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Jelena
Belgrade, Serbia
12:00 (Local time)
Jelena Markovic didn’t need a sunbed, or a pool, or a beach. She didn’t want a fancy hotel room, or somebody to carry her suitcase for her, or a private car to take her to and from the airport. Nor did she desire to see new places, or things, or join all the other tourists in long snaking queues. For her, the best place to take a holiday was right here. 
Home.
From where she was sitting on the small sofa in the tiny two-bedroom flat in which she grew up, she was getting all the sights, smells and sounds that made her feel so good. The sight of the family photos on the shelves, the faces in the pictures faded but comforting. The smell of the pot of goulash that her mother was preparing in the kitchen, making her stomach growl in hunger. And the sound of her sister in her bedroom, singing the same song that she would sing in her youth. 
There was no place like home, and there was no better place for Jelena to be right now, as she continued to recuperate from the events of the past few months. It had been her boyfriend Bogdan’s idea for them to return to their home country for a short visit, and she was glad he had talked her into making the trip over from London. They had been back in their homeland for four days and had enjoyed every minute of their time here so far. 
Jelena had introduced Bogdan to her family for the first time, and while he had been nervous about meeting them, she knew that they would love him. And she had been right of course. Her mother Anja hadn’t stopped feeding the pair of them since they had arrived on her doorstep and while Jelena had been sensible with her portions, Bogdan had not. He had already gained several pounds of weight over the short trip, although it was something he didn’t seem to mind too much. Her sister Petra had been just as welcoming to him, asking all about his family and working life and thanking him for taking good care of her younger sibling. 
The four of them had spent nearly every moment together since they were reunited and alongside all the homecooked meals and bottles of cheap wine, there had been many scenic walks around the city. They had passed through the peaceful Kalemegdan Park, gone around the stunning Temple of Saint Sava, and enjoyed many strolls along the banks of the Sava, the river that cuts right through the heart of the nation’s capital. 
She and Bogdan had held hands as they listened to Petra’s hilarious tales of ex-boyfriends and failed jobs and had snuggled in close as they watched Anja bring out the family photo album at every opportunity. It really had been the perfect trip, and while there were still a couple of days to go, Jelena and Bogdan had agreed that they would make the trip back to London to continue to pursue their life there when it was over.
Being back in Serbia, while nice to be around loved ones and familiar sights, had also reminded the couple of the many reasons why they had left in the first place. There was still much poverty in their neighbourhood. Anja and Petra were still clearly living on the breadline, surviving day to day in their tiny family home. Job opportunities here remained scarce for unskilled workers, and there were still signs of discontent amongst the population about the country’s leadership. And of course, there were numerous monuments around the city to the Eastern European conflicts of the 1990’s, battles that had scarred their childhoods and meant their youth had been a terrifying and dreadful time.
Jelena and Bogdan loved their nation and were proud of their heritage. Coincidentally they had both moved to London earlier in the year and had subsequently found each other in the most challenging of circumstances, but despite everything they had been through together there, they still believed that it was the best place to pursue their future. 
In the few private moments they had managed to get during their holiday back home, which had mainly been while they were resting in Petra’s bedroom, they had discussed making enough money in London to eventually bring the rest of her family over to join them one day. Through the use of sign language, in which they were both now fairly proficient since Jelena had lost her tongue at the hands of the sex traffickers, they had discussed how they could best help Petra and Anja find a better life too. 
But when Bogdan had brought this up with Jelena’s family, it had been quickly dismissed. Anja would never leave the flat she had lived in for four decades, as she was a proud sixty-one-year-old Serbian who would never abandon her home country no matter how promising another life might have been. Petra had also turned down the idea, saying she had many friends in the city and while they didn’t have much, they were content with what they did have, which was cheap meals, shared camaraderie and pleasant evenings down by the river when the seasons allowed outdoor leisure. 
Bogdan had told them that he would at least send them some money back each month, but Anja had dismissed that idea too. A proud independent woman, who still rose before dawn each day and barely sat down until dusk, she had thanked them but told them to keep any money they made for themselves. Petra too had been insistent that any new life they made for themselves in London should be for the two of them, and not to provide for loved ones back home. 
Bogdan assumed they were just being polite and displaying the typical Serbian stoic strength that so many of their countrymen were known for, but Jelena suspected that there were other reasons for her family not wanting their help. When she had left them at the start of the year, paying to be smuggled into the UK for the chance of a better life, her family had been more open to the idea of money being sent back to them once she was safely in her new country. But after the ordeal Jelena had endured in London, where the traffickers had kept her locked in a small room and only took her out to satisfy the desires of paying sex customers for four torturous months, she knew they no longer wished for her to send them money. The fact that she was even still alive had been all the news they had wanted to receive and after Bogdan had rescued her in the London Underground two months ago her family had been overjoyed. 
But Jelena also knew they felt guilty about what had happened to her.
While they hadn’t exactly discouraged her from taking the risk of being smuggled into England, they hadn’t actively discouraged it either. Money had always been a struggle in their household, and even after Jelena and Petra had grown up and were adults capable of finding work, their income had still been meagre. When Jelena had gone home one evening after a particularly bad day and told her mother and sister that she had been given the number of somebody who could get her into the UK and that there was a good job waiting for her at the other end, she had seen hope in their faces.
Unfortunately, the promise of a job in London had been a lie and, instead, Jelena had found herself being held captive under the control of two sex traffickers who had cut out her tongue after her first attempt at escape had failed. Jelena knew her mother and sister felt sorry for her but also guilty that they didn’t do more to stop her making the dangerous trip in the first place and so now that she had thankfully escaped and had met a good man in Bogdan, they just wanted her to be happy and keep whatever money she made for herself. 
But Jelena didn’t want them to feel sorry for her and turn down her future offers of help. She didn’t need sympathy, and she didn’t see herself as some invalid who couldn’t help her family, just because she had suffered some terrible ordeal at the hands of two evil men, one of whom was now dead and the other on the run. She was stronger than that, she was braver than that, and she was independent, even with all the assistance Bogdan was giving her. 
Not only did she believe she was capable of making a good life for herself in the UK now she was free, but she also felt that those horrendous four months when she was held in captivity wouldn’t define her for the rest of her life. She believed that she was now flourishing, even with her injuries, and that it was the men who had abused her who were suffering the consequences of that time. 
It had only been a month since Jelena had spotted the man in the park that had raped her during her time in captivity. It was the same man that she had bitten, tearing off a chunk of his ear as she fought to protect her body. Having passed on that information to Bogdan, she had seen him go in pursuit of the man, and while she didn’t know exactly what had happened between the two of them inside that music festival in Hyde Park, she had noticed the blood on his white shirt sleeve when he returned. 
He had also returned with one other thing. 
A name. 
It was the name of the second man that had kept Jelena captive. The name of the man that had killed his partner and escaped from the UK on a train to France before the authorities could catch up with him. 
Laslo. 
With that name, the police had been able to use their experts to search through databases in Serbia and social media to come up with a surname and find the photo of the man they had captured on CCTV, boarding the Eurostar to Paris from London St Pancras Station. 
And now they had it. 
His full name was Laslo Kovacic, and he was from a city called Pristina in the south of Serbia. The police there were now looking for the man, and while there hadn’t been any developments yet, there was at least hope, which was a lot more than there had been in the early days when all that remained of the evidence of his crimes had been a burning flat and the body of his dead partner inside.
Jelena didn’t know what had happened when Bogdan had pursued the man in the park. He wouldn’t give her details, but she assumed he had beaten the man until he had given him a name. She didn’t exactly want to know what had happened, because despite knowing that Bogdan was a strong, physical man, she preferred to think about his gentle, loving side. 
She didn’t want to think about how many times he may have punched the man in the face but rather how many hours he had put into learning sign language so he could communicate with her now that she had lost her ability to speak. 
She didn’t like to think about the rage that must have consumed him as he beat the man for answers, instead preferring to think about the passion he displayed when talking about his dreams of a better life for them. And she refused to let her mind go to the dark places that his surely went to when he thought about what he would do to Laslo if he ever got his hands on him, instead choosing to think about what kind of father Bogdan would be one day. 
Just thinking about him now made her miss him, even though it had only been a couple of hours since she had last seen him. He had left her mother’s home this morning to go and see an old friend just outside the city, and while he had promised to be back by nightfall, she still missed his presence and the option of nestling herself between his burly arms. 
Soon she would be sitting at the small kitchen table with her mother and sister. They would enjoy the delicious goulash together, humming along between mouthfuls to the Serbian songs playing on the radio. Then they might take a walk through the city, the three of them enjoying the warm sunshine and the sights of the capital thriving in the summer heat, before heading back to their small, homely flat to sit on the sofa and watch the television together. 
There, as darkness fell and her mother retired to bed early, she and her sister would wait up for Bogdan to return, probably finding him drunk and full of tales of his day. Finally, she and Bogdan would retire to the small bedroom she used to share with her sister, and fall asleep in each other’s arms, dreaming of a better life for them, their families and their fellow countrymen. 
At some point in the night, Jelena may wake up after suffering one of the night terrors she sometimes experienced as a result of the time she spent in captivity. The visions of being back in that locked room, beaten and betrayed, would sometimes return to her in the darkest hours of the night and she would find herself sitting up in bed, sweating and shivering and trying to fight an imaginary attacker. 
At that point, Bogdan would wrap his arms around her and tell her that everything is okay, that it was just a bad dream, and that she is safe now. Eventually, she would calm down and return her head to her pillow, and as Bogdan kissed her head and held her in his arms, she would drift off again into a more settled and peaceful sleep. 
She was stronger now than she had ever been. She was braver now than she had ever been. But she was also luckier now than she had ever been because she had Bogdan and she knew that as long as he was with her, everything was going to be alright. 



Bogdan
Transylvania, Romania
13:01 (Local time)
Bogdan Petrovic hated lying to people and he particularly hated lying to the woman he loved. He had told Jelena that he was spending the day visiting an old friend in a town in their home country of Serbia, just a few hours east of Belgrade. But in reality he had been travelling all day, crossing the border into Romania and only just now arriving at his destination. 
He wasn’t here to see an old friend, and he couldn’t be sure that he would be back by sunset as he had promised her. But on this occasion he believed it was okay to tell a lie, because what he was planning to do would keep Jelena and women like her safe, which surely justified his deception. 
Besides, considering what he was about to do, it was perhaps best to be as secretive as possible. He was in Romania to kill a man. It was the man that had caused Jelena so much pain. 
He was here to murder Laslo Kovacic.
Interrupting his holiday in Belgrade with Jelena and her family hadn’t been in his plans until he got a phone call from the man that he had hired to track down Laslo. This man wasn’t an official policeman. He wasn’t really an official anything. He was a private investigator, but you paid him in cash and you never learned his real name. He wasn’t employed by a legal entity and he was a last resort who you called when the real legal entities weren’t working quickly enough. 
He was the type of man you called when you were planning on doing something you shouldn’t.
Bogdan climbed out of the cheap hire car in which he had driven the six hours from Belgrade to the medieval city of Sighisoara, where the investigator had told him that Laslo was currently hiding out. Apparently, the man was working in construction and living in a rented flat with several other displaced Eastern Europeans. 
Bogdan stretched his neck, which had grown stiff from the long drive, and felt the warm sun rays from the cloudless sky burning his pale, bearded face. He checked the time and saw that if he was to make it back to Belgrade by dusk then he would have to leave here within the hour. 
He hoped that would be enough time to do what he needed to do. If the investigator’s information was correct, then he expected it would be. 
The report said that Laslo was currently one of fifty men working on the building site of a future hotel in the city, and while he had grown a beard and added some weight to his skinny frame, he still looked very much like the images that had been captured by CCTV in London. 
For a man on the run from the law, this place was as good as any to hide out. The police in the UK and Serbia hadn’t spent much time searching for Laslo outside of their own countries and it was that lack of progress that had driven Bogdan to seek the help of someone who would leave no stone unturned in the hunt for the criminal sex trafficker. 
Bogdan had obtained the number of the investigator through an old school contact in Belgrade, who had used the man to monitor the activities of his wife, who he believed to be cheating on him. The investigator didn’t come cheap, but Bogdan believed he was worth it, so had taken out a loan in London to cover the private eye’s fee.
Through a series of email correspondences, Bogdan had shared as much information as he could with the investigator about Laslo, including his full name, his image from the CCTV records put out by the police in London, his travel history between Serbia and the UK and finally his last known location, which had been Paris.
Armed with that intelligence, the investigator had spent a couple of weeks tracking down his target, before contacting Bogdan with news of his success. 
He had traced Laslo here, to the historic walled city deep in the heart of Romania, famous for being the home of Bram Stoker’s famous character Dracula. When Bogdan had heard the news he couldn’t have thought of a better place for an evil man to be hiding out. As well as its affiliation with the legendary horror character who, as a vampire, would suck the blood of his mostly female victims, this was a part of the world that Stoker had described as “one of the wildest and least known portions of Europe.”
Laslo had obviously thought it a good place to lie low until the authorities grew tired and stopped their searches for him back home. But he hadn’t been banking on the boyfriend of the woman he kept in captivity persisting with the search and using any means necessary to track him down as quickly as possible. Now Bogdan was here, in the heart of Dracula country, ready to draw some blood of his own on behalf of his partner Jelena, who had suffered so much at the hands of the modern day villain. 
Bogdan wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand and walked in the direction of the building site where he had been told Laslo was working. The directions that the investigator had given Bogdan were clear and while it had been expensive to use his services, he had no regrets about the professional nature of the PI. 
And he would certainly have no regrets if it led to him coming face to face with Laslo. 
Once Bogdan had dealt with this matter and returned to Jelena in Belgrade, they would fly back to London and he would have to figure out a way to pay off the loan. But that was a concern for another day. The important thing right now was that he finished what he came here to do, and that Jelena never found out about any of it. 
Bogdan had convinced himself that his mission was one of vengeance, but he was also aware that his reasons for seeking to dole out the punishment himself went further than that. It was also to alleviate some of the guilt he felt about the fact that he had inadvertently lost the man in the festival at Hyde Park that Jelena had pointed out to him.
While Bogdan had beaten the man and managed to get Laslo’s name out of him, he had been planning on handing him into police custody for further punishment until he had suddenly broken free from Bogdan’s grip and escaped into the large crowd at the festival. 
Bogdan was determined to make up for his mistake by ensuring that at least one of the men involved in Jelena’s ordeal would be punished. Jelena might have been strong enough to accept that her captor may never be brought to justice, but Bogdan certainly wasn’t. 
While Jelena slept beside him each night, he had found himself growing increasingly frustrated at the lack of progress by the police and the knowledge that Laslo was somewhere in the world right now, enjoying his bed, his meals, and waking up every day as a free man. That frustration had turned to anger in Bogdan, which was further exacerbated whenever Jelena woke up next to him, sweating and afraid, after suffering another nightmare about the time she was abused.
Jelena was learning to deal with the consequences of her time in captivity. Like how to communicate again after Laslo had ordered her tongue to be removed. Like how to spend some time alone without fear that the evil men would return for her and shatter what little peace she had. And like how to trust another man again and believe that they weren’t just going to leave her broken and betrayed like all the others had. 
Bogdan had been careful not to rush her in their relationship and he spent every interaction with her in fear of saying or doing something that would initiate a flashback or a nightmare. While he had been successful, it was a slow and gradual process and meant their courtship wasn’t following the same pace that a usual relationship would take. But that wasn’t Jelena’s fault. 
It was the fault of the man he was on his way to find. 
As Bogdan walked down the high street, he looked up at the jagged spire of the bell tower that loomed over him. Beyond that, across the sea of red bricks roofs, were the sloping hilltops that were home to gothic churches and ancient castles. Bogdan could almost imagine Count Dracula up there now, watching over the city, seeing and knowing everything that was happening down below. If the famous vampire was real and alive now, then he would surely approve of what Bogdan was about to do. 
The Count was always one for death and satisfaction after all. 
As Bogdan turned the street corner, he saw several white tarps hanging down over the exterior of a building by the Tarnava Mare river and recognised it from the photo the investigator had sent him earlier. This was the construction site where Laslo was working. 
Now the end was in sight.
Bogdan maintained the same pace as he walked closer, observing several men wearing high-visibility jackets over their topless torsos, toiling away in the midday heat. Some of them used hammers, some of them used drills but some of them seemed to be doing very little at all. 
Bogdan recognised the familiar scene. He had worked for many years in construction back in Belgrade before he had made the decision to try for a better life in London and, as he got closer to the site, he felt the same feelings returning to him that he had experienced when he too used to be a lowly labourer.
He knew the strength and fitness required to be on your feet all day, lifting heavy goods to where they needed to be. He knew the boredom that came when you were awaiting your next instruction from the foreman. He knew the risk that came with spending all day around dangerous machinery in an enclosed environment. And he knew the pain that seeped into every muscle of your back when the shift was over and you were back in your home, trying to rest and prepare before waking up early to do it all over again.   
It was not a life he longed to return to, and he felt some sympathy for the men as he got closer to the site. But not all of them. There was one man on that site who he would happily see struggle and break under the strain of a hard day’s work on site. 
Bogdan crossed the street and, as he made his way alongside the exterior of the site, got a sense of how big a project these men were working on. A large mounted display on the side of the temporary site walls told passers-by that a large four star hotel was under construction on this prime city centre location, on the banks of the river. The renderings of the completed hotel were impressive and there was no doubt it would be a fine place to stay. 
Numerous tourists came to Sighisoara because of their fascination with the region’s most infamous character. But Bogdan wasn’t here to stand in line at a museum full of bat paintings or join the candlelit tours to Casa Vlad Dracul, where the legendary figure was alleged to have been born in 1431. 
He was here to find a man who, unlike Dracula, was merely human, but just as evil.
Bogdan passed the section covered in white tarp and found himself standing on the other side of a gate, which allowed him to get a good look at the numerous men working on site. He scanned the scene for anybody that matched Laslo’s appearance but there were so many men in there, all moving amongst excavators and concrete beams, that it was difficult to get a visual on him. 
Until he saw him. 
Standing alone, leaning against a bare brick wall, smoking a cigarette and rubbing his dirty hands on his dust covered shorts. He was tanned and he had certainly added some muscle to his frame but there was no doubt it was Laslo Kovacic.
Bogdan had spent enough time staring at the CCTV image of the man to recognise that. But just to be sure he took the image from his pocket and cross referenced it with the figure standing still amongst the chaos of the building site. Then, when he was absolutely certain that he had eyes on the man he had come to kill, he put the photo back into his pocket, but not before running his hand across his lower back. 
In doing so he was able to feel the cold, hard outline of the gun he had tucked into the back of his trousers. The loan he had taken out back in London had not only paid the private investigator to track down Laslo, but had also covered the costs of him providing Bogdan with a gun to use for his revenge. 
Bogdan had collected the weapon from a locker in the centre of Belgrade before making his journey to Romania. Finally, after a six hour drive, numerous weeks of police work and four months of Jelena being locked up and tortured at his hands, Laslo Kovacic was going to pay for his crimes. Just as soon as Bogdan could get him alone. 
But with the mood the Serbian avenger was in, he knew he couldn’t wait much longer before pulling the trigger on the weapon hidden beneath his clothes, and in the process putting an end to this whole sorry story once and for all.



Andy
Madrid, Spain
12:02 (Local time)
Andy Sharples kept his eyes on the beast behind the gate. He knew that at any second now it would be charging towards him and he would have no choice but to try to outrun it. The Spanish man in charge of proceedings had given him some tips on how best to do that, but now the moment was here, all those tactics had gone out of the window. 
Andy knew there was only one thing he was going to do when the bull was released.
Run like hell.
Standing in the middle of a bullring in a foreign country having barely slept for two nights and still feeling the effects of the ungodly amounts of alcohol in his bloodstream was hardly a recipe for success, but then success wasn’t what the people who had put him in here wanted to see. They wanted to see him panic. They wanted to see him struggle. And a few of them probably even wanted to see blood, or at least just a tiny bit. 
This was the third and final day of Andy’s ‘Stag Do’, the ancient ritual that decrees that every man who is due to get married must first endure a torturous and embarrassing weekend at the hands of their best and most loyal friends. It had been Andy’s choice to hold the weekend in the Spanish capital, but that was about as far as his input into the event had gone. The rest of it had been organised by his best man Ben. 
His friendship with Ben dated back to their very first day of primary school when they had met as innocent little five-year-olds. Now they were in their early thirties and there was nothing innocent about them anymore. Just like there was nothing innocent about the little bull that was about to come charging towards Andy.
While the animal was apparently “a baby”, he still seemed pretty big to Andy now that he was staring the beast down and trying to figure out how fast it would be able to cover the ground between the gate and the centre of the ring. The animal was a light brown colour and might have looked reasonably cute in another context with its spindly little legs and curly tail. But in this context it didn’t look cute. It looked more like a miniature devil and it had the horns to prove it. Andy knew he was going to have to be quick to outrun this thing, and while he fancied himself as a bit of a fitness enthusiast, usually when he ran there wasn’t a horned beast running behind him too.
He glanced to the side of the arena and saw the rest of the stag group standing together, safely on the other side of the ring’s walls. They were grinning widely and all had their mobile phones out to capture the battle between their friend and the bull. It was ridiculous and Andy longed to be over there with them, laughing and joking and watching somebody else attempt to run for their life but he had been on plenty of stag dos before and filmed plenty of hilarious videos of his own. Now it was his turn to be the star of the show. 
This was turning out to be yet another crazy event in the year that had all started with him proposing to his long-time girlfriend Beth at the stroke of midnight on New Year’s Day. 
Andy and Beth had been a couple for almost sixteen years, officially getting together in the final year of school, finding romance amidst the craziness of teenage hormones, GCSE exams and uncertainty about the future. They had been together ever since, surviving multiple challenges along the way, like sixth form stress, going to separate universities at different ends of the country, and bouncing around multiple jobs as they both tried to establish themselves in the adult world. But they had come through it all and eventually, after many of their friends and family doubting that they would ever marry, Andy had finally popped the question.  
It had taken a long time to get to this point, but now he was engaged, he was relieved that soon he wouldn’t have to face any more questions from family members and friends about when he was going to tie the knot. The wedding was set for next month, in a lavish reception at a hotel on the banks of the Thames in London and was only possible due to Beth’s parent’s sizeable wealth. 
While Andy would have been happy for a simpler ceremony in a much cheaper location, Beth’s family had said there would be no expense spared. Andy had also quickly learnt not to use the word “cheaper” in any conversation with Beth regarding the wedding; he wouldn’t be making that mistake again! 
But now the day was completely planned, he couldn’t wait to be there standing in his suit beside his best man at the altar, waiting for his beautiful bride to make her grand entrance and walk towards him on her father’s arm. But before all of that he had to survive the grand entrance he was about to witness right now. 
The bull was finally ready to be unleashed. 
“EN SUS MARCAS” shouted the Spanish man in charge of the gate, and before Andy could shout back that he didn’t know what that meant, it was too late. 
The gate was open, and the bull was charging straight towards him. 
He heard the cheering from his friends as he quickly turned and sprinted towards the edge of the bullring, praying that he would be able to make it safely over the side before he felt the sharp tips of the animal’s horns driving into his legs. 
He could hear the sounds of the beast’s hoofs charging over the crushed rock foundation of the arena and knew that if he were to turn around then he would see the demon-like face of the possessed animal coming straight for his soul. 
So he didn’t turn around. 
Instead, he just kept running and finally, as he reached the walls of the ring, he jumped higher than he had ever thought possible and threw himself over the other side, preferring the risks associated with that to those of being caught by the raging bull.
He landed hard on the dirt floor on the other side of the bullring and heard the howls of laughter coming from his friends, as well as the snarling of the bull still contained inside the arena. He dusted himself off and waited for his heart rate to get back to a safer level, before standing back up and raising his hands triumphantly in the air to show he had survived his duel with the horned creature. 
But his celebrations were cut short when the rest of the group waved him back over, presented him with a red cape and told him he was going back inside the bullring again. 
Apparently, that was just the warm up. 
Now, rather than a panicking tourist running for his life, he was to play the part of a skilled matador, orchestrating the animal with deft movements of a cape, the colour of which was known to antagonise bulls. 
Brilliant, thanks lads. 
As Andy was shown exactly how to perform the role of a matador, he thought how different the skillset required for this job was compared to the actual job he did back in England. At home he was an IT consultant. Not exactly a dangerous job, unless you counted the potential for a mild electric shock when turning a PC on and off every morning. 
Now, instead of software updates and resetting employees’ passwords, he was going to have to put on a spectacularly colourful mock matador uniform and dangle a red rag in the face of a dangerous animal that hates red rags. 
What are friends for?
Thankfully, their time in Madrid prior to the current dicing-with-death episode had been a lot less stressful. The first night in the city had seen the fourteen-strong group visit several bars and clubs, all while wearing their customary stag t-shirts, which had Andy’s face on the front and each of their nicknames on the back. While Andy’s nickname was simply ‘The Stag’, the rest of the group had decidedly more colourful nicknames, most of which were best left unsaid. 
After a raucous night that hadn’t ended until most of them had been thrown out of a salsa club for failing to respect the conventions of the traditional dance, they had slept off the consequences before heading back out into the city to tackle day two. 
Huge servings of paella and local lager had cleared their hangovers, after which they spent a couple of hours lying in a park watching the local señoritas walking by. Andy had been thrilled to learn that the planned entertainment for Saturday night would begin at the famous Bernabéu Stadium, where they would watch the renowned home team, Real Madrid, play football. 
Standing on the terraces of one of the world’s most iconic sporting venues, the group had chanted and cheered throughout the 90 minute game and enjoyed every goal of the home team’s 4-0 win. After that relatively grown-up start to the night, things had quickly escalated and it hadn’t been long until the group had found themselves in an underground nightclub, stumbling about and spilling drinks all over the place. 
Surprisingly, it had been Andy’s dad Charles who had been the last man standing. He was still going strong on the dancefloor while the rest of them had passed out in various corners of the trashy venue. But that was only because one of Andy’s friends had secretly spiked Charles’s drink with cocaine, ensuring the old man would be fully awake until dawn! 
Mercifully, today would be the final day of the shambolic whistle stop tour of Madrid and Andy couldn’t wait to get back home and sleep it all off, pleased that he had had the foresight to book an extra day off work for recovery. 
But he wasn’t home free yet and there was still the small matter of the bull to be dealt with before he headed for the airport and got some much needed peace and quiet. 
The group chuckled as Andy practised a move that the bullring owner had just shown him, which apparently was called ‘the veronica’ and was known as the act where the matador allowed the red cloak to trail across the bull’s head as it charged past him. It was a move that many a skilled Spanish matador could easily accomplish, but it wasn’t so easy for an IT worker from a sleepy village in Suffolk. 
But after a couple of practice runs, none of which looked particularly promising, Andy was sent back into the bullring to face his destiny with the small but feisty animal that was just itching to be let out of its enclosure again. 
Andy twirled his red cloak around in front of him to try and master the manoeuvres before his first shift as a matador began. He actually felt like he was getting the hang of whipping the red cape around himself right until the moment that the gate was opened and the bull came charging towards him. 
As soon as that happened, he just turned and ran for the same part of wall that had saved his life before. 
He heard the Spanish owner shouting instructions to him amongst the catcalls and derision raining down from his friends, but Andy didn’t have time to stop and figure out how to perform the veronica on the speeding beast. Instead he just dropped the red cloak to the ground and jumped back over the wall to safety, rolling over on the floor on the other side of the fence in his white and gold matador uniform while the bull inside the arena stomped all over the tools of his trade. 
As he lay on the dirt trying to catch his breath and pluck up the courage to face his laughing friends again, he wondered how his fiancée Beth was getting on. She was taking part in her ‘Hen Do’ weekend at the same time as him and, while he was being abused and mocked in a godforsaken bullring in Madrid, she was in Amsterdam somewhere, likely being treated a lot better than he was by her travelling companions. 
He couldn’t wait to get back home now and tell her all about the crazy things he had done this weekend, with some minor editing of course. And he couldn’t wait to hear all about her adventures in the Dutch city, where drugs and sex were as much a part of everyday life as a cup of tea and a piece of toast back in England. 
As he pulled himself to his feet and brushed the dust off his frankly ridiculous matador outfit, he smiled at the thought of Beth sitting in Amsterdam somewhere now, probably in a smoke filled weed café, high as a kite, trying to string a sentence together and struggling to remember who she was and who she was supposed to marry in a month’s time. 



Beth
Amsterdam, Holland
12:03 (Local time)
Beth Maguire couldn’t remember who she was or who she was supposed to marry in a month’s time. She had eaten all of the cookie and not just half, as the girl who had sold it to her had advised. So had the rest of her friends in her group and now they were all spaced out, literally and metaphorically, across several sofas in the dimly lit coffee shop where almost every product you could buy contained some form of hallucinogenic drug. 
As she struggled to contemplate who her hands actually belonged to, she was at least glad for one thing in this moment. Her mother had not come on the trip, and so wasn’t here to witness the out of control state her beloved daughter was now in. 
When Beth’s best friend and maid of honour Vicky had suggested holding the hen do in the cannabis capital of the world, the bride-to-be had been more than a little reluctant. Firstly, because she wasn’t exactly the kind of girl who took drugs and secondly, because she had been worried about her dear mother also coming along, eating one space cake too many, falling into a canal and being swept away. Beth thought that perhaps it was a safer bet to have the hen do somewhere a bit more ‘mum friendly’, like a spa retreat at a country estate or a nice vineyard tour in the south of France. 
But Vicky had no plans to send her best friend off into marriage without some kind of raucous weekend to mark the occasion and so in the end, Amsterdam had been chosen as the venue for one of Beth’s last weekends of freedom.
While Beth had still invited her mum along, she had warned her that Vicky and a few of the other girls might partake in a little ‘substance abuse’ while they were in Holland and so it had been a big relief when her mum had said she wouldn’t come. She had said that she wanted her daughter to be able to let her hair down and do whatever she wanted without worrying about her dear old mum watching on. 
Despite appreciating her mum’s decision, Beth had also felt a little bit sad that she wouldn’t be sharing this celebration of her forthcoming nuptials with the woman who had brought her into the world, so she had come up with a plan. She would hold a second, smaller hen do after the main one, which her mother would be able to attend as well as her eighty-year-old Grandma and seventy-year-old Auntie. That one was unofficially titled the ‘Seniors Hen Do’ and would consist of scones, cream cakes and English tea, but under no circumstances would there be any hallucinogenic drugs on offer. 
Not unless her Grandma mixed up some of her medication again. 
But that peaceful trip was still a couple of weeks away and right now Beth was in the middle of an altogether different type of trip. 
It had started out pleasantly enough, when they had all arrived in the Dutch capital on Friday morning, after a short and extremely cheap flight over from England. After checking in at their hotel, which was cosy, clean and a hell of a lot nicer than the accommodation that she believed her fiancé Andy would be treated to in Madrid, they ventured out into the bright Amsterdam sunshine to explore.
After posing for selfies and group photos on one of the many bridges over the waterways that sliced through the city, they hired bicycles and saw Amsterdam in the way that the locals advised them to. It had been great fun whizzing along the canals and ringing their bells at each other. They covered great distances and saw plenty of interesting sights before ending up in Vondelpark, where they enjoyed an ice cream and an alcoholic refreshment. 
But that had been where the pleasantries had ended and ever since they had returned their bikes, they had been on one long bender. 
Amsterdam is famous for many things, but the main reason for its popularity with stag and hen parties is the city’s liberal stance on cannabis and sex. As soon as the girls had headed out on their first night in Holland they were spoilt for choice as to how to entertain themselves. Most of the places they had been to since then had made Beth continually thankful that her mum was sitting at home in England and not here watching her daughter try to navigate the seedy and sordid streets of the Red Light District.
In the coffee shops that were nothing more than cannabis cafes, they had perused the menu but instead of seeing Cappuccinos, Lattes and Espressos, they had to choose from items like Purple Haze, Columbia Gold or Super Afghan and instead of sipping on a hot drink and enjoying a slice of Battenberg, they were puffing on spliffs and munching on marijuana. 
Beth had dabbled with weed in her university days, but this wasn’t so much dabbling as drowning. All the girls had inhaled or ingested some form of cannabis that first night before stumbling and giggling their way into a sex show that offered visitors ‘an experience they would never forget’. 
After forking out the requisite Euros to get inside, they had taken their seats in a small dark room and faced an empty stage waiting for the show to begin. And begin it had, when two men walked out as naked as the day they were born and began to warm up the crowd with something that would later be referred to as ‘The Windmill’. Then two females had entered the action and, by the time the lights had come up and the stage had been washed down, Beth and her friends had certainly had an experience they would never forget. 
She was glad Ben and his friends had opted for Madrid for his stag do and not Amsterdam because while she and the girls would take in the many sights, sounds and smells of the city they were in, they were capable of the type of restraint that some males members of society were perhaps not. 
They had spent the rest of the weekend drinking and dancing amongst a myriad of partygoers, puffers and prostitutes. Now, it was their final day in Europe’s city of sin and almost time to go home to sleepy Suffolk, which certainly didn’t rank high on anybody’s list of sinful places. But first Beth and her friends had called in at another cannabis coffee shop and boldly decided to work their way through several space cakes. 
The chocolatey taste of the cookies was strong but the high from the weed mixed into the sweet treats was stronger and suddenly catching that early evening flight back to the UK tonight didn’t seem quite so doable after all. 
Beth looked down at her feet as she lay prone on the sofa and tried to remember what she was supposed to use them for. 
Walking, that was it! 
One foot in front of the other! 
Easy!
Except it was anything but easy right now and after failing to get her feet to move more than a couple of inches off the ground, Beth gave up and sank her head back into the extremely comfortable seat she was on. All around her she saw that her friends were at various stages of trying to get their own limbs to work but not one of them seemed to be enjoying much success at the moment. 
That’s okay, there is plenty of time. Chill. Relax. Forget about all your worries. Plane? What plane? I could stay here on this sofa forever. What is a plane anyway? A big thing with wings. Like a bird? No, not a bird, a machine. Wow, a machine that can fly through the sky. That’s craaaazzzzzyyy. Is it safe? I guess so. But who knows. I wonder if I could fly one? I’ll ask Vicky.
Beth lifted her head off the sofa and looked to her left, where her friend Vicky was having some difficulties trying to unlock her phone screen. The fact that she had the phone back to front and was tapping on the case instead of the screen was irrelevant. 
“Hey Vicky, do you think I could fly a plane?”
Vicky dropped her phone on the floor and looked at Beth. 
“Why, are you flying us home?” she asked, with a serious look on her face. 
“I could do, if you want” Beth offered, feeling incredibly confident about the whole thing. 
“Hmmm maybe. Gemma, what do you think?” Vicky asked the blonde girl who was fast asleep opposite her. 
“Gemma says yes” Beth answered for her and Vicky agreed. 
“Cool, I’m flying us all home then” Beth confirmed, before suddenly sitting forward and forgetting where she was. 
“Are we at another sex show?” she asked Vicky, trying to get her bearings. 
“I don’t think so” Vicky mused, but she shrugged to show that she couldn’t be sure. 
“I can’t see anybody having sex” Beth said, looking all around the coffeeshop just to make sure. 
“I think I saw some old guy with his willy out when we came in” Vicky replied, while trying to pick her phone up off the floor. 
“Ewwww, that’s gross” Beth said and sat back again, not wishing to see the imaginary old guy doing the infamous windmill. 
“Yeah, but he had a nice beard” Vicky said, finally getting her phone off the ground only to drop it again five seconds later. 
“Good for him” Beth said then burst out laughing, completely forgetting what she was going to say next but feeling like it was okay because it wasn’t important. 
In a month’s time Beth would be walking down the aisle on her wedding day, wearing her expensive white dress and smiling at Andy as he watched her approaching. They would say their vows before enjoying a lavish meal and taking the stage for their first dance, which she had extensively choreographed and made Andy run through with her several times already. She couldn’t wait to be married and call herself a wife and she had certainly been waiting a long time to get the chance to do so. 
She had met him when they were sixteen. He had joined her school in the final year after his family had moved from a nearby area, and while that wasn’t exactly ideal for somebody preparing to take their final exams, it had been ideal for the start of a blossoming relationship and the two of them had been in each other’s lives ever since. 
But sixteen years was a long courtship and she had been worried that the day was never going to come when Andy would get down on one knee and pop the question. She had even been thinking about taking the plunge and doing it herself, which wasn’t the tradition but then there was no time for tradition when she had a ticking body clock and a desperate urge to start a family. But thankfully, before she got around to going ring shopping or practised going down on bended knee, Andy had saved her the trouble and done it himself. 
He had proposed at a New Year’s Eve house party, while the fireworks exploded over the Thames on the television and their friends embarked on a rousing rendition of Auld Lang Syne. When they had noticed Andy down on one knee and Beth holding both hands over her shocked face, they had instantly gone silent and had only started cheering again once Beth had said yes. Now, after eight months of extensive planning and a whole load of stressful decision making, the date was almost here. And she couldn’t wait. 
The central London venue where they were due to be wed was breath-taking, with the function rooms offering stunning views of the Thames and many of the iconic landmarks that lined its banks. She was extremely fortunate that her parents had offered to pay for most of it and the sizeable wealth they had accumulated from a lifetime working in law had meant that they were only too happy to do so. The event was certainly going to be bigger and more lavish than Andy had anticipated but that was okay because firstly, he just wanted her to be happy and secondly, he didn’t really have a say in any of the wedding planning anyway. 
That’s what he gets for making me wait sixteen years to do it. 
Beth closed her eyes for a moment in the hope that when she opened them again the room would have stopped spinning and she and her friends would all be able to stand up and walk out of the coffee shop and back into the bright sunshine of an Amsterdam Sunday. 
But when she opened them, she saw that her friends could barely move or talk, never mind get up and walk. There was nothing for it. They would have to remain here for a little longer, until the drugs had worn off and they were in a more suitable state to move on. But that was okay. Because they had plenty of time. 
In the meantime Beth would just sit here and think about all the fun things that she had to look forward to. There was the ‘Seniors Hen Do’ coming up, which would be a nice opportunity to spend time with her elderly relatives. Then there was the wedding, of course, and celebrating the best day of her life with Andy, their families and all their friends. And then there was the honeymoon they had planned, straight after the big day. They were going to Africa on a safari, hoping to see all the lions, tigers and giraffes that roamed around in the wild. 
It was at that moment that Beth suddenly thought she saw a tiger walking into the coffee shop but then she dismissed it and put it down to all the drugs in her system. 
There were no tigers in Amsterdam. They were all in Africa, chilling out under a tree and smiling at all the tourists taking photos of them from their jeeps. 
How cool. 



Zheng
Kruger National Park, South Africa
12:04 (Local time)
Zheng Lin thought that no day would ever be as exciting and as memorable as her wedding day but now she was on her honeymoon she was beginning to think again. That was because she was now right in the middle of the African wild, seeing things that she had only ever dreamt about seeing as a child back home in China. 
She had spotted zebras grazing on the plains. She had watched giraffes eating leaves from impossibly high trees. And she had witnessed a pride of lions roaming through their territory, majestic and strong, but also fearsome and scary. She was seeing the best of what the animal kingdom had to offer and all within some of the most stunning natural scenery one could imagine. 
The wide, open plains of this part of South Africa were a world away from the towering, densely packed skyscrapers of her home city, Beijing. There were no traffic-congested roads here, just the jeep she, her husband and their driver occupied on a dusty, unmarked trail. And there were none of the flashing neon lights from the futuristic buildings that demanded your attention in the capital of her homeland. Instead there was just the twinkling of thousands of stars above their accommodation in the wild each night. 
She and her new husband, Kei, were enjoying every minute of their holiday so far. Touring the national park was like stepping into another world and she was glad they had booked four days here before flying to the Maldives for a week in paradise. This was the second day of their trip, which came after an extremely stressful wedding day and a fifteen hour flight from Asia to the southern tip of Africa. But now they were here, thousands of miles from home, and they were feeling as free as the animals that resided here. 
Kruger National Park covers almost 20,000km and is the same size as the country of Wales, but only now was Zheng really starting to get a sense of just how enormous this place was. She was used to competing for space, coming from the nation with the world’s largest population, but out here humans were few and far between and it was the animals that were in charge. They roamed the gigantic grasslands and prowled through the sizeable savannas and the jeep that Zheng travelled in was just a mere speck in this vast and remote ecosystem. 
Their driver was called Oyoo, which he had told them meant ‘born on the road’, so it was only apt that he worked here, wild and free, permanently on the road, even if it wasn’t always clear where the road began and ended. He was born and raised in a township not far from Gauteng, a province on the Eastern cape of the country, and his love of animals and people had brought him to the park twenty years ago in search of work. He had started out as a maintenance worker in the park before his infectious personality and people skills saw him promoted to the role of tour guide to the many tourists that came to the park each day. 
Zheng loved listening to all the stories he told them about the park as he drove them around, which was a good thing because he hadn’t stopped talking ever since they had first met him yesterday. While Kei was naturally a quiet man and preferred the sounds of silence throughout his day, Zheng was loving every minute of being in the company of Oyoo and his excited, animated personality.
Zheng and her husband were partnered with Oyoo for most of their stay in Kruger. They had paid for a four-day tour, which would show them all the best sights in the park, as well as most of the animals that called it home, and some unusual but luxurious accommodation on the way. It had been expensive, and that was before they had added on the week in the Maldives that was to follow, but money was one thing they didn’t have to worry about due to her background. 
Zheng belonged to one of the wealthiest families in the whole of China and was a part of her family’s shipping business, which was worth an estimated eighteen billion Yuan. Her wedding to Kei had been a grand affair and had featured across several of the news reports and magazine covers in the capital, such was the interest in the daily lives of Beijing’s rich and famous. Now the couple were enjoying a rare break in their busy schedules, before returning to their positions in the multi-national organisation, where the slow-paced freedom of the Africana plains would just be a distant dream.  
But Zheng didn’t want to think about home right now. She was focused on the here and now and that meant asking Oyoo to tell her about the gigantic elephants that were currently enjoying a watering hole in the otherwise parched landscape. 
“That is the African bush elephant, the largest terrestrial land animal on the planet” Oyoo told them, holding his hands wide to emphasise just how big the animal was. But Zheng and Kei could see that for themselves, as they watched the elephants drink and squirt water from their trunks, enjoying their respite from the searing sun overhead that was relentlessly ravishing the land with its scolding and unobstructed rays.
“Some of them grow to be thirteen feet tall and weigh over ten tonnes” Oyoo informed them, shaking his head at the sheer mass of the animals before them. 
“I thought giraffes would be the biggest” Kei observed, before Oyoo gave his customary laugh and slapped the Chinese man on the back in jest. 
“They might be taller, but they only weigh a fraction of what an elephant weighs” Oyoo told him. “That is why it is the biggest.”
Zheng smiled at her husband before looking back over at the watering hole. In amongst several of the huge elephants was a baby one, standing unsure on the edge of the water, watching the rest of its family drinking. 
“Look at the little one, it’s so cute” Zheng said, zooming in and taking several photos on her digital camera. 
“Wait until I show you the baby cheetahs” Oyoo said and laughed again loudly, which he often did even when nothing particularly funny had been said. 
“Aww I can’t wait” Zheng told him, smiling and feeling quite emotional about getting to see so many amazing animals in their natural habitat.
She was glad she had persuaded her husband to come here to Africa, instead of remaining in their home country as he had wished. It wasn’t as though Kei lacked imagination or adventure, it was just that having married into one of the richest families in China, he was constantly afraid of it appearing like he was lucky or undeserving of the riches now at his disposal. Zheng had told him several times how ridiculous it was for him to feel this way and that what her family had was now his as well, but that hadn’t stopped her husband from feeling that he had something to prove to her family and everybody else who observed his newfound status. 
Kei worked in the logistics team of her family’s business and was in charge of several regions of the global enterprise. Zheng had got him the job after begging her father to give him a chance and telling him that this boy that she had met during her studies at the capital’s Tsinghua University was somebody she loved and would be with for a long time. Kei may have just been a lowly business student, but he came from a reasonably successful family and, even though its success was incomparable to her own, Zheng’s father had eventually conceded and given Kei a chance.
That had been all the encouragement Kei needed to show Zheng’s family his worth and how much he loved her. He had worked long, exhausting hours to impress them and prove that he was suitable to be their prized daughter’s lifelong partner. But even though the powerful family had given the marriage their blessing, Zheng sensed that Kei still felt he had to earn their respect and trust. He had even demonstrated this when he had suggested they postpone the honeymoon so he could return to work in the business sooner.
While such a thing might have impressed her workaholic father, Zheng had no intention of forgoing her once in a lifetime trip to a world so unlike her own, so she had told him they were going to Africa and there was no argument about it.
Now they were here, and it was just as wonderful as Zheng had imagined it would be, but she was still aware that Kei’s mind was far from here, back at the offices in Beijing, focused on the next thing he could do to further prove his value in her father’s eyes. It was a shame he felt this way and she had told him as much before but it hadn’t changed the fact that he would always worry that someone like him didn’t deserve to be married to a beautiful, rich, and powerful woman like her. He seemed to live in constant fear that one day her father, or even Zheng herself, would wake up and decide that it was all over, sending him back to his life on the outskirts of the city, living with all the other men from his neighbourhood who struggled to stand out and make an impression in a country of over a billion people. 
Zheng had come to realise that he would probably always feel this way and no amount of reassurance from her or her family would change that. But she was still holding out hope that perhaps he would feel less pressure to perform for her family when they had children, something she hoped would happen in the not too distant future. 
Zheng hoped to have two children, a boy and a girl, and was pleased that her country had relaxed its laws around the number of children families could have, raising it from one to two just a few years ago. Zheng dreamed of having a little ‘mini me’ to dress up and fuss over, as well as a handsome little man who would soften her strong father’s heart and make him relax his crazy work schedules just a little in order to perform grandparent duties with him. 
She watched how the baby elephant was protected by the other elephants at the watering hole, as they shielded it from any predators that might be lurking in the long grass nearby, and used their trunks to funnel water into its little mouth. Maternal instincts were strong in every species on the planet and Zheng couldn’t wait for her opportunity to use hers when she and Kei had little ones of their own. 
“When do they grow their tusks?” Kei asked Oyoo suddenly, and Zheng was relieved that he was interested in the wonderous scene before them instead of worrying about what might be going on back home at the family business. 
“They are born with them, but they are only like milk teeth at first. They lose them after a year. Then they grow permanent tusks between the age of two and three.”
Zheng thought it was fascinating how many different creatures there were in the world, and that each species could have such varying appearances, behaviours and feeding habits, just like humans did. She had seen many animals in the zoo in Beijing, but it was an entirely different experience seeing animals in the wild, as nature intended, and where it made you feel privileged to see them, not entitled.  
Being here now gave her an idea that she would mull over for the next few days and raise with her father when she returned to China. She had always wanted to use some of her wealth to support wildlife charities and she knew he would be keen on the idea, particularly when she returned to him with all the tales of her adventures in the African wilds. While she too worked in the family business, overseeing the marketing direction of the company in her homeland, she always wanted to do more for the planet than simply improve profits and market shares. She was looking forward to beginning work on the charities when they got home, but first she had many exciting adventures to pursue. 
In the coming days, they would no doubt witness many other incredible sights. A cheetah at full speed, racing across the savannah in pursuit of its prey. A hippopotamus lounging in a riverbed, cooling its massive body from the hot sun. And a pride of lions devouring the raw meat of their kill, terrifying yet beautiful all at the same time. 
While the scorching days would be spent out in the expansive plains, the cooler nights would find them by the fire of their campsite listening to Oyoo’s tales of African life. He would draw pictures in the dirt with a stick to symbolise the people in his stories. His eyes would go wide and his gestures more expressive as he recalled myths and legends from his glorious nation’s past. And he would laugh and wish the couple well when they finally told him that they were tired and wished to retire for the night. 
Then, as the newly wedded couple lay in their beds looking up at the star filled sky, they would talk of the stories that they would pass on to their children when they arrived in the world one day. 
They would discuss the importance of family and the necessity of hard work. They would expand on the issues of the world and how it was vital that those in fortunate positions offered help to those who were not. And lastly, they would speak about the most precious and valuable thing of all and the only thing that truly matters in the world. 
Love. 
Real, heart-warming, unadulterated love, the kind that makes all those who experience it feel lucky to be alive.  



Tom
Santorini, Greece
13:05 (Local time)
Tom Casey tried to remember what it was like to be in love with his wife. He urgently wished to recall that feeling of intense yearning that he had once held for his partner, that insatiable desire and unrelenting protectiveness he had felt for her. Even just the pleasure of a conversation or an hour in her company would have been a nice recollection. But he was struggling. One year into marriage and he knew things were already coming to an end. 
The idea for the pair of them to come to Santorini had been his, after he remembered his wife, Kelly, mentioning to a friend that she would love to come here one day. So he had booked the trip as a surprise and thought it would earn him some much needed brownie points. Lord knows he needed them after everything that had happened between them recently. But somehow even booking a spontaneous trip to a beautiful location that she had always wanted to see had resulted in yet another argument. 
Upon learning of the surprise trip, she had complained about his lack of regard for her busy schedule and his assumption that she could just drop everything at work and jet off on holiday. She had told him that maybe it was okay for him to just leave his job as a policeman for a week but that she had important responsibilities at the marketing company she ran with her best friend in London. It was a ridiculous, not to mention hurtful, thing to say but he had let that slide. And she had also raised issue with the fact that he had gone ahead and booked the hotel on this idyllic Greek island without her input, even if he had chosen well and paid for it all himself.
Most women would be delighted if their husband told them he was whisking them away for seven days in the sun and at no cost to them at all. 
Most women. 
Even now they were here, basking in the warm glow of the sun and surrounded by picture perfect white buildings with startlingly blue rooftops, all overlooking the impossibly flat and still serenity of the Aegean Sea, she was still finding things to argue about. 
It was too hot. He hadn’t packed enough sun cream. The whole thing felt rushed. She couldn’t relax because of work back home. She resented the fact that he could relax. She wanted an ice cream. She didn’t want an ice cream. 
It was like being married to a child at times but even that would have been easier because at least the child would have gone to bed early at night. Kelly just sat up on their hotel balcony drinking too much wine and scoffing every time he tried to make conversation. 
Now, they were choosing from the lunch menu at a quaint little restaurant, which was nestled high up amongst the sea of blue and white properties that made this island so famous. But of course, even that was going disastrously. 
“I’ve already eaten too much this week” she huffed at him, which was her way of telling him that she didn’t want to be here getting even more food, which was strange because they hadn’t eaten a single thing today and she must be starving. 
Tom certainly was. 
“Why don’t you just get a salad? The one with olives and feta sounds nice” he suggested, knowing full well that she wouldn’t want a salad when there were other much tastier treats on the menu. 
“Why don’t you just get a salad?” she replied, not looking up from the pale brown material of the menu that was emblazoned with the name of the restaurant and decorated with drawings of famous characters from Greek mythology. 
Tom recognised one of the drawings as Medusa, the villainous woman with snakes on her head who was capable of turning anybody who looked at her into stone. 
She would have been no match for his wife though. 
He smirked at this thought, but Kelly noticed his change in expression and dropped her menu to the table. 
“What’s funny?” she asked, fixing him with a look that almost did turn him into stone. 
“Nothing, I was just thinking about the story in the book I’m reading” he lied, figuring it was better to say that than tell her that he had just been imagining her as a demonic woman with hissing snakes covering her scalp. 
Besides, it wasn’t Kelly that reminded him of Medusa. It was Kelly’s mother. 
“Daydreaming again” she said, tutting and crossing her arms like a petulant child does when they are told they can’t have something they want. 
“I wasn’t daydreaming, I was just thinking about the story” he replied, but she wasn’t having any of it. 
There were many, many things that annoyed her about him, but it was his daydreaming that annoyed her most, judging by the amount of time she spent nagging him about it. While it was true that he could often be found lost in the recesses of his mind, imagining something in the future or reminiscing about something in the past, he wasn’t daydreaming half as much as she accused him of doing. 
Half of the time he was just simply ignoring her. 
“Well it would be nice if you were more present” she told him, looking at one of the waiters walking by with a jug of water, instead of at her husband. 
“Okay, you’re right. So, what have you decided to have for lunch?” he asked, steering the conversation away from his lack of listening skills, which they had already spent the better part of the holiday discussing. 
“I’m not hungry. I just said I’ve already eaten too much this week. See, you don’t listen” she said, fixing him with another glare that made Tom wish he had just turned into stone because then at least it would all be over with. 
But no such luck. He was still very much alive and therefore still very much stuck on this island with a wife who was thirsty for blood. His blood. But she didn’t draw it quickly. She liked to take it slowly. 
Drip, by painful drip. 
“Shall we just go then? Take a walk and see if we fancy something to eat a little later?” he suggested, even though his stomach was growling at him with an urgent hunger.
He had been really looking forward to tucking into a plate full of Souvlaki, that delicious meat dish that always came accompanied with a healthy dollop of tzatziki. But surely it wasn’t worth another argument.  
“We’d look stupid if we just got up and left” Kelly told him, looking back to the waiter who was now glancing in their direction and obviously wondering if they were ready to place their order yet. 
“No we wouldn’t. We haven’t ordered anything. We can just say we changed our minds and we might come back later. People do it all the time” he said, closing his menu and giving up on the tasty dish he so would have loved to order. 
“No they don’t. People don’t walk into restaurants and then walk out again without ordering anything all the time, Tom” she told him, and he nodded as if conceding that she was right because shaking his head at that point would have basically amounted to suicide. 
“Okay so what do you want to do?” he asked, keeping his voice low and calm. “Get something to eat, go for a walk, go back to the room?” 
“Why do I have to make all the decisions? Why can’t you take charge for once?” she said, throwing her hands up in the air as if it was him who was the problem. 
In that moment Tom wished it really was him that was the problem, because then maybe there would be hope. If he was the sole reason for their many arguments and marital problems, then maybe he could salvage the situation by changing his behaviour. But he knew it wasn’t just down to him. 
Like all partnerships experiencing difficulties, it was a two-way street. As much as he wanted to improve their relationship, he knew that if he couldn’t get Kelly to see that their problems weren’t just up to him to fix, then their marriage was doomed.
He had booked this trip in the belief that it would cheer her up and be a fun experience for the two of them but he had also known that he was booking it because he felt like it could be their last chance to make things work between them. He knew he couldn’t carry on the way things were going for much longer and he presumed Kelly felt the same. 
If they had spent another day in their house in London arguing or walking on eggshells around each other then something would have snapped, either in him or in her. He would never dream of hurting her, but it had reached the point where she was making him so mad that being cooped up in their home together was pushing him close to the edge. This trip was a chance for a change of scene but most importantly it was a final chance to remind each other why they had got married in the first place. 
They used to laugh at each other’s jokes. They used to hold hands as they walked and snuggle in each other’s arms as they fell asleep at night. They would talk endlessly about their day, and about their news and about their hopes and dreams for the future. They used to be so good together. 
They used to be so in love with each other. 
But even this beautiful sun-kissed island in south-eastern Europe hadn’t been able to pull them back to how they had been and now Tom was realising that there were only two options available to them. Either they carry on like they were, arguing, point-scoring and making each other miserable, or they get a divorce and chalk the whole thing up to a learning experience. 
Neither of those options were appealing to Tom and he suspected neither would appeal to Kelly either. But if they didn’t make a decision soon then nothing would change, which would mean the fighting would continue and both of them would grow wearier by the day. 
It made him sad to think that it had come to this, but he really didn’t see any other way out of it now. There had been too many harsh words spoken between them, things neither of them could take back and no amount of apologising would undo. 
She had made it clear that she resented his choice of career in the police force, saying it was ridiculous that he worked such unsociable hours when he was just a ‘PC Plod’, walking the streets and very rarely getting involved in anything resembling dangerous crime. Of course, he saw his job very differently to this, believing that he was serving his local community whilst gaining valuable experience for future promotions. Eventually, he would move up through the ranks into more powerful positions and have a more direct impact on solving and reducing serious crimes.
He was good at his job, a fact evidenced when he had spotted a drug dealer at the festival they attended in Hyde Park last month and chased him from the scene. Unfortunately, the suspect had been struck and killed by a vehicle as he tried to escape, but not before he had sold a pill to a young woman, who had later died after suffering an adverse reaction to its contents. Even after an event like that, Kelly had mocked him for failing to apprehend the suspect and said he was stupid to get involved anyway because he’d been off-duty at the time. 
In turn, he had expressed his disdain for her job, saying that running an advertising company was hardly serving the community and if it wasn’t for so many idiots in the world who were susceptible to being brainwashed and blindly buying everything that the adverts told them to buy then she wouldn’t have a job at all. She had told him there was more to it than that, that her job was creative and that there was a skill to salesmanship. Of course he knew that deep down, but that still didn’t stop him from saying nasty things about her career choice whenever she made jibes about his. 
The whole thing was just one example of how their relationship had soured since they had got married a year earlier. Back in their early days, they had each been proud of what the other one did for money, but things had changed. Like many other things in their marriage, such as decisions about the wedding, the honeymoon, redecorating, finances, children and so on, they now fundamentally disagreed and were screwed. 
“What’s wrong?” Kelly asked him, and he suddenly realised that thinking this way must have put a sad expression on his face because now his wife was looking concerned. 
Tom thought about changing his expression to hide his inner feelings or shrugging it off in order to remain cool or even just replying by saying there was nothing wrong at all. That would be the easy thing to do and would help him avoid having to be honest and reveal his true feelings. And he was close to doing any one of those things. 
But in that moment, sitting there in a quiet restaurant with the happy suntanned tourists walking by and the cruise ships on the sea slowly coming into deposit more excited travellers onto the island, he knew what he needed to do. It wasn’t lie, or pretend, or fight back anymore. He needed to be truthful. With himself and with his wife. He needed to tell her that by the time they left this foreign rock in a couple of days and returned to the one they called home, they needed to have made a decision on what they were going to do. 
Either they were going to fight for their marriage, or they were going to get a divorce. 
And right now, he was leaning towards the second option more than the first. 



Carol
Portimao, Portugal
11:06 (Local time)
Carol Heath believed in true love more than anything else in the whole world and she knew that it was worth fighting for because nothing was more important. 
Love birthed so many wonderful things that would exist forever as proof that it really was one of the most powerful emotions in the world. Family members came from love, children and grandchildren coming into the world as a result of the physical interactions of two people sharing their love with each other. Wonderful memories were created through the actions and experiences of two people spending time together and exploring the world as one. And so many lessons came from love, like how to forgive, or how to protect, or even how to let go. 
Death was the only real constant in the world, but even that could be tackled coming from a position of love. A person at the end of their life could slip away while surrounded by their nearest and dearest family and friends, drawing comfort from the people in the world who had loved them and given their life real meaning and purpose. 
Carol knew that love that was the reason she was sitting here now, on her sun bed at the rented holiday villa in the Algarve, watching her husband Steve trying to put sun cream on his back with very little success. Over by the pool, she could see her daughter, Francesca, and her son-in-law, David, sharing a joke, whilst her grandson, Jack, splashed around in the water, having the most fun he’d ever had in his six short years of life. 
Her love for Steve had given birth to the rest of this wonderful scene and was also the reason they were here in the first place, to celebrate not only Francesca’s thirty-second birthday today but the fact that this week also marked the thirty-fifth anniversary of her marriage to her beloved husband. 
Life sure was better when love was working its magic. 
“Come here love, let me help you” she said to Steve, after watching him battle to get the cream onto his already sunburnt back. 
“I’ve got it” he said in a huff, even though the colour of his skin said he certainly didn’t have it. 
“You look like a lobster” Carol told him, and Francesca and David laughed and had to agree with her, which only irritated Steve even more. 
“I do not look like a lobster” he said, trying not to go even redder than he already was from the sun. 
“Grandad’s a lobster” Jack shouted from the pool and everybody laughed now, including Steve who always mellowed at the sound of his grandson’s voice. 
“Fine” he conceded and handed the sun cream to his wife to finish what he had so sloppily started. 
As Carol rubbed the cream into his flaking skin, she looked up at their accommodation and thought again about how lucky they had been to get such a good deal for their holiday this year. The price they had paid for a week’s stay in this beautiful white-washed villa on the outskirts of Portimao, a port town in the popular Algarve region of Southern Portugal, was relatively cheap and certainly a lot more cost effective than some of their previous holidays. Even when it was just her and Steve going on vacation it had often cost them more than this holiday now, with three extra family members in tow. Now they were here enjoying the fine climate that the locals got to enjoy almost all year round, she was glad she had persuaded all her loved ones to take this trip and spend some quality time together away from the stresses of everyday life back home.
The property they were renting was a three bedroom, two bathroom villa with a beautiful decked terrace leading out onto the pool area and flanked by small but well-manicured lawns, on a rocky hilltop looking down on the town below. From the bedroom windows upstairs it was possible to see the sea on the horizon, shimmering in the sunlight and making them all feel like they were some kind of rich mobster family who lived a life of luxury, instead of just a normal middle class family enjoying a week’s holiday abroad. 
The downstairs area of the property was an array of marble and stonework, with a luxurious lounge area breaking out into a huge kitchen, featuring the kind of breakfast bar that Carol had always dreamed about having at home. The whole interior was cooled by the state-of-the-art air-con system which meant they slept easily in their king-size beds at night, although there was no respite from the heat right now, out by the pool under the full force of the Algarve sun. 
It really was an incredible place to bring the family together and Carol had already floated the idea of them all doing the same thing again next summer. She suspected Francesca and David might want to do something of their own for their next holiday, but it didn’t hurt to ask, and she knew one person who would jump at the chance to spend another week in a villa with his Grandma and Grandad. Little Jack had loved the extra adult attention and had spent almost the entire week jumping in and out of the pool and begging his relatives to come and play with him. 
Carol was always happy to oblige his every wish and didn’t mind the fact that she had spent so much time in the pool with her grandson this week that her wrinkled fifty-eight-year-old skin was even more wrinkled than usual, or that her greying hair was fighting a losing battle against the chlorine and the humidity in the air. She loved every minute that she got to spend with him and thanked her lucky stars every day that he had come into their lives. 
She also thanked her lucky stars for her and her family’s continued health, which was something that had come into sharp focus for her earlier in the summer, after a brief cancer scare had left her worrying for her own mortality. But the scans had come back all clear, so her mind was also now clear to think only positive thoughts about the future and all the exciting things she and her family had to look forward to. Which reminded her...
“Shall we do Francesca’s cake now?” she quietly asked Steve as she continued to slap more sun cream onto his beetroot back. 
“It’s a bit early for cake isn’t it” he replied, keeping his voice low so as not to spoil the surprise they had planned for the birthday girl. 
“I don’t know, I could go for a piece of cake right now” Carol pondered before looking over at Jack, who had demanded that she watch him as he jumped into the pool again, this time pretending to be a cannonball. 
“I’ve just put my cream on” Steve moaned, not really wanting to go inside now he was finally bothering to protect himself from the UV rays that had already had their fun with him. 
“We can bring it out here and have it by the pool” Carol suggested, finishing applying the cream and wiping her hands on the towel that was hanging over the back of her chair. 
“I suppose so. And I do need to get another beer” he said, picking up his empty bottle to prove to his wife that he had in fact finished his first alcoholic beverage of the day. 
“There you go” she said, laughing, getting up off her sun bed and sliding her feet into her sandals. Then she made her way over to where Jack was bobbing about in the pool and knelt down to whisper to him. 
“Do you want to come and help me with mummy’s cake?” she asked her grandson and he jumped up and down and nodded enthusiastically. 
She had already told him about the secret birthday cake that she had picked up in the local supermarket yesterday. Francesca had already opened her presents that morning and they were planning to take the hire car down into town this evening for celebratory dinner and drinks, but the cake was to be a little surprise nestled in the middle of the day’s planned events. 
Jack climbed out of the pool with all the vigour that Carol and Steve wished they still possessed and the three of them headed inside to the cooling atmosphere of the air conditioned kitchen, while Francesca and David continued to bask in the heat outside. 
As Carol slid open the patio doors and stepped over the bucket and spade that Jack had spent hours playing with when they had visited Praia da Rocha Beach yesterday, she smiled at the memory of them all lying on the sand by the sea, surrounded by the dramatic rock formations that towered over the coastline in this part of the world.  
She opened the fridge and moved several well-placed items aside to reveal the birthday cake, secretly hidden at the back. She carefully took it out and placed it on the breakfast bar as Steve grabbed a beer each for himself and David, and Jack busied himself around her feet. 
“Now be careful” she told the little boy, as she opened a drawer and took out a large knife, mindful that his energy and exuberance were not exactly the best things to possess around a sharp object. 
“Can I cut it?” he asked her expectantly, with an innocent look on his face that tried to tell her that he could be trusted not to make an absolute mess of the cake if he attempted to slice it. 
“Maybe, but not here. We’ll do it outside. We need to put the candles in first” Carol told him and turned to look at Steve, who was busy opening the bottles of beer and not busy helping to get his daughter’s cake ready. 
“Do you have the candles?” Carol asked him, but his blank facial expression told her that he had no idea what she was talking about. 
She sighed and opened a cupboard door to look, well versed in the famous saying that if you wanted a job doing it was best to do it yourself. She found what she was looking for and took out the packet of six red and blue candles, which had been the best she could find in the supermarket. 
As she opened the packet and stuck the candles into the sponge cake, she felt Jack jumping up and down beside her. 
“We need thirty-two candles because mummy’s thirty-two” he told her, as if she wasn’t aware how old her daughter was.  
“There isn’t space for thirty-two candles, dear” she replied, picking up the one candle that had fallen over from its position sticking out of the top of the cake. 
She moved aside as Steve opened the box of matches and lit the candles, enjoying the brief period of silence as Jack stood transfixed by the orange flames. 
When all the candles were lit, then they were ready to go. 
“Can I carry it?” Jack asked, trying to reach the cake on the tall kitchen surface above him. 
“No dear, Grandad will carry it out” she said, thinking that was the option that provided the best chance of the cake making it to the birthday girl in one piece. 
“Okay I’ll open the door” Jack said, running over to the patio door and sliding it open, doing his best to help out in any way that he could. 
Carol picked up the two beers and followed Steve, as he carefully carried the cake through the kitchen and out past Jack into the unforgiving sunlight outside. 
As they made their way closer to the pool, Francesca and David saw what was coming and the birthday girl gasped in mock surprise as Jack jumped up and down and shouted happy birthday to her.
Carol was behind her husband and she was just eyeing up a good spot to put the cake down when she saw him drag his left foot against the ground and stumble, sending the cake in his hands flying forward and crashing into the pool in front of them. 
There was a moment of silence as everybody stared at the soggy cake bobbing in the water and the extinguished candles floating helplessly nearby, until Jack burst out laughing and told Grandad how cool it was. 
But Grandad didn’t seem to think it was cool and he looked sheepishly back at his wife, who he had presumed wouldn’t think it was cool either. 
But Carol wasn’t mad about what had just happened. It was only a cake and Francesca was old enough not to get upset about it. If it had been Jack then it would have been another story, but no, it wasn’t much of a problem that the cake had been ruined. 
But she was concerned. 
Concerned because she had noticed her husband becoming more and more clumsy over the last few weeks. Tripping over things. Dragging his feet when he walked. Stumbling around occasionally, even when he hadn’t had a single beer or spirit. She hadn’t said anything to him about it yet because she thought it was probably nothing and he hadn’t seemed concerned enough to mention it to her either. But now she was noticing that it was happening more and more. 
The first time she recalled it was when they had gone to Hyde Park for the day and hired out a pedal boat at the Serpentine lake. She had seen how his feet had slipped off the pedals a few times and how he had caught his feet on the concrete path when they got back onto dry land. That was a month ago and still he was having issues with his gait and balance. 
Just as Carol had got the okay from her doctor regarding her recent health scare, she was beginning to feel that familiar wave of anxiety returning to her again as she worried that there was something now wrong with the health of her dear husband. She would have to talk to him about it, when they were in private of course, and if it carried on then she would make him see a doctor when they got back to England. 
She didn’t want to worry about it too much now, while they were all on holiday and trying to enjoy themselves, but Carol was a worrier by nature and so as she watched her husband apologise to Francesca and go back inside to get something to retrieve the cake with, she couldn’t help thinking that her brush with hospitals and scary test results might not be over just yet.



Harry
Brighton, England
11:07 (Local time)
Harry Baxter ran across the pebbled beach towards the sea, ignoring his mum’s shouts to slow down as he reached the water and tried to scoop back the football that he had accidentally kicked all the way down here. 
He managed to retrieve it without getting too wet and before the tide pushed it further away from him, and then he turned back to look where his mum was so he could kick the ball over to her again. But as he looked for her, he noticed two girls, about the same age as him, walking past. One of them had blonde hair but it was the darker haired girl that he found himself looking at more. She eventually noticed him and smiled, and he felt a warm fuzzy feeling inside, which continued as he watched her walk away. 
He had been getting that feeling a lot recently whenever he saw certain girls and he didn’t really know why. For most of his life he had thought of girls as being weird, or stupid, or boring. Not cool like him and his friends, who were all boys. But now he seemed to be seeing them differently. They weren’t just strange, or rubbish, or annoying. They were suddenly pretty, and cute, and nice. 
He was only twelve years old but already he was aware that life was changing at a rapid pace.
As he kicked the ball back to his mum and ran back up the stone-covered beach on the South Coast of England, he saw the hundreds of people walking along the promenade that towered above the beach area. They were all smiling and enjoying the sunshine and some of them had ice creams which he was jealous of. Below the prom, carved into the side of the earth, were several bars, currently home to many men and women, all sitting at picnic tables covered in colourful drinks and snacks. 
Harry had never been to Brighton before, but he liked it here and was glad his mum had brought him. She had come into his bedroom yesterday and told him to pack an overnight bag because they were going on a little holiday. Even though he had begged her to tell him where they were going, she had kept it a secret all the way here on the train.
Harry and his mum didn’t go on many holidays. He didn’t know why but he thought it might be something to do with how much money they cost, and he had learnt a couple of years ago not to keep asking about them. But he was glad they were having a holiday now, even if it was only for a few more hours before they had to get the train back home. 
After arriving by train yesterday lunchtime from London, Harry and his mum had left their bags in the small hotel room that they were staying in and headed out to explore. Harry had asked his mum why there was a sign above the hotel door saying ‘B & B’ and she had told him it was because it stood for ‘Bed & Breakfast’ which he thought was funny. 
Then they had gone to a café for burger and chips and Harry had even been able to have a can of Coke. He wasn’t usually allowed because apparently it wasn’t good for him, but he was on holiday, so it was special treat. 
From there, they had gone to the large wooden pier that stretched off from the main shore into the sea and Harry had enjoyed walking along it and looking down between the gaps in the wooden boards at the sea far below. On the pier, they had stopped off in one of the many cool arcades, where they played on the 2p machines and tried to win a prize but even though he had tried his best he hadn’t been able to win anything. But he had got another chance a few minutes later when he saw a stall where you could pay £2 and try to win a prize by knocking over metal cans with a small bean bag. He had persuaded his mum to let him have a go, and when he had managed to knock over all the cans with his three throws, he made his mum carry the large soft toy that he won, because he was too cool to be seen holding it. 
Later that day, they had fish and chips on the prom and she had asked him about the things he was going to do when school started again but he hadn’t really wanted to talk about that because it was the summer holidays and he hated school. Then they had gone back to their hotel room and watched an Avengers film before falling asleep. 
Now it was the last day of the holiday and they were going home in a couple of hours, but Harry wished they could stay longer. He wanted to go back on the pier and try to win another prize. He wanted to eat more fish and chips and drink more cans of cola. And he wanted to spend more time with his mum because it was nice to hang out with her when she wasn’t always working and being all stressed about things. 
He had tried to get her to book them another night in the hotel but she told him no and that they had to go home because she had work to do tomorrow and he was due to go to a football class that was starting in their local park. While he loved football and had been excited about the class, he would rather stay here and do all the cool things that there were to do in Brighton. He loved being by the sea and wished he lived here instead of on an estate in East London. He enjoyed seeing all the cool rides and colourful arcade machines on the pier instead of the drab grey colours of the concrete buildings near his house. And he kind of liked seeing all the different girls that were here, who he thought were better than the girls he was used to seeing in his class at school. 
It wasn’t that he wanted a girlfriend yet though. His best friend Mustaf had a girlfriend and it was weird seeing them holding hands sometimes and whispering together. But he was noticing girls more and now he was starting to understand why one of his mum’s friends had once told him that he would change his mind about girls when he was older. 
He would turn thirteen later in the year and that would officially make him a teenager. He felt glad about that because he knew teenagers got to do more stuff, like stay awake later and play better games on the Playstation, ones with more blood and death. Also he knew that when he was sixteen he would get to leave school and he was glad about that too because he hated wearing a uniform and listening to the boring teachers talking all day. He wanted to be a grown up and do what he wanted to do all day, which was play football for West Ham and have lots of money so he could go on holiday all the time. 
He also wanted to give his mum some money so she wouldn’t have to work anymore. He had told her this already and even though she said that he was silly and she didn’t mind working, he knew she was lying and he still planned to give her money when he was older. 
But for now he was still twelve and still stuck at school and still not playing for West Ham and it felt like the years were going by so slowly. He always counted down to his birthday and knew that it was exactly eighty-three days until his next one. He was born on Halloween and he was having another party this year but this time there would be no adults allowed. Just all his friends without their mum and dads coming with them. It was going to be at his house and his mum said she would stay upstairs and not interrupt them while they played games and did what they wanted to. He’d already decided to go dressed as a vampire, and he couldn’t wait to get his costume but apparently the shops weren’t selling them yet, which seemed stupid because they would make more money if they sold them all the time. 
He already knew that he wanted to invite Mustaf and his friends from the school football team to the party, but Mustaf wanted to bring his girlfriend too, so Harry had agreed, but only if she brought her friend Rachel. Harry liked Rachel and didn’t mind if she came to his party, which was weird, because he never used to want girls at any of his birthday parties before. 
“Do you want an ice cream?” his mum asked him, as he reached her again and kicked the football against her leg.
“Yeah!” he replied, thinking about how cool it was to be on holiday and get everything you want without having to ask. But recently his mum had been even nicer to him than usual and he wondered if it was because he had been ill a few weeks ago and spent two nights in hospital.
He had got sick after finding a bag of sweets in Hyde Park when he had been there with his mum on a Sunday last month. He had eaten one of them but it didn’t taste of anything really, so he hadn’t had any more, but a few hours later he felt really strange and then he started being sick. 
As they waited for the ambulance, he kept telling his mum how everything was spinning and that her face looked weird. When it had finally arrived, he had fallen asleep and couldn’t remember going to the hospital. 
When he woke up his throat was really sore, and he had asked his mum what had happened. She told him they had to put a tube down there to get something out of his stomach but that he was going to be okay now. He asked her if it was the pill he had taken and she said yes, and that he was in trouble because he had eaten something that he shouldn’t have. But she didn’t tell him what it was, not even when two policemen came to their house and spoke to him about it. They asked him to tell them how he had found the bag of white sweets, which apparently weren’t sweets at all, and then they had told him to get well soon and left. 
It had been weird talking to the police and he had asked his mum if he was going to be arrested, but she had told him no and ever since then she had been a lot nicer to him and let him have more treats than usual. She had also signed him up to the football camp that was going to run all of next week and even Mustaf hadn’t been allowed to go on that. And now he was on holiday in Brighton and they had never been on a holiday like this before. Harry was quite glad he had eaten that pill because now he was getting more things, but he had promised his mum he would never again eat something if he didn’t know what it was and especially not if he found it lying in a bush in the park. 
As they made their way to the ice cream van that was parked on the prom at the top of the steps on the beach, Harry thought about what he was going to get. Maybe a Feast, that delicious chocolate ice cream that was one of his favourites. Or perhaps a Calippo, the orange ice lolly that gave him brain freeze when he sucked on it too hard. Or possibly a Twister, because they always lasted the longest. But as they reached the ice cream van and joined the queue, he decided on a Calippo because he was thirsty and he wanted to drink the melted juice that was always left in the bottom of the carton after he had eaten the main lollipop. 
He gave his order to the sweating man inside the van and gratefully received the freezing cold treat a few seconds later. His mum didn’t get anything because she said she was still full from breakfast but Harry could eat all day and he tucked into his lolly quickly, not wanting it to melt too much in the hot weather and get him all sticky. 
He and his mum walked along the promenade and as he enjoyed his lolly, he looked at all the other people passing them by. There was an old man with a walking stick wearing a suit and Harry thought he must be roasting, but he was old enough to know what was best for him. There was a group of men with their tops off, singing songs and drinking beer, and his mum pulled him away from them as they passed. And then he saw the two girls again from the beach, the one with blonde hair and the one with dark hair that he liked more. They were playing a game as they walked, and laughing every time one of them said something. 
Harry smiled because it reminded him of Mustaf, his best friend at home. He couldn’t wait to see him again and play football with him and tell him all about his holiday in Brighton. It was good to have a best friend and he knew that he and Mustaf would always be friends until they were old because that’s how it worked.  He didn’t have a dad but he had his mum and he had his best friend and they would always be around, no matter what. 



Priya
Hvar, Croatia
12:08 (Local Time)
Priya closed her eyes as the champagne spray went all over her and in that moment, she could almost forget about how much she was missing her best friend. She was drenched but she didn’t care. She was having too much fun in the thirty degree heat and it was nothing a jump in the pool wouldn’t wash off.
She opened her eyes again and saw the man who had sprayed the crowd opening a second bottle and she urged him on, screaming for his attention over the loud electronic music blasting out from the stage nearby. The guy made eye contact with her and laughed, before giving her what she wanted, which was a face full of fizzy alcohol and the adulation of the festival goers beside her. 
If her family and friends back home could see her now, then they would never believe it was the same girl that they thought they knew. This version of Priya wasn’t quiet, or polite, or studious. This version was loud, wild and uncontrollable. 
This was the version she preferred to be. 
The fact that she was on a tiny island in the Adriatic sea, over one thousand miles away from her hometown of Northampton in the UK, meant that she felt free enough to be the best version of herself. There was no father to scold her for her misbehaviours. No mother to shake her head in dismay at her actions. No old school friends to comment and gossip on her antics and wonder what had gotten into her. 
Just her three good friends from university in London and a few thousand other partygoers who only cared about the music, the alcohol and being alive.
Priya was happiest here, in the middle of a music festival, surrounded by the love of a crowd and the noise from the performer on stage. All worries and fears were drowned out in a place like this and all that was left was good times and great memories. 
If it was possible to stay here, then she would never leave. She would stay in this moment forever, tucked away inside her own little bubble of happiness on this beautiful island off the coast of mainland Croatia. She would just keep dancing, and drinking, and laughing. She would never stop. Never go back to Northampton. Never conform to the life her parents had set out for her. Never be forced into marrying a man she had no desire to marry. And never having to face the reality of losing her best friend Jagdeep under tragic circumstances just a few short weeks ago. 
It had been at a music festival just like this one when Jag had been cruelly taken from the world. There hadn’t been a day since when Priya hadn’t shed a tear for her lost friend and wished that there was something she could have done to change the course of events that fateful afternoon. But of course there was nothing she could have done. She had tried her best but that was all she could possibly have done.
She had tried to revive her friend as she lay unconscious on the grass of Hyde Park, surrounded by thousands of screaming music fans, most of whom hadn’t even noticed the terrible thing that was happening just a few feet away from where they danced. 
She had gone with the paramedics in the ambulance as they had attempted to bring Jag back to life, using all the skills and equipment at their disposal. 
And she had wept on the floor of the hospital ward when Jag’s parents arrived, devastated and demanding to know what had happened to their only daughter. 
Priya knew it wasn’t her fault that her friend had died. She knew it was the fault of the sick, despicable man that had sold them the pills at the festival that day. It was supposed to be Ecstasy that they were buying, but when the post-mortem was done on Jag’s body, it wasn’t just traces of the Class A drug that were found. It was another one called PMA, a hallucinogenic drug, just like Ecstasy except much more harmful to humans and with the potential to cause severe health problems when consumed, even in low doses. 
After Priya had told the police about her and Jag buying the pills that day at the festival, they had confirmed that the pill Jag took contained harmful levels of PMA. Fortunately, Priya’s pill hadn’t had the same toxic mixture inside it but that wasn’t of much consolation to her when her best friend was lying dead in a hospital morgue. 
The funeral had taken place two weeks later after being delayed as a result of the police investigation, but Priya had been barred from attending by the grieving parents of the deceased young woman. They blamed her for what had happened to their daughter. They believed she never would have done something as stupid as taking illegal drugs at a festival if it hadn’t been for Priya’s influence on her. They believed that the death of their daughter was all down to Priya and not the criminal drug dealer that had sold tainted pills to them with no regard or concern for their well-being. 
And even though Priya knew that it wasn’t really her fault, that Jag regularly took drugs during their time together at uni, that they were just having a good time, and that Jag had just been one of the unlucky ones out of the hundreds of other people that bought the same drugs that day, she still felt that it was partly true. 
She had told Jag about the festival in Hyde Park that day. She had gone along with it when the man in the blue jacket had approached them and offered them something stronger than the alcohol they were drinking at the time. And she hadn’t noticed her friend’s cries for help until she was already lying on the floor struggling to breathe, because she had been too busy pushing her way through the crowd trying to get closer to the front of the stage. 
If they had never gone to Hyde Park that day then Jag would never have been given the dodgy pill by the man in the jacket and she never would have ended up on the floor, gasping for breath and wondering why her best friend wasn’t there to help her. 
And she wouldn’t now be lying six feet under the ground in a coffin in a Luton graveyard, while Priya was in Croatia dancing to music and soaked in the champagne being sprayed by the DJ’s friend.  
It was a horrible way of thinking and somehow Priya had forced herself to snap out of it and understand that the whole thing was just one terrible accident that neither she nor Jag could have ever seen coming. People took drugs at music festivals. Always have done, always will do. She and Jag were no different. They all knew the risks. They had all heard the scare stories on the news about the one person out of thousands who took a pill and never woke up again. They all believed it would never happen to them. 
Except it had happened and there was nothing that could be done about it now. Priya had to go on with living because it would be what Jag would have wanted. That’s why she was here now, with her friends, attending the festival which Jag was supposed to have been attending too. The whole weekend was a tribute to their lost friend, an experience in memory of the girl that loved to dance, sing and laugh until she cried. 
Priya looked at the three girls next to her. They were the friends she had made at the same university where she had met Jag, and although she wasn’t as close to them as she had been with her tragic friend, she still loved them all and had a great time in their company. They had all been shaken by the loss of Jag and a large hole had been left in the group. They had been the five amigos, who had drunk, shagged and partied their way through three years of higher education. They were to be the five best friends who flew out to Croatia and had the time of their lives beneath the sizzling sun and the clear blue sky. And they had been the five best friends that had vowed to stay in touch even when they had all gone back to their hometowns and started to settle down into a more normal way of life.
But now they were four. There had been an empty seat on the plane beside them when they departed from London. There was one less person to shout and scream with as the DJ played their favourite songs and they jumped into the pool and splashed around with the other lucky festival-goers around them. And there would be one less person in the group chat when they were all back at home, bored out of their minds from living in the adult world and desperately trying to plan their next adventure away from their family and responsibilities. 
The song finished and everyone on the sun-kissed shore of this small but crazy island raised their hands in the air and showed their love for the departing DJ. 
‘That was amazing!’ Priya shouted, and her friends agreed. 
They were all drunk and all having a great time and it felt good to be enjoying it as much as they had hoped to, because only a few hours earlier they had all been sober and in tears as they took part in a ritual for their departed friend. 
They had left their hotel room just before sunrise and headed down to one of the many small and stunning beaches on the outskirts of the island, before they were all taken over by the thousands of tourists that made the short boat ride over from Split to sunbathe and sightsee on another beautiful summer’s day.
Standing on the hard pebbles with the water lapping at their feet, Priya and the three girls had all shared their favourite memory of Jag, before throwing a pebble with her name written on it into the sea and toasting her with a can of gin and tonic as the sun had risen over the island. 
It had been a beautiful but sorrowful experience and as the tears had flowed and the group had hugged, the thought of dancing and smiling at a music festival only a few hours later had seemed an impossible ask. But they had put on a brave face and, safe in the knowledge that Jag was watching them somewhere and would have wanted them to enjoy every minute of it, they had headed to the party and were now two hours into it. 
And it had been as much fun as they had hoped. The music was great, provided as it was by some of Europe’s premier DJ’s. The location was truly breath-taking, with the festival grounds stretched across a beach, hotel and small park in between. There were thousands of people here, all sun-tanned and delirious, and up for the challenge of continuing the party until long after the sun had gone down on this little slice of paradise in the middle of the sea. 
While the girls had known that there would be drugs at this festival, they had done their best to ignore them and had of course rejected all offers of pills that came their way. Priya knew she would never take hard drugs again. Not after what they had done to her best friend. The only consolation from the whole thing had been that the man who had sold them the pills had been hit by traffic and killed beside Hyde Park shortly afterwards, when he had been running to try and escape a chasing undercover police officer. 
When Priya saw his face in the news and heard that he was dead, she was shocked but happy. Her only wish was that he had been killed before he sold her and Jag the tainted pill. But at least he wasn’t breathing anymore. If a beautiful person had been taken from this world, then it was only right that an evil one had been taken on the same day too. 
Priya thanked her friend for the cup of Vodka and Red Bull that she had just bought her from the bar, and took a long sip before raising it above her head and cheering for the next DJ as he made his way on stage. It was Nico Fire, the young German kid who had also been playing at the festival in Hyde Park last month. Priya and Jag had danced their way through his incredible set, blissfully unaware of the dangers of the drug that was working its way through their bloodstream. But Priya was determined not to remember that part of the day right now. Instead she would choose to remember the part where Jag had turned to her at the end of Nico’s set and screamed at her that this was her favourite song in the whole world right now. 
That song was called Afterburner and it was the song now being pumped out to the large festival crowd. As more champagne flowed and more water from the pool was splashed into the air, Priya closed her eyes again and saw her best friend’s smiling face. She kept her eyes closed throughout the whole song and by the time she had opened them again she felt as if Jag had been right there with her on the island, dancing and drinking and having the best time of both their lives. 



Louise
Rome, Italy
12:09 (Local Time)
Louise Robertson had only started running as a way of taking her mind off one of the worst times of her life. But even she had to admit that things had escalated pretty quickly. After becoming obsessed with personal bests, mile splits and training blocks, she was now standing on the start line of a half marathon in one of the oldest and most famous cities in the world. 
Not only that, but she had come here on her own, without any friends or acquaintances from the running club she had recently joined back home. None of them had shown any interest in making the trip to Italy and running 13.5 miles around a foreign city, when they had a perfectly good one in the shape of London right on their doorstep. But Louise had paid her joining fee and booked her flights and now she was here, ready to run the distance alongside the thousands of other people that had entered themselves in today’s race. 
All the voices that she could hear around her were Italian, but it didn’t matter to her that she couldn’t understand a single word that anybody was saying. She wasn’t here to chat. She wasn’t here to make friends. She was here to run. Nothing more, nothing less. Because when she ran that was all she could think about. Maintaining the right pace. One foot in front of the other. Over and over and over again until there was no more road to run on. 
She adjusted her white vest and her black Lycra shorts and looked impatiently towards the man holding the starting pistol. This was always the worst part of running. The part before you started. It didn’t matter what the distance was ahead of you, there were always doubts, nerves and fears before you started. 
What am I doing? Can I finish? Is it too far? What if I pull a muscle? Why don’t I just sit down and skip this run altogether? 
The sooner you were running the better. Because then all those doubts started to be pushed to the back of your mind and all the positive thoughts started to make themselves known. The confidence you got from knowing you were getting fitter. The enjoyment of being out in the fresh air and getting your heart rate up. And the best thing of all...
The runner’s high.
That was the term to describe the feeling that long distance runners got at some point during their run, when they were hitting their stride and the endorphins had been released in their brain, flooding the host with chemicals that made them feel alive. It was the best feeling in the world and ever since Louise had discovered it, she had been craving it more and more. 
The only way to ensure you got the feeling was to run and so that is what she had been doing. Running in the park before work. Running on her lunch break. Running on the weekends. Running around her club’s track. Running everywhere she could. 
Running every day. 
And now she was about to start the biggest run she had ever attempted. A half marathon, and on foreign soil at that. 
She had booked a couple of days leave from work, so that she could get to Rome in time to prepare properly and to recover once the race was over. Her colleagues had looked at her like she was mad when she had told them her holiday plans, but whereas most people saved their precious twenty-four days annual leave for lying on a beach or sitting by a pool, Louise was now going to use hers to satisfy her craving for her newfound addiction to the runner’s high. 
Figuring that she could combine her new passion for exercise with her enjoyment of travel, she had printed off a calendar from the internet, listing all the different types of races around the world and started to circle the ones she would take part in. 
She had already flown up to Scotland a week earlier to run in the Edinburgh 10k and after Rome, she had her sights set on a Dublin half marathon in September. But all these events were just small fry compared to what she had planned over the next few years. 
Most long distance runners worth their salt have at some point dreamt about running the big five marathons – London, Chicago, Berlin, New York and Boston, and although Louise was only at the start of her running adventure, she was no different. She had already logged the dates of the following year’s events and was making plans on how she could participate in them. 
The thing with marathons was that often, the hardest part of them wasn’t completing the 26.2 mile course but actually being allowed to get to the starting line in the first place. She had already known that anyone wishing to run the London Marathon had to submit an application and that often the success of it was based on how much you could raise for charity beforehand. It wasn’t just as simple as putting on your running gear and joining in. On top of the months and months of hardcore training required to actually be able to complete the race, you had to fundraise. But that was a problem for another day because Louise had to focus on the race at hand. 
She continued to stretch her hamstrings as she visualised the route of today’s run, the route she had spent a good couple of hours studying in her hotel room last night. The half marathon started right here, in Piazza Di Spagna, at the foot of the famous Spanish Steps, before circling around the lush green space of the Villa Borghese Gardens, crossing the Tiber River, looping around Vatican City, winding through the picturesque streets of Trastevere, back across the river to pass the imposing Pantheon and the ancient ruins of the Roman Forum, before finally ending in the shadows of the legendary Colosseum.
Most of the tourists visiting the city would attempt to see all those iconic sights over two or three days, at their own leisure, enjoying beautifully cooked pasta dishes and refreshing Aperol Spritzes along the way. But Louise would barely get time to take them in as she kept her head down and one eye on the stopwatch on her wrist, in her attempt to get around the route in a time just over two hours. 
She had read online that the average woman completed a half marathon in two hours and eleven minutes, so Louise had set herself the challenge today of being better than the average woman. The closer she could get to two hours the better. 
She wasn’t here to see the sights. 
She was here to get faster.  
But she had allowed herself some time to visit one of Rome’s most famous tourist spots yesterday, when she had left her hotel room to stretch her legs and found herself joining the crowds in the crammed Piazza di Trevi, at the site of the stunning Trevi Fountain. Amidst a sea of selfie-taking tourists, Louise had been able to get a couple of good shots of the blue waters and the architectural elegance of the fountain. That, at least, would prove to her colleagues that she had done something other than simply run whilst she was in Rome. 
Louise accepted a cup of water from one of the volunteers in the yellow t-shirts and threw the cool liquid down her throat, before crushing the cup and dropping it to the floor. Then she put her hands on her lower back and moved her upper body in small circles, loosening up and doing what she could to get her body ready for the pounding that it was about to take. 
If someone had said to her a year ago that she would be standing on the start line of a half marathon in Rome, then she would have thought that person was crazy. But then again if someone had said to her that in that same year, she would be the victim of a sexual assault at the hands of her ex-boyfriend, Joe, then she wouldn’t have believed that either. She knew she could tell her colleagues whatever she wanted about this trip to Rome being part of her fitness regime or a stepping stone to one day running a full marathon. But there was no convincing herself that she was here for any other reason than to keep herself distracted from what had happened with her ex. 
God knows where Joe Swan was now and what he was doing to take his mind off what he had done to her. She doubted he was doing anything as extreme as running a race in a different country. But she assumed he had found his own way of moving on with his life, just like she had. 
She was trying to take the positives out of the horrendous experience. She had found a new passion, and she was undoubtedly getting fitter than she had ever been in her life. She had already lost a stone in weight from all the running and now it was a harder task getting enough calories into her daily diet, as opposed to the constant restriction of them before. And she had found a novel way of getting to see more of the world, running around the famous tourist hotspots instead of just walking by them. 
But they weren’t really positives. 
There were no positives to take when you had been raped. 
Louise looked back at the large man with the starting pistol and urged him to fire it. The sooner she was running, the sooner she would stop thinking about events in the past and instead get her mind on nothing but the present. 
She wanted to see the concrete whizzing by beneath her. She longed to see the flash of her dazzlingly white Adidas trainers as they carried her along the route. She craved the feeling of her heart trying to burst through her skin and the sweat pouring from every part of her body. She desperately sought the endorphins that made her feel invincible and stronger than she felt when she was lying alone in bed at night. 
Most of all she needed that runner’s high. She needed it just as much as the first time she had felt it. 
She heard a woman’s voice shouting something in Italian and saw everybody around her stop stretching and throw their cups of water to the floor. She sensed it was almost time. Then she saw the man raise the pistol into the air and she felt the wave of existential dread rushing over her that she so often felt just before a run started. But she knew it was just nervous energy and in a few minutes’ time she would be putting that energy to better use, exercising her body and focusing her wandering mind on something simpler. One foot in front of the other.   
“PRONTO!”
“SET!”
“VAI!”
The pistol was fired and the large mass of stationary bodies all suddenly shifted into motion, making their way towards one of the exits in the square, as the supporters on the famous steps overlooking them cheered and clapped them on. 
Louise knew it would be a couple of minutes before she had enough space around her to really settle into her preferred running pace, but for now, she allowed the momentum of the crowd to set the speed. Soon the participants would be spaced out. The professional runners at the front, disappearing off quickly into the Rome sunshine. The stragglers at the back, falling behind and fading away, just like most of the structures that once made up one of the most powerful cities in the Roman Empire had receded and eroded away into history. But Louise wouldn’t fade away. She would be somewhere in the middle, not quick enough to keep up with the pace-setters but determined enough not to be left back with those who were bringing up the rear. 
She would find her groove and, once she did, then it was just a matter of time until she crossed that finishing line and fell to the ground in a heap of endorphins and exhaustion, sucking in oxygen while looking up at the towering walls of the Colosseum and feeling as strong as the gladiators that used to compete inside them.
As she left the square and moved with the crowd towards the park, she wondered what those gladiators must have gone through as they fought for their lives on the hallowed dirt of the arena, urged on by a baying crowd who had all come along to see them bleed. Just like a long distance runner, those warriors would have had no room for thinking about the past. They wouldn’t have had the time to think about how they may have been wronged by somebody or suffered a terrible fate at the hand of another human being. They would have been entirely focused on the present moment, as the swords flashed by their faces and the chariots sped towards them on a collision course of death. Because they had no other choice but to focus on the present. 
Their entire survival depended on it. 
And so did Louise’s, as she picked up her pace and started to leave all thoughts of the past behind her, passing several other runners and breathing heavily as she waited for the endorphins to kick in. Once they did, she would feel superhuman again and when she felt like that, nobody could stop her. 
Not the other runners in the race. 
Not her body telling her to slow down and rest. 
And certainly not Joe Swan, the man who had given her the experience that she knew she would be running from for the rest of her life.  



Joe
Athens, Greece
13:10 (Local Time)
Joe Swan had never really thought of himself as being a history buff but even he had to admit that there was something amazing about standing in the shadows of one of the oldest structures on the planet. The Acropolis, the famous landmark perched high on the hill that overlooks the ancient city of Athens, was truly breath-taking. So much so that even his girlfriend, April, had noticed how quiet he had been in the last few minutes. 
“What do you think?” she asked him, in between one of the two dozen photos she was taking of the ruins on her phone. 
“It’s incredible” Joe replied, and he meant it. 
When April had woken him up this morning and ushered him out of their hotel room to make the long walk to the top of this hill, he had had his doubts, which hadn’t been helped by all the beers he had consumed last night in one of the city’s many tavernas. He would have been quite content with a long lie in before grabbing a chicken gyros from a street vendor and finding some shade to sit in. But now they were here at the foot of the ancient monument, he was glad they had made the trip because it really was incredible. 
“So how old is this thing?” he asked April as he stared up at the huge marble columns that were just one small part of what was left of the citadel that at one time had covered most of the rocky hill they were standing on. 
“Who do I look like, Tony Robinson?” she replied, and he laughed, before swiping the travel guide from the back pocket of her denim shorts and opening it up. 
“Tony Robinson doesn’t have as many wrinkles as you” he told her, and she playfully hit him on the arm as he laughed again. 
He was having a great time with April and was relieved that this city break had turned out so well, considering they had only been in an ‘official’ relationship for just over a month. When they had matched on Tinder and he had gone to meet her for the first time in a coffee shop in the middle of London before work, he could never have expected that it would lead him here, to the top of a steep hill that stood amongst the milestones of Ancient Greece.  
But things had gone well between the pair of them ever since that first date in June and it felt good to call April Adams his girlfriend, even if he did play it cool when he was with his mates. She was a great-looking girl, especially today with her long blonde hair running down the back of her strapless white top and her tanned legs poking out from her tight black shorts. Not many girls looked better in real life than they did in their online dating photos, but April sure did. She was stunning and he found the strenuous walk up the hill this morning a lot more manageable with the sight of her walking in front of him. 
The idea of the holiday had been his, spoken one lazy Sunday afternoon when April was lamenting her lack of funds and sadness that she had already had her holiday that summer, which had been a week in Ibiza with her best friend Katie. Joe had suggested that maybe they go somewhere for a long weekend and he would pay for most of it, thinking a few days by a pool in Spain would be good. But when April had suggested Athens, he had been all for it, especially when she had told him how cheap the beer and kebabs were over there. 
They had arrived in the city two days ago and had crammed a lot into that time. As well as the multiple cheap pints and tzatziki-filled meals, they had seen many of the famous sights around the city. They had visited the Panathenaic Stadium, the arena made entirely from marble that hosted the opening and closing ceremonies to the first modern Olympic Games in 1896, although it was originally built many centuries before that. They had walked in the shadows of the Temple of Zeus, the ancient monument dating back to the fifth century BC, and dedicated to the ruler of all the gods on Mount Olympus. And they had strolled hand in hand through the cobbled neighbourhood of Plaka, where April had spent some of her travel money in the tiny jewellery shops, while he had spent most of his on refreshing lagers served in frosted glasses from the many taverns that spilt out onto the narrow streets.
Now it was their last full day here and they planned to spend some of it wandering around the Acropolis and Pantheon sites, before taking a tram towards the coastline and relaxing on a couple of sunbeds in one of the beach bars that lined the sun-kissed shores.
It sure beat spending another weekend in London, especially this particular one, where a quick look at the weather app on his phone had told him that it was currently fourteen degrees and raining. 
“Wow, apparently this was built in 525BC” Joe told April, reading from the colourful travel guide that the astonishingly tanned man in the ticket booth had given them. 
“That’s a pretty long time ago” April confirmed, taking what must have been her hundredth photo of the day. 
“Just a bit” Joe replied, folding the brochure back up and stuffing it in the back pocket of his khakis. “Fancy a wander?”
He made a move away from their spot and headed towards one of the many other ruins that stood tall and proud on this parched hilltop. April took a couple more photos then followed him, swatting away a fly that was buzzing around her head and causing her boyfriend to laugh at her panic.
“Have you got the sun cream?” April asked him, as they followed the crowds of tourists onto the next must-see sight. 
“I thought you had it?” Joe replied. 
Then they realised that neither of them had it and laughed, even though the scorching sun above their heads was undoubtedly going to make them pay for their oversight later. 
“We’ll call back at the room before we go to the beach” she told him, as she raised her phone again to take another photo. 
“Sounds like a plan” Joe said, taking a moment to enjoy the stunning view that their vantage point was currently offering them. 
From up here, the city was laid out before him, a sprawling metropolis of whitewashed walls and red-topped roofs only interrupted by several, smaller hills sprouting up at varying degrees, and all beneath a sky as blue as could be. It sure beat the grey skies and dirty buildings of the sprawling metropolis they called home in the UK. 
Joe wondered what this view was like centuries ago, before the tourists visited with their camera phones and when the locals all worshipped whichever Greek god they thought would bring them the most fortune. It surely must have been a simpler time, but it was impossible to say. People always had problems, whether they lived in Ancient Greece or the modern day version. That was the one thing that always remained the same in this ever-changing world. 
In his quiet moment of reflection, Joe thought about some of the problems in his own world that had cropped up over this past year. There had been the shock death of his boss Craig, who had killed himself by jumping in front of a train at Cannon Street tube station in June. The suicide had seemingly come out of nowhere and had hit Joe hard, being as close as he was to his former leader. But then there had been the unravelling of Craig’s crimes and the discovery that he had been defrauding the insurance company they worked for out of hundreds of thousands of pounds over the last few years. That had led to several harsh cutbacks at work and now Joe’s job was one of those currently under threat. 
He hadn’t told April any of this though. It was easier just to avoid any deep and meaningful conversations by lavishing her with expensive date nights, multiple takeaways and off-the-cuff city breaks to beautiful cities in Greece. 
But if the death of Craig and the potential loss of his job wasn’t enough to keep him awake at night then the night with Louise earlier in the year certainly was. He didn’t know what to call his actions that night. Stupid, surely. Out of character, definitely. 
But abusive? 
Callous? 
The actions of a rapist? 
He didn’t want to think of them like that. He had been drunk. Louise was his ex-girlfriend, not some random stranger. She had allowed him into her bed after he had turned up at her flat drunk, even though they were no longer a couple and she clearly didn’t plan on anything physical happening. But then he had been on top of her, against her wishes, having sex with her, even though she clearly wanted him to stop. If that wasn’t rape, then what was it? 
As much as he kept trying to push it from his mind, he knew he could never forget what he had done to Louise that night and that also meant he couldn’t rule out the possibility of her telling somebody about it. 
A family member. 
A friend. 
A police officer. 
It wasn’t good to think like this, but he knew it was getting harder and harder to keep waking up every day and wondering if today would be the day that his whole world would come crashing down. Whether today would be the day when a policeman would turn up at his flat or his office and tell him that they wanted him to come to the station because they had some questions to ask him. If today would be the day that he would learn that Louise was pressing charges and that soon he would be standing in a courtroom, in front of a jury, while the prosecution told everybody in there that he had raped the poor girl in the witness box. 
He had thought that things would have got easier with the passage of time. He assumed that because it had happened in February and it was now August, he would be starting to forget about it. He had hoped that the more time that went by would mean the less chance there was of him ever being held accountable for his actions. 
But he also knew that was just wishful thinking. 
No amount of time passing could reassure him that he was in the clear, just as surely there was no amount of time after which Louise would start to feel better about what he had done to her. 
He hadn’t seen her since that night in winter and barring a few anxious messages the morning after, he hadn’t spoken to her either. But that distance didn’t do anything to alleviate his anxiety. There was nothing stopping her from walking into a police station at any time and telling somebody what he did to her that night. There was nothing stopping her reporting him, just like there had been nothing stopping him that night at her flat. And as soon as she did report it then his life would come crashing down. Regardless of whether or not he was actually convicted in court, which seemed unlikely due to it being his word against hers, he knew that just the allegation alone would be enough to ruin him. In the eyes of his family and friends. In the eyes of his employers. And certainly in the eyes of his current girlfriend. 
He was falling in love with April. He had suspected it for some time but this weekend in Athens had confirmed it. He was in his late twenties, just like her, so they were both at the age when it started making sense to think about settling down with someone. Getting a place together. Getting married one day. Starting a family. 
But all that would go up in flames if Louise were to tell anyone what he had done. And just because several months had passed since he attacked her, it didn’t mean that the truth wasn’t going to come out one day. While Joe had held all the power that night in her bed, now it was Louise who was in control. She could ruin him at any minute, with just a simple sentence spoken to one other person. 
Joe Swan raped me. 
But what could he do about it now? He daren’t try and contact her again in case it incriminated him further. He couldn’t keep an eye on her on social media because she had blocked him from all her accounts shortly afterwards. And he couldn’t be there to watch her every move on the off chance that she would wake up one day and decide that it was finally time to tell the world about what he did to her. 
So there was nothing for it. He knew he just had to hope for the best. 
Hope that Louise had moved on with her life and hadn’t been too badly scarred by what he did. Hope that she would never tell another soul. And hope that the rest of his life would go well, instead of being forever tainted by his stupid drunken actions one cold night in February. 
“Hey, daydreamer, come take a picture with me.”
He was snapped out of his thoughts by the sound of April behind him. He turned to see her holding up her mobile phone and gesturing for him to come close to her. He did as he was told and as soon as they were standing side by side, she pressed the small circle on her screen and captured the image of them both. As she inspected the quality of the snap, hoping that both their faces looked good with the vast city behind them, Joe took a deep breath and forced himself to think only positive thoughts for the rest of the trip. 
He knew the memory of Louise would return to him in the future, usually in the darkest hours of the night as he lay tossing and turning in bed. Often at his desk at work, as he tried to focus on the task at hand. And sometimes even in places like this when he should have been doing nothing but enjoying the moment. 
He might have escaped punishment from the police for what he did to Louise, but he was only now starting to realise that his alternative punishment was going to be a life of always looking over his shoulder. And he had no idea how anybody was supposed to live like that. 



Valentin
Moscow, Russia
13:11 (Local Time)
Valentin Morozov kept waiting for the slightest bit of guilt to hit him. Perhaps a touch of regret about what he had done, or a little bit of shame for his actions. But over one month on from murdering the girl that he used to see on his train every morning, he still felt nothing but pride. 
That, and a deep urge to take somebody else’s life soon. 
It was slightly irritating then that his life in London had been interrupted by a phone call twenty-four hours earlier, informing him that his mother and father had been killed in a car accident in Russia and that he was to fly in immediately to handle their affairs. 
It wasn’t that Valentin was deeply affected by the loss of his parents. He hadn’t seen them since he was sixteen, when he had left their hopeless village in the north of Russia behind to seek his fortune somewhere with better prospects. That was fourteen years ago and after earning a good living first in Murmansk and eventually overseas in London, he had never felt the need or desire to return home and visit things that would only remind him so much of his poverty-stricken youth. Nor was he particularly interested when his parents’ lawyer had contacted him and requested a face-to-face meeting in his office in Moscow, rather than discussing the details of what his guardians may have left him in their wills over the phone. 
He would admit to being intrigued by the fact that his parents actually had a lawyer, which was something he hadn’t known about or ever expected them to be able to afford. But even learning this fact had done little to warrant him having to board a plane in the UK and fly all the way across Europe for a meeting that almost certainly didn’t require such a trip. If they had left anything to Valentin, then it surely wouldn’t amount to much. It was probably less than the cost of his plane ticket over from London.
But the lawyer had been insistent and said that what they needed to discuss had to be done in person and so here he was, in the Russian capital, making his way through the city’s famous Red Square, on his way to the appointment with the lawyer who represented his deceased mother and father. 
He passed the tourists who were gathered in the square to take photos of the many historic buildings within its perimeter and pressed on, irritable from both the long flight yesterday and the fact that he faced the same return journey later this evening. He was expected back in the offices of Global Sphere Investments in London’s affluent and influential Canary Wharf district tomorrow and although he could have taken annual leave and enjoyed a few more days in his homeland, he had simply chosen not to do so. 
In his line of work, which involved handling the investment portfolios of multiple wealthy clients, taking time off was a last resort because every day spent away from the computer where he executed his trades meant millions of pounds that weren’t being generated for his clients. That, of course, meant his quarterly bonus would be smaller and that just would not do. 
There was also the fact that he had just killed a woman and now that he had the taste for blood he wanted to do it again soon. 
Holidays weren’t exactly conducive to the life of a wannabe serial killer.
It had been almost two months since he had killed Olivia Harringay, the auburn-haired young woman who used to board the same train as him every morning in Greenwich. She had worked for a popular music magazine company right up until the day he had followed her back to her home and wrapped his hands around her throat until she stopped breathing. While there had been numerous reports in the media about her disappearance, and much speculation about what had become of her, there had been no discovery of her body yet. 
The body that Valentin had chopped up and sent plunging to the bottom of the Thames. 
No body meant no murder investigation, and so Valentin was in the clear and free to kill again, which was something that he longed to do and was already working on as he sought out his next victim. 
There were two options currently at the forefront of his mind as he passed the Kremlin, the heavily fortified complex which served as a symbol of the Eastern European giant’s strength and was currently home to the nation’s President, Vladimir Putin. One of the options was a homeless woman who he would pass each morning as he left the train station in Canary Wharf and walked in the shadows of the high rise buildings to his office. 
It was a strange place for a homeless person to be, sitting in an area of London known exclusively for its wealthy inhabitants, but Valentin suspected the woman was a lot more cunning than she made out and was travelling to the location each day as a way of trying to cash in on many of the affluent workers who passed through the area during the week. Valentin had thought about giving the woman some money before offering her the promise of more if she was interested. If she said yes, which she almost certainly would, then he would lead her somewhere away from the crowds and the tall buildings full of prying eyes, and he would do to her what he had done to Olivia. 
He saw it as his way of cleaning up the area where he worked. 
The second option was the cleaner in the offices where he spent his working week. She was a middle-aged woman who he knew was called Ruth because he had heard her talking to one of his colleagues in the kitchen as she washed up their dirty dishes. She was new to his office, having previously worked in less glamourous locations over in the East End of London but he had already found himself daydreaming about the many ways he could end her life. The offer of a little cleaning overtime at his penthouse apartment in Greenwich would probably be enough to get her alone and then all that would be left to do was pick which knife he was going to cut her with. 
They were both good options but he planned to decide tomorrow, when he was back at work, which one was offending him more simply by still being alive. He had realised that a theme was forming with his chosen victims so far. 
He seemed to zero in on women who irritated him in some way. 
Olivia had been the first one to draw his ire, simply from her loud obnoxious phone conversations on his train platform and her constant text messaging and flicking of her hair. The homeless person and the cleaner, who were vying for the number two spot in his list of kills, were also similarly irritating to him in some way. 
The gall of the homeless woman to situate herself smack bang in the middle of a part of London that rewarded hard work, logical thinking and the upper classes was particularly frustrating to him. He had left his home village in deepest, poorest Russia precisely to get away from wasteful and hopeless people like her yet there she was, sitting on a blanket and rattling her tin cup at all the high-flying and ambitioned people walking past her. 
Disgraceful. 
The cleaner at his office was a similarly infuriating presence. A menial worker undeservedly occupying the rarefied and prestigious air that he and his wealthy colleagues had worked so hard to get into. While he executed trades for millionaire clients and handled more money on a weekly basis than the annual GDP of a small country, she moved around him, collecting dirty cups and even running a hoover under his feet if he was still in the office after hours. She didn’t deserve to be in a place like the Square Mile any more than the homeless person did. She hadn’t excelled at university or demonstrated a knack for numbers or crawled her way up the mountain from the very bottom just to get a little respect, like he had done when he had fled home in his teens. 
There was no denying that they had to go and so it was just a matter of which one would go first. The plane ride home would give him a chance to consider his decision, as he reclined in his first class seat and sipped the ice cold gin & tonic that the hostess would hand him shortly after boarding. But for now there was another task at hand and as he continued walking through the large square that made Moscow recognisable, he thought again about how strange it was that his parents had employed the services of a lawyer.
They were dirt poor, always had been, and it was precisely their lack of skills in providing for themselves that had forced their son out into the world on his own, in a desperate bid to avoid following their example in life. He had done well for himself, there was no denying that, and the very fact that he had sought out such an unconventional hobby as murder showed just how much he had already accomplished in the other areas of his life. 
He had a good career, one that paid him handsomely and meant he never had to worry about money again, even if he resigned tomorrow, which he never would because making money was who he was. He had a splendid home, high above the banks of the Thames in an affluent area of London and was never short of company, with the stream of endless high-class escorts he treated himself to whenever he so desired. And he was good at everything he set his mind too, which had originally been investment banking but was now turning to a new skill set altogether.
How to kill and get away with it. 
In comparison, his parents had achieved very little of note. They worked in low-paid jobs in their home village, his father as a welder in the factory owned by one of the numerous billionaire oligarchs that presided over the country, and his mother as a teacher in the small school that he himself had attended throughout his childhood. They spent their whole adult life living in a ramshackle two room flat and even shared the toilet facilities with the other twenty families that lived in the same block. And they were seemingly content to do so, sharing none of the drive, smarts or skills that had led to Valentin running away and making something of his own life at such a young age. 
To Valentin, they were family only in name. He believed he shared nothing in common with the people that had brought him into this world and it was offensive to him that even now he had to abandon his carefully constructed life overseas and come running when they had died, just to report to a lawyer who had probably been just as embarrassed as Valentin when they said they needed his help. 
As he strode past Lenin’s Mausoleum, the final resting place of Vladimir Lenin, one of Russia’s most influential and important leaders, he thought about the cold, dead corpse that was embalmed within its walls. The thought reminded him of Olivia, and he smiled at the memory of seeing her body disappearing beneath the murky waters of the famous London river he had discarded her in. Unlike for Lenin, there would be no permanent location for well-wishers and history buffs to visit and learn about the deceased person’s life. Olivia had no mausoleum, nor did she have any kind of marker that said she had passed away at all. While generations of Russians had grown up learning the full life story of their former leader, who had led them through some of the most difficult times in their country’s history and had developed his own political theories as well as shown how to be a true leader, only one person in the world knew Olivia Harringay’s full story. That was Valentin. He knew how her life had ended and where her final resting place was.
It was quite a thrilling thought. 
Leaving behind the waves of tourists who were all rushing to flood their social media profiles with images of Saint Basil’s Cathedral, the colourful and unique piece of architecture that was surely one of the most recognisable and photographed landmarks in the world, he turned onto the street where the lawyer’s offices were situated. The location of this office, just a stone’s throw from the offices of the most powerful man in Russia, was not lost on Valentin and as he reached the door and rang the buzzer, he wondered how on earth his parents had been able to afford the services of a man who almost shared the same postcode as Putin. 
But when the door was opened by a burly bald man wearing a sharp black suit and with a PSM pistol tucked into his belt, Valentin realised that this wasn’t just going to be a tame affair to discuss any small belongings that his parents might have bestowed him with in their passing. He knew that type of gun was the weapon of choice for many high-ranking government officials in his country, as well as the police, the military and darker security forces. 
As he stepped inside the building into a large waiting room, occupied by two other men just like the one who had let him in, he swallowed hard and wished he was still outside with the carefree tourists in the famous square around the corner. 
The men spoke in their native tongue and Valentin understood that they were going to get their boss. He saw one of them open another door, this one leading into an office where an old, white-haired man in a grey suit was positioned behind an imposing desk. 
The man beckoned Valentin in and he took a seat opposite the figure, while continuing to be flanked by two of the intimidating men that had just escorted him in. There were no handshakes. No pleasantries. No offers of condolences for Valentin’s loss. Just one simple sentence, spoken in Russian and enough to make Valentin grip the arms on his chair even tighter than he had been doing. 
“I work for the FSB and my colleagues and I have been searching for your father for over thirty years.”
Valentin tried to process the many baffling part of the man’s statements. The FSB was the Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation and had succeeded the infamous and secretive KGB police force that had controlled the Soviet Union’s security until 1991. But it made no sense why such an organisation would have any interest in his father. 
He looked at the two men beside him as if for some form of validation, but, at his eye line, all he got was a close-up look at the intimidating weapons they possessed in their beltline. 
“Now we’ve found him, but he isn’t much use to us dead. Nor is his wife. But you, Valentin Morozov, as his son and only heir. I think you might be useful to us. What do you think?”
Valentin didn’t know what to say to that and so he decided to remain silent. But as he prepared for the obvious interrogation, he realised that perhaps his parents weren’t the unambitious, uneducated and plain ordinary people that he had spent his whole life believing them to be. 
He also realised that perhaps he wasn’t the only one in his family that harboured dark and sinister secrets.     



Diego
Singapore
18:12 (Local Time)
Diego Olivera was no stranger to dark and sinister secrets. He was a master of deception and preferred to keep his private life exactly that. 
Private.
But there was no doubt that his usual way of living was under threat now that he was in a full-time relationship with a woman. Being someone’s boyfriend meant that he was expected to share things now. His likes and dislikes. His strengths and weaknesses. His experiences from the past and his hopes for the future. 
Open up. 
Reveal yourself. 
Be honest.  
But that just wasn’t him. He had spent his whole life making sure that he kept certain things about himself hidden from the world. He was a lawyer, which meant being able to bend the truth to make it fit your own agenda was a skill, and a necessity. He enjoyed paying for sex and had done so hundreds of times in his life, preferring the company of a compensated woman over that of an ordinary woman he could meet in a bar. And going one step further than that, he was a sex addict. Porn, webcams, prostitutes, alongside much darker things. 
What he could say was that he was a virile man making the most of his healthy bank balance and enjoying his access to the type of things that most people didn’t even know existed. 
But of course, his girlfriend didn’t know any of that. She knew he was a lawyer but not the rest of it. Not the fact that he had multiple subscriptions to online sites where the woman on the other end of the camera would do anything that he asked them to. Nor the fact that he still paid for escorts and hookers on the nights they weren’t together. And certainly not the fact that he had been attacked in Hyde Park last month by the boyfriend of a sex worker who had bitten off part of his ear when he had tried to take from her something that she didn’t want to give him. 
Lindsey, his partner, still didn’t know the full story of what had happened to him that Sunday afternoon at the music festival and that was just the way he liked it. But he knew it had only been through luck that he had managed to get away from the Serbian man who had beaten him until he gave up the name of the man who kept the woman locked in a room. Otherwise, he would have been taken straight to a police station and made to tell her everything.
He had managed to break loose from the Serbian man’s grip and had run into the crowd, making his escape in the sea of the thousands of people that had been enjoying the music festival. From there, he had gone straight home and left Lindsey with her friends in the park, not wanting her to see how beaten he had been and thus having to try and explain himself to her. 
When she had called him later that day, angry about his sudden disappearance, he had told her how he had been queuing for the toilets when two drunk guys had got into a fight in front of him. He had tried to intervene, only for one of them to turn on him and beat him up. He had gone straight home, having been too embarrassed to show himself to Lindsey and her friends, given the state he was in. 
She had, of course, felt bad for him and apologised for not being there to help, before visiting his flat and helping tend to his injuries, which although bad on the surface, hadn’t caused any broken bones.       
Because of his lucky escape, he had managed not only to avoid having to talk to the police about why he had been visiting an illegal sex trafficking den, but also avoid Lindsey finding out exactly what kind of man she was in a relationship with. 
Now they were on holiday together halfway across the world in Singapore, sipping exotic cocktails in the rooftop bar that offered 360-degree-gviews of the Asian city, and laughing about what they had done so far on their trip. 
Things could definitely have been worse. 
It had been his idea to take the holiday and he had paid for nearly everything. The flights, hotel, excursions. He had the money to do so, and he was trying to impress, and while Lindsey had constantly offered to pay for her half of meals and drinks, he had insisted on picking up the bill at every restaurant and bar. 
She couldn’t believe her luck. At only twenty-three years old, she had snagged herself a wealthy older man in his thirties who was flying her to far-flung destinations and lavishing her with whatever she wanted. There was no way she would be thinking about ending things with him after what he had done for her on this holiday so far. 
As for him, the relationship with Lindsey was serving its intended purpose, in that his boss at the law firm was impressed by his newfound maturity and responsibilities and thus more likely to consider him for the promotion that he longed for someday soon.
While Lindsey was probably thinking that this was by far the best relationship she had ever been in, especially when she compared him to guys her own age who just had student debts and an immature view on the world, for Diego it was entirely a relationship of convenience. He needed her to make him look better in the eyes of his employers. She could make it seem like he was somebody who was a family man, a traditionalist, and therefore somebody that the other partners at the law firm could relate to. In reality he was anything but those things, but as he had managed so successfully thus far, nobody knew who the real Diego Olivera was. 
Nobody except that Serbian man in Hyde Park.
But he had lost his chance at revealing the real Diego to the world. 
“Which cocktail shall we get next?” Lindsey asked him, picking up the menu and scanning through the array of options. 
But Diego had missed what she had said, as he had been too busy sneaking a look at the two Asian women who were sitting behind his girlfriend and looking over at him with fluttering dark eyelashes and red lipstick smiles. It annoyed him that he was on his favourite continent in the world but couldn’t enjoy so many of the recreational activities that he usually did when he was in these parts. 
The clubs. The brothels. The women who did whatever you paid them to do. Instead, he was sitting here at this tourist hotspot sipping an overpriced drink and playing the role of the obedient boyfriend.
“I might get another Singapore Sling. Seems silly not to when we’re actually in Singapore” Lindsay said, looking up from the menu. 
Diego instantly averted his eyes from the two Asian girls behind her and smiled at her and her boring suggestion. 
“Sounds good, I’ll grab two more” he said, as he slid off his stool. 
But before he could walk over to the large bar that ran through the centre of the rooftop, Lindsey held out a hand to stop him. As he looked down at her she pointed to her cheek, indicating that she wanted him to give her a kiss before he left. 
How utterly cringeworthy.  
But he did as he was told and she smiled, allowing him to walk away and get their drinks now that she had reinforced the fact that he was hers to every other woman in the vicinity. 
As Diego stood at the bar and waited for the guy behind to finish serving another customer, he looked out at the incredible view they were surrounded by. The bar they were in was called 1-Altitude and it was famous for being the highest alfresco bar in the world. Towering 63 floors above Raffles Place, Singapore’s financial district in the heart of the bustling Asian metropolis, up here, patrons could enjoy unspoilt views of the entire city while enjoying a drink and listening to the DJ playing his tracks on the far corner of the rooftop. 
While there was much to enjoy about the view from this high up, the centrepiece of the landscape was undoubtedly the unique structure rising up from the banks across the bay from the bar. As one of the world’s most exclusive and expensive buildings, Marina Bay Sands housed a casino, hotel, shopping mall, convention centre and many other attractions, all within its futuristic outer shell. 
The three 55-storey towers of the hotel were topped off by an overhanging roof terrace, home to an outdoor infinity pool that overlooks the entire city and beside which Lindsey had spent two hours yesterday, while taking an array of photos for her Instagram account. 
At the base of the magnificent building, appearing as if sprouting out from the concrete landscape, was the white lotus flower shaped building that housed the ArtScience Museum, which Lindsey had dragged Diego around, in an apparent attempt to make her seem more cultured and grown up than she was. 
While Diego much preferred places that were underground and under discretion, he had to admit that from up here the buildings in the city looked incredible. 
He placed his order for two Singapore Slings, in exactly the same region of the city where the cocktail was invented in 1915, and watched the muscular Asian bartender get to work. Adding the gin, cherry brandy and Benedictine with ice and Angostura bitters, the barman gave the concoction a vigorous shake before pouring it out into two tall glasses and adding the fruit juice and garnish. 
Diego handed over yet more of the colourful currency before he made his way back to the table where Lindsey sat. As he reached her, he was surprised to find her looking out at the view around her instead of on her phone which was where she was usually looking.    
“It’s just amazing isn’t it” she said, as he placed the drinks down and retook his seat. 
Diego noticed that the two Asian girls behind Lindsey were preparing to leave and he longed to follow them into the night, showering them with even more overpriced cocktails until they were back in his hotel room and willing to do whatever he wanted them to do. But instead, he just took a sip of his drink and smiled at the pretty but ordinary girl in front of him. 
“It’s beautiful” he said, winking at her as if to indicate that he was actually talking about her and not the impressive view that she was alluding to. 
She laughed and told him he was cheesy, before taking a drink from her cocktail. 
“So what’s been your favourite thing so far?” she asked him, as he watched the two Asian girls leaving. 
He saw that they were seconds away from entering the lift that would take them all the way back down to the ground floor while he would remain stranded up here, frustrated and encumbered. 
“I don’t know, there have been so many things” he told her, which wasn’t exactly lying considering how much they had managed to cram into two days in the city. But it also wasn’t exactly being honest about how dull he had found most of those things to be. 
“I loved the Botanical Gardens” Lindsey said. “Those trees were amazing.”
She was referring to the fifty-metre high steel structures behind Marina Bay Sands, that were designed to look like trees with their concrete trunks and wire rod branches. They lit up at night in various colours, adding another impressive sight to Singapore’s eye-catching skyline. 
“Yeah that was cool” he replied, nodding and looking over at the stylish resort across the bay again, which was obscuring many of the trees standing just behind it. “But I think I liked the hawker centres the most.”
“I wonder why” she said, laughing and moving around tipsily in her seat so much that he thought she might topple off the side of the tower and plummet to the concrete floor far below. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking on his part. 
“Yeah the food is incredible there. We should try one of the other ones before we leave” she told him and he agreed, as he took a long gulp of his cocktail and hoped that the buzz from the alcohol would hit him soon. 
The hawker centres was the name given to the city’s many open-air food markets, which each housed several stalls offering a variety of local delicacies at crowd-pleasing prices. He had tucked into a chilli crab while Lindsey had enjoyed a bowl of prawn noodle soup and it had been almost good enough to make him forget that he was in a relationship and sharing a meal in a crowded market, instead of in an underground brothel sharing an encounter with an overpaid sex worker.  
It wasn’t that he despised Lindsey. She was a nice girl and she had a sense of humour that sometimes surprised him with its wit and originality. Most guys would think themselves lucky to be with such a woman, who was blessed with youthful good looks but was very mature for her age, having been to university and travelled extensively. 
But Diego didn’t consider himself to be like most guys. His desires and needs were different to the average man. He had an insatiable appetite not only for the opposite sex, but for the opportunity to dominate and control his interactions with them. He had even found his encounter with the Serbian woman erotic, perhaps not at the exact moment when she had bitten off a small piece of his ear, but certainly afterwards when he thought about how she had fought to break free as he lay on top of her.  
He knew that he could never be satisfied with the company of just one woman for the rest of his life. This relationship was simply a means to an end for him, designed to get himself that big promotion at work, which would put him amongst the highest earners in his profession and give him even more opportunities to pay for his experiences with the fairer sex. 
Lindsey was nice. Lindsey was good looking. And Lindsey was naïve, which was obviously the most important thing. She had believed him when he had finally taken off his beanie hat and showed her the missing part of his ear, telling her that it was from a dog attack when he was a young boy. And she had believed him when he told her that he was just a blameless victim in Hyde Park last month, not someone who had been punched and kicked by an angry relation of the woman who had actually caused his ear injury a few months earlier. 
In fact she seemed to believe absolutely everything that he told her, somehow losing sight of her intuition amongst his good looks, his large income and his generous nature. Which is why he knew that she believed him now, when after she had finished telling him that she had fallen for him, he had simply smiled and told her exactly the same thing back. 



Manuel
Queenstown, New Zealand
22:13 (Local time)
Manuel Allaire picked his trusty backpack off the ground and put both straps over his shoulder before carrying on with his journey. This was day twenty-seven of his solo trip around the world and just like all the others, it had been a busy and exciting one. 
He walked away from the bus stop, where he had just departed the service from Christchurch, and headed in what he believed to be the direction of his next hostel. As soon as he got there, he would relieve himself of his heavy possessions, say hello to the travellers with whom he would be sharing a room with for the next two nights and then head out into the town seeking action and adventure. And apparently, he was in the best place for that because according to all the travel guides and adverts, Queenstown was known as ‘The Adventure Capital Of The World’.  
It was hard to believe that this quaint little town nestled amongst snow-capped mountains on the South Island of a country known more for its beautiful scenery, was described as the best place to be for thrill seekers and adrenaline junkies. 
On the way into Queenstown, the coach that Manuel had been on had actually been forced to stop because several sheep were standing in the road and the driver had remarked that this was New Zealand’s version of a traffic jam in rush hour. Manuel and his fellow passengers had laughed at the comment, whilst secretly hoping that there would be much more to do in Queenstown than simply count sheep. But as Manuel walked down one of the few streets that made up this picturesque town, he was already getting a sense of what this place had in store for him. 
Many of the businesses on the street were tourist companies and their windows were filled with posters promising action, adventure and a whole load of adrenaline. 
There were photos of people bungee jumping off bridges beneath the caption: MAKE A LEAP OF FAITH YOU WILL NEVER FORGET! 
There were images of people white water rafting down raging rivers beneath the slogan: ARE YOU BRAVE ENOUGH TO TAKE ON THE TORRENTS?
And there was even a photo of a tandem skydive beneath the headline: FALL INTO EACH OTHER’S ARMS. 
It was all incredibly exciting, and Manuel found himself stopping by one of the shop windows to take a closer look. Only then did he realise that the business was still open, and a couple of young women were sitting inside wearing bright red t-shirts and watching a video on their computer. 
He decided to wander in and take a closer look. 
He heard one of the women, a blonde-haired girl in her early twenties, burst out laughing at something she had seen on the screen while her colleague, a brunette around the same age, covered her eyes and said she couldn’t watch. Manuel stood shyly in the doorway with his backpack on his shoulders until suddenly the blonde girl noticed him and ushered him over to come and watch the video for himself.  
He smiled and moved closer to see what was happening on the computer screen. When he did, his eyes widened, and he gasped in disbelief.
It was a video of several thrill seekers taking part in a bungee jump with a twist. Instead of simply standing on the edge of a platform with the cord tied around their legs before leaping off into the abyss, which was frankly terrifying enough, these people were being more inventive than that. 
One of them was riding a BMX bicycle down a ramp before flying off the edge and bungee jumping with the bike still tied to him. Another one was being slowly hoisted above the hundred foot drop and hanging perilously in place until an operator released the lever and sent them plunging down to the floor, screaming all the way. 
This wasn’t just bungee jumping. This was extreme bungee jumping. And this was exactly what Manuel had been hoping for when he had heard about this place on the shores of Lake Wakatipu. 
“Oh my god, this is the best one” the blonde girl said, pointing at the screen just before a group of six people who were all tied together were pushed off a ledge and sent swinging through a deep canyon below. 
“That’s crazy” Manuel confirmed, laughing when he saw that the brunette girl still couldn’t bring herself to watch. 
‘Hell yeah, have you ever jumped?” the blonde asked him, and he moved his eyes from the crazy videos on the screen to the Swedish girl looking at him from behind the desk. 
He shook his head and she instantly told him to take a seat in front of her. The brunette woman, who spoke with a strong Kiwi accent, said she was going to make a phone call, leaving just Manuel and the Swede in the shop. 
“I’m Clara” the girl said, holding out her hand for him to shake. 
“Manuel” he replied, trying not to make it obvious how attracted he was to her.  
“Nice to meet you Manuel. Where are you from?” she asked him, while checking her mobile phone for any new messages. 
“France” he replied, and she laughed. 
“Yeah I guessed that from the accent. But which part of France?”
“Bordeaux” he told her, whilst wondering which part of Sweden she might be from. He hoped it was Gothenburg because that was the only Swedish place that he knew.  
“Bordeaux! How beautiful. I’ve not been yet but it’s on my list. The wines, the cheeses, the hot French guys...”
She winked at him and he felt his face instant burning red. 
“So Manuel, are you on your own or are you with friends?”
“On my own. I’m meeting up with a friend in South America next week but I’m doing the first part of my trip by myself.” 
“How exciting. Travelling alone is the best, isn’t it? People think it will be lonely, but I find that it is a lot easier to meet other people when you are by yourself.” 
Manuel nodded. He had found the same thing. Despite travelling solo across two different continents, he had rarely felt alone. Each stop had provided him with a host of potential new friends in the hostel rooms that he checked into or the tour groups that he signed up for. He had even made friends on many of the coach rides and flights that he had taken, finding that it was easy to strike up conversations with fellow travellers when you had so much in common just from leaving your home country and venturing out into the world.
“So tell me where you have been” Clara enquired, and Manuel thought to himself that it might actually be quicker to list the places that he hadn’t been. But he knew she was being friendly, even if it was part of her job as a travel operator to eventually sell him something, and so he smiled and proceeded to fill her in on his adventures so far. 
“I started off in South East Asia.”
“Classic. Did you visit the beach?”
Manuel knew she was referring to the beach on the stunning island of Ko Phi Phi Leh in Thailand, where the famous movie starring Leonardo DiCaprio and imaginatively titled The Beach, was filmed. But unfortunately, recent overcrowding issues had meant that the beach had been shut down on the day he had hoped to visit. 
“It was closed” he told her, shrugging his shoulders. 
“Oh no, what a shame. It’s amazing there, I went last year” she replied, before urging him to go on with his story. 
“Yeah so I did all the usual places. Cambodia, Indonesia, Full Moon Party in Koh Phangan.” 
“Hell yeah” she said, giving him a high five. “How awesome are the full moon parties!”
That was one word for them. The all-night beach party on the shores of the beautiful Thai paradise had definitely been the highlight of his travels so far. 
“It was the best” he confirmed, smiling at the memory of it all. It was just one of many memories that he would hold dear for the rest of his life, and especially when he was back home in France, working in a boring office job and dealing with all the issues of being an adult.
But that was far away in the future. There were many more adventures to have before then. 
“Then I did Australia. Travelled down the East Coast, Cairns to Sydney.”
“Awesome, what was your favourite part?” she asked him, genuinely showing an interest and probably relieved that someone had entered the shop and was making the last hour of her shift go a little quicker. 
“Fraser Island” he told her, referring to the remote island that he had visited in the hope of spotting dingoes, the feral dogs native to that part of Australia, and where he and his fellow backpackers had driven 4x4 jeeps along the stunning beach. 
“You see the milky way at night, it was incredible” he told her, remembering the time when he and his fellow campmates had gone down to the beach at night and had been able to see the galaxy of stars above them, made possible by the lack of light pollution for miles around them. 
“Yeah I loved Fraser Island. But I think my favourite part was Whitehaven Beach” she said, referring to the stunning white beach that was a part of Whitsunday Island, just off the eastern coast of the land down under. 
Manuel smiled again, enjoying the conversation even though he had participated in so many others just like it during his travels. Everyone you met wanted to know where you had just come from and what was the best bit, and it was a never-ending cycle of swapping memories, experiences and tips. But he loved every minute of it and could talk about travelling all day. 
“Then I flew from Sydney to Christchurch and spent a day there” he said, before she quickly cut him off. 
“Oh my god how sad is it what happened there” she said, and he knew she was referring to the huge earthquake that had struck the city in 2011, killing almost 200 people and levelling most of the city centre. 
Even though several years had passed since the devastating natural disaster, the city was still in the arduous process of recovery. Most of the buildings that hadn’t been toppled in the quake had needed to be demolished anyway for safety reasons and it had led to what had become known as the ‘Red Zone’ being established around much of the centre of the city. While the people and businesses there had come a long way since that devastating day, there was still much work to be done and although it was still a beautiful part of the world, Manuel had been quite glad to leave the city and head south to where he was now. 
“So what are your plans in Queenstown?” Clara asked him, finally getting to the part where she might be able to sell him something. 
But Manuel didn’t mind. His travelling funds were still relatively healthy and so he was in the mood to buy. 
Most of all, he was in the mood for adventure. 
“I want to do everything” he told her, bursting with passion and energy, and revealing the real reason he had left his quiet home in Bordeaux.  
“That’s what I like to hear” she replied and picked up a small pamphlet from the desk beside her. 
“You can bungee jump, sky dive raft, play frisbee golf.”
“What’s frisbee golf?” he asked, intrigued by the combination of two seemingly very different sports. 
“Oh it’s so cool. Basically there are all these baskets around a course and you have to try and throw your frisbee into them. Like it’s one big golf course and you have to try and get it in with a certain amount of shots.”
“That sounds fun” he said, and she assured him that it was. 
“But there are loads of places around town you can hire a frisbee and it’s better to play it with other people so maybe do that one when you’ve met some people at the hostel” she advised him, and he agreed that was a good idea.   
“Do you think you could do a bungee jump?” she asked him, opening the page that showed all the different ones he could take part in. 
He saw there were jumps from a ledge by the large hill in the town, ranging all the way to possible jumps off an enormous bridge that he had seen on the coach ride into Queenstown. 
“Yeah, but I’m not sure which one to do” he told her, excited but nervous at the same time.
“I recommend this one” she said, pointing to the one by the hill. It was the same one that he had seen in the video that they were watching when he walked in. 
“Can I do the one with the bicycle?” he asked optimistically, not even caring how much it would cost to do such a thing. It would be worth it just to get the video and show it to all his family and friends back home in France. 
“You can do but if it’s your first time then you need to do a normal bungee jump before” she told him, and he nodded.
They discussed the options a little more before agreeing on the price, and Manuel handed over several hundred New Zealand dollars for his opportunity to make two bungee jumps at 10:30 tomorrow morning. 
“You’re all set” Clara told him, before shaking his hand again and wishing him good luck, which he hoped he wouldn’t need because he was presuming that the rope he would be attached to when he jumped would be made of stronger stuff than simply good luck wishes. 
As he thanked her and carried his backpack to the door to leave, she asked him one more question, which was the usual one that most backpackers were asked after they had discussed where they had been and what they had done. 
“Where are you going after here?”
Manuel paused in the doorway with his backpack slung over his shoulder. Then a large grin spread across his face.  
“Fiji.”



Sarah
Nadi, Fiji
22:14 (Local time)
Sarah Buckenham was long overdue a holiday, but it was starting to feel like it had been worth the wait now that she had just touched down in one of the most beautiful areas of the world. As she made her way through the main international airport on the island, the full force of over twenty-four hours of travel were starting to fade away.
She had flown all the way from the UK to this little slice of paradise in the middle of the South Pacific, via a change in Los Angeles, and it was as a long journey as it sounded. But the headache and the stiff joints that came from all those hours in a plane seat were eased a little now they were met with the buzz and adrenaline of being in a place like this. 
As she moved through the interior of the airport, Sarah felt warmed by the floor to ceiling photos of bright golden beaches, impossibly green palm trees and tranquil turquoise waters that were plastered all over the walls around her. 
She smiled at the three Fijian men singing and playing guitars in the arrivals hall, while dressed in colourful shirts and shorts and standing beside a sign with the word “Bula” written across it, which meant welcome in the local language. 
And she laughed at the tourist from her flight who dropped his suitcase and started dancing in front of the men, clearly already well into the holiday spirit after several complimentary drinks on the plane ride over from LAX.  
As Sarah took her place in the queue for passport control, she thought about how her new environment was in complete contrast to the one that she had left only a day earlier. Leaving England under a cloud of charcoal grey skies and driving rain, to now being here, where the air was warm and the skies were clear, was quite the change. As she showed her travel documents to the local man in the uniform behind the desk it was easy to think about what life would be like if she lived somewhere like this all year round, and not just for a stolen two weeks amidst her hectic work schedule back in the UK. 
Surely being somewhere with great weather and a laid back attitude to life would mean there would be fewer stresses and fewer problems to be tackled on a daily basis. There was no rush hour here, no managers jumping up and down demanding to know why a certain report wasn’t on their desk by a certain time, and no need to race home to close the curtains and turn the central heating on. 
Smiling at the airport employee as he handed her the passport back, she picked up the handle of her small carry-on suitcase again and wheeled it past the security desks, heading onward to the moving carousels where the rest of her luggage could be collected. She had tried to pack as light as she could for her fourteen-day stay here, but it had been hard to resist the temptation of filling her suitcases with as many colourful outfits and makeup accessories as she could make fit. Thankfully bikinis took up a lot less space than heels and hair straighteners and so there had been no problem fitting in most of what she wanted to take.
As she joined the other tourists at the carousel and kept an eye out for the white suitcase which she had treated herself to in an online sale only a month earlier, she thought about what delights the next fortnight had in store for her. 
After a good night’s rest in the capital, she would board a high-speed catamaran tomorrow morning that would take her out to Mana Island, which was one of the twenty Mamanuca Islands that were dotted about just off the western coast of Fiji. Once there, she would be transported by bus to the five star resort, where she would sip cocktails and lie on a sun lounger for most of the next two weeks. 
Bliss. 
As she spotted her suitcase making its way towards her on the carousel, she felt a wave of excitement wash over her at the prospect of getting out to the island and seeing it in all its natural beauty. Of course, she had already spent countless hours online looking at photos of Mana Island and she had even watched a couple of episodes of the American reality TV show Survivor, which was filmed there, but nothing would beat actually getting to see it in person.
The pure white sands of the beaches that circled the island. The lush tropical forests stretching out behind the coastline. And the tranquil waters that surrounded it all, as clear and clean as any body of water on the whole planet.  
She would get tanned while reading her books, she would cool off by snorkelling around the reefs, and she would get drunk on all the colourful cocktails that the hotel bar had to offer. It was going to be incredible and the best thing of all was that there would be nobody to see it except the other people on the island, all of whom were more than happy to keep themselves to themselves and not pry into another person’s business. 
Which was exactly what Sarah was looking for. 
She pulled her suitcase off the moving assembly line and pulled up the extendable handle, before wheeling it behind her towards the exit that led out into the warm night air of Nadi. As she went, she made a quick check on her handbag to ensure that she had all her essentials before she left the airport.
She felt her purse at the bottom of the bag. She felt the envelope containing all her travel money folded alongside it. She felt the keys to her flat back in England, jingling in between her fingers. And she felt her passport, which she had just dropped in there after using it to get through border security. Yes, she had everything she needed. And not a single thing more. 
No unnecessary receipts or coupons. No loose English currency clattering around at the bottom of her bag. And no mobile phone, which she had purposefully left behind on her bedside table at home. 
Sarah saw the bright orange shuttle bus that was there to take her to her accommodation for the evening and she waved at the overweight Fijian man who was standing on the steps to his vehicle. He waved back to her with a large smile and again Sarah was struck by how friendly everybody was in this part of the world. It was a far cry from many people back home, or the shuttle bus operators from her previous holidays in places like Spain and Greece, where they often shouted at holiday-makers for holding them up, even if it was through no fault of their own. 
She had only been here twenty minutes, but she could already see that there was a different pace to life out here and it was exactly the pace that she needed after the year she had just endured. 
Sarah gave her name to the happy bus driver and after a quick check on his clipboard he allowed her to climb on board the small bus that would take her to her hotel. As she boarded the vehicle, she saw that there were already three other tourists sitting in their seats, an elderly couple and a middle-aged woman clutching her large handbag. 
Smiling at them all as she passed, Sarah made her way to the back and took her seat, hoping that there weren’t many more people to get on. She was tired from her long journey and despite the brief adrenaline rush from the native singers and the images of tropical islands in the airport, her brain was now beginning to lag under the fog of tiredness. The sooner she got to her hotel room the better. A good night’s sleep was all she needed and by the time she boarded the catamaran to the island tomorrow she would be feeling like a new woman. 
But the jovial driver was still standing at the front of the bus and looking at his clipboard, which meant there must be at least one more person due to board before they could depart. As she waited, she looked out of the window at the other tourists weaving their way through the car park. Some of them looked pale and tired and so had clearly just arrived and were now trying to find out where they had to go next. But others looked tanned and happy and it was obvious that they were coming to the end of their stay on the island and were preparing to make the long trip back to wherever it was that they called home. 
The thought of going home made Sarah shiver and she pushed the concept out of her mind as she looked again at the other people on the bus. They were all busying themselves with mobile phones or travel documents, but Sarah was content to just sit and observe her surroundings. In the past she would have filled any spare minute she had with a scroll through her social media accounts or a quick check of the news online. But she had made a promise to herself recently that she would no longer be a slave to her mobile phone, like so many other people were. Spending hours on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter, as well as having all the bad news stories in the media at her fingertips, was not a recipe for a healthy mind, which was why she had taken the fairly drastic measure of making sure that she left her phone back in England. 
No texting. No tweeting. No uploading photos. No reading negative comments. No browsing through panic-inducing news stories. 
No more things that could play havoc with her mental health. 
She was going to have a full two weeks away from the outside world. Instead of replying to daily WhatsApp messages she would read dozens of chapters by her favourite authors. Instead of letting time slip away from her while looking through her Facebook timeline she would let time come to a complete standstill as she lay on the beach and watched the waves roll in and out. And instead of being told that the world was ending and that we were all going to die by the numerous news companies online, she was going to make her own news, which would mainly consist of how many cocktails she could fit into happy hour or how many sea turtles she could spot while snorkelling in the ocean. 
She heard voices at the front of the bus and looked up to see the young family from her flight from LA hurriedly boarding the vehicle and looking just as stressed as the last time she had seen them. The husband and wife were in their late twenties and they were each holding the hand of a small boy, no older than five. 
Twins. 
Or more accurately, terrible twins. 
The boys hadn’t stopped shouting, crying and screaming ever since the flight had departed from the west coast of America and although Sarah had done her best to make use of the complimentary earplugs that the cabin crew had provided, they had been no match for the volume levels that the twins produced. The parents themselves seemed to have given up a long time ago on trying to get the boys to be quiet and instead were just trying their best to eek their way through another crazy day in their world as guardians to two small devil children. 
The peace on the shuttle bus was instantly shattered as the family made their way on and found their seats, which given the fact that the bus was so small, meant that they were right next to Sarah now. She smiled politely at the young boys, who barely noticed her as they chewed their sugary sweets. She laughed as the parents rolled their eyes at her to show how sorry they were for their silence-defying offspring. 
As Sarah sat amidst the chaos of a young family abroad, she was relieved to see the bus driver close the door and take his seat behind the large wheel that would steer them towards each of their hotels. She knew that her hotel for the night was close to the airport and figured it couldn’t be more than a fifteen minute drive at worst. 
But that was still fifteen minutes with the terrible twins. 
She sat patiently and looked out at the dark streets of Nadi as the shuttle bus left the airport behind and moved through the city centre. As the noise from the twins reached a crescendo, she decided to take the opportunity to practise something that she had been meaning to do more of recently. It was a visualisation technique designed to reduce stress and strengthen muscle memory, which she had heard about on a TV talk show back home a few months earlier.  
Closing her eyes, she started to imagine that she was on the catamaran that she was booked on tomorrow morning, racing across the clear blue waters of the South Pacific Ocean, headed towards the tropical island in the distance where her luxury accommodation awaited her. She felt the bumps from the small waves as the boat cut through the water and she imagined the feeling of the spray from the ocean hitting her in the face. It was cool and refreshing and a welcome relief from the hot sun overhead. 
She was really getting into her visualization now and was almost up to the part where she had arrived at her suite on the island and was being handed a cocktail by the tall, handsome man in the white uniform, when she felt the shuttle bus come to a stop and the driver call her name. 
That was quick.
Quickly gathering up her belongings, she left behind the animalistic children and their exhausted parents, as well as the other poor souls who would remain with them on the bus, as she disembarked the bus right outside her hotel for the night. 
Thanking the friendly driver, she allowed the polite hotel bellboy to take her luggage for her and then followed him up the stairs to where her comfortable bed was awaiting her. 
Her holiday had now officially begun. 
Goodbye stressful situations. 
Hello poolside paradise. 



Jessica
Lima, Peru
05:15 (Local time)
Jessica Rice tried to look as normal as possible as she loaded her backpack onto the conveyor belt that was surrounded by Peruvian security officials. 
She had been through countless airport security checks in the past but none quite as nerve wracking as this one. Normally, she only had to worry about a makeup accessory being too big to be taken on board or a bottle of water being confiscated by a grumpy employee. But now she had a much bigger worry as she watched her luggage sliding away from her and approaching the x-ray machine that would determine her fate.  
She had never expected to be a criminal. She was a good, honest girl, from a good honest family. Born and raised in Blackburn, a small town in northern England, she was working class and, like most people who hailed from that part of the world, she grew up with a good appreciation for money. If you wanted to earn a living then you had to work for it. There were no handouts or rewards for being lazy. And she had always followed that rule, leaving school at sixteen and training to be a hairdresser before owning her own salon by the age of twenty-two. Being a small business owner had meant long hours and hard work just to make enough to stay afloat, but through a combination of rent increases, ill health and just plain bad luck she had been forced to close the business by the time she was twenty-five. 
Hoping to brush herself down, roll up her sleeves and try again, which was the preferred way of doing things in her part of the country, she had attempted to re-enter the working world, but she couldn’t help feeling despondent about her situation. Having spent all her youth working, and having little to show for it, she hadn’t been able to help thinking that there was more to life than toiling away in her hometown just trying to make ends meet. 
Her parents had picked up on her mood after she had been forced to move back home with them and, in an effort to cheer their daughter up before she went back to work, they had gifted her with five thousand pounds to use for a travelling adventure. She had always dreamed of seeing more of the world and now suddenly she had been given the chance. 
Kissing her parents goodbye, she had departed from Manchester Airport a month ago and flown to South America, where she had spent the past four weeks immersed in an entirely different culture to her own.   
She had seen the sights in Brazil, from the top of Sugarloaf Mountain in Rio to the deepest depths of the Amazon rainforest. She had journeyed by bus through Bolivia, taking in the world’s largest salt flats at Salar de Uyuni and visiting the planet’s highest capital city, La Paz. And finally, she had ventured into Peru, where she had trekked to Machu Picchu, the remote Incan city in the Andes mountains, and marvelled at what was one of the Seven Wonders of the World. 
It had been the trip of a lifetime and she had her parents to thank for giving her the money that had allowed her to experience it all. But now the trip was at an end and it was time to go home. Her last port of call in this wonderful continent was Lima Airport, in the Peruvian capital on the edge of the Pacific Ocean. And as she stood in line at security, watching her backpack disappear into the scanning machine, she couldn’t help thinking again about her parents waiting for her back home in the UK. 
They had always taught her right from wrong, which was only making her feel worse right now. 
Because what she was doing here was definitely wrong.  
There was no doubt that her decision to attempt to smuggle drugs back into England could turn out to be a very foolish one. She could be caught, arrested and thrown in prison for god knows how long. But it could also be a very lucrative decision and one that would mean she didn’t have to return to her hometown broke, unemployed and with nowhere to live but her mum and dad’s house. 
It was by far the biggest gamble of her twenty-six-year-old life. But if it paid off then she would have the money she needed for a better life and therefore she had decided it was a gamble worth taking.
While she had known South America was notorious for its drug culture, she hadn’t expected herself to be caught up in it. Just visiting the continent that had been home to legendary drug barons Pablo Escobar and El Chapo didn’t mean that plain old Jessica Rice from Blackburn, England, would also find herself mentioned in conversations about famous narcotic smugglers. 
She had certainly seen drug use during her time in the foreign land, mainly by the other people in her tour groups, but nothing on the level of full-scale organised crime. But that had all changed when she had checked into the hostel from where she would set out to tackle Machu Picchu from the following day. 
Arriving in Cusco, the city in the south east of Peru from where many travellers embark on the Inca Trail that leads to the ancient ruins, she had been trying to get a good night’s sleep in her stiflingly hot dorm room, when a fellow backpacker woke her up with his loud, drunken behaviour. Having accidentally stumbled into the wrong room, he had then turned on all the lights and woken Jessica and the rest of her bunkmates up and by the time that they had gotten him out of there, she had found it impossible to get back to sleep. 
Heading outside the hostel for a cigarette in the darkness of night, she had got talking to Mickey, an Irish traveller who was also at the hostel and who had also been woken up by the crazy drunk guy in their room. They had chatted for a little while about their travels. She told him all about her adventures in Brazil and Bolivia, whilst he thrilled her with his tales of Mexico and Columbia. He was such a good storyteller that she had almost forgotten that it was the middle of the night and that she had a full day of walking ahead of her. But before she had a chance to end the conversation and head back to her room, Mickey had mentioned the main reason that he was in Peru and it certainly wasn’t to see any ancient sites. 
Jessica had listened in shock but also great interest as Mickey had told her how he was being paid ten thousand pounds to smuggle fifteen kilograms of cocaine back to his home country in a couple of days’ time. He was due to meet a man in the city tomorrow, who would give him instructions and the stash of drugs, sealed inside several packets of what looked like diarrhoea sachets. He would then pack them into his backpack and head for the airport. 
Jessica was even more surprised to hear that it wouldn’t be the first time this seemingly normal man had done it. He had successfully smuggled ten kilograms three months earlier and so was now back in the country to attempt a second and more lucrative job. But then he had said the thing that had led Jessica to do a lot of soul-searching. He told her that his employers were always looking for more backpackers who were willing to do the same thing as him. 
Back in the moment, Jessica knew that there was nothing she could do now that her backpack was already being scanned by the powerful x-rays of the security machine in the airport, so she took a deep breath and made her way through the metal detectors that would scan her body. She had been extra careful to remove anything that might set off the alarms, not wanting to draw any attention to herself considering what she was smuggling in her luggage. That meant all jewellery, coins, keys and belts had been removed and she had even taken the chewing gum packet out of her pocket just to be on the safe side. She knew she would get through the checks without any issue, but she could only hope that her backpack would do the same. 
She tried not to stare too hard at the bald-headed Peruvian man waving her through the detectors and held her breath as she made it to the other side, relieved that there were no alarms or flashing lights accompanying her. The man pointed at the conveyor belt, where the contents of her backpack was currently being scanned and analysed on a computer by a dark-haired woman and, for a second, she thought he was telling her that there was a problem. But then she was relieved to realise that he was just telling her to go and wait by the conveyor belt for her luggage.
This would all be over in another ten seconds. She would have her backpack on her shoulders again and be heading through duty free, before finding somewhere to get a strong alcoholic drink to pass the time before her plane took off. 
As she took her place by the conveyor belt of doom, she thought about the events that had led to this precise painstaking moment where the outcome of the rest of her life was entirely dependent on the dark haired woman checking the video monitor. 
After Mickey had told her about his drug smuggling activities, he had handed her a card with a handwritten phone number on it and said that if she ever needed to make some extra cash for her trip, then that was the number to call. Jessica had felt guilty just holding the number and so had stuffed it in the bottom of her backpack as soon as she had gone back to her room, not expecting to pull it out again until she was back home and could laugh about the crazy encounter with the Irish drug smuggler.
But as she carried that same backpack along the Inca Trail during the next four days, rising high above sea level and ending up short of breath both from the amazing sights and the altitude, she had found herself considering the opportunity more and more. 
Ten thousand pounds. Just to put something in your bag and fly home. And he had already got away with it once before. 
Jessica had felt light-headed at the idea of it. She knew it wasn’t just down to the thin air, but was because she had been presented with the chance to change her life and no matter how dangerous it could be, there was no doubt it was also very tempting. 
She had always done the right thing in her life up to that point. Studied hard at school. Got good grades. Gone straight into employment and earned a wage. Worked so hard that she had started her own business. Paid her taxes. Saved for a rainy day. 
But where had it left her? Penniless, with a failed business, and the sympathy of all her family and friends. 
She was a fiercely independent woman but she had been forced to move back in with her parents and even though she had just had the best month of her life travelling in South America, that had only been possible because they had given her the money to fund it. She was twenty-six, yet she was still utterly dependant on others. And it showed no sign of ending anytime soon. 
After her trip, she would be back in Blackburn looking for a job and while her friends may be jealous of her colourful tales of adventure whilst travelling, they certainly wouldn’t be jealous when she was unemployed and back living with her parents. They all had nice houses of their own and drove fancy cars to their well-paid jobs. And so that is why by the time she had completed the trail and returned to Cusco, she had taken the card out from the bottom of her backpack and called the phone number written on it. 
The next day she had arrived at the meeting point and been surprised to see another English woman waiting to discuss the illegal operation with her. The woman was in her forties and while she didn’t give her name or place of birth in the UK, she did tell Jessica that she had been living in Peru for three years now and that there was a lot more money to be made here than in their native country.
After Jessica had confirmed her interest in the opportunity, the woman had told her that her employers were willing to pay Jessica seven thousand pounds to smuggle ten kilograms of cocaine back with her to England in the coming days. 
While it hadn’t been as much as Mickey had told her that he had made on his first trip, it was still a lot of money and Jessica knew that seven thousand pounds would last her a long time while she looked for a good job at home. It also meant that she could even get her own place to rent while she looked for work, instead of just languishing in her parents’ home and drawing the sympathy of her peers. 
But Jessica had still enquired about the risks with the woman, wary that being caught with illegal narcotics in a foreign land wasn’t a good situation for anybody to find themselves in. But the woman had simply smiled and said that they had found a way around the security checks and that nobody had been caught since she had been doing this. She even said that she had done it herself several times in the past. 
With that confidence boost delivered, Jessica had reluctantly agreed and so now the plan was in motion. 
Jessica thought about the eight incriminating sachets that were wrapped up in her clothes in the backpack that was currently going through the scanner. Apparently, the cocaine was in a separate packet inside those sachets and when she got to the UK, she would hand them all over to a man who would then pay her the money she was owed. 
It sounded like a slick operation and Jessica wondered how many other people had done exactly the same thing as her and gotten away with it over the years. But she knew this was strictly a one-time thing for her. She would do this one job, get her money and then never speak of it to anybody again. 
Her parents would never have to know what their beloved daughter had done and maybe she could even use some of the money to pay them back, after they had so kindly given up their holiday this year to afford their daughter the opportunity to see more of the world. 
She saw her backpack sliding out of the scanner and, most importantly, saw that the light on top of the machine wasn’t flashing. A quick glance behind the computer screen confirmed that the dark-haired woman wasn’t moving, so it seemed like she really was in the clear. But Jessica wouldn’t relax until she had collected her backpack and left this large room with the security guards, so she stepped forward, picked up her bag and quickly headed for the exit. 
As she was about to allow her mind to move onto what drink she would order once she was in the departure lounge, she noticed a tall uniformed police officer walk through the exit door towards her with one hand on the gun in his holster. But it wasn’t the sight of the dangerous weapon that made her freeze and hold her breath. It was the sight of the thing in his other hand. 
A lead. Attached to a collar. Attached to a black Labrador. 
A sniffer dog. 
And the dog was coming straight towards her. But he wasn’t looking for attention or petting. He was looking for drugs. And judging by the amount that he barked as he moved closer to Jessica, he had just found them. 



Julie
Montego Bay, Jamaica
05:16 (Local time)
Julie Brooksbank had always been an early riser but today she was up and out of bed even earlier than usual. While most of her fellow passengers were still soundly asleep in their cabins, she had already left hers and was making her way down to where the ship’s crew were making their final preparations for docking. 
The two-week cruise around the Caribbean that Julie and five thousand other people were enjoying was making its latest stop off, this time on the island of Jamaica. For many on board the enormous vessel, this port of call was going to be one of the highlights of the trip. Julie was no exception, but while the rest of the tourists enjoyed a lie in before heading out to explore, she was not willing to waste a second. 
She had always dreamed of visiting Jamaica and now she was finally here. 
Unfortunately, her room was on the side of the ship that faced out towards the sea, so she hadn’t yet seen the island that she had spent so much time daydreaming about. But she would see it shortly, just as soon as she had made it out of the many corridors that made the interior of this cruise ship seem more like a maze than a place to relax. 
Even after a week on board, she still found herself getting lost going to and from her room on the twelfth floor. She could easily understand why this ship, Princess of the Seas, was also known as the ‘World On The Water’. 
It literally was like a mini world set afloat on the waves of the ocean. 
There was a large shopping mall stretched all the way across the second floor of the ship. There were seventeen different restaurants to choose from, all serving various cuisines and delicacies, and all staffed by hundreds of dedicated employees. There were cinema screens, swimming pools, tennis courts, pubs, nightclubs, and just about anything else a person could ever want, all contained within the 990ft long vessel. 
All these things had helped keep the passengers occupied during the many long days at sea and while Julie had greatly enjoyed them, she wasn’t on board just for the great food and array of leisure activities. She was here because she wanted to see more of the world and to do that, she needed to get off this ship now that it had docked. 
After a long day and night at sea after they had left the Dominican Republic, it was time to explore another tropical paradise in the middle of one of the most remote but beautiful parts of the world. 
Julie stepped into the lift that would take her down to the floor where the passengers would be able to disembark. As the doors closed and she felt herself hurtling downwards, she smiled at the plans that she had for the day ahead. The ship would be docked here until 9pm this evening, before setting sail for the Cayman Islands to the west, but there was much to accomplish in the time before that. 
They had just arrived in Montego Bay, the fourth largest urban area in Jamaica, situated on the north coast of the island, at the opposite end of the country to the capital, Kingston. While the city in the south was more famous, after featuring in many popular films and songs, it was the city in the north that drew more visitors each year, mainly due to its abundance of beaches and tourist hotspots. Julie knew all of this after reading so much about the country before making her trip. She had therefore already planned ahead so she could cram in as much sightseeing as possible in the short time she would be on the island. 
She planned to collect her hire car at 7am, then make the ninety-minute drive along the north-western edge of the island to the town of Negril, where she would spend a couple of hours walking along the white sandy shores of Seven Mile Beach, photographing the crystal clear blue waters that ran alongside it. 
After a scrumptious salad and a refreshing drink in one of the classy restaurants that lined the picture-perfect beach, she would drive back along the coast to Montego, where she would visit another of the island’s most famous strips of sand, known as Doctor’s Cave Beach. 
After enjoying a little sunbathing and snorkelling there, Julie would return the hire car and spend her last few hours in the city exploring the many shops, where she hoped to pick up a memento or two before heading back on board the ship. 
It was a busy schedule and she couldn’t wait to get started, so by the time the lift dropped Julie off on her desired floor, she was almost bursting with adrenaline at the prospect of seeing all of the sights that she had spent so much time Googling back in England. 
She enjoyed being on the ship and it hadn’t felt as restrictive as she had initially feared when she had first boarded back in Miami, but the best parts of the journey were when they arrived into port and let down the drawbridge, allowing passengers to step into a whole new and unexplored world. Now the drawbridge was in sight and Julie could see several of the ship’s employees checking to make sure it was secure before they gave the green light for her to disembark. 
She was just about to smile at the workers and greet them with a ‘good morning’, and a ‘thank you’ when her attention was suddenly diverted by the sounds of a screeching woman. 
“Julie my dear, there you are. I thought I was going to miss you!”
It was Shania, a middle-aged woman from Kansas City by whom Julie had been accosted in the queue for the Chinese buffet on their first night on board. While the American was friendly enough, she was slightly overbearing and though Julie had chatted politely to her for an hour or so then, she hadn’t planned on spending most of the trip with her. But Shania had other ideas and so ever since their first encounter, she had surprised and stalked Julie all over the ship, popping up everywhere she went and shattering whatever peace she was trying to enjoy. 
Now here she was again and Julie silently regretted how forthcoming she had been with Shania during their first conversation. Unfortunately, she had told the American lady all about her plans for the cruise, particularly how she planned to get up as early as possible when they arrived in Jamaica and leave the ship as soon as it had docked. 
Shania had seemingly memorised all of Julie’s plans and as well turning up all over the ship wherever Julie was enjoying some of the amenities, here she was again, catching her just before she left to explore this island. 
It was all well-meant of her but as much as Julie liked to talk and make new friends, there was also a reason she was travelling alone on this holiday. 
She wanted time to herself. 
Unfortunately, that seemed to be a concept for which Shania had no understanding, or respect. 
“My oh my, look at us two, up at dawn on our holidays. Aren’t we the go-getting type?” Shaina said, laughing and drawing the attention of all the ship’s employees, who were looking to see who was making so much noise at this early hour of the day. 
Most of them had probably been working through the night and so the last thing they surely needed was a loud tourist making a din right beside them. 
“Hi Shania” Julie said, smiling politely and keeping her voice at a more respectable decibel level than her fellow passenger. “I didn’t expect to see you up so early.” 
It was more that she hoped not to see her up so early but saying it that way sounded more friendly. 
“Yes I know, I’m not usually an early bird but I remember you telling me when we met about how you were going to get up early and leave the ship as soon as it docked in Jamaica and I thought what a wonderful idea that was. So here I am.” 
Here she was indeed. If she spoke any louder everybody on the island would soon know she was here too. 
“Oh great” Julie said, smiling weakly. “Good to see you.”
Again. 
Julie turned back to the drawbridge and saw that some of the ship’s employees were stepping aside while others were walking across it onto the concrete part of the port, which meant they were ready to disembark if they wished. And Julie did wish to do that. But there was just one problem. 
Shania kept talking. 
“Did you get much sleep last night? I got woken by the storm” she told her.
That there had been bad weather during the night was news to Julie, who had slept soundly in her cabin, after a pleasant day sunbathing on deck and enjoying a couple of cocktails in the 1920’s-themed lounge bar on the first floor. 
“I slept fine, thanks” Julie replied, slowly making her way towards the drawbridge but aware that Shania was with her every step of the way. 
“Well that’s good. I’m a very light sleeper you see. Plus I’m a little higher up than you so maybe that makes the storm sound louder” she said, again referring to the fact that she had paid more for her room on the fifth floor compared to Julie’s cabin on the twelfth, a fact she had pointed out several times during their first conversation at the buffet. 
“Yes, perhaps” Julie said politely, now desperate to get outside and into the fresh air, where hopefully the sounds of the annoying voice beside her would be dulled amongst the waves on the shoreline and the breeze in the palm trees. 
She tried to remember that it wasn’t long now until she would be in her hire car with the window down and the radio on, driving through paradise, just her and the open road. 
Bliss. 
“So what are we doing today? I thought we could start by getting breakfast somewhere. There must be plenty of nice cafes around here and surely at least one of them is open early. Then perhaps a spot of shopping before lunch? I need to buy my daughter something and I have no idea what to get her at the moment. Perhaps you can help me? And I’ll help you pick out something for your family?”
Julie stopped walking, not daring to set another foot forward until she had cleared up any confusion here. Shania seemed to think that they were going to spend the day together. Breakfast, shopping, lunch, more shopping. While that might be what Shania wanted to do with her one day in Jamaica, it certainly wasn’t what Julie had planned. 
She had beaches to see. A coastline to explore. A tropical paradise on her doorstep. There was no way she wanted to waste a second of it shopping for something for Shania’s daughter. If Julie had wanted company then she would have invited one of her friends from back home. But she hadn’t because she wanted time to think and she could only do that when she was alone. She knew she would have to let Shania down gently. 
“Oh I’m sorry” she started, looking at the fidgeting American beside her and wondering how many cups of coffee she had already consumed since she had been up this morning. “I’ve got quite a lot of things I want to see today and so I’m afraid I won’t have time to go for breakfast with you.” 
She expected Shania to be a little disappointed but to understand. But of course that’s not what happened. 
“How exciting. What have you got planned? I have to say I’ve done quite a bit of reading about this area in my travel books, but I have the feeling you know a lot more than me. So, where are we going first?”
Julie had to think fast. Either she was going to have to come up with a great excuse right now or she was going to have to tell the woman that she didn’t want to spend the day with her. And while the latter option might not have been too bad, the prospect of bumping into Shania again during the rest of the cruise would be awkward if she had already told her that she didn’t want to be around her. 
So she needed an excuse.
Think Julie, think. Something I can say that will stop this woman from following me around all day. 
Think. 
Then Julie had an idea and turned back to Shania, taking the American woman’s hand and trying to make this next moment seem as heartfelt and honest as possible. 
“I’m sorry Shania but I can’t spend the day with you. I was too embarrassed to tell you before but I’m actually going to meet somebody on the island. Somebody I’ve been speaking to over email for quite some time now. It started when I was back in England. We have arranged a kind of date today.” 
“A date?” Shania said, her fake eyebrows rising up high on her forehead. 
“Yes, but of course we have never met before. So you can see why I was a little embarrassed about saying anything to you.”
Shania processed this information for a few moments and the longer the woman was uncharacteristically quiet, the more Julie feared that she had seen right through her lie. But then a wide smile spread across the American woman’s face and she pulled Julie in for a hug. 
“That’s wonderful! How romantic!” she said, and Julie couldn’t believe she had bought it. 
“Really?” Julie asked, but Shania just hugged her tighter and seemed as excited about this mystery man as Julie would have been. 
That is, of course, if he were actually real. 
“Of course. Love letters across the sea. A first date on the other side of the world. It’s magical, it really is” Shania said, finally letting Julie go and getting her eyebrows back under control. “Now I know why you are up so early, you little devil.” 
She winked at Julie and playfully slapped her on the arm.
“Yes, that’s why I’m up early” Julie said, relieved her choice of lie had somehow made sense to Shania after all. 
“Well go. Get out of here. Go and meet this hunky Jamaican man you’ve been messaging all this time” Shania said, sending Julie on her way towards the drawbridge. 
Julie did as she was told and walked onto the bridge, squinting her eyes as she stepped out from the dark shadows of the ship into the bright sunlight of another beautiful day in the Caribbean. But just before she could set foot on land and begin to explore all the wonderful things that she had planned for the day, she heard Shania calling to her. 
“Meet me in the lounge bar on the first floor at nine thirty tonight. I want to hear all about your day with the Jamaican man. You saucy devil.”
Julie smiled back hesitantly at Shania then nodded, before finally leaving the ship and making it onto dry land.
As she headed for the city streets beneath the overhanging palm trees and the cloudless blue sky, she knew that by the time she returned this evening and boarded the ship again, she would have to have a good story to tell about her imaginary date with a local man.
But still, at least she was alone for now. There would be plenty of time to concoct a good story to tell Shania later while she was relaxing by herself on one of the beaches she was going to be lying on later today. 
The important thing was that she was finally here. 
She was in Jamaica. 
Let the good times roll. 



DeAndre
Nassau, Bahamas
06:17 (Local time)
DeAndre Anderson eased his enormous 6’11 frame into the lightweight wicker chair on his hotel suite balcony and looked out across the tranquil blue waters of the western Atlantic Ocean. As he surveyed the paradise before him it was almost possible to forget for a moment that every part of his giant body ached. 
Almost.
There were his knees that were ruined from thirty-five years of pounding them into the hard floors of basketball courts in America. His aching back that had been pulled and twisted out of position numerous times as he had dived for loose balls and stretched to defend against his opponents. His swollen feet that had carried the full weight of their owner and sprinted, jumped and slammed across unforgiving surfaces for way too long. And there were his hands, large and skilled, but also bruised and broken, the latest injury coming after he had fallen on court and a teammate had accidentally stood on his fingers. 
His list of ailments read like those of a car crash victim, but he wasn’t a victim of anything. He had lived his dream of being a professional basketball player in his home country and he wouldn’t change a thing. Not the arthritic knees. Not the crippling pain in his lower back. And certainly not the damaged hands that had dribbled and dunked the ball ever since he was a little boy growing up on the poverty-stricken streets of Detroit. 
But there was one thing that he wished he could change.
He wished he could change the fact that it was now over. 
The latest NBA basketball season had finished in June and, with it, his contract for his latest team, the Washington Wizards. Now it was August and despite his hope for one more season in the league, his agent’s phone had not yet rung. It seemed that there wasn’t a single team out of the thirty in the league that wanted his services for when the next season began in October. 
While there was still time for that to change, DeAndre was now worried that many owners and coaches had been listening to the journalists in the media who had reported that he was over the hill and no longer a top player in the game. He knew the chances of getting signed now, before pre-season started next month, were small. 
Maybe the journalists were right. Maybe he was over the hill. Maybe he was no longer a top player in the game. 
Maybe he was finished. 
The problem with that, DeAndre thought as he watched a white yacht drift past on the calm waves in front of his suite, was that he didn’t want to be finished. He still had a little more left in the tank. There were still more goals to be accomplished. He was only in his mid-thirties, but the media made him sound like he was an old age pensioner. 
But as crazy as that was, he knew that in terms of professional sport, he might as well have been an OAP. 
Athletes were past their prime in their thirties and they were nearly always done before their forties. While people in almost any other industry were barely even halfway through their careers at this age, sports stars like DeAndre had to face the prospect of becoming obsolete while they were still young. 
This wasn’t exactly a shock to him as he had known the nature of the beast when he had pursued a career in basketball. But that didn’t make it any easier now that the moment was here. 
There were still options out there for him. Even if the best league in the world didn’t want to give him another chance, he could go and play for a team in Europe, where the standard wasn’t as high but where any team would be happy to have someone with his experience. Or he could go to China and earn one last big payday, whilst showcasing his talents for a nation that was obsessed with the game and the giants that played it. His agent had even suggested he do just that, although it was easy for him to say that because he would earn 10% of whatever DeAndre made over there. 
There were still plenty of possibilities on the table, but he didn’t want to consider any of them unless they offered him the one thing he had been dreaming of ever since he was a young boy back in Michigan.
He wanted the tall, golden trophy that they handed to the best team in the league. 
He wanted the diamond-encrusted ring that they gave to whoever was a part of that team.  
Most of all, he wanted to be an NBA champion.
Michael Jordan had won six. Kobe Bryant won five. Lebron James was currently on three. And DeAndre Anderson was stuck on zero. 
It wasn’t for a lack of trying and it certainly wasn’t for a lack of quality on some of the teams he had played for during his career. But no matter how close he had been to that glittering trophy and that sparkling ring, it had always remained just out of reach. 
If he wasn’t given one final opportunity to win it next season, then his dream would be over. He would spend the rest of his life wondering what it would have felt like to be a champion and he would have to listen to friends, colleagues and journalists talk about how he was one of the best players never to win the league. 
He sank deeper into his chair and kept his eyes on the yacht until it was out of sight on the horizon. Then he looked closer to shore, down at the golden sands of the beach in front of his suite, where his wife and young daughters were playing. 
Just looking at them in that moment made it a little easier to deal with the pain of his career possibly being over. If it was, then he would get to spend time with them, which was something he had barely been able to whilst living the life of a professional athlete. If he wasn’t playing in a game, then he was practising or travelling to the next one, and if he wasn’t on the court then he was in the gym, or the physio room, or sitting in front of the media. 
From September to June he had to give his all to his sport, which meant that his wife had to give her all to raising their children without him. 
The summer months were only slightly better. He still had to keep in shape and if his contract had run out or he had been traded between teams then it meant they had to pack up and move again. Sure, the money was good, and he and his family never had to worry about finances ever again, but there were some things that money couldn’t buy. 
Like seeing his elder daughter, Kaylee, take her first steps, which he had missed because he was on the other side of America preparing for a game in Portland. Or being there to help his panicking wife when his younger daughter, Michelle, swallowed a piece of Lego and had to be hospitalised, which he had missed because he had been on a flight back from a game in Houston. 
The million-dollar contracts may have been over, but at least he would finally be able to buy precious time with the ones that he loved. 
This holiday was an example of that. By now, he would usually be in the thick of his off-season fitness regime, preparing to go back to pre-season camp in tip top shape, which meant vacations and down time were kept to a minimum. But this year, with no pre-season to prepare for, he had taken his agent’s advice and booked a five-night stay for himself and his family at an exclusive resort on one of the seven hundred idyllic islands that make up the Bahamas. 
His wife and kids had been thrilled at the chance to spend time with him, splashing around in the hotel pool, chasing each other down the beach and laughing together on the luxurious white linen of their suite’s monstrous beds. 
The trip had been great so far and there were still a couple of days to go. Tomorrow they planned to hire a car and head out on a drive around the island, dropping into town and giving the girls a chance to do some shopping while he stretched his legs and had an ice cream in the harbour. When the holiday was over, they would board their flight back to America and return to the apartment that they had rented in Washington, before making a decision about where they were going to move next.
Europe? China? Or would he finally retire and take them all back to his home state of Michigan, where his wife had also grown up, and where the rest of their family still lived? That was still to be decided and it would be a decision in which all four family members would get a say.
He was in a position that many men would kill to be in. He was rich, he had a beautiful family, he had his health, albeit he was a little banged up, and he was still relatively young. The world was his oyster, wherever he chose to go. 
So with all that said, why did he still feel so down? 
He knew why. It was the same reason why he had made it into the NBA in the first place, beating out millions of other hopeful kids to earn his way into the small and select group of professional basketball players. It was the same reason why he had managed to stay at the top of the game for fifteen years, when plenty of other players just as good as him had fallen by the wayside. And it was the same reason why he told his kids always to try their best in every situation, no matter what, even if they were still really young and barely knew what he was talking about. 
The reason was that he was ultra-competitive. That was what drove him and had gotten him to this position where he could afford a luxury suite on the shores of a Caribbean paradise. He wanted to win at everything he did, and he had been that way ever since he could remember. 
His mother said she had never known anyone be as competitive as him. His friends refused to play any games with him because of how seriously he took them. And even his wife had once been shocked after he had challenged her to a game of table tennis and tried so hard that he threw his bat against the wall when he lost a point. 
That might sound a little extreme to most people, but being ultra-competitive was a necessary requirement in a professional athlete if they wanted to be the best. And he had been pretty damn near the best player in the NBA for a large part of his career. 
During his twenties, he had been awarded the highly-respected Most Valuable Player prize three times, an accolade received by the individual considered most important to his team.
Being the league MVP was a legendary honour and meant his name would always be recalled in conversations of great basketball players past and present. But it still wasn’t enough, for the same reason that sitting here in one of the most beautiful locations in the world with millions in the bank and a beautiful family laughing on the beach in front of him, wasn’t enough.
Because he wasn’t a champion. 
Right there and then he made up his mind. He knew what he was going to do, even if his family, his friends and his agent thought he was crazy. Forget Europe, China or going home to a cosy life in Michigan. He was going to get himself on one of the best teams in the NBA and he was going to have one last shot at winning a championship. 
How was he going to do that when no team was willing to pay him millions at his age and with his recent history of injuries? 
He was going to play for free. 
He didn’t know if anyone had done it before. He didn’t even know if it was allowed. But he was sure as hell going to find out. He had known of several players in the past taking huge pay cuts in the latter stage of their careers just because they were chasing that elusive championship and were willing to forgo millions for one last chance at glory. Well now DeAndre was in the same position, except he wasn’t even interested in taking a pay cut. 
He was willing to take no pay at all. 
Money wasn’t a thing to him anymore. Winning was. 
He wanted to have his family and friends sitting by the court as they watched his team clinch the title and see him fall to his knees and weep. He wanted to be a part of the open top bus parade through the city, celebrating the championship with the thousands of jubilant fans who had left work early to pack the streets and cheer their heroes. And he wanted to be able to tell his little girls when they grew up that daddy was a champion, and that if he could achieve his dream then so could they. 
With his decision made, he picked up his mobile phone from the table beside him and called his agent. As the phone rang, he thought about how his agent would take the news. Being paid nothing by a team would also mean nothing for his agent. But they were good friends and he would be able to make him see that this was what his client wanted more than anything. 
He thought about what his wife would say when he told her they would be moving again, except this time there would be no money coming in because he was doing it for free. But she would understand because she knew him better than anyone and would rather he had one last shot at winning it all then have to put up with his grumpiness for the next forty years if he didn’t win it. 
And lastly, he thought about how all the journalists and fans would react to the story that one of the best players of the game was willing to offer his services for free in his pursuit of that one elusive championship. And just before his agent answered, he smiled because he knew that the media and the fans would salute his decision, likely calling it one of the best things a professional sportsperson had ever done. 
Because once you took money out of the equation then you stripped the game right down to what it should really be about: The dream of a small boy running around in his parents’ back garden and dreaming of one day being the undisputed champion of the world. 
He’d already had his face splashed across a giant poster in Times Square. Now it was time to do it again, only this time there would be a trophy in his hand to go with it. 



Chantelle
New York, America
06:18 (Local time)
Chantelle Hughes was starstruck. She was standing just a few metres away from one of the most famous actresses on the planet, in the studios of one of the biggest TV networks in America, smack bang in the heart of Times Square. Not bad for a girl from East London who, previously, had only seen the kind of things she was witnessing now from the other side of a television screen back at her parents’ home across the Atlantic. 
She watched in awe as two makeup artists provided the finishing touches to the actress’s look while a frantic producer rushed past, talking into her headset and trying not to trip over the tangled web of wires that were strewn across the floor of the large studio. 
The actress was Oscar winner and fashion icon, Camilla Collette, and she was due to go live on the show in a minute’s time. The craziest thing about it all was that Chantelle’s best friend Will Robertson was going to be sitting on the sofa beside Camilla, having his face beamed out to millions of homes all over the United States. 
While Chantelle wouldn’t be appearing on live television, she still felt nerves and excitement in her stomach and wondered how the hell her friend was coping with it all. He was also currently being fussed over by two makeup artists, but he wasn’t quite as receptive to their treatment as the movie star beside him was. 
Unlike Camilla, Will was not experienced with the art of eye shadow and blusher. 
Another producer hurried past Chantelle and gave a thumbs up to the two presenters already sitting on the sofa. Their names were Richard and Gillian Barnes and as well as being a happily married couple, they also hosted one of the most popular early morning talk shows in the nation. 
From what Chantelle had seen of them so far, talking through the morning’s newspapers and mediating a brief segment on climate change, they were slick, professional and in control. A true power couple, and everyone in the studio knew it by the looks of things. 
The producers, camera crew and show runners obeyed every command given to them in the commercial breaks while the presenters either had their makeup touched up or kept their throats clear with tall glasses of water. She didn’t know exactly how long Mr and Mrs Barnes had been in the television business but she guessed it was a while, considering how relaxed they looked as they read over the notes for the next part of the show and joked about something between themselves. 
It must be a great feeling to be so confident on national television, Chantelle thought as she watched them, before looking over at Will again and feeling the nervous knot of tension in her stomach tightening even more for him. While he had been on a few talk shows since he had become a famous music star at the start of summer, he was still a novice and certainly not anywhere near the level of Richard, Gillian or his co-guest Camilla. For some reason, Will felt very few nerves before having to go on stage and sing his songs but he had confessed to her that he felt incredibly anxious about doing these type of things. 
Will and Camilla were to appear on the show together to talk about the crazy turn of events that had bonded them together and made Will a star all over the world in such a short space of time. Camilla had noticed Will busking in the London Underground two months earlier, and the video of him that she had uploaded to her Instagram page had turned Will into a viral sensation. Record contracts and festival appearances had followed and now Will was living his dream of being a full time musician. It was all thanks to Camilla, even if she had no idea at the time how much she was actually helping him by sharing his singing with her legion of followers. 
Chantelle had been beside Will that day in the underground and she had been alongside him almost every step of the way since. She had been there when studio owner and music mogul Andrew Ayata had put the contract in front of Will to sign. She had been there when they had drunk champagne with his mother and toasted his incredible success. And she had been there for most of his performances ever since. 
Will had ensured she always got backstage passes wherever he went, so she had stood at the side of the stage as Will had performed his songs in multiple venues, from an intimate music hall in Brixton to an open-air festival in Hyde Park. And there was no way she was going to say no when he invited her to come to America with him and watch him perform on one of the biggest morning shows in the country. 
Now he was about to go live on air and the studio was a hive of activity as Will and Camilla took their seats on the sofa opposite Richard and Gillian as one of the producers counted them down to action. 
“Five...”
“Four...”
“Three...”
(Two)
(One)
Thumbs up and LIVE. 
Richard spoke first. “Welcome back to the morning show. We’re joined now by two incredible people. One of whom needs no introduction and the other who is on his way to being just as famous, Gillian.” 
“That’s right Richard, we are joined by Oscar-winning actress Camila Collette and rising British musician Will Robertson. Good morning to you both, thank you for joining us today.” 
“Pleasure to be here” Camilla replied with all the air and grace of a woman who was totally at home in front of the camera. 
But Will was less sure and simply nodded his head at the introduction. 
“Now some of our viewers might not know why the pair of you are appearing on the show together so perhaps you could tell them the story” Richard said, offering up an easy start to the conversation that Camilla could then run with. 
“Of course. Well it was a couple of months ago now. I was over in London preparing for a show that was running in the West End and I’d taken the tube to the theatre that morning, as I did every other day during my time there. And it was as I was walking through the underground station that I heard this most beautiful voice drifting through the tunnel. It was Will performing one of his songs.” 
“They have a name for it in the UK, don’t they Will? Is it called busking?” Gillian asked the young man, to draw him into the conversation and put him at ease. 
“That’s right” Will confirmed, before clearing his throat and continuing. “I was down there with my best friend, Chantelle, and I was just trying to practise and make a bit of money really. I didn’t expect anything to come of it.”
“But something did come of it, didn’t it?” Richard said, looking back to Camilla to continue with the next part of the story. 
Chantelle thought that it really was quite impressive how the couple kept the discussion moving so seamlessly between themselves and the guests, without any awkward pauses or interruptions. They clearly enjoyed their work and were no doubt extremely well paid for it too. They reminded Chantelle of the British duo, Richard and Judy, a married couple who used to host early morning talk shows back in the UK. They were seen as national treasures in the eyes of her home nation and Chantelle assumed that Richard and Gillian were America’s equivalent of that. 
“Yes it certainly did” Camilla said, brushing a strand of her famous red hair behind her ear and smiling. “I stopped to watch Will performing and then I had the idea to record some of it and share it with my followers on social media.” 
“I think we have a clip of that video now, don’t we?” Gillian said, looking towards a monitor just off screen. 
Chantelle looked too and saw and heard the video of Will performing his smash-hit song Demon In The Dark. She could also see her left arm in the video, as she had been standing beside Will in the underground station that day and it was an incredible thrill to think that this video was now playing in the homes of millions of families all across America. 
“It’s a beautiful song, isn’t it?” Richard said. “Did you write it yourself, Will?”
“Yeah” Will replied shyly, as he heard his voice playing in the studio. 
The video clip ended, and Gillian turned back to Will, smiling. “Our daughter has actually been listening to this song non-stop for the past few weeks, so I know every word of it now.” 
Will and Camilla laughed, and Chantelle noticed the actress put her hand on her friend’s arm and felt a pang of jealousy. It was silly because there was nothing in it, just a gentle gesture between two people who had become part of an incredible story. But still Chantelle didn’t like to see it. She had fallen in love with Will over the past few months and was trying to pluck up the courage to express her feelings to him at some point during this trip to the Big Apple. The last thing she needed was one of the most beautiful and successful women on the planet touching his arm and raising his blood pressure. 
“So that video we just saw ended up going viral and it caught the attention of a big record label, didn’t it Will?” Richard said.
Will cleared his throat again before he spoke. “Yes Andrew Ayata saw the video. He’s the head of Starlight Studios and he’s been a judge on reality TV shows before. He made contact through my Instagram account and said he wanted to sign me.” 
“Wow, all from one video in the London underground” Richard mused, shaking his head at the sheer randomness of life. 
“And that song we just heard you singing. It’s called Demon In The Dark and I think I’m right in saying that it’s been number one in eighteen countries so far” Gillian continued. 
“Yeah, it’s been pretty amazing” Will said modestly, and Chantelle noticed that he was sweating a little under the warm lights of the studio. 
“I’ll say” Richard said. “I’m sure it will do just as well in our charts after you have performed it for us in a moment.”
Chantelle noticed some activity to the left of her and saw that several assistants were preparing the area where Will would be performing his song in just a few moments’ time. She knew he would be a lot less nervous standing over there in front of the microphone with his guitar slung over his shoulder than he was right now, sitting on the sofa being questioned by two imposing figures in North American media. 
She couldn’t wait until his TV duties were done and they could leave this studio and get out to into the city to do some fun, touristy things. They were planning to take the boat ride over to the Statue Of Liberty. They were going to visit the former site of the Twin Towers and pay their respects to the victims of 9/11 whilst also getting a look at One World Trade Center, one of the new structures that had been constructed on the old site. They were hoping to go on the Friends tour and see all the famous locations where the hit sitcom was filmed. And lastly, they were going to take a walk in the legendary Central Park, just like they had seen so many other people do in famous movies over the years. 
Chantelle was thinking that maybe there, in the green oasis in the middle of one of the craziest cities in the world, she might just get around to telling Will how she really felt about him. She didn’t just want to be his best friend anymore. 
She wanted to be his girlfriend. 
She would have her fingers crossed for the rest of today, hoping that he would react well to the news and maybe even say that he had been feeling just as strongly about her recently as she had about him. 
“Now Will, this would be an incredible story on its own but there is more to it, isn’t there? Would you like to tell our audience just what that is?”
The studio was deathly quiet now and Chantelle tensed up a little, even though she knew this question was going to come. She just hoped Will was as okay to talk about it as he had told her he was on the flight over. 
“Yeah, erm, so at the end of last year, six months before Camilla saw me playing in the underground, I erm, I went blind. It was really sudden. It’s called Giant Cell Arteritis and erm, there’s no cure for it unfortunately.”
“It’s a devasting condition. But you haven’t let it stop you from following your dreams, have you?” Gillian said and Will shook his head before smiling proudly. 
“He’s an inspiration” Camilla said, touching Will’s arm again, but Chantelle didn’t mind this time because Camilla was right, he was an inspiration. 
“You certainly are Will” Richard agreed “And I believe you are going to sing for us all right now, if you want to make your way over to the microphone.”
Camilla stood up and guided Will towards the area where he would perform, before retaking her seat and engaging in some small talk with the hosts as the first few chords of Will’s song began to play in the studio. 
His guitar had been waiting for him and now it was in his possession he could make the incredible music that had captured the hearts of so many people since that day in June. It had certainly captured Chantelle’s heart and, as he started singing, she felt happy that he was now back in his comfort zone, no longer wilting under the lights of the studio and the presenters’ questions but instead flourishing on his grand stage, playing his number one song to possibly his largest audience yet.
Millions of American viewers. 
Not bad for a seventeen-year-old from East London. And not bad for the young man that Chantelle hoped would be her boyfriend before the day was over. 
After a stirring performance, Will finished his song and the studio burst into applause. Chantelle was eagerly waiting for the cameras to stop rolling so she could go and give her friend a hug, but first she had to wait for Richard and Gillian to say their final piece before going to the commercials. 
“Thank you Will. That was wonderful. Now we’re going to take a short break but when we come back, we’ll be speaking to the Californian man who believes that he is a direct descendant of the iconic Transylvanian villain, Dracula. Yes, that’s right, a man from Sacramento believes he is related to a fictional vampire from the other side of the world and he has the fangs to prove it. You don’t want to miss this. Stay with us, we’ll be right back.” 



Laslo
Transylvania, Romania
13:19 (Local time)
Laslo Kovacic had thought his days of slave labour were behind him. Not too long ago he’d been living in London and earning good money profiteering from a sex trafficking racket, in which men would pay good money for an hour in a room with the Serbian woman they kept as prisoner. But after the woman had broken free, he had been forced to flee the UK to avoid capture from the numerous people looking for him. But that wasn’t before he had killed his partner and another witness and destroyed all evidence linking him to the crimes. 
Or so he thought. 
He had managed to get out of London with a good chunk of the money he and his former partner had made during their time with Jelena. Most of it had since been spent on travel costs and keeping a low profile, as he made his way firstly back to his home country of Serbia, before ending up here, in the middle of Romania, where he was still a free man but not exactly living like one. What little money he had left from travel had soon disappeared on alcohol, prostitutes and living quarters and so here he was now, back at work, just another faceless construction worker enduring long hours and a lot of pain in order to make a meagre living.
This was not how things were supposed to turn out for him. He should be rich now, still raking in the profits from Jelena’s suffering, not taking orders from some sweaty Romanian site manager who loved the sound of his own voice. 
The only thing keeping Laslo going was that he knew that this was just a short-term measure. It was a way of him keeping his head above water and with a low enough profile to avoid the Serbian and UK police officers looking for him. They would certainly struggle to find him here, hidden away in Dracula country, toiling away beneath the towering church spires and medieval architecture of Sighisoara. 
He had been here for three weeks now and even though he hated the construction work and had quickly grown bored of the picturesque but quiet city, he had to admit it was a good place to hide out. He had come here on the advice of an old friend, who was already based in Romania and said he could get Laslo work if he was looking for somewhere to earn money and lie low for a while. So Laslo had left his home country under the cover of darkness and crossed the border. Now here he was, helping build a hotel for a load of rich tourists who would never know the room they were sleeping in in a few months’ time had been built by the hands of a man who was wanted by multiple countries for serious and shocking crimes. 
But tourists didn’t care about things like that. They just wanted to have a good time. Which was all Laslo wanted too. And right now, standing under the searing sun on a chaotic building site, was not the good time he was looking for. 
He figured that he would need to put up with another two, or possibly three weeks of this, before he would have scraped enough money together to move on. From here he would look to get back into the game that had made him so much money in the past. 
People smuggling and sex trafficking were two of the oldest ways of making money in the world and Laslo had been no different than many others on the planet who had looked to exploit desperate and naïve men and women in search of a better life in another country. His introduction to that underworld had begun shortly after he had left school in his home city of Pristina, in Serbia’s south, when he had gone to work for his uncle. Throughout Laslo’s childhood, the man had never really told his young nephew what he did for money, but it soon became apparent. 
Once Laslo was of an age where he too needed to earn a living and escape the dreary life of poorly-paid labour that would otherwise await him, the man had filled in his younger relative about exactly how it was he had come to be driving such an expensive car and been able to afford so many bottles of the finest Eastern European spirits. 
It turned out Laslo’s uncle was involved in an extensive people smuggling operation across several borders. 
And business was booming. 
He had needed another employee to help out and once Laslo had reached the legal age to drive in his home country, he had set his nephew up with a job at a transport company just outside the city. 
Whilst there, Laslo worked as a lorry driver, transporting large amounts of construction materials all over Europe. But that wasn’t all he had been moving. Hidden amongst the girders and the sandbags at the back of his vehicle were dozens of illegal immigrants who had all paid money to be moved into another country, where they believed a better life was waiting for them. 
Laslo had been happy to do this and enjoyed the extra money that came in on top of his measly trucker’s wage but when his uncle had been found dead, murdered by an unknown assailant, Laslo had seen an opportunity to move up in the business. Using connections his now dead relative had talked about, Laslo had moved to Belgrade and become involved in something even more lucrative than just smuggling desperate people over different borders.
Sex trafficking.
Unlike his uncle, who had been happy to play it safe and make the reasonable profits that came with moving immigrants around, the people Laslo found himself working for had more ambition than that. They saw the opportunity that having a lorry full of scared, vulnerable people presented them with. Instead of simply dropping them off in a foreign land and wishing them well, they could drop them off straight into the hands of colleagues who could then use them for further monetary gains. 
Gains like locking them in a room and having rich businessmen pay to enter that room and do whatever they want while in there.
Laslo had jumped at the chance to make more money and so, after a few years driving the lorries full of illegal immigrants, he had progressed to being one of the men waiting for the cargo at the other end. He had been paired with a fat and annoying Serbian man by the name of Vukasin and together they were responsible for the London branch of the illegal enterprise. Jelena had been their first source of income in the English capital and things had been going perfectly well until his useless partner had got slack with Jelena’s transport and lost her in the London Underground. 
Now Jelena was free, Vukasin was dead and Laslo was stuck on this godforsaken building site in a country that was only famous for vampires and being the birthplace of the guy that invented the fountain pen. But at least he was free and, therefore, he lived to fight another day. A couple more pay days from this building site and he would look to get back into the trafficking world, although it was probably wise to avoid doing so in Serbia again. 
He knew his face was plastered on wanted posters in his home country and had even featured on several prominent news broadcasts both there and in the UK. He had done his best to change his appearance, growing his hair longer, sporting a new beard and adding some bulk to his extremely thin frame. But he knew that he was still being looked for and so he would most likely always have to keep moving if he was to avoid being thrown into a prison cell not much bigger than the room in which he and Vukasin had kept Jelena for four months earlier this year.
He looked up from the pile of bricks he had been tasked with stacking and saw that several of the men on site were heading for the canteen to take their lunch break. He immediately dropped the concrete trowel in his hand and pulled a packet of cigarettes out of his shorts pocket. Lighting up, he headed away from the site towards his favourite spot to break out. 
Unlike most of his colleagues, he didn’t like to spend the half an hour lunch break sitting in the smelly portacabin that their bosses called a canteen, instead choosing to leave the site and cross the street and sit by the banks of the river that ran through the city. 
Laslo drew on his nicotine as he walked across the street and down onto the grassy area leading to the murky water that snaked amongst the citadels, churches and cobbled streets of Sighisoara. Finding shade beneath a large oak tree, he enjoyed taking the weight off his aching body and for a minute or two it was easy to forget about all his troubles and all his past crimes. Right now he was just another hardworking citizen, earning an honest living and enjoying a brief interlude from his busy day. All the other things that he had done before today, like transporting hopeful people into worse situations than they were running from or like the beatings he had given Jelena every time she had disobeyed him, were easily forgotten amongst the clear blue skies and the rolling green hills of Transylvania.  
Except there was somebody that hadn’t forgotten about those crimes. It was the man walking down the grass bank towards Laslo, out of view of the smoking man underneath the tree but getting closer with each passing second, until he was standing on the other side of the large oak trunk and reaching for something behind his back. 
Laslo sensed that someone was near and turned around to see Bogdan standing on the grass by the riverbank with him, looking deep into his eyes with a cold, hard stare. Laslo didn’t know who this man was but he sensed that he was in danger. 
Immediately, he looked back up the riverbank, to where the citizens of the medieval city were walking and shopping, but they were out of sight down here and unless he shouted for someone, they wouldn’t see what was about to happen to him. 
Laslo spoke first, in Serbian, asking the man to tell him who he was. 
But Bogdan remained silent, still staring deep into Laslo’s soul and still holding an unseen object behind his back. Laslo was just about to speak again when the man stepped towards him and nodded for him to move closer to the river. But Laslo didn’t want to move, not until he knew who was giving him orders.
Again, Laslo tried to find out exactly who he was dealing with, but Bogdan said nothing, only walking towards him and getting closer with each step. Eventually, Laslo was forced to concede some ground and took several steps backwards, further down the hill towards the water, trying to keep a safe distance between himself and the approaching man. 
Laslo tried to remember if he had seen this silent, bearded figure before but he couldn’t recall the face. Not from his many years back home in Serbia. Not from his numerous acquaintances in the illegal operations he had been a part of. And not from any of the hostels, pubs and crappy building sites he had set foot in recently while he was on the run. 
He had no idea who he was dealing with here and as he continued to step back closer to the murky water behind him, he knew he was going to have to find out soon or risk ending up in there with the fish. 
So he stopped retreating and held his ground, a few metres away from the river but not far enough away from the mysterious man who had forced him all the way down here. Then he held out his hands in front of him and begged the man to explain who he was. To tell him what he wanted. To tell him what he was going to do. 
But the man said nothing. Finally, he too stopped walking, and it was only then that he brought out the hidden item from behind his back. 
Laslo saw the gun in the man’s hand and felt his heart rate quickening as he instinctively processed all the options available to him in that moment. 
He could try and run, but that was never a good option against a man with such a powerful weapon. 
He could turn and leap into the river, hoping the current would take him away from danger and that he would be able to climb back to safety before the cold waters pulled him into their gloomy depths. 
Or he could try and reason with this man, try and make him see that pulling the trigger on that gun was not the right thing to do in this situation. 
Option three seemed to be the best one available to him right now and so that’s the one he went with. 
He kept both of his hands in front of him as he tried to talk the gunman into lowering his weapon. He used all the tactics that someone in his situation is supposed to use. Widening his eyes to look more vulnerable and compliant in the eyes of the aggressor. Keeping his movements slow and calm to show the man that he wasn’t going to try anything he shouldn’t. And using all the words in his vocabulary to convey that he was begging for his life, and that if this man were to shoot him dead right here, then he would be caught and sent to prison for the rest of his life. 
But Bogdan didn’t care for any of those tactics. He had come here to do two things and nothing was going to stop him doing them now. 
One was to explain to Laslo why he had visited him, which he did by removing a photograph of Jelena from his shirt pocket and holding it up for him to see. And then, as Laslo started to panic and apologise for all the terrible events he had brought down on the poor Serbian woman, Bogdan did the second thing he had come here to do. 
He pulled the trigger and sent Laslo tumbling into the river, watching as his body disappeared below the water.
He had got his revenge.
For himself but more importantly, for Jelena. 
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