devil’s Son came for her, or anybody else for that matter. But one night had turned into several, and eventually, Betty had slept. She had slept for so long that days turned into weeks and then months, and she ended up looking so bad that nobody in their right mind would ever hire her again. Having given up on everything, Betty had resigned herself to a life of poverty. 
But what she wouldn’t resign herself to was being attacked. 
It had been on a humid night during the summer last year when Betty had woken up to find two men standing over her as she lay in a sleeping bag on the ground. It was clear from the chilling grins on their faces that they had sinister intentions for her, and it was only thanks to the good fortune of a police car passing by at that moment that saved her from a grim fate. The police officers had frightened off the men, and she had lived to tell the tale, but she also knew that she wouldn’t live long if she stayed out here. 
She needed somewhere else to go. 
That was how she came to be living underground. 
Betty had approached the drainage tunnel with extreme trepidation when she had first found it, unsure how deep it was and who else might have been in there. But she also knew that she was at risk of all manner of nasty things if she stayed out on the streets, so it was a risk she had to take. 
Entering the dark tunnel that fateful day, Betty had no idea what was waiting for her inside it. 
But she ended up getting a pleasant surprise. 
She ended up finding people who were just like her. 
There were whole communities underneath the city of Las Vegas, people just like Betty who had fallen on hard times and needed somewhere to shelter away from the harsh desert climate and the dangers on the streets. It wasn’t an enviable existence, but it was an existence, and Betty had been grateful to be accepted into the lives of some of these people, joining them as they sat in the darkness and survived as best they could. Many of them had stories to tell, both about their past lives in normal society and also about the best places to find food. There was one particular supermarket nearby that always threw out its leftovers at 10 pm, and that became the source of many a great feast as the tunnel-dwellers dined out on the bits of food that people with money had not bothered to buy. There was furniture too, plastic chairs, mattresses and makeshift tables, meaning this really was a place to call home for people who had no home. 
But it wasn’t all perfect. These tunnels were still storm sewers, meaning that when it rained, floodwater would run through, washing away the furniture as well as putting the lives of the people inside the tunnels in danger. Betty had woken up a few times to water pouring all over her, and that was not a pleasant thing to wake up to. There was also a darker side to these tunnels, even darker than the low levels of lighting in these places. Just like the streets above, these tunnels harboured dangerous people. Betty felt a little bit safer down here, but she wasn’t completely safe. 
She still had to watch out for herself and others. 
That was how she found herself going to investigate the sounds of the screaming that could be heard coming from one of the tunnels near where she was currently ‘living.’ It sounded like a young boy was in distress, and while she didn’t know of any children who lived down here with her and the other homeless people, she did see how it was possible for a youngster to come in exploring and end up getting in trouble. 
This was no place for anyone, especially a child. 
Picking up the plastic chair that she had been sitting on and holding it out in front of her as if it was a weapon, Betty headed out of her hiding place and towards the noise, hoping that she could help if somebody needed her but also aware that she was putting herself in danger too. 
As she got closer to the sounds, Betty peered into the darkness, and her eyes were able to make out a figure standing in front of her with his back to her. When she had first come down here, Betty had barely been able to see a thing, but after so long in these conditions, she had become better accustomed to making her way around in this gloomy place. That was how she was also able to see the young boy cowering in front of the tall man as if shielding himself from an impending attack. 
Betty knew she had to act quickly to save this boy, and she did just that, raising the plastic chair above her head before bringing it down hard on the tall figure. 
The chair snapped easily, but it did the job, sending the man falling to the floor and giving the boy in front of him the chance to escape. 
‘Come on!’ Betty cried, and the boy ran towards her, but just before they made their escape, Betty looked down at the man lying on the concrete floor. 
That was when she saw the tattoo on the back of his neck. 
The Devil’s Child. 
If that wasn’t scary enough, Betty then saw the tattoo move. The man was getting back to his feet, and he would no doubt be angry about what had just happened. 
Betty reached out to take the boy’s hand and then made it clear how desperate the situation was right now with her loud cry. 
‘Run!’
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Harry Baxter had always been a quick runner, but that was usually when he was outside on a grass football pitch in broad daylight. It was much harder to run in a concrete tunnel when it was dark and he couldn’t see where he was going. 
If he had been able to see where he was going then he wouldn’t have spent all night in here trying to find his way out. He wouldn’t have ended up being threatened by a scary man who looked like he was going to hurt him. 
And he definitely wouldn’t have had to run for his life like he was doing now. 
‘Hurry!’ called the woman who had just saved him a moment ago, and Harry ran in the direction of her voice, trusting her even though he had no idea who she was, simply because she had to be better than the person he was running from. 
As he ran around yet another corner in this maze-like place, Harry saw the woman up ahead of him ushering him towards her, and he kept going until he found himself in a quiet hidey-hole where the woman pulled him back against the wall and put her hand over his mouth. 
Harry wanted to scream, or fight, or run, but he was afraid, and he also knew that as scary as this situation was right now in this dark corner, it would be much worse if the man he was running from ever found him again. 
A tense few seconds passed, and it seemed like the coast was clear until Harry suddenly saw a dark figure moving down the tunnel. 
It was him. 
He was looking for them. 
But would he find them?
Harry held his breath even though he could barely breathe anyway with the woman’s hand over his mouth as he watched the figure move through the gloomy darkness, looking from left to right to try and spot them. If he was to find them in this hiding place, then they really were trapped because it would be impossible to get past him then. That was a terrifying thought, and Harry prayed that the scary man would just walk past and leave them alone. 
Thankfully, after a few more nervous seconds, that was exactly what happened. 
The man moved away down the tunnel, having failed to spot them, and Harry felt the woman he was with loosen her grip on him and remove her hand from over his mouth. Then she crouched down beside him and whispered into his ear. 
‘Follow me. I’ll show you how to get out of here.’
Harry nodded his head because he was too afraid to speak in case the man heard him, but then he realised that wasn’t the best thing to do because it was too dark for the woman to have seen his nodding. 
‘Okay,’ he whispered back as quietly as he could. 
The woman left the hiding place before him and looked both ways down the tunnel before beckoning Harry to follow her, and he did just that, aware that she really was his best bet of making it out of here alive. He didn’t know how long he had been stuck down here, but it had been a long time, and he just wanted to get out and breathe fresh air again, as well as see the sky and remind himself that there was more to this world than concrete and darkness. He had been stuck down here ever since entering the tunnel with his teammates from the football academy who were in Las Vegas for a tournament, and while it had seemed like fun at the time, things had got serious when Harry had lost them and ended up alone down here. No matter how hard he had tried to retrace his steps and find the way out, he hadn’t been able to manage it, and it had gotten to the point when Harry had feared that he would be stuck down here forever. That had been when he had found the scary man in the darkness, and while he had hoped he might be a friend, it had quickly become clear that he was a foe. 
Thank God for the woman who had come along and saved him before the man could hurt him. Harry dreaded to think what would have happened if she hadn’t hit him over the head and helped him get away. But who was she? And why was she down here? Harry had plenty of questions, but they would all have to wait. Right now, the important thing was that he got out of here and made it back to England to where his Mum would be waiting for him. 
Keeping close to the woman as he followed her through the tunnels, turning left and right and then left again, Harry prayed she really did know where she was going. But just as he was starting to fear that he had been tricked and that he was being taken deeper into the tunnels, he saw something in the distance that made him happy. 
Daylight. 
The woman quickened her pace as she moved towards the light, and Harry did the same. The fact that he could see sunshine outside made him realise that he must have been down here for the whole night because it had been dark when he had entered here. That was a scary thought because he knew his teammates must have been worried about him, and he wondered if they had gone back to the hotel and told the coaches that he had been lost. If so, Harry’s mother might have been informed by now, a phone call telling her that her son was missing in Las Vegas, and that would no doubt give her a terrible fright. Harry prayed that nobody was looking for him yet and that his mum would never have to know about the night he spent in the underground tunnels with that scary man chasing after him. But he wouldn’t know what the situation was until he got out of here and made it back to the hotel. 
He had no idea just how much trouble he might be in yet. 
The daylight became almost blinding as Harry reached the mouth of the tunnel and rushed through it, leaving the chilly, dark place behind and stepping out into a warm and sunny morning in Las Vegas. Squinting his eyes, Harry caught glimpses of the brilliant blue sky, the massive mountains in the distance and the tall tower called The Stratosphere at the end of The Strip. All those wonderful sights told him that he was back in the real world now and that his ordeal in the tunnel was over. 
Now all he had to do was thank the person who had saved him. 
With his eyes having adjusted to the light now, Harry turned around and looked at the woman standing a few yards away from him. With the benefit of sunlight, he could get a better idea of what she looked like. The first thing he noticed was that she was very scruffy. Her clothes looked dirty, as well as her hair and hands. She wasn’t old, but she was much older than he was, and unlike him, she was having more trouble adjusting to the light. She kept rubbing her eyes and looking down as if she hadn’t been outside in a very long time and wasn’t sure if she even wanted to be here. 
‘Thank you,’ Harry said when he had plucked up the courage to speak to her. 
The woman looked at him before nodding and looking away quickly as if she was shy. Then she looked back towards the tunnel, and Harry wondered why. 
Did she think the man was going to come chasing out after them?
Or was she getting ready to go back in there?
Harry realised then that this woman must be one of the homeless people who lived in the tunnels. He had heard about them last night when he had come down here with his teammates. One of the players, Paulo, had used the internet on his phone to research the tunnels, and they had seen photos of several homeless people sheltering in the tunnels. Judging by the appearance of her, Harry figured this woman must be homeless too, and he couldn’t believe that she lived in such a scary place, especially when there were dangerous men roaming around like the one they had just run away from. 
The woman glanced at Harry one more time before she started to walk back towards the tunnel. 
‘Wait!’ Harry called after her, and the woman stopped, although she didn’t turn around. 
Harry wasn’t sure what he wanted to say, but he did know that he wanted to help this woman in some way after she had just helped him, especially if this was the place that she called home. 
‘Do you want some food?’ he asked her, figuring that he might be able to repay her act of kindness in that way. 
The woman turned around and looked at him, and it was clear that the mention of food had piqued her interest. 
‘I’m staying in a hotel near here,’ Harry said. ‘You could come back with me if you like, and I could get you some food?’
The woman thought about it for a moment before glancing back at the dark tunnel. 
‘It’s not far. Honestly,’ Harry added, just in case distance was the reason why she was wary about leaving her home. 
The woman turned back to him and it looked like she was going to say no and disappear back into the darkness. But then she smiled and nodded her head. 
‘Great. Follow me!’ Harry said, leading the way. 
Harry set off in the direction of his hotel, and now it was the woman’s turn to follow him. Thankfully, there wasn’t as much urgency required now as there had been when he had been following her, and just the fact that they were out in the morning sunshine made everything feel so much better than it had done just a few minutes ago. 
As they walked, Harry decided to try and find out more about this mystery woman whom he had met underneath the city. 
‘I’m Harry,’ he said. ‘What’s your name?’
‘Betty,’ the woman replied quietly, and Harry smiled. 
‘That’s a nice name.’
‘Thank you.’
They walked on in silence for the next few seconds, passing by a dog walker who looked at the pair of them in confusion as he gave his little chihuahua some early morning exercise. Then Harry decided to just ask the main question that was on his mind. 
‘Why do you live in the tunnel?’
He hoped that he hadn’t been rude by asking it, and he was glad when Betty answered him. 
‘I don’t have anywhere else to live.’
‘There must be somewhere better than that?’
Betty shook her head. 
‘It’s not too bad. But it’s no place for children.’
She looked at Harry as if to make sure that he understood that he was not to try and go back into the tunnel at a later date. But she didn’t need to worry about that. There was no way he was ever going to go in there again. But it made him sad that Betty had to go back there. 
A few minutes later and Harry’s hotel came into view. It was still early enough for the reception area to be quiet, but Harry knew he wouldn’t be able to walk through there without attracting unwanted attention from the hotel staff and especially not if he had Betty with him. 
She certainly looked like someone who had been living in a tunnel for a long time. 
Fortunately, Harry knew of the back way into the hotel. It was the same way that he and his teammates had snuck out of when they had left the hotel the night before to go on their adventure. Harry certainly hadn’t planned to be out as long as this, and he sure was glad to be back. 
Leading Betty around the back of the hotel, he kept a watchful eye out for any security guards before showing his new friend into a doorway and leading her up a flight of stairs that hotel guests were not supposed to use. 
Reaching the floor where his room was located, Harry took Betty to his door before taking out his key and opening it. Once safely inside, Harry told Betty that she was welcome to help herself to the variety of crisps and chocolates that he had stashed on his bedside table, which she gladly did. Then he told her that he was going to go and let his teammates know that he was okay before coming back and maybe ordering Betty a proper meal from room service, which she seemed excited about. Lastly, he told her that she was welcome to lie on his bed while she nibbled on his snacks. 
It was only a couple of minutes later, as Harry was preparing to leave the room when he heard something. Turning around and looking in the direction of the bed, he saw Betty underneath the duvet with her head resting on the pillow. 
She was snoring. 
Harry had only spent one night in those tunnels, but Betty had obviously spent many more. He had no idea how long it had been since the woman had been in a proper bed, so he was happy to see her enjoying his. She deserved it and not just because she had helped him escape from the scary man in the darkness. It was because every human being deserved somewhere safe to sleep, just like every human being deserved food and drink and to live without fear of attack. 
Harry wished he could help Betty more and give her access to this room forever, but it wasn’t his room to give. It was the property of the owner of this hotel, and they would probably be mad at their guest if they found out he had let somebody sneak in here. His coaches would be mad too, and he was sure his mother wouldn’t be best pleased about it either. But right now, Harry didn’t care about those things. He was just glad that he was safe, and he was glad that Betty was safe too. 
Most of all, he was glad that he had escaped that terrifying darkness. 



Leon *
06:11
Leon Logan knew that darkness was his best friend right now. It always was just after a big fight, and it was becoming more the case with every fight he had. That was because being in the dark was the only way that he could attempt to control the crippling headaches that often afflicted him in the aftermath of a boxing event like the one that had taken place last night. 
Lying still on the hotel bed, simply because moving would have been too painful, Leon kept his eyes shut because he knew that he would be subjected to too much sunlight if he opened them and saw that it was morning. If he could do, then he would lie in this room all day, away from the light and the noise and anything else that could make him feel as if his head was being split open with an axe every time that he moved it. But he couldn’t stay in here forever. He had to go to the airport soon to catch his flight back to the East Coast. 
He had to go back home to his family. 
Normally, Leon would be excited at the prospect of seeing his wife and daughter. But these weren’t normal times. This was the morning after he had got into the ring with a brutal Russian man and been punched in the head countless times for money and the entertainment of millions of people around the world. While Leon had been successful in defeating his opponent and maintaining his unbeaten record, he knew he had not come through the contest unscathed. How could he have? This was professional boxing. He punched people for a living, and he got punched in return. No matter how many fights he won or how much money he made doing it, he still couldn’t escape the fact that he was doing something extremely dangerous to his health every single day of his life. 
Leon knew that boxing had saved him from a potential lifetime of poverty. He knew that it had given him the chance to give his loved ones everything that they had ever wanted. But he also knew that boxing had given him something else. 
It had given him brain damage. 
It was hardly a shock for someone like Leon to get bad headaches the morning after going toe-to-toe with a professional fighter known for possessing fists as hard as hammers. But what most boxing fans didn’t realise was that for someone as skilful and successful as Leon Logan was in the sport, he was still just human. That meant that if he got hit in the head, it hurt him. It also meant that if he kept getting hit in the head, it was only going to start hurting him more. 
For a man in his twenties, it looked like Leon had it all. The money. The fame. The family. But it was what he had been forced to do to get it all that meant that it wasn’t the present that Leon was so concerned about anymore. 
It was the future. 
As much as he loved boxing and as good at it as he was, Leon knew that there would be consequences to this profession and that those consequences were becoming more apparent as he got older. A few years ago, the headaches he would get after a fight would not stop him from getting on with his day. They were a minor irritation, just like most of the opponents he faced and defeated as he climbed the ranks in the boxing world. But the more fights he had, combined with all the brutal training regimes that he needed to complete in order to be ready for those fights, meant that the toil began to show on his beleaguered body, or rather, his beleaguered brain. These days, he had to lie in a dark room the morning after a fight, not because he was tired but because his head felt like it was going to explode. All the heavy punishment he was taking in the ring was starting to affect him more, and if he was this bad when he was in his twenties, what would it be like when he was in his forties? 
Leon didn’t want to be one of those fighters who had a great career only to end up forgetting things and requiring medical care on a daily basis before they had barely made it to the age of fifty. But while he looked to be in peak physical condition on the outside, he knew it was a different story on the inside. Everybody could see his six-pack abs when he revealed them at the pre-fight weigh-in, and they could see his bulging biceps when he entered the ring and punched his way to victory on a Saturday night in Las Vegas. What they couldn’t see was what was happening inside Leon every time he went into battle. 
Leon couldn’t see it either. 
He could only feel it.
Right now, it felt bad. 
The sudden sharp knock on his hotel room door was like a buzzsaw to the boxer’s foggy brain, and he wished they would go away, whoever they were. But there was another knock, this one even louder than the first, and Leon buried his head under his pillow and tried to drown it out. The truth was that nobody ever saw him like this. Not his trainers, not his fans and certainly not his family back home in New York. If they knew how much he suffered after a fight, then they would be worried about him, and rightfully so. But Leon didn’t want to worry them, and he certainly didn’t want anybody to know that he was vulnerable. After all, he was supposed to be one of the toughest men on the planet. How could he let anybody know that when he wasn’t beating people up and earning millions of dollars, he was actually lying in a dark bedroom with a pillow over his head to try and control his headaches? 
But the knocking on the door didn’t stop, and Leon realised that it never would do when he heard the voice from the hotel corridor. 
‘Hey Leon, open up. We’ve got a flight to catch!’
It was the voice of his coach, the man who had taken him from nothing and helped mould him into one of the most famous faces on the planet. But even Leon’s coach had no idea how much the events of the last few years had taken out of the young boxer. 
Only Leon knew that. 
Summoning every ounce of strength that he could, Leon opened his eyes and lifted his head off his pillow. It was excruciating, and he instantly regretted it, but he knew it had to be done. He did need to answer the door because his coach was right. They had a flight to catch. It was time to go home, and it was time to celebrate his victory with his loved ones who hadn’t been at the fight to celebrate it last night. 
After the fight had ended last night and Leon had been checked for any immediate signs of brain damage, the doctors had cleared the American fighter to leave the venue and attend the party at the nightclub on The Strip that had been set up in his honour. Leon had been paid a sizeable fee to make an appearance at the club where hundreds of fans had paid thousands of dollars to be in attendance to ‘Party With The Champ.’ Running on pure adrenaline, Leon had taken to the stage in the nightclub and given the crowd a good show, making a short victory speech and shadow boxing before pumping his fists and telling everybody to have a good evening. At the time, he hadn’t been suffering too badly after the fight. But just like in the past, he knew that he would be suffering soon, once the adrenaline wore off and once he was away from the bright lights of the public eye. 
By the time Leon had made it back to his hotel, he had been glad to close the door and the curtains and get into bed because the pounding headaches had started, and they always got worse before they got better. Just because the doctors had cleared him of any immediate damage and danger after the fight, that didn’t mean that there wasn’t a more subtle, accumulative effect that was going on in his brain. Concussion was always a concern for the medical staff straight after the fight was over, win or lose, but for Leon, the concern was what all this damage would mean when he was older. 
Would he start to forget important events like his daughter’s birthday? 
Would he start to forget where he was going when he went out for a drive? 
And would he eventually forget who he was and what he had achieved in his lifetime? 
As Leon forced himself up off the bed and in the direction of the knocking on his hotel room door, he knew that if he was really worried about things, then he should just retire from boxing. That way, he wouldn’t have to take any more damage than he had already taken. But the problem with that strategy was that boxing was his sole income and the only way he could support his family. Without it, he would just be a regular guy, and that would mean he needed a regular job. He could kiss goodbye to all the millions of dollars that he stood to make in the future if he kept winning fights, as well as all the lucrative opportunities that would come with it. It would also mean that all the training and hard work he had put in so far would go to waste, and he would be unfulfilled potential, always living to wonder what he might have gone on to accomplish in the sport if he had kept going. 
The last thing he wanted was regrets. But what would he regret more? 
Quitting boxing?
Or carrying on?
As he reached the door, Leon took a deep breath in preparation for seeing his coach in a moment’s time. He could always blame his weary disposition on all the champagne he had consumed at the after-party last night. It would be more comfortable to call it a hangover rather than what it really was which was brain damage that was only going to get worse. That would be the easy thing to do. The difficult thing to do would be to admit to his coach now that he was suffering and that it seemed to be getting worse with every fight, even though he was winning. 
In the end, Leon decided to go with the easy option. 
Pulling the door open, Leon winced as the light from the hotel corridor infiltrated his room, and he turned his back to it immediately, but he left the door open so his coach could enter behind him. 
‘Good morning! How are we feeling today, champ?’
The greeting was a typically upbeat one from the coach, and Leon knew that the man was in a celebratory mood after his young charge had just put on a show last night in Las Vegas. But Leon was in no mood to celebrate, and he had to make that clear before his coach could split his head open with any more loud noises. 
‘Calm down, man. I didn’t get much sleep.’
The coach laughed, presumably because he thought that Leon meant he had been out all night on The Strip partying. In reality, Leon had come back to this room as early as he could get away from the party after finding that the adrenaline had worn off and the alcohol in his bloodstream was no match for the migraine that was moving in on him. 
‘Plenty of time to sleep on the plane. Let’s get you packed up so we can get to the airport.’
The coach started gathering up Leon’s various belongings that were scattered all around the hotel room while Leon did his best to get dressed without being sick. The nausea he felt was not a result of the champagne last night but just one of the many side-effects he endured these days after being hit in the head by men who had spent a lifetime learning how to do it most efficiently. But so far, he had never been sick on the morning after a fight. 
So far. 
Suddenly realising that today was different, Leon stopped what he was doing and made a beeline for the bathroom, rushing inside and closing the door behind him before leaning over the toilet and giving in to what his body demanded of him. 
As he threw up into the toilet, he heard his coach chuckling on the other side of the bathroom door. 
‘Wow. You really did party last night, didn’t you?’ 
Leon was far too occupied to answer him, simply remaining in position until he was sure that the nausea had passed and that he was safe to take his head out of the bowl. 
As he flushed the toilet and leaned wearily against the marble counter that held the sink, Leon stared at his reflection in the mirror and felt anxious about what he saw looking back at him. 
For someone who had just won, he looked very much like a beaten man. While the world right now thought that he had gotten the better of his opponent, it was clear that boxing was starting to get the better of him. Sure, the headaches would ease off in the next few days, and he would start to feel better when he got back in the gym and started training again for the next fight, but what would he be like the morning after that one? Worse than this? Possibly. And what would he be like when he eventually retired, many years from now, after two dozen more brutal fights and god knows how many sparring sessions with professional punchers? 
Was it time to quit while he was ahead, if this could even be considered ahead? Or should he do what his coaches told him to do every time he was in a tough spot and simply “keep going”? 
He wasn’t sure. The only thing he was sure of was that his mind was a mess right now. 
The mind. That precious thing that controls everything else in life. 
Was he losing it? 
Or did he have the chance to save it before it was too late?



Carol *
06:12
Carol Heath had spent the last few months learning about how important the mind was, or particularly, how important it was to control it. With that newfound knowledge, she was doing everything she could to keep her mind sharp, focused and most of all, clear. 
There was nothing like a good walk to do that. 
The sun hadn’t been up for long over Las Vegas, but Carol and her husband, Steve, had beaten the clock and got out into nature as early as they could this morning to take part in an organised hike around Red Rock Canyon, an area of outstanding natural beauty just outside the city. It had been difficult for the couple to see just how spectacular the scenery was as they had been shuttled out here into the desert in darkness in a shuttle bus, but now the sun was up, it was impossible not to be left awestruck by the environment. They were only fifteen miles away from the man-made structures on The Strip, but out here, it was as if they were on another planet. Carol and Steve stared in awe at the sandstone formations towering above them. The rocks were aglow in the early morning sunlight, a combination of reds, oranges and yellows that left the English couple and everybody else in their tour group marvelling at the beauty of Mother Nature while snapping away on their camera phones. 
‘Take a photo of that,’ Carol told her husband as she pointed in the direction of a tall mountain peak that had looked majestic throughout the sunrise. 
‘We’ve got loads of photos now,’ Steve replied, lowering his camera phone and preferring to take in this scenic view with his own eyes rather than through a screen. 
‘We’re only here once! Take some more photos!’ Carol told him firmly, and Steve did as he was told, which he usually did, although it always took a couple of prompts from his wife to get him there. 
Carol wasn’t being bossy with her husband for the fun of it. She was simply aware that this was a unique place, and they should have as many photographs as possible to remember it by. It wouldn’t be long until they were on the plane back to England, and as much as she loved her home country, Carol knew there wasn’t anywhere quite like the Mojave Desert back there. 
As Steve dutifully kept taking photos on his phone, Carol made sure they kept up with the other members of the tour group as they continued down the dusty trail through the rock formations led by their leader, an elderly American man by the name of Hank. 
Hank was a man who looked very much at home in this ‘Wild West’ setting, and he had not stopped talking eagerly about Red Rock Canyon ever since they had departed from Las Vegas. Carol had already heard how this canyon was over 600 million years old, as well as how it used to be an ocean basin before the waters had receded and numerous tectonic shifts had made this area look as mountainous as it did today. She had also heard about how there had been numerous dinosaur footprints discovered in this canyon which could be dated back almost 200 million years, and how they had only been discovered recently, meaning there could be plenty more still out there waiting to be found. And now, as the tour headed deeper into the canyon, Hank was telling Carol, Steve and the rest of the interested tourists why the rocks in this part of the world were so red. 
‘It’s iron oxide,’ said Hank as he ran his hand along the smooth edge of one of the canyon walls. ‘When the rock was exposed to the air, the iron in the rocks oxidised, which is a fancy way of saying that it rusted. That’s why you get these spectacular red and orange colours.’
Carol thought it was interesting to think of something so beautiful being considered ‘rusty.’ The only rusty things she was used to were all the car parts that Steve had lying around in their garage back home that she wished he would get rid of because they took up valuable space.  
As the tour group descended further into the colourful canyon and Hank stopped talking for a moment to allow the group to appreciate the quietness of their surroundings, Carol thought about the book she had been reading in bed last night before waking up early to come here. It had been the book she had purchased at the large event on The Strip yesterday that she had successfully persuaded Steve to attend with her before their evening meal. The book was the autobiography of a man called Horatio Hamilton, who Carol now understood to be one of the most prominent figures in the self-improvement industry.
Carol had stayed up much later than she should have done last night, considering the early start time today, but that had purely been because of how engrossed she had been in her new book. She had found it fascinating to read about Horatio’s life and, in particular, his thoughts and philosophies on the idea of speaking things into existence. It had been a couple of months now since Carol had been applying this new philosophy to her own life, trying to remove herself from her previous mindset of paranoia, fear and negativity and adopting a more positive outlook in which she expected good things to happen instead of bad. Ever since then, her life had changed remarkably, and she felt like a new woman now that she was no longer burdened with all the anxieties that had plagued her for so many years. Instead of worrying about the health of her and her loved ones, she had instead been focusing on only good things like prosperity, abundance and opportunity. It hadn’t been an easy mindset shift to make, and she still had much to learn, but with books like Horatio’s, she had the tools she needed to continue down her new path of self-improvement and discovery. 
An example of the difference in Carol could have been found this morning when the alarm clock had gone off at the ungodly hour of 04:30 to wake her and Steve up so they could get ready and get to the pick-up point for their early-morning tour into the desert. Normally, Carol would have allowed herself to be consumed by thoughts of fatigue at the early start, her mind focusing on the fact that she had only had about five hours of sleep which was much less than she would usually hope to have in a night. Because of that, she would normally have spent the entire day thinking about being tired whilst yawning and complaining, which would have put a dampener on things as well as only proving to make her even wearier as the day went by. Instead, she had applied her new knowledge about how to use the human brain for positive things and had woken up with a much more optimistic outlook. Instead of telling herself that she was tired and focusing on her lack of sleep, she told herself that she was well-rested and excited for the busy day ahead. Instead of yawning and rubbing her eyes every five minutes, she put a smile on her face and told Steve that she couldn’t wait to explore the canyon today with him by her side. And instead of thinking about her cosy bed back at the hotel room or how early it really was as she climbed into the back of the shuttle bus, she had thought about things like how wonderful and warm it would be when the sun came up and how marvellous it was that she was in Las Vegas and not getting ready to go to work back in rainy England. 
While Carol knew that there were limits on the power of the human mind and what a person could convince themselves to be true or false, she now realised that there was so much more potential for her to be happy than she had ever allowed herself to tap into before. As Horatio Hamilton said in his bestselling book, and as many people had said before, including Buddha himself, what a person thinks about they then become. 
Carol knew that if she thought of herself as tired, then she would be tired. That was why she had thought of herself as being refreshed and excited. It was no surprise to her then to be walking around this canyon feeling invigorated and alive while several members of the group around her continued to yawn and shuffle their feet as they moved their weary bodies along this trail. 
They were focusing on the negative things. 
Carol was focusing on the positive. 
To highlight just how awake and eager she was, Carol walked a little faster along the trail so that she could get closer to Hank and ask him some questions about this canyon. She knew Steve would keep up with her, although she knew he would probably be wondering what had gotten into his wife because she had never been a morning person in all the time that he had known her. 
But just before Carol could ask Hank about the history of this majestic place, there was the sound of horse’s hooves up ahead, and Hank put his arm in the air to signal to the group to stop walking while he waited to see who it was. 
Carol paused beside the tour guide and looked ahead along the trail to where the noise was coming from. She couldn’t see the horse yet, or its rider, but the noises were definitely getting closer.
A few seconds later and Carol caught sight of what looked like a cowboy coming around the corner. Riding high atop his horse, he had a Stetson on his head and spurs on his boots, and he looked as grizzled and chiselled as the canyon walls that surrounded them. If Hank was a man who looked like he belonged in the Wild West, then this cowboy looked like he had just come straight out of a John Wayne movie. 
Who was he? 
And why was he out here riding around on a horse?
The cowboy came closer to the tour group before bringing his horse to a stop and looking down at the sea of puzzled faces before him. Then Hank spoke, and it was clear that this was a guy who he knew well from his time spent out on these trails. 
‘Howdy there, Taylor. How’s it going?’
Taylor shrugged, and it looked as if his horse almost did the same thing too. 
Carol admired the man and how in control he was of his majestic animal. She also wondered if he was ever going to speak to let them know what was on his mind. But no sooner had he stopped then he was on his way again, giving a giddy-up to his horse and getting it moving. 
The tour group stepped to the side as the horse galloped past them and away down the trail in the direction that they had just walked here in, and Carol watched the man go, amazed at how fast he was travelling. 
‘Is that a real cowboy?’ one of the young boys in the tour group asked Hank, which caused everybody to laugh. 
Carol expected Hank to confirm that it was, but the answer the tour leader gave was a very unexpected one. 
‘He likes to think he is, but he’s not,’ Hank said with a smirk. ‘He’s just a millionaire who likes to ride around in the desert and pretend.’
Carol wondered why anybody would want to ride around in the desert and pretend they were a cowboy, but if that was Taylor’s idea of fun then who was she to judge? 
‘I see him out here every now and again,’ Hank said as he started walking. ‘He’s harmless.’
‘I just hope he doesn’t bump into any Indians,’ Steve said, which got a few chuckles from some members of the group. 
Carol followed Hank along the trail, glancing back over her shoulder as she went at the cloud of dust that had been kicked up in the wake of Taylor’s horse. Based on her newfound knowledge of how the mind worked, Carol realised that the wannabe cowboy was just another example of someone who had decided what they wanted to be and then become it. As Hank had told them, Taylor was a wealthy man who liked to spend his time and money on pretending to be a cowboy. He dressed the part, he acted the part and therefore, he had become the part. It was as simple as that and as Horatio had written in the first chapter of the book that had kept Carol awake for so long last night; ‘You can become whatever you want. All you have to do is decide.’
As the trail through the canyon took them up the side of one of the taller mountains in this region, Carol and Steve knew that they were in for a spectacular view once they reached the summit. When they got there, they were not disappointed. They could see for miles across the barren desert plains, as well as make out the skyline of Las Vegas to their right. But there was something else they could see too. It was the trail of black smoke that was billowing into the clear blue sky, and while Carol couldn’t see what the cause of it was, she could clearly tell that something was on fire out in the middle of the desert. 
She wondered if it was campers or perhaps another person playing Cowboys and Indians. 
She had no idea that it was actually the flames from a helicopter crash that would soon be all over the news, not just in Las Vegas but around the world. 
She also had no idea that it wasn’t going to be the only shocking story to come out of Sin City in the next twenty-four hours. 



Jill *
06:13
Jill Kearl looked down over the edge of her hotel room balcony at the dead body lying on the concrete below. The body was that of Errol, the man she had been wined and dined by last night before he had smooth-talked his way into her room. It was a shame he was dead, as it was a shame when anybody died, but Errol had brought it on himself. If only he had been honest with Jill and continued to treat her well, then he wouldn’t have fallen over this balcony and splattered on the hard ground below. If only he hadn’t pulled a deadly weapon on her.
And if only she hadn’t been forced to push him over the edge before he pushed her. 
The sound of sirens in the distance told Jill that the emergency services were on their way. She wondered who would arrive at the scene first. The paramedics or the police? If it was the former, they were already far too late. There was little that could be done now to save Errol. But if it was the latter, then they would be less interested in the body on the ground and more interested in the person standing on the balcony overlooking it. 
Jill knew that she was going to have to speak to the police very soon and try to explain to them as best she could how she had come to push another human being to their death. That was easier said than done because there were many complicating factors that would make that explanation harder to come by. Like the fact that there was a large amount of Class A drugs in the hotel room behind her. Like the fact that there was an unregistered firearm lying on the floor near all those drugs. 
And like the fact that there was another person in the room right now, which meant that there was a witness to what Jill had just done. 
Jill was aware that her recent philosophy on life had led her to this crazy situation right here. If only she hadn’t decided to start saying yes to everything and being more spontaneous, then she knew she would never have been in a situation like this one. If only she had stayed at home in England and carried on with her normal routine rather than pack up her things and head to the airport for a life of adventure and uncertainty. This was a fine mess that she had gotten herself into, and just like it had taken a lot to get her into it, it was now going to take an awful lot to get her out of it. 
Perhaps there had been a time for being unpredictable and favouring spontaneity over sanity, but now was not that time. Right now, she had to think sensibly and logically. If not, then she might soon find herself having a new routine in her life. 
She might end up behind bars as a prisoner for the next thirty years. 
Jill wasn’t well-versed in the complexities of North American law, but she did know about the word felony and what it generally entailed. While she wasn’t entirely sure what a felony consisted of, she was pretty certain that being caught with drugs and a deadly weapon while also being the reason for a murder constituted at least one felony, if not more. That would mean she would need a damn good lawyer if she was going to get out of this and get back home safely. But the sound of the sirens was only getting louder, and Jill still hadn’t taken any action yet. 
Time was running out now. 
There was already a large crowd gathering around the dead body below, some people putting their hands over their mouths in shock or turning away in disgust while others simply took photos rather morbidly on their camera phones. There were some places where a dead body might go unnoticed for a while, but a hotel entrance in the middle of the Las Vegas Strip was not one of them. While it was still very early in the day, there were always plenty of people buzzing around in this city, and that meant that it hadn’t been a long time between Errol’s body hitting the ground and somebody calling 911. Now it was only a matter of minutes until the crazy scene below Jill’s balcony got even crazier and the members of the emergency services joined the throngs of tourists and locals who were standing around and going through various stages of shock. 
Turning away from the balcony’s edge, Jill decided to do something a little more productive than simply wait for the police to come and arrest her for multiple crimes. 
She was going to do her best to get herself out of this mess. 
Rushing back into her hotel room, Jill wasn’t entirely sure which problem to deal with first. The drugs, the gun or the naked man standing nervously by the bed looking like he was afraid of Jill and what she might have planned for him after she had just dealt with Errol. But Jill had no plans to go pushing any more men off hotel balconies, so the naked guy had nothing to worry about. 
Well, besides being arrested alongside Jill for multiple felonies, of course. 
Looking around at the chaotic scene before her, Jill decided that she was going to deal with the drug situation first. 
Bending down and scooping up the bag of white powder from the floor, Jill carried it into the bathroom and opened the toilet seat lid, preparing to pour the contents of the bag away. 
‘What are you doing? There’s a thousand dollars worth of coke there!’ the naked man cried, and Jill looked up to see him standing in the bathroom doorway with a shocked expression on his face. 
‘And there’s probably a thousand police officers on their way up to this room right now,’ Jill replied rather matter-of-factly. ‘Do you think it would be better if we still had the drugs on us when they got here?’
The naked guy couldn’t really say much to that, so he stood by and watched on as Jill emptied the cocaine into the toilet and flushed all the incriminating evidence away. That was perhaps one felony that she had saved herself from, but there was still the small matter of the handgun in the bedroom as well as the dead body outside to deal with yet. 
Leaving the bathroom, Jill walked past the naked guy, who was still showing no signs of wanting to put some clothes on despite the trying situation they found themselves in. Perhaps he had come to the conclusion that putting on a pair of trousers and a t-shirt wasn’t going to improve their predicament, and while he might have been right about that, Jill would have preferred it if he covered up his dangly bits while they talked. 
With the drugs taken care of, Jill focused her attention on the gun. It was the gun that Errol had pulled on her an hour ago rather unexpectedly, and she had done well not to have him pull the trigger too and be the one that the paramedics were now on their way to try and save. The gun had come out when Jill and the naked man were in bed together seconds after Errol had excused himself from proceedings to go to the bathroom. But instead of leaving the room, Errol had suddenly reached into his jacket pocket that was hanging on the back of a chair and pulled the gun out before pointing it at Jill and telling her that she was to do as he said if she wanted to live. 
To say it had been a shock would have been the understatement of the year, and it had turned what had been a very enjoyable time into a very frightening one in the blink of an eye. After all, it had only been a few hours earlier when Jill and Errol had been dining in the revolving restaurant at the top of The Stratosphere, the tallest building in Las Vegas after he had approached her with a dinner invitation in the hotel bar. From the restaurant, they had gone back to the hotel and enjoyed a few more drinks in the bar before Errol had hinted that he would like the evening to continue somewhere more private if that was something that Jill would be interested in too. While the woman had been a little unsure whether it was wise to allow a man whom she had just met into her bed, she had no reason to suspect that his intentions were anything but pure, as well as being aware that her current life philosophy dictated that she say yes to any and all opportunities that present themselves. Therefore, Jill had decided to invite Errol back to her room, emboldened no doubt by the copious amount of free wine in her system after Errol had been buying her glasses of the stuff all evening.
But that was when things started to take an even more unexpected turn. 
It was while the two new lovers were under the sheets together when Errol suggested something that made even a woman as adventurous as Jill pause for thought. 
He suggested that they invite a third person into their private party. 
Initially, Jill had been mortified at the thought of welcoming another person into her bed to go along with the person who was already in there first. It wasn’t that she was a prude, but she wasn’t exactly an exhibitionist either. Keeping one man entertained in the bedroom was more than enough work for her. 
The thought of having another one around was downright terrifying. 
But Errol had been a very convincing character, as he had been ever since he had come into Jill’s life earlier that evening, and that had been how he had gotten Jill to go along with his surprising wishes. 
That was how a naked man had come to be standing in Jill’s room right now. 
Errol had made a phone call to an agency that he apparently used whenever he was in Sin City, and the type of services that they offered to their customers was certainly of the sinful variety. Jill had listened in both shock and amazement as Errol had calmly ordered a young man to be sent to their hotel room, as casually as if he was ordering a Chinese takeaway on a Friday night after work. If Jill had been stunned that such a thing could be requested over the phone, she had been doubly stunned when there had been a knock on her hotel room door an hour later. 
Their order had arrived. 
Jill and Errol had opened the hotel room door to find a smiling young man waiting for them on the other side of it, and while he had been dressed at the time, he hadn’t needed much encouragement to lose his garments and show off how confident he was. The man had been stark naked ever since then, but that was not the only surprising thing that had ended up happening after he had arrived. 
The fact that Errol was planning on robbing Jill was the winner in the surprise stakes. 
While Jill and the new man were getting acquainted, shortly after the young man had taken out his bag of cocaine and offered it around, Errol revealed the deadly weapon and told Jill that she was to give him all of her possessions or else he would kill her right here in this room. It had been clear then that the male escort was also in on the plan, and together, the two of them had obviously expected Jill to just give in and comply. 
But they had been wrong.
Jill assumed that Errol had viewed her as an easy mark when he had approached her in the hotel bar the previous evening, no doubt thinking that a woman like her must have had a bit of money stashed away in her bank that he could have got his hands on. While it was true that Jill had plenty of money to her name, she had no intention of giving it up without a fight. 
And a fight was exactly what had occurred. 
At first, Jill had made it look like she was going to do what her captors asked. They wanted her to open the hotel room safe and give them any valuables of hers that were stashed inside, as well as requesting the PIN number to her credit card so they could withdraw the funds. Errol told Jill that the naked escort would stay with her while he went and emptied her account to make sure that she didn’t notify the police or cancel the card as soon as he had left. It sounded like a good plan, at least from their perspective, and Jill wondered how many poor women they had done this to before her. 
But it was time for somebody to put a stop to it. 
Before she opened her hotel room safe and handed over the valuables inside as well as her credit card and PIN number, Jill asked if Errol could put the gun down because while she was willing to comply, she couldn’t think straight with it pointed in her direction. Errol had refused to do that, and it had seemed like Jill’s predicament was an impossible one to escape from.
But Errol was caught off guard with what Jill did next.  
As she walked past him on the way to the safe in the corner, Jill suddenly turned and ran straight at Errol, her arms outstretched so that she would be able to push him back quickly and strongly in the hope that he would have no chance to get away from her. She was successful with that plan, and she had been able to push Errol backwards and out onto the balcony, causing him to drop the gun on the way. 
However, she was almost too strong with her push because Errol ended up toppling over the edge of the balcony and falling all the way down to the ground below. 
If Jill had been shocked at what she had been able to do whilst full of adrenaline, she hadn’t been half as shocked as the naked escort was. Instead of going for the gun, he had simply stood frozen in place, staring at the spot on the balcony where his partner had disappeared. It was clear that he had not been expecting to have to get violent with Jill, which was why she was so calm in his presence now. 
Aware that the escort could have blamed all of this on her when the police came knocking, Jill had decided to take matters into her own hands, getting rid of the drugs and now planning to dispose of the gun. 
‘Take the bullets out,’ she told the naked man as she held the gun out towards him. 
It was a little risky of her to hand him the weapon, but if he was to threaten her with it, then it would only prove that he was the cause of all this when the police arrived any minute now. But the escort was not stupid, and he knew that he had to do what Jill said to stand any chance of getting out of this, so he emptied the bullets from the gun. Then Jill took it back from him and ran to the edge of the balcony before looking down at the water fountain below. 
Taking careful aim, Jill threw the gun in the direction of the fountain, and it sailed through the air before landing with a small splash in the water before sinking to the bottom. 
Now the drugs and gun were gone, Jill’s potential felony count was looking much more manageable. 
But she still had to explain how a man had come to fall over her balcony. 
She would have to talk her way out of this one, but she was prepared to do just that. That was because with all the adrenaline coursing through her body right now, along with her newfound attitude to life, she was feeling almost invincible. 
Nobody could mess with her, and if they did, they would end up like Errol. 
Squished on the sidewalk and surrounded by gawking members of the public. 
As the sirens got louder and Jill spotted the flashing red and blue lights speeding down The Strip in her direction, she almost felt like every police officer in the city was on their way towards her. Perhaps that was justified. 
Or perhaps they were going to be needed somewhere else more urgently any moment now. 



Conrad *
06:14
Conrad Marsh had waited a long time to do what he was about to do. Too long, possibly, because now the sun was up, he had lost the cover of darkness which might make his task trickier. It might also mean that there were more people awake in this part of the city to hear the impending gunshots and tell the police about them, severely reducing the time that the gunman would be able to roam free and wreak havoc. But it wasn’t his fault that it had taken him a long time to get himself physically and mentally prepared to do what he was about to do. 
It wasn’t every day that a man went on a suicide mission. 
Conrad looked at the clinic across the street from where he was parked in his vehicle, and he saw the same security guard who had been working there all night step out into the early morning sunshine. Just like Conrad, the guard looked tired, but it wasn’t over yet. 
Things were just about to get started. 
Deciding that it was now or never, Conrad reached down for the rifle on the passenger seat and picked it up, comfortable with the weight of the deadly weapon because he had held it so many times before when he had been hunting back in Arizona. But this was not a normal hunting expedition. 
This was not a normal day. 
Conrad waited for the security guard to step back inside the clinic before he made his move. Opening his door, Conrad stepped out onto the asphalt and started walking towards the modern-looking building in this quiet part of Las Vegas. He hadn’t bothered to close the driver’s side door, and the keys were still in the ignition, meaning it would be very easy for somebody to steal his vehicle now if they passed by and found it like this. But Conrad didn’t care because he wouldn’t be needing his vehicle again. 
He was on his way into the clinic. 
But he knew he wouldn’t be coming back out. 
Walking across the car park with the rifle pointed at the front door, Conrad was ready to start shooting. He expected that the security guard would be his first victim simply because that poor man would be the first person to see Conrad and try and stop him. But Conrad was in no mood to be stopped until he had finished what he had come here to do, so he would dispense with the security guard before moving on into the rest of the building. That would be where he would find all the doctors and nurses who worked at this clinic, many of them presumably fatigued after a long night of working while some of them might be fresher having only just started their day’s work. But Conrad would not discriminate in his selection of who he fired at. 
Every employee inside this building was a target now. 
That’s because everybody in here was to blame for his daughter’s death. 
Conrad kept the image of his daughter, Elly, in his mind as he marched towards the electronic sliding doors that led into the clinic because he was doing this for her. He was here to get revenge on all the people who were supposed to save the little girl from her illness but had failed. With Elly gone and Conrad having given all his money to this clinic in the failed bid to save her, he had nothing, which meant he now had nothing to lose. The thought had crossed his mind that Elly wouldn’t want him to do this, especially not in her name, but Conrad had decided that he wasn’t just doing this for her. He was doing it for all the other people who had paid $250,000 to this clinic only to see their money spent in vain and their child die anyway after the medical staff had failed to save them. 
He was doing it for anybody who felt like they had been ripped off by a rich corporation. 
The doors slid open quickly as Conrad reached the entrance and the American stepped inside and instantly felt the freezing cold air from the air-conditioning units that kept the staff in here cool from the scorching desert temperatures outside. Conrad wondered if some of his money had gone on improving that air-con system because there was no doubt it was a good one, and that only made him grit his teeth and push on even more. He blamed this place for everything that had gone wrong in his life. 
For Elly’s death. For his wife leaving him. And for being broke. 
Now it was time to make things right. 
As suspected, the first person whom Conrad saw was the security guard, but his entrance was even easier than the gunman had anticipated. That was because the guard had his back to the front door, meaning he hadn’t seen Conrad walk in with the rifle held out in front of him. If he had done so, he would surely have pulled his own weapon and tried to stave off the impending attack, but instead, the guard was too busy leaning over the reception desk and flirting with the young woman who sat on the other side of it. That was his problem, not Conrad’s, and it would be the last problem the security guard would ever have. 
The receptionist noticed the gunman and let out a scream, but it was too late to help the security guard as Conrad fired a round into the uniformed man’s back which sent him to the floor, never to get up again. Then Conrad took care of the terrified receptionist before heading deeper into the clinic towards the employees who he had really come here to see. 
He wondered if any of the doctors and nurses had heard the gunshots in reception, and he got his answer when a blonde nurse ran out into the corridor and looked in his direction. She realised her mistake quickly when she saw Conrad stalking towards her, but it was too late, and she was struck by his next bullet, her white uniform now permanently blemished by a large bloodstain from the wound that no one in her profession would be able to heal. 
Walking into the room from which the nurse had appeared from, Conrad found another nurse inside cowering behind a desk, and she begged him to stop before he pulled the trigger. Then he left the room and returned to the corridor, wondering how long it would be until he saw somebody else. 
It wasn’t long, and this time, Conrad recognised the person in front of him, begging for their life. 
It was Doctor Phillips, the man whom Conrad and his now ex-wife, Jean, had sat in an office with and discussed the procedure for Elly’s treatment as well as how the worried parents would transfer the funds to the clinic’s account. The doctor had always been a friendly and happy man, but then again, why wouldn’t he be when he was making a fortune from desperate families trying to save their children from a deadly disease? Conrad had often wondered how much money a guy like Doctor Phillips had in the bank and how he slept at night knowing that while he was rich, he had failed to save every patient who had been entrusted into his care. It was the thought of a man like Doctor Phillips getting to go home every night to his big house while driving his fancy car that had kept Conrad awake as he lay in bed and plotted his revenge. 
Now it was time to exact it. 
Doctor Phillips recognised Conrad when he saw him in the corridor, but he also recognised the immediate danger he was in because he put his hands out in front of himself and pleaded for peace. Conrad ignored the begging, just like Doctor Phillips had ignored him when he had begged him to save his sick child. 
The first bullet struck the doctor in the left shoulder, spinning him around and sending him to the floor. But it wasn’t a deadly strike, and that was clear when Doctor Phillips started to crawl away towards the nearest open doorway. But Conrad wasn’t going to let him get away that easily. 
He stood over the desperate doctor and pulled the trigger again. 
This time, the doctor stayed down. 
It became harder to find people after that for Conrad, presumably because everybody in this clinic now had heard the gunshots and had taken to hiding wherever they could in the multitude of rooms that were in this large building. But that wasn’t to deter the gunman, and he decided that he would simply go from room to room and find who he could before the police got here and put a stop to his deadly rampage. 
Turning another corner, Conrad noticed a door closing up ahead, and that told him that somebody was in there and trying to hide. But they were going to have to do a better job than that, and he went towards the door with his gun ready. 
Opening it up, Conrad prepared to fire on the person or persons cowering inside, but he paused when he saw who they were. These were not doctors or nurses. Instead, they were the worried parents of the young patient that was lying in the bed. They were people just like him, Jean and Elly. They had come here to be saved. Therefore, they were not targets. 
That was why Conrad told the family to stay inside the room before leaving it and closing the door behind him.  
Moving on from room to room, Conrad took aim at any medical staff he found while sparing any patients and parents he discovered along the way. It was surprising how long he was able to keep going like this without meeting any resistance, but he knew it wouldn’t last forever. Sure enough, he was right, and the sounds of the sirens outside told him that. Somebody had heard the gunshots and reported them, whether it was someone inside this clinic or a passer-by outside. Now the police were on the scene, and they would be as armed as Conrad was. 
This fight was about to get a lot less one-sided. 
Preparing himself to do battle, Conrad found himself a good spot at the end of one corridor where he knew that nobody could sneak up behind him but where he had a perfect view of anybody coming towards him from the front. He knew the police would have to come into the building because they would be trying to save as many of the innocent people inside as they could, so Conrad expected to see them any minute now. 
Sure enough, the first officer made an appearance thirty seconds later. 
Conrad managed to catch that officer off-guard and hit him with a bullet, but the second officer put up more of a fight and forced the gunman back behind the wall to shelter. As the bullets reigned down around him, Conrad wondered how long he had left before this was all over. 
It surely wouldn’t be long now. 
It wouldn’t be long until he saw his daughter again. 
Forcing himself out of his hiding place for one last big push, Conrad fired in the direction of the officers, but he didn’t hit anybody else. Instead, it was him who was hit, the bullet striking him in the stomach and forcing him back around the corner and down onto the ground. He knew the officers would have seen that he was wounded and be on their way to finish him off any second now, but he still had just enough time to drop his weapon and reach into his pocket. 
He pulled out the photograph with his blood-soaked and shaking hands, and he looked at the image of his daughter for one last time. The photograph had been taken when she was at the park and looking healthy and happy, long before she had become ill and ended up in this place surrounded by people who had failed to save her. 
Conrad put the photo to his lips and kissed it as he heard the officers getting closer. Then he dropped the photo and picked up his gun again, ready for the end. 
He raised his weapon at the officer coming around the corner, but they fired first. 
The flash of the bullet as it entered his brain caused Conrad to suddenly sit up and wake up, and that was when he realised that he wasn’t in the clinic, nor was he dead. He was sitting in a booth in a diner, and the window beside him offered a view out over the barren Mojave Desert. He touched his body to make sure that he was really still alive, and sure enough, he was. There was no gunshot wound to his stomach, nor was there any blood coming from his skull where he had believed the police officer’s bullet had entered a second ago. 
What had happened?
How was that possible?
‘Good morning, sleepyhead,’ a female voice said to him, and Conrad spun around to see the waitress standing beside him holding a fresh mug of coffee. ‘I was wondering when you were going to wake up.’
Conrad had no idea what was going on, but the pretty waitress just smiled and poured him a cup of steaming hot liquid. 
‘I was asleep?’ Conrad asked as the scent of the strong coffee hit his nostrils. 
‘I’ll say. You’ve been here all night,’ the waitress replied with a chuckle. ‘It’s a good job that my manager wasn’t here, or he would have thrown you out. But I didn’t mind letting you sleep. You looked like you needed it, and besides, you gave me some company on my nightshift, although you were a lot better at snoring than making small talk.’
The waitress finished pouring him a drink and went to leave as Conrad rubbed his eyes and tried to make sense of all this. It had been a dream. He hadn’t really gone into the clinic and killed all those people. The rifle was still in his vehicle outside. 
He was still an innocent man. 
‘How about I get you a breakfast menu?’ the waitress asked just before she left him, and Conrad nodded and told her that sounded like a good idea. Then he watched her go, wondering if he should wait for her to come back or return to his car and drive to the clinic to do what he had really come to Las Vegas to do. If he hadn’t fallen asleep here, he would surely have gone on his rampage by now and killed those people in the clinic before being shot dead himself. But here he was, still very much alive and still very much capable of changing his mind about what he was here to do. 
Maybe it was the vividness of the dream, or maybe it was simply the way the waitress had smiled at him and shown him kindness, but at that moment, Conrad decided that he wasn’t going to go back to the clinic. Instead, he was going to enjoy his coffee and have a hearty breakfast. Then he was going to drive back to Arizona and try and sort his life out. 
But maybe he would ask for the waitress’ phone number first. 
As he took a hit of caffeine and looked out over the desert, Conrad knew that one part of his dream had been real. Reaching into his pocket, he found the photograph of his daughter that he had seen in his slumber, and he stared at it until the waitress came back with the menu. 
‘Is that your daughter?’ she asked him as she placed the menu down beside his steaming cup of coffee. 
Conrad smiled and nodded, but the waitress didn’t seem like she was in a rush to go anywhere. With that in mind, Conrad decided that he was going to talk to her about his late child and let this woman know how special the little girl had really been. That was a much better way of honouring her memory. 
It was what Elly would have wanted her father to do. 
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06:15
Mark Berry hoped he was a good father. He tried his best to be, and he had to believe that was good enough. But was it really? Only time would tell. But maybe it didn’t matter if he wasn’t the best. Maybe all that mattered was that he gave it a good go. 
All that mattered was that he would do anything for his child. 
It was that determination that had led to Mark being here now in this clinic in Las Vegas, sitting by his son’s bedside and waiting for the young boy to wake up. It had been that steadfast dedication to giving his son, Benji, the best chance at life that had seen the father raise $250,000 so that the ill child could have a new experimental treatment. And it was that desire to show how much he cared that had seen him sit here all night in preparation for Benji waking up. 
Mark, alongside his wife, Candice, wanted their faces to be the first thing their son would see when he came around from all the drugs that he had been given to save his life. But so far, Benji had not woken up, and that was causing his parents to worry, as well as giving the doctors and nurses who were treating him a little reason to speed up their work as they went about checking the young patient’s vital signs and recording their findings. The fact that Benji hadn’t opened his eyes yet didn’t mean that something was wrong, although opening them would definitely mean that something had gone right. That was why Mark and Candice were desperate to see Benji wake up because then they would have a good indication of whether or not he was going to survive. 
It had been a long night for the worried parents, and it was a relief to see the sunlight streaming through the windows now on what looked like another day of good weather in this part of the world. The darkness seemed to make Mark’s fears and anxieties worse, but the sunlight made them seem less imposing, and that was something at least. Besides sitting by Benji’s bed, Mark had spent the rest of the evening stretching his legs out in the corridor, purchasing snacks from the pricey vending machine in reception or standing outside and chatting with the clinic’s security guard, Floyd. The guard was a friendly man and had helped Mark pass the time during the darkest hours of the night when it seemed like everybody in Las Vegas was asleep except them. Of course, Mark had known that in reality, there were still many people awake in this city long into the night, partying and doing god knows what else, but they were a long way away from this clinic. They were in all the hotels and casinos, enjoying the action-packed environments that this city had to offer. On the other hand, Mark was in a clinic that offered nothing but hope. It was the hope that this would be the place to cure his son’s leukaemia so that the family could go home and live a normal life again. 
So far, that hope was still very much alive. 
But so were all the fears and anxieties that kept Mark from even thinking about trying to get some sleep. 
Rubbing his bloodshot eyes, Mark didn’t need a mirror to know that he must have looked a mess right now. Having barely slept since he left England and flew to America with his wife and son, he knew he needed many things as well as sleep, including a good shower and a shave. But there was another reason why he was looking a little jaded. 
It was because he had accepted Floyd’s offer of a little smoke on his special cigarette. 
Mark had originally turned down the invitation from the security guard to partake in some casual drug use, even if it would have eased his nerves, but as the night had gone on, Mark had found himself increasingly drawn to the idea of having something to calm his troubled mind. That was why he had gone and found Floyd a few hours later and asked if the offer was still on the table. Floyd had laughed and said that it was, and that was how the two men had come to be standing out the back of the clinic in the shadows of the building, puffing away and getting as high as a kite. 
Mark initially worried that he had smoked too much of the magical substance, and his wife would be able to tell immediately. That was why he had panicked and started running around the car park at the back of the clinic as if it would sober him up and cleanse his system of the illicit substance that he had just put into it. But Floyd had told him that he was wasting his time after he had stopped laughing at Mark, of course, which was why the silly father had ceased running and decided that water and snacks from the vending machine would be his best friend then. 
They call it ‘getting the munchies,’ and Mark had certainly got that after his dalliance with Floyd’s special smoke, eating everything in sight that the clinic had to offer as if it was impossible for him to be full. Candice had watched on in part shock, part admiration as her husband had consumed giant bags of crisps and multiple bars of chocolate beside her in Benji’s room, having no idea why her husband had suddenly developed such an appetite.
She definitely had no idea that it was because Mark had been puffing away with the security guard out back earlier in the evening. 
Thankfully, the drugs had done the job for Mark, and they had helped him make it through those dark and difficult hours in this clinic in the desert as he hoped and prayed for his son to wake up. Now morning was here, the effects of Floyd’s cigarette had worn off, and Mark was feeling back to his usual self. He was planning on saying goodbye to Floyd before the security guard finished his shift and went home, as well as thanking him for their secretive shenanigans at the back of the building, but he was hoping that he would have some good news to give the guard too regarding Benji. That was because Mark had told Floyd all about how wonderful his little boy was and how he hoped and prayed that everything was going to be alright with him and his health now. 
Floyd had done his best to assure Mark that his son would be okay, but Mark knew that nobody could make that assurance with any certainty. Not the doctors, not the nurses and certainly not a weed-smoking security guard. The only person who could let Mark know that Benji was going to be okay was Benji himself, and he would do that by waking up and giving his father a smile. 
So come on, Benji. 
Wake up and smile at me. 
Mark looked back at his son again, but the young boy was still lying motionless with his eyes closed, so there was no change to report yet. Candice was holding on to Benji’s hand, as she had been doing for most of the night apart from the times when she had taken her turn to go out into the corridor and stretch her legs. Just like Mark, Candice looked exhausted, although her eyes weren’t quite as bloodshot as his. That was because she had always been the sensible one in the relationship. 
Candice would never have smoked something from a security guard. 
Mark smiled at the sight of his wife sitting beside him because, as worrying as this scenario was, he could only admire her steadfastness and loving nature. Just like him, she would do anything for Benji, but unlike him, she was coping with her emotions in a more natural way. She cried when she needed to, and she stayed strong when she could, unlike Mark, who had used all sorts of things over these last few months to mask his emotions, like alcohol, isolation or whatever the hell Floyd just gave him. But maybe that was normal. People dealt with things in different ways. The important thing was that people survived and got through tough times, and Mark and Candice had managed it. 
Now they just needed Benji to manage it too. 
The door to the young patient’s room opened, and Mark looked up to see a doctor entering with a clipboard in his hands and a warm smile on his face. Mark didn’t recognise this doctor because he wasn’t the one that they had been dealing with for the last few hours, but he presumed that was because the night shift had ended now and the new staff had started their day. 
‘Good morning. I’m Doctor Phillips,’ the friendly doctor said. ‘I believe it’s been a long night for you two.’
Mark and Candice nodded their heads, too weary to make conversation with each other but aware that they had to make an effort with the staff who were trying to help their little boy. 
‘Let’s take a look at how Benji is doing, shall we?’ the doctor said before making checks on the various numbers on the screens of the machines beside the boy’s bed. Mark had hated seeing Benji hooked up to so much scary-looking equipment with all the wires coming out of it, but he understood that it was the best way for the medical team to know what was going on inside the patient’s body at all times. 
As the doctor jotted down the various recordings, Mark and Candice shared a concerned look because this was not the first time somebody in a white coat had come in here and done this. 
‘Should he have woken up by now?’ Mark decided to ask when the silence became too much for him and his wife to bear. 
Doctor Phillips stopped writing and looked at the couple before showing them that warm smile of his again. 
‘As I’m sure you have been told, the patients can wake up anywhere between six and ten hours after the procedure. Benji is still very much in that timeframe, and there is nothing here in his notes to suggest to me that there is anything to be concerned about.’
That all sounded very sensible and comforting, but Mark and Candice still wouldn’t believe that their son was okay until they saw it for themselves. For that, they needed Benji to open his eyes, so they both went back to looking at the boy and praying that he would do just that. 
Doctor Phillips excused himself and left the room, and the family were alone again, which was how they liked it, but they just wished it was in a nicer setting than this one. Mark wanted nothing more than to be sat at home with his wife and son beside him or perhaps on holiday somewhere sitting on a beach or playing in a pool. That was how families should be together, not like this, in a clinic in a remote part of Las Vegas. 
This was no place for a young family. 
And this was no place for a child. 
Mark reached out and put his hand on top of his wife’s, which was still resting on Benji’s. The three of them stayed like that for a moment before Mark felt some movement beneath his hand and figured that it must be Candice. But it wasn’t. 
It was Benji. 
He was moving his hand.
Candice felt it too, and she gasped as they both looked at their boy and saw him slowly opening his eyes. 
Both husband and wife leapt up from their seats and moved closer to their son so that they could be sure he saw them first and didn’t worry about where he was and what had happened to them. The last thing they wanted was for him to be confused or afraid, but they didn’t need to worry about that because Benji saw both of their faces looking down at him and smiled. 
‘I’ll get the doctor,’ Mark said, not wanting to leave his son or his wife at this precious moment but aware that it was probably the best thing to do to get a medical professional on the scene to make sure that Benji really was okay. 
Running to the door, Mark pulled it open and looked out into the corridor. 
‘He’s awake!’ he cried at the passing nurse, and she jumped a little at the loud cry before composing herself and hurrying away to fetch a doctor. As he waited for them to return, Mark went back into Benji’s room and saw Candice giving him a kiss on the head. 
‘You’re going to be okay now,’ she told him, and amazingly, it was true. The doctors had said that the success of this treatment could be measured very early on, and the fact that Benji had woken up within the expected timeframe and in seemingly good spirits suggested that everything had gone right so far. 
Mark didn’t want to get his hopes up too much because it could prove devastating if they were to be dashed in the future, but even he had to admit that this was the most optimistic outlook they had enjoyed ever since Benji had been diagnosed with a life-threatening disease. 
As the family hugged each other, Doctor Phillips re-entered the room, but he had to wait a moment to get near to Benji to make any checks on the patient. That was because Mark and Candice currently had their precious little boy in a bear hug. 
They had been so close to losing him. 
Now that they had him back, they never wanted to let him go. 



Tom *
06:16
Tom Casey had someone in his sights that he never wanted to lose. It was the man he had first seen in the CCTV footage from the train on the day that missing woman, Olivia Harringay, had vanished in London. It was the same man that he had tried and failed to find on those trains after that day. And it was the man whom he had fortuitously spotted sitting ringside at the big boxing event in Las Vegas last night while Tom was in the city on a stag do with friends. 
It was the man who Tom was still watching now. 
The reason Tom had spent the entire evening keeping an eye on this person was because he knew that if he let him out of his sight then he might never find him again. He didn’t want to do that until he at least knew the name of this man so that he could make some checks and keep tabs on him going forward. But he didn’t have the name yet, which was why he was still watching him. 
It had been a long night. 
And it wasn’t over yet. 
Ever since Tom had spotted the man on the television screen at the boxing, he had changed all of his plans to try and get closer to him. He had told his friends on the stag do that he would catch up with them later as he had left the bar and gone to the arena where he hoped to speak to the mystery man or at least the man he was with, a famous ex-politician by the name of Roger Harrington. Tom’s plan had been a crazy one, but he had believed that if he could just speak to Roger for a moment, then he might be able to find out who he was with, and that way, he would have the name of the man on the train who had been watching Olivia on the day she went missing. But in hindsight, it had been a long shot, and that long shot hadn’t come off. 
Tom had gone to the arena and waited outside the area where he knew the VIP audience members would come out after the fight was over. But he wasn’t the only one there. There were autograph hunters, paparazzi and even some people who looked very strange and were most likely stalkers of the rich and famous. Because of those people, there was a healthy amount of security guards in place too to keep the VIPs safe and that had meant that it had been impossible for Tom to get near enough to Roger and his mystery friend when he had spotted them leaving after the fight. Fortunately, he had been able to see which vehicle the two men got into, so he had quickly hailed a taxi and told the driver to follow behind. That was how Tom had been able to keep track of the two men as they had moved down the Las Vegas Strip to continue on with their Saturday night after the fun of the boxing match had come to an end. 
From the arena, Roger and his friend had gone to a steak restaurant, which Tom hadn’t been able to get into because he didn’t have a booking, so he had waited patiently outside for the men to re-emerge. They had done so around an hour later, and Tom had approached quickly when he had the chance, pretending to be a fan of Roger and asking the man for an autograph. Roger Harrington had looked surprised to be captured by a fan, presumably because the corrupt ex-politician had very few fans in the world these days, so he had been happy enough to oblige Tom’s request. But it was really the man whom Roger was with that Tom wanted to get closer to, and that was why the police officer apologised for not knowing who the man was and asking for his name. 
Unfortunately, the man had remained elusive and not answered the question, which hadn’t helped Tom out in his quest. Then he and Roger had walked away, leaving Tom frustrated and feeling as if he was never going to know who the man was. But if he had learnt one thing from his years as a policeman back in England, then it was to never give up on a lead, no matter how small or insignificant it seemed, so that was why Tom had continued to follow the two men, believing that he would get another chance to find out the name some other way. If he could get the name, he would be able to pass it on to his colleagues in London, and they would be able to keep surveillance on him much more professionally, potentially finding out if he really did have anything to do with Olivia’s disappearance and even the spate of murders that had been gripping the English capital over the past several months. This was precisely the type of police work that his boss, Paula Walsh, had told Tom to get his teeth into, and while she can’t have expected him to be stalking somebody all over Las Vegas while he was supposed to be on holiday, Tom knew that he owed it to Olivia, and potentially several others, to find out if this mystery man was really a danger to society after all. 
From the restaurant, Tom had tracked the two men to a club on the outskirts of the city, which had seemed a very strange place for a wealthy man like Roger Harrington to go. Once again, Tom had been unable to gain access, this time simply because he didn’t have the funds required to get in. While the place had looked like a dive bar, it certainly wasn’t as cheap as one. That had meant more waiting for Tom, who had felt guilty for letting his friends down on the stag do but also increasingly committed to finding out more about the man he had luckily spotted all the way on the other side of the world from where he had first seen him. 
But as time went by, Tom started to wonder if his apparent good luck had actually been more like bad luck instead because he had been stuck waiting outside the club for two hours before Roger and his friend came out again. When they did, they took a car back to The Strip, and Tom hailed another taxi to keep tabs. The cars had driven for a while before coming to a stop outside one of the newer hotels in Las Vegas that Tom hadn’t even heard of before, but it was certainly impressive. It was all shimmering glass and water fountains, and it rose up high into the dark desert sky, looking very much like a place where only a fraction of the people in society would ever be able to afford to spend the night. 
Roger and his friend had gone inside, and Tom had followed behind at a safe distance, grateful that the security guard on the front door hadn’t asked him for his room number as he made his way in because then he would have lost his target again and been forced to wait for a long time, all night potentially. Having followed the two men through the plush reception area, Tom had watched them both get into one of the elevators, and that had been when he feared that he was going to lose them for good. He knew he couldn’t join them in the elevator without them recognising him from earlier, but if he didn’t get in then how would he be able to see which floor they got out at?
That was when Tom saw the other elevators around the lobby, and he realised something. 
The hotel wasn’t just made of glass on the outside. 
It was almost all glass on the inside too. 
Therefore, he would be able to get in any of the elevators and still see Roger and his friend from a distance. That was precisely what he had done, and Tom had ascended up while counting the floors and keeping track of where his targets were. But they had kept ascending, and they hadn’t stopped until they had gotten all the way up to the top floor. It had been there where Tom had got out of the elevator and seen what it was that had made Roger and his friend go all the way up there. 
There had been a huge party underway with sweeping views of the entire city.  
Tom had worried that he wouldn’t be able to make it into that venue like had been the case with all the other ones earlier in the night, but fortunately, the price of admission was affordable to him. Having paid the $50 charge to get in, Tom had accessed the party and been able to keep watching the mystery man who was sipping champagne with Roger and talking to a bevy of blonde beauties long into the early hours of the morning. That was when Tom had drunk a little champagne of his own before plucking up the courage to approach Roger again and try his luck a second time in learning the name of the man he was with. 
Tom had pretended to be surprised to see Roger at the party and made a joke about how he wouldn’t have asked for his autograph earlier if he had known that he was going to be there. Roger had been so drunk that he hadn’t been suspicious, or simply didn’t care, but that was not the case with the friend who had eyed Tom sceptically and presumably started to suspect that it wasn’t coincidence that they kept ending up in the same place. But Tom had still done his best to chat to the man, offering him his hand to shake in the hope that he would be given a name in return. But no luck. The man had told Tom to leave them alone, and while Roger had seemed surprised at the sudden rudeness, he had been far too drunk to care and was happy for Tom to leave them alone as well. 
That had been two hours ago, and now the sun had come up over Sin City, but the party was still going on in this busy bar, and Tom had still not been able to ascertain the identity of this cryptic man whom he had followed over all the place. The venue was still busy despite it being far from an ideal hour to party, but Tom knew that parties didn’t last forever, not even in Las Vegas, and that once Roger and his friend left, he would most likely lose them forever. That was because it was surely only a matter of time until the men took some of these women back to their hotel suites, and as good as Tom was at following people, he wouldn’t be able to follow them there. 
He needed to find out this man’s identity, and he needed to do it now. 
He had wasted enough time. 
He had to take more decisive action. 
That was when Tom saw the man lean back and reach into the suit jacket that was hanging over the back of the leather sofa that he was seated on. The man took out a credit card from a wallet and handed it to a bartender, who swiped it before handing it back and rushing away to the bar to get more drinks. Tom observed the man putting the wallet back into the jacket before turning around and chatting again with one of the drunk women who was draped over him. 
This was Tom’s chance. 
If he could get the man’s wallet, then he could get his I.D. 
Taking a deep breath, Tom forced himself out of the corner of the venue that he had been sitting in for the last two hours while he had been watching the man and headed towards the sofa where the suit jacket was lying. It was going to be difficult to get the wallet from inside it because while the man had his back turned to it, there were plenty of other people around who might be able to spot what he was about to do. But then there was a moment of fortune, and it was the good luck that Tom deserved after a fruitful night spent trying to get a lucky break. 
One of the waitresses dropped an entire tray of champagne onto the floor, causing an almighty crash and getting the attention of everybody in the room who turned and looked in the poor woman’s direction. 
Everybody but Tom, who took his chance to reach into the suit jacket and take the wallet. 
Rushing away from the sofa before anybody had a chance to see what he had done, Tom went into the bathroom and locked himself in one of the cubicles so that he had privacy to inspect the contents of the wallet. Opening it up, he quickly pulled out the driving licence and saw the photo of the man whom he had been following all night. 
He also saw the name. 
Valentin Morazov. 
There was also a date of birth, a nationality, and a residential address in Greenwich. 
The last place Olivia had been seen. 
This was it. This was what Tom had been after for such a long time. Now he had a name to put with the man he had seen on the train that day watching Olivia then he could start doing some more digging to see if it would lead anywhere. Taking out his mobile phone, Tom snapped a photo of the I.D. card before returning it to the wallet. Now all he had to do was leave the cubicle and toss the wallet down somewhere before he exited the party, and Valentin would never know what Tom had done. 
That was until Tom opened the cubicle door to find Valentin waiting for him on the other side. 
Tom was caught red-handed with the man’s wallet in his hand. 
‘I think that’s mine,’ Valentin said as he reached out and took his personal possession back. 
‘I found it in here. I was just on my way to give it in behind the bar,’ Tom tried, but he could tell by the look on Valentin’s face that he didn’t believe him. 
But so what? Maybe it wouldn’t matter. Valentin surely just thought Tom was a thief. He would have no idea that Tom actually suspected the Russian man of any crimes. 
Or would he?
Tom got his answer a moment later when Valentin punched Tom in the face and dragged him out of the toilets before shoving him through a side door at the back of the busy bar and out into a quiet stairwell. Tom attempted to fight back, but Valentin was surprisingly strong considering his skinny appearance, and the policeman was powerless to prevent himself being dragged up the staircase towards another door. 
Valentin kicked it open and pushed Tom out, and the Englishman squinted as he was exposed to bright sunlight and blue skies up above. 
Getting his bearings, Tom realised that he was on the roof of the hotel now, high above The Strip. 
That was when Valentin closed the door that led to the staircase behind them. 
It wasn’t clear what the Russian man was going to do. 
But one thing was clear. 
Tom was afraid to find out. 



Valentin *
06:17
Valentin Morozov stared at the man opposite him on this rooftop and tried to get a read on the situation. This was the man who had stolen his wallet a moment ago, which was why Valentin had ambushed him in the toilet and forced him out here to somewhere more private. But this was not the first time Valentin had seen him. This man had appeared twice before recently, once outside a restaurant when he had asked for an autograph from Roger Harrington, and again a few hours after that when he had approached them in the bar that they had been drinking in. If Valentin didn’t know any better, he would say that this man was following him, and the fact that the man had just stolen his wallet confirmed that there was something he wanted with the Russian. 
But what was it?
Valentin fully intended to find out.
Eyeing up the man, the first thing he wanted to know was his name. 
‘Who are you?’ Valentin asked, keeping his body between the man and the door behind them because that was the only way off this rooftop. 
But the man didn’t answer. He just glared back at Valentin before looking in the direction of the door, presumably to figure out if he was strong enough or quick enough to get to it. 
‘I assume you know who I am considering that you just stole my wallet,’ Valentin went on, shaking his head. ‘So what is it that you want with me?’
But still the man refused to speak, and that was only serving to infuriate the Russian, as well as leave him feeling concerned. Could it be that this man somehow knew who Valentin really was and what he had done in the past? Did he somehow know about the murders and the fact that Valentin was actually a dangerous serial killer and not just the investment trader that the rest of society seemed to think that he was?
It was a scary thought, not because Valentin wouldn’t be able to deal with this man if he needed to. It was scary because if this man knew who he was then the big question was how?
How could he possibly know about Valentin’s crimes?
Perhaps there was a simpler explanation for this. 
Perhaps this man standing in front of him right now was nothing more than a common thief. 
Valentin hoped that was the case and decided to go with that safer assumption for the time being. 
‘You’ve been following me all night so you can steal from me? Is that it?’
The man declined to answer, instead making a charge for the door, but Valentin blocked his path and the pair of them clashed, although again it was the Russian man who got the upper hand. 
Twisting the man’s left hand behind his back, Valentin forced him down onto the ground and held the captured limb in such a way that it would break if the man continued to fight anymore. 
‘Tell me who you are, or I will break your arm,’ Valentin said calmly as the man wriggled beneath him on the rooftop of this tall building. 
‘Okay, okay,’ the man cried, and the fact that he was now speaking told Valentin that they were making some progress. ‘My name is Phil. I’m sorry for stealing your wallet!’
Valentin had heard plenty of lies in his time working with investors who made their money in secretive ways, so he recognised a fib when he heard one. That was why he didn’t believe this man when he told him that he was called Phil. 
Keeping “Phil” pinned down beneath him, Valentin went into the man’s pocket in search of a wallet that would help him identify this person just like he had identified him. 
‘Get off me!’ the man cried, but Valentin had no plans to do any such thing, and he held him down until he found the wallet. 
Using his right hand to keep the man restrained, as well as a heavy knee in the back, Valentin used his free hand to open the wallet. That was how he saw the driving licence inside with this man’s real identity. 
‘Tom Casey,’ Valentin read. ‘Now why would you give me a fake name?’
Tom continued to wriggle, but Valentin dug his knee even deeper into his back until he stopped again. 
‘Get off me!’ Tom tried in vain again.
‘Not until I know why you were targeting me.’
‘I knew you were rich,’ Tom replied. ‘I needed money.’
Valentin thought about that for a moment, and while it could be a plausible explanation, this man certainly didn’t fit the profile of a typical thief. He was well dressed, he had plenty of money in his own wallet, and he had also presumably paid the $50 cover charge to get into this party and get closer to Valentin. 
‘I don’t believe you,’ Valentin replied. ‘I think there is another reason why you wanted my wallet.’
‘There’s not!’ Tom pleaded, but that was as far as his begging went. Quick as a flash, Tom managed to get himself out of his tricky position and force Valentin off of him, rolling the Russian man over across the rooftop and breaking free.  
Getting to his feet, Valentin gave chase, and he was able to catch up with Tom just before he opened the door, leaping onto his back and forcing him down hard onto the ground. 
Tom groaned as his body slammed down, and Valentin fell on top of him, but the Englishman was still able to turn and strike the Russian in the face with a stealthy punch. 
Valentin tasted blood, and it made him angry because he was used to being the one who drew blood from other people, which was why he threw a punch of his own in return, striking Tom in the stomach and temporarily winding the man. 
As the two men wrestled on the rooftop, Valentin had already decided that he couldn’t allow this man to get down from here. He was going to kill him; he just didn’t know how yet. But that wasn’t the problem. The problem was that he didn’t know what Tom knew about him and if there were any other people out there who might suspect Valentin of something sinister. 
He had to find out before he killed this nuisance. 
He had to know if his criminal ways had really been uncovered. 
Valentin took another heavy blow to the head, but he fought back with a ferocity that seemed to catch Tom by surprise, and it was the Russian who was able to gain the upper hand again after a scrappy exchange. After landing several punches to Tom’s increasingly bruised and bloody head, Valentin stood up and started to drag the man towards the edge of the rooftop. 
Tom did his best to grab onto something to stop the movement, but there was nothing to grip on the smooth roof, and he couldn’t prevent himself from being taken closer to the precipice. 
‘Wait!’ Tom called out as Valentin dragged him to the edge and held the man’s head over it so that he could see exactly how far he had to fall if he was to be pushed. 
But Valentin had no intention of pushing Tom to his death. At least not yet anyway. Not until he knew why Tom was really following him. 
‘You’ve got ten seconds to tell me everything about who you are and why you have been following me, or you’ll be making a very heavy landing on The Strip,’ the Russian man said, referring to the extremely high drop that existed between here and the sidewalk down below. 
‘Okay!’ Tom cried, his hands reaching out to grab at Valentin or the edge of the building. ‘I was following a lead!’
‘What lead?’
‘It’s stupid. It doesn’t matter!’
‘What lead?’
‘I saw you on a train!’
Valentin frowned because he wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean. 
‘You saw me on a train? What train?’
‘A DLR in London.’
‘Doing what?’
‘Nothing. It doesn’t matter!’
‘Doing what?’
Valentin dragged Tom even closer to the edge, and Tom’s eyes went even wider with fear. 
‘You were watching her!’
‘Who?’
‘Olivia!’
Valentin didn’t need the surname to have an idea of who Tom was referring to, but he decided to ask for it anyway to make absolutely certain. 
‘Olivia who?’
‘Olivia Harringay!’
Tom was out of breath and clearly desperate, but right now, Valentin was more concerned for himself. He knew exactly who Olivia Harringay was. She had been the woman he had seen every morning on his train to work and the one who had irritated him with her superficial looks and her obsession with her mobile phone. She had been the woman he had strangled to death in her own home. 
She had been his very first victim.
Did this mean that Tom knew that Valentin had killed her? The Russian man had to assume that it did. But how? 
‘What do you know about Olivia?’ Valentin asked, looking up briefly from Tom’s terrified face and out at the sprawling city before them. They really were high up here, but that was a good thing because it meant that they weren’t overlooked by any other buildings in this part of the city. 
No one would be able to see what Valentin was doing. 
Or what he was about to do.
Tom continued to wriggle and fight, so Valentin decided to ask the question again. 
‘What do you know about Olivia?’
‘Just that she’s missing!’ Tom replied. ‘That’s all I know!’
‘And why do you think that I have anything to do with that?’
‘I don’t! I was just following a lead!’
‘What lead? Who do you work for?’
For some reason, Tom didn’t seem to want to answer that, but Valentin had a fool-proof way of getting him to speak again. He simply dragged him even closer to the edge of the rooftop. 
‘Wait!’
‘Tell me!’
‘I’m a policeman!’
Of all the words that Valentin could have heard, that had been the last one he had wanted to hear uttered by this man on this rooftop. That was because it confirmed that the police back in London had somehow found a reason to suspect him and presumably, send this man to keep watch on him. 
‘Why are the police interested in me? I haven’t done anything,’ Valentin said, lying but deliberately playing innocent so that he could find out exactly what the police had on him. 
‘They’re not! I was just exploring a lead on my own. Nobody suspects you of anything!’
Valentin didn’t know if Tom was just saying what he thought the Russian man wanted to hear, and that was a problem. 
‘Tell me what the lead was!’ Valentin barked. 
‘I just saw you looking at her on the train!’
‘Olivia?’
‘Yes!’
‘How?’
‘CCTV footage from the day she was last seen.’
Valentin thought about that. Had this policeman really just seen Valentin looking at Olivia on a train and somehow figured out that he might have had something to do with her disappearance? If so, it was a very weak lead. But the problem was that this police officer had actually stumbled across the truth, and he was correct in assuming that Valentin was linked to Olivia. 
Now Valentin had to do something about it. 
The way he saw it, it was clear that this man was working alone. If he wasn’t then somebody else would have arrived on this rooftop by now and come to his assistance. Factoring that in, as well as the very weak lead in which Valentin had simply been looking at Olivia on a train one day, and it didn’t seem like the police had anything at all on him. Or rather, it didn’t as long as this one police officer was stopped before he was able to do any more digging into Valentin’s life. 
With that in mind, Valentin decided to put Tom out of his misery. 
It was time to throw him off the roof and get the hell out of here.
Valentin dragged Tom closer to the edge, and the poor policeman knew what was about to happen. 
‘No!’ he cried just before he was about to go over the edge. 
But suddenly, Valentin heard the sound of the door being opened behind him, and he turned around to see who it was. If there was somebody coming, that meant there would be a witness to what he was about to do. Maybe Tom was going to be saved, after all. 
Valentin looked towards the door, not knowing what to expect. A hotel employee? A burly security guard? Or a Las Vegas police officer who might have the licence to draw his weapon and fire if he felt that Valentin was a threat.
But the Russian man didn’t see any of those kinds of people. Instead, he just saw a woman. 
A woman who now looked very, very afraid of what was happening. 
‘No!’ the woman cried as she saw Tom hanging over the edge of the rooftop. 
Valentin had no idea who this woman was and whether or not she was protesting because she knew Tom or simply because she didn’t want to see anybody get pushed to their death. But then it became obvious. 
‘Tom!’ the woman cried as she ran towards the two men at the edge of the roof and the policeman looked up to see her coming towards him. 
Valentin noticed his eyes widen and he was obviously shocked to see this person here, but if he thought she was going to be able to help him then he was sadly mistaken. 
Valentin decided that he would deal with the woman in a second. 
Right now, he was going to take care of Tom. 
That was why he pushed the police officer over the edge of the rooftop, sending him spiralling down to the sun-soaked sidewalk far below. 



Kelly *
06:18
Kelly Casey had followed her husband, Tom, all the way out to Las Vegas and had been watching him from a distance for the entire time he had been in the city. He had no idea that she had been doing that, of course, and it would have been very detrimental to Kelly’s plan of getting him to cancel their impending divorce if he had. The plan had been for Kelly to stay hidden from Tom’s sight for the duration of his time in Sin City, and that plan had been going well, right up until the moment when she had seen him being dragged out of the toilets of the bar at the top of this hotel and pushed out onto the roof. 
Kelly didn’t know who the man was that her husband had become engaged with, but she did know that Tom had been following that man around Las Vegas for several hours. She also knew that Tom had stolen the man’s wallet from his suit jacket, which was very strange because while her husband was many things, he had never been a thief. It was perhaps no surprise then that the man who had been stolen from had pursued Tom and been aggressive towards him. 
What was a surprise was what Kelly saw when she had followed them out onto the rooftop. 
She had seen her husband being pushed to his death. 
If only she had gone through the door sooner, then she might have been able to stop it. But she had hesitated, mainly because she had known that once she stepped through the door then Tom would see her, and that would mean that her secret stalking would be revealed. She had tried as best as she could to keep her presence hidden from her husband for fear of him quite rightly assuming that she had gone crazy if she was willing to follow him all the way to America. But in the end, she had decided to open the door to the rooftop because she had to know that he was okay. 
Only now, she knew that he wasn’t. 
‘No!’ Kelly cried as she saw Tom disappear over the edge of the tall hotel, pushed over the edge by the man who had forced him out here. 
The killer was surprised to see Kelly, no doubt hoping that there was not going to be any witnesses to his crime, but she had seen everything. 
She had seen the man she loved disappear into the abyss. 
Perhaps the safest thing to do in that moment would have been for Kelly to turn around and run away from the murderer on the rooftop, but she wasn’t thinking straight after seeing the traumatic scene unfold. Instead of running away, she ran towards the danger, rushing to the edge of the rooftop and looking over it so she could see if there was any way that a miracle might have happened and her husband might have been saved. 
But what she saw was even worse than the sight of Tom falling off the building. 
From all the way up here, she could see the body of the man she loved lying motionless on the concrete floor far below. 
‘No!’ Kelly cried again, this refusal of the facts even louder than the first time she had uttered it, but it was simply because she didn’t want to believe it. She didn’t want to believe that Tom had died in such a horrible way. But the sight of all the people gathering around the static body down below told her that she wasn’t the only one to be shocked at the gruesome sight, and it wouldn’t be long until the air was filled with sirens as the paramedics and the police came to confirm what Kelly and all those people down there already knew. 
Tom was dead. 
He had no chance of ever surviving that fall. 
Maybe if her life hadn’t been in imminent danger, Kelly might have dropped to her knees on that rooftop and cried for hours, but she didn’t have the luxury of doing that. That was because she heard the scrape of a footstep behind her and turned around just in time to see the man who had pushed Tom off the roof now attempting to do the same thing to her. 
Ducking out of the way at the last second, Kelly was able to evade the advances of the murderer, but that didn’t mean she was safe. Far from it, in fact, because he had a look in his eyes that told her that he wasn’t going to stop until she was dealt with too. 
Kelly realised that her only chance of survival now was to get away from this man, and to do that, she needed to get off this dangerous rooftop. The only escape route was back through the door that she had just come through, and she knew that if she could get to there, she could try and run back into the busy bar and find safety amongst the people inside. But that would be easier said than done because the killer was coming for her again. 
‘Get away from me!’ Kelly cried as she ran towards the door, feeling the man’s hands brush along the back of her hair, but she was just out of his reach and he couldn’t get a firm hold of her. 
Running as fast as she could because her life depended on it, Kelly made it back to the door and ran through it, leaving the rooftop behind and re-entering the concrete stairwell. She knew her way back to the door that would lead to the busy bar, and that was her target now, but she had to be quick because a look over her shoulder told her that the dangerous man was right on her tail. 
‘Get back here!’ he called after her in an Eastern European accent, but Kelly had no intention of doing that as she arrived at the closed door and pulled hard on the handle.
She expected it to open easily. 
But it didn’t budge. 
That’s when she realised that it could only be opened from the other side. 
Kelly was starting to panic now, and she hammered her fists against the door, praying that somebody would hear her on the other side of it and come to her rescue. But she could hear the vibrations of the loud music playing on the other side of the door, the DJ still spinning the tracks for all the partying patrons, and that meant she knew it was highly unlikely that anybody would be able to hear her. 
Realising that this escape route was a no-go, Kelly turned around to look for another way out. She figured she would use the staircase now and run down as fast as she could until she reached the bottom, where she would be able to go into the reception area and scream to high heaven about the man who was behind her and what he had just done to her husband. But the problem with that strategy was that the path to the staircase was now blocked. 
The killer was standing between her and the steps. 
Kelly looked doomed, just like Tom had done right before he went over the edge. 
This man was going to claim another victim. 
Unless...
Charging forward as fast as she could, Kelly extended her arms and pushed the man firmly in the chest, sending him spinning backwards and tumbling down the concrete staircase. She heard him groan loudly as he fell, and she prayed that he had broken at least a couple of bones in the heavy fall, but most of all, she hoped that he wouldn’t be able to get back up. 
The man’s body came to a stop at the bottom of the first flight of stairs, and Kelly wasted no time in running down after him and rushing by him, now free to descend without any more obstacles in her way. But the fantasy of the man being disabled by his fall quickly evaporated when she heard him dragging himself back to his feet while calling after her in a foreign tongue. 
Kelly wasn’t sure what language the man was speaking. Russian possibly, although it didn’t really matter enough to try and find out. All that mattered was that the man was in pursuit of her again, and while he did look to be wounded after his fall, he was still mobile enough to continue to pose a serious threat to her life. 
Taking the stairs two at a time and almost losing her balance in her haste, Kelly kept a firm grip on the handrail as she descended the stairs at a rapid pace, wondering how many steps she would have to go down until she found a way out of here. She only slowed down to try and open one of the doors that she passed, but just like the door to the bar, they didn’t open. Kelly figured that was because this staircase was not supposed to be used by guests, and that was why none of these doors opened from this side. It was presumably a way to stop anybody sneaking in and enjoying the hotel’s amenities for free or potentially stealing from the place. But while that was a shrewd safety measure, it wasn’t much help to a desperate woman being pursued by a crazy killer. Kelly would have to hope that the door at the bottom of this staircase would open, otherwise she was trapped in here and there would be no way of escaping her grim fate then. It would also mean that there was no way for the man to escape either but right now, she didn’t think that worry was at the top of his list of problems. All he was bothered about was silencing the witness to the heinous crime he had just committed. If Kelly got away from him then she could tell everybody who had pushed the man off the roof, and the killer couldn’t have that, could he?
There was no doubt about it.
Kelly was in a race for her life. 
Running down yet another set of stairs, Kelly felt a deep burning sensation in her abdomen, and she knew it was what runners called a ‘stitch.’ It was a painful thing and meant that the person suffering from it should slow down because they were going too fast. But Kelly couldn’t slow down now. She had to fight through the pain. She had to keep going, not just to save her life but to get justice for her deceased husband. 
Only Kelly had seen him die and only she could reveal the identity of his killer. 
Her footsteps echoed loudly in the cavernous stairwell, as did those of the man behind her, and Kelly’s heavy breathing was also almost deafening to her as she kept running. She wished she would see somebody else in this stairwell other than her and the killer, somebody who could help her and fight off the man behind while she made her escape. But despite going further and further down, Kelly saw no one ahead of her. 
She just had to pray that she would see somebody soon. 
But running down a staircase taking two steps at a time is something that both children and adults are discouraged against doing, and there is a good reason for that. It’s dangerous and very likely to lead to a fall that might result in either serious injury or even death. While Kelly was hardly going to worry about best health and safety practices in her current predicament, that didn’t mean that she was invincible. 
It was her left foot that stumbled on the edge of the step and sent her body flying forward in an extremely unbalanced way. Next, it was her right hand that lost its grip on the handrail as she fell, and Kelly’s eyes widened as she realised that she was airborne and on her way to what would be a very heavy landing in a few seconds’ time. 
Her hands grasped at thin air, and her feet kicked desperately for a step that might offer her some support and balance, but she felt nothing, or at least she didn’t right up until the moment when she landed hard on the concrete steps. 
Kelly’s torso slammed into the hard stairs, and she cracked several ribs in the fall, but it was the collision of her skull with the corner edge of one of the steps that proved the most telling blow. The poor woman was already dead before her body came to a stop at the bottom of the stairs, her head cracked open and her heart no longer beating after suffering a deadly fall that not many people would have been lucky enough to survive. If only she hadn’t stumbled, she would have been able to reach the door a few yards away from her, and that door was able to be opened from the inside, meaning she would have been able to run through it and scream at the top of her lungs at all the hotel bellboys and security guards who were milling around on the other side of it. But sadly, Kelly’s desperate bid for safety had come to a bloody end, and as the pool of claret formed behind her shattered skull, her lifeless eyes stared up at the staircase overhead. 
It was the staircase she had just run down at lightning-fast speed. 
It was the staircase that her pursuer had run down too. 
And it was the staircase where her body would be found by a member of staff in a few hours’ time. 
But it would only be Kelly who would be found in this staircase. That was because the man who had chased her down it was able to step over her dead body and exit via that ground floor door. 
He slipped away into the background of Las Vegas again, having got away with his crimes, for today at least. 
He slipped away, just seconds after Kelly had slipped away and joined her husband in the afterlife. 



April *
06:19
April Adams hadn’t been able to get a good night’s sleep since her best friend, Katie, had slipped away in December. No matter what she tried, be it alcohol, sleeping pills or even extreme exercise designed to wear her out so that she would get eight hours’ solid sleep, it never seemed to work. April would always wake up in the early hours of the morning, long before the sun was up, and she would lie there in the darkness thinking about her friend and the injustice of her death. 
Today had been no different. April had woken up just after 3 am which was bad enough on any night, but even worse in this case because she hadn’t gone to bed until after midnight. In Las Vegas with several friends for a week of fun in the sun-soaked city, early nights had not exactly been on the agenda. All the partying and staying up late wouldn’t have been a problem if April could have enjoyed a lie-in, sleeping to mid-morning like the rest of her friends were able to do. But she wasn’t able to do that because of all the troubles on her mind. 
She couldn’t rest until she knew who had killed Katie. 
But she had a potential name to work with now. 
It had been last night when April and the rest of her travelling party had bought tickets to see a spiritual medium in Downtown Vegas. While she hadn’t been expecting to get much from the show other than a few good giggles and some mild entertainment, April had been stunned when the medium had approached her group and given them Katie’s name as if she was aware of the presence of their deceased friend. But that hadn’t been the most shocking part. That had come when April had asked the medium if she could identify the person who had taken poor Katie’s life. 
The medium had given her a name as if speaking to Katie. 
Valentin. 
While the name hadn’t meant anything to April at the time, she had accepted the medium’s request to speak with her after the show. It was there, in a backstage room, where the medium had expanded slightly on what she believed Katie’s spirit had been trying to say to her. April had heard how the medium had originally believed that she was hearing the word “valentine” but that the voice kept speaking to her until she understood that it was actually “Valentin.” While that was notable enough, the medium had admitted to April that the voice had been very persistent and in all her years of speaking to the other side, the medium said she knew that the persistent voices were the ones that really had to be listened to the most. 
April had hoped to get more information from the medium, but that had been it. All she had to go on was a single name. Valentin. Was that the name of the person who had killed Katie? April had to think so because why else would her poor friend have been so desperately trying to communicate to her from beyond the grave?
Several hours had passed since April and her friends had visited that medium, and they had gone out for a few drinks in a busy bar on The Strip afterwards, but in all that time, April had not been able to stop thinking about what she had been told. 
She wanted to know who Valentin was. 
She wanted to know if he was the person who had taken her best friend. 
That was why April had struggled to sleep tonight. It wasn’t just because she was tormented by thoughts about her best friend’s murder and the pain the poor woman must have been in just before she died when she was stabbed to death in an alleyway at Christmas. It was because she wanted to do as much digging as she could about the mysterious name that she had been given by the medium. 
She wanted to find out who Valentin was. 
For the last few hours, April had been lying in her bed in this hotel room in darkness, but now sunlight was peeping around the edges of the curtains over the window, and that made April feel a little less guilty about being on her phone instead of sleeping. She was using her mobile to browse the internet, although she wasn’t reading about celebrity news or researching places to go for her next holiday, as she usually spent her time doing. 
She was searching for men called Valentin in the London area. 
Based on where Katie was murdered, and the name the medium had given her, April was working on the theory that there was a dangerous man in the English capital who went by that name. It was obviously a stretch to presume that she could find this person and that they would be the guilty party, but she had to try, for her own sake, as well as for her late friend’s. While it was important that justice was done for Katie’s family, it was also important for April’s mental health because she just knew that she would never be able to rest until she had solved the puzzle of what had really happened to her friend that fateful night when she had lost her life. 
The name Valentin might mean nothing. Even if that was the name of the killer, they might not be in London now. The murderer could be anywhere in the world, and that was a scary thought because there must have been thousands of men called Valentin on the planet. April was hoping that by keeping her search as narrow as possible, she might be able to get some leads as to who the real culprit was. That was why she was searching various social media sites to find a man named Valentin who lived and worked in London. 
So far, she hadn’t had much success. She had found plenty of people with that same name but most of them were not in London. They all seemed to be from Moscow, or Kiev, or other Eastern European cities that April hoped she wouldn’t have to go searching in. Social media was great for being able to look at all sorts of different profiles of all sorts of different strangers, but it wasn’t the best tool in the world to find somebody if you only had a first name to go off. 
April had spent the last few hours scrolling down long lists of photos and profile pages owned by all sorts of people with the same name. Valentin. She had seen that name so much on her screen that she was sure that she would still be able to see it if she closed her eyes. But she couldn’t stop searching. 
She had to try, for Katie, and for herself. 
Leaving behind one of the larger social media websites simply because there were just too many people with that name on there, April tried another one, and this one was more geared towards business professionals. April hoped that she might be able to find employees in London called Valentin because that not only gave her a list of potential suspects, but also the addresses where they worked too. While she didn’t know how far she was going to have to take this on her own, April was willing to do as much investigative work as she could, and if that meant turning up at a few offices in London and following a few people, so be it. 
Typing in that eight-letter forename that she was now so familiar with, April looked at the search results that this new website produced for her. There were five results in total. Five men, all with the same name. Five men who worked in London. 
Five men who could potentially be the person who killed Katie. 
The first person on the list was a guy called Valentin Podorov, and apparently, he was an engineer for some kind of company that had a very fancy name, but that name didn’t do a very good job of explaining what the company was. But there was an address for the head office in North London, so April knew she could do some more digging there if she needed to. April stared at the image of the man in the profile page associated with this account, and while it was an impossible task, she tried to figure out if this guy could really be a killer. But that kind of thing isn’t something you can detect through a photograph, unfortunately, so April stopped and moved on to the next person on the list. 
The next Valentin to be looked into was a Valentin Morozov and he was an investment trader at a company in Canary Wharf. April figured this man must be wealthy with a job like that, and his photo didn’t change her opinion because she could see the image of the man in the sharp suit staring into the camera. April did her best to try and imagine a scenario where this guy who worked in Canary Wharf all day could go out and murder an innocent young woman at night but try as she might, she couldn’t see it. But he was on her list, and she would look into him at a later date, just like she would do with everybody else who this search engine had given her. 
April was just about to move onto the next Valentin on the list when she heard movement across the room, and she looked up to see the woman stirring beneath the duvet on the adjacent twin bed. Hotel rooms in Vegas weren’t that expensive if you knew where to stay, but even so, that hadn’t stopped April and her friends from keeping their expenses to a minimum and pairing up so they could share a room together and split the cost. April had been sharing a room with her friend, Clara, who was a great girl or at least she was when she was awake. But it was a different story when she was asleep. 
That’s because Clara was a snorer. 
Thankfully, Clara was awake now, which meant that April no longer had to listen to her friend enjoying sleep while she was unable to manage it herself only a few feet away. 
‘Morning,’ April said as Clara rolled over in her bed and looked across at her. 
‘Urgh. What time is it?’ Clara asked, clearly hungover. 
‘Twenty past six.’
‘Why are you awake?’
April thought about giving the honest answer to that question and saying that she couldn’t sleep because she was looking online at potential suspects in the murder of their good friend, but it was far too early in the day to have a conversation like that. So instead, April just gave a more respectable excuse. 
‘I never sleep well after drinking,’ she explained, and Clara accepted that answer before closing her eyes again and presumably trying to get back to sleep before she spent the whole day exhausted. 
April watched her friend and noticed how peaceful she looked. It wasn’t that she was envious of Clara and her ability to get more rest than her. It was just that she wished she could drift back to sleep too. But April knew she was wide awake now, and closing her own eyes would be futile. She might as well keep browsing around on her mobile phone. 
Deciding that she needed a break from looking at people called Valentin, April went onto a news website and looked for something there that she could distract her troubled mind with for the next few minutes at least. 
That was when she saw the breaking news story about a helicopter crash in Las Vegas.
April clicked on the article to read it, shocked at the event and not just because it was in the same city where she was now. It was because she and her friends had discussed the possibility of taking a helicopter flight while they were here, but they had decided against it in the end because it had been a little costly. Perhaps that had been a good thing because, by the sounds of it, one of those helicopters had gone down in the desert just outside the city.   
April’s tired eyes scanned the words in the article on her screen, and while it was only a short one because the story was still developing, she learnt enough to tell her that this was a bad incident that was likely to get plenty more headlines over the next few days. Apparently, the emergency services were already on the scene, and while it was still too early to confirm, it was believed that there were no survivors. 
This news story wasn’t doing a very good job of making April feel any better about her problems and her distinct lack of sleep, so she decided to put her phone down and close her eyes because at least that way, she couldn’t read about any other tragedies in the world. 
As she lay there listening to Clara, who had started snoring again already, April said a silent prayer for all those people who had been on that helicopter and wished for them to be alright. That was because she knew they were just people like her who had been in Las Vegas on holiday, and they didn’t deserve to die, just like Katie hadn’t deserved to die either. 
But try as she might, April could not drift off to sleep, and in the end, she resigned herself to being awake and picked up her phone again. That was when she saw there was an update on the breaking news story about the helicopter crash only a few miles away from this comfortable hotel room where April was lying. 
There was a photograph, and it showed a giant ball of flames emerging from a pile of twisted wreckage. 
April gasped because she was certain that nobody could have survived that. She also felt terrible for the emergency service workers who would have to deal with this scene. 
It would be severely traumatic for them. 
It would be a morning they would never forget. 



One minute later...
The sound of sirens filled the usually calm desert air, and tyres spun over the dusty surface of the Mojave as the fire trucks and the paramedics raced towards the scene. There were already some emergency workers at the site of the helicopter crash up ahead, but more help was on its way because this was a big incident, and it would take a lot of work to establish all the facts about what had happened here. But the first priority was to preserve life, and the hope of everybody racing to the scene of the crash now was that they would be able to find somebody alive in the wreckage. 
But that seemed unlikely. 
How could anybody have survived a crash like this? 
The flames were high, the smoke was thick and black, and the body of the helicopter was mangled. It seemed like all hope was lost. 
Then the driver of the fire truck saw movement to the left of the wreckage. At first, he thought it was a firefighter or a paramedic, but as he got closer, he saw no sign of any uniform that might have represented which department the person was with. Instead, he saw the figure was wearing plain clothes. 
Plain clothes that were torn, dirty and burnt. 
The driver of the fire truck reached for his radio and told his colleagues in the area that there was a possible survivor on the ridge. 
It looked like somebody had made it out of the helicopter. 
It was a miracle. 
But who was it?
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