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Jelena *
23:40
Jelena Petrovic had experienced many different New Year’s Eve’s over the years. From standing on the banks of the Danube in Belgrade with her family watching the fireworks, to toiling away doing a menial job in a factory while everyone else got to enjoy the festivities, she had certainly had some variation on the evenings of December 31st. But this year might just be the most unique way of spending it that she had experienced so far. That was because she was currently standing in the hallway of her multi-million-pound mansion in the English countryside and deliberating on whether or not to take a risk with her husband and escaped convict, Bogdan. 
As the wealthy woman made her way through her opulent home, the home she had purchased after her partner’s numbers had come up in the lottery, and they had been suddenly lavished with unimaginable riches, Jelena had mixed feelings about things. On the one hand, she was happy because how could she not be when she lived in a place like this? There were crystal chandeliers in every room, spectacular marble floors stretching out endlessly, and enough gold-plated fixtures and fittings to make an oil baron blush. The interior designer that the Serbian couple had hired out to make this property look like more of a home had certainly not been shy in decorating, but then again, with no budget, the sky had literally been the limit for this place. 
Three stories high, with eight bedrooms, six bathrooms, a kitchen any chef in the world would love to cook in, and a tennis court outside that allowed the occupants to work on their backhands whenever they desired, meant that this really was a home to be in awe of. And Jelena certainly was in awe of it, wandering around it now as she often did with her mouth wide open and her eyes flitting from one expensive item to the next, still scarcely believing that this was the place she got to call home. 
She had been rich, and she had been poor, and she knew which one she liked best. But now she was wealthy, that didn’t mean that she no longer had problems. She still had plenty of those, and while most of them could be solved by getting her credit card out, there were still a few things that caused her to feel restless even with all that money in the bank. 
One of those things was what to do with her husband now that he was on the run from the law. 
It had been almost three months since Bogdan had admitted to the murder of Laslo Kovacic in court, and it had been six weeks since he had escaped from the prison where he had been expected to serve out his sentence for that crime. A prison riot had given the Serbian man the chance to escape, and while he had assured his wife that he had been unsure as to whether or not to take that chance, his mind had ultimately been made up when he had seen how some of the prison guards were just as dangerous as the prisoners they were supposed to be looking after. 
Having bypassed the prison walls that had been designed to keep him in, Bogdan had been able to get a change of clothes from the washing line of a house near the prison before borrowing a stranger’s phone and asking to make a call. That call had connected him to his wife, and she had been stunned when she had heard what he had to say. 
He was out of prison. 
He didn’t want to go back.
Instead, he wanted to come home. 
Jelena had been both shocked and excited in equal measure as she had listened to her husband’s voice at the other end of the line. She had been shocked because she couldn’t believe that he had been able to escape from prison and was technically on the run. But she was excited because it seemed like she might not have to spend the next several years going to that prison to visit her partner as they impatiently counted down until his release day. That was why she knew she had to help Bogdan hide, even though it could get her into just as much trouble as he was in at that time. 
She knew he was a good man, and although he was guilty of a serious crime, there were some very extenuating circumstances surrounding it, and surely, anybody with an ounce of compassion could have understood why he had done what he had. Killing a sex trafficker who had put innocent women in extremely vulnerable positions was hardly going to make the world a worse place, and if anything, Bogdan should have been applauded for pulling the trigger on that gun. But there were laws of the land to be upheld and a justice system that had to be seen to be protecting the rights of all citizens, no matter how despicable some of them might have been, and that was why Bogdan had been sent to prison. 
But now that he was out, it didn’t necessarily mean that he had to go back in again. 
Entering the spectacular kitchen that boasted every single kind of cooking utensil and appliance that any chef could ever wish for, Jelena ran a finger along one of the marble countertops as she checked the digital clock on the oven. Seeing that there was only twenty minutes to go until midnight, Jelena knew she was running out of time to make her decision. 
Should she play it safe?
Or should she take a risk?
For a woman who had always been as law-abiding as she had, it was a difficult conundrum for her to solve because she was torn between her heart and her head. Her head told her to limit her risk as much as possible in case everything was to go wrong, and she ended up in prison alongside Bogdan. But her heart told her that despite everything, she and her partner were still in the right, and they deserved their happiness together without fear of looking over their shoulder. 
Reaching the kitchen window, Jelena peered out across the dark estate she resided on, and she could just about make out the shape of the net on the tennis court in the distance. She had only used that court a couple of times since she had lived here, when her mother and sister had been over from Belgrade to visit, and they had played a doubles game with Bogdan partaking too. But all of their tennis skills had left a lot to be desired, and that was perhaps why Jelena hadn’t picked up her racquet since then. But it wasn’t the tennis court she was looking outside to see at this time. Instead, she was checking to make sure that there were no vehicles coming along the road that led up to this mansion because if there were then it would mean Jelena could be in trouble. 
Thankfully, the road was dark, and there were no signs of headlights approaching, so that put the Serbian woman’s mind at ease a little as she stepped away from the window and made her way to the other side of the house where she planned to check out there too. This was a part of her routine now, the task of looking outside and making sure that there were no uninvited guests on their way to see her, or rather, no police officers coming with handcuffs to arrest her. It had been a while since any police car had come here, but Jelena would not easily forget the first time she had seen them approaching. 
It had been the day after the prison break when Jelena had spotted a car driving down the road that wound through this sprawling country estate. She had been in an upstairs bedroom at the time, and she had almost felt her heart stop beating when she had seen two officers of the law get out of their vehicle and make their way towards her huge front door. Of course, she had known why they were visiting her. They were there to see if the escaped prisoner was on the premises. 
They were looking for Bogdan. 
And they wanted to know if she was helping him hide. 
Jelena’s hands had been shaking as she had opened the front door that day and greeted the officers before they had asked if they were okay to come inside. She had known that to say no would have only served to make them suspicious, so she had been given little choice but to step aside and let them in, trying to stay calm as they had entered her home and started snooping around. 
The first officer had asked her if she was aware of the incident at the prison, while the second officer had wasted no time exploring some of the surrounding rooms. They told her that they were aware Jelena had been visiting her husband at the time the prison break had occurred, and she had also tried contacting the prison after that to make sure that her partner was okay. But she hadn’t been able to get any more information. 
Jelena just nodded her head to confirm that all of that was true.
The first police officer had sighed at that moment, presumably frustrated that he was going to have to figure out if this woman was being genuine with him or whether she knew a lot more than she was letting on about Bogdan’s current situation. That was perhaps why he had not wasted any more time and had just come right out and asked her the blunt and obvious question. 
“Mrs Petrovic, is your husband here?”
Jelena had shaken her head at that question and done her best to look appalled by it. But then the police officer had warned her that she would get in trouble if she was harbouring a fugitive of the law, and he had given her one more chance to own up if she had done anything wrong. 
But Jelena had again denied knowing where her husband was, and she must have been convincing enough because the first police officer joined the second one in looking around the house then, asking her no more questions but carrying out his duties to ensure this property really was free of any escaped convicts. 
It had been a nervous half an hour for Jelena as she had waited in the hallway for the officers to return, but when they did, they were empty-handed. Their search of the premises had been fruitless. They were satisfied that Bogdan was not in the house. But they were not satisfied that he hadn’t been in touch with his wife since he had fled prison, and that was why they issued her with another warning just before they left. 
“We will find him,” the second police officer had said ominously. “And he will go back to prison.”
With that, the two officers had left Jelena’s house, and she had locked the door behind them before watching their vehicles driving away, her heart still hammering in her chest and her hands still shaking as she had gripped the velvet curtain beside her. Since then, the police officers had come back two more times to check the premises, but each time had ended the same way as the first.
They had not been able to find Bogdan. 
But they would not stop looking until they did. 
Having checked that the coast was clear on the other side of the house, Jelena was satisfied that there would be no impromptu visit from the police officers tonight. Not only was it New Year’s Eve, but it was getting late, and it was highly unlikely anybody would call by now. That was why she made her way down the steps into the wine cellar that was beneath the property before stopping in front of the third row of shelves on the right. 
Reaching up and removing a vintage bottle of wine that would easily sell for tens of thousands of pounds on the open market were a connoisseur able to bid for it, Jelena was less interested in the expensive alcohol and more interested with the lever that was on the wall behind where the bottle had stood. It was that lever that would allow her to open the secret door that was behind this wall of wine, and when she pulled it, the door opened, and she was able to squeeze herself behind the shelf and into the gap she had created. 
Creeping through the narrow passageway beyond the wine cellar, Jelena saw the door opposite her, and when she did, she felt the familiar mixture of nerves and excitement. 
She was nervous because she knew that she was taking a risk every time that she opened this door. But she was excited because she knew that opening it meant she got to see the thing that made her the happiest in the world. 
Reaching the door and taking out the key that she always kept on her, Jelena put the key into the lock and turned it to the left before trying the handle and finding that it allowed her to enter the room beyond. When she did, she saw the familiar setting as well as the familiar man lying on the bed before her. 
Bogdan sat up quickly on the bed when he saw his wife walking in, and it was clear he hadn’t been expecting a visit at this time by the look of surprise on his face. 
‘Is everything okay?’ he asked Jelena, no doubt concerned that this surprise visit might mean that their secret plot had been foiled and that he might have to start running again. But Jelena assured him that everything was fine by smiling before handing him the piece of paper with the words on it that she had written a short while ago. 
DO YOU WANT TO WATCH THE FIREWORKS FROM THE ROOF WITH ME?
‘Do you think that’s a good idea?’ Bogdan asked, clearly leaning towards being cautious. 
Jelena shrugged before looking around the room that Bogdan was now living in, the room he was using to evade the police and stay out of prison. This room had always been a part of the house, but it was not listed on any of the plans. That was because it was meant to be kept a secret, and the reason for that was that the owners of expensive properties like this one were susceptible to armed robberies. Therefore, it was always wise to have a secretive safe room somewhere in the home where the residents could hide if they were threatened. 
That secretive safe room had now become Bogdan’s hiding place. 
He had been hiding down here ever since he had escaped from prison, and while the Serbian couple knew this couldn’t last forever, it was working for them until they could make a better plan. Normally, Bogdan stayed down here almost all of the time because he and Jelena were initially paranoid that the house was being watched and that his presence could be detected if he was to go above ground. But the police had recently been working on the assumption that Bogdan had fled the country, either returning to Serbia or going somewhere else, because a man with his means could disappear easily if he wanted to. Therefore, Jelena felt like she could take the risk this evening in letting her husband leave this room and join her on the rooftop so that they could watch the New Year’s fireworks exploding over London. 
Taking her husband’s hand, Jelena smiled at Bogdan as they prepared to spend an enjoyable evening together outside of this safe room. But little did they know that they were making a very big mistake, and it was one that was going to cost them dearly. That’s because at that very moment, there was somebody on the way to their house. 
And it was somebody who wasn’t going to be fooled as easily as the police. 



Harry *
23:41
Harry Baxter marvelled at the sight of so many people standing on the banks of the Thames as he weaved his way through the crowds with his best friend, Mustaf. They were here to watch the fireworks that were due to go off at midnight, and while the young boy was excited about that, he was disappointed that his girlfriend was not able to be with him this evening. 
Harry’s partner, Stephanie, was away for the holidays with her family in Dubai, which seemed like a very glamorous place to be spending the New Year, not that Harry disliked where he was spending it. He was happy enough to be in the heart of London, although he wished his girlfriend was by his side. Alas, she was not, so Mustaf would have to do.
Checking the time on his phone, Harry saw that the clock was slowly but surely approaching the time when the fireworks would be set off, but there were still other things to be entertained by before that. There was a large pop concert going on a little way further on down the river to where he was right now, and Harry could hear the music as well as see all the lights from the big stage as the latest performer ran through a medley of their hits. There were also lots of boats out on the water that were playing loud music as they sailed by, and Harry and Mustaf had seen plenty of people in fancy dress dancing on those vessels as they glided through the murky river. Then there was Tower Bridge just behind them, and the spectacular construction was looking magnificent as it was lit up in all sorts of colours, allowing all the cameras here to capture the awe-inducing sight and post it to their social media channels. Last but not least, there was due to be a flyover soon from some of the countries very best pilots, and their planes were scheduled to whizz right along this river and through the gap in the bridge, wowing the crowds with their aerodynamic feats. 
All in all, there was plenty to keep Harry entertained. 
But as usual, he was always looking for something more. 
Harry didn’t know why he had such an insatiable appetite for mischief, but he certainly did, and that was why he decided that he didn’t just want to spend the rest of this evening standing with everybody else by the riverside. He wanted to go somewhere with a better view, and to do that, he needed to get creative. 
Of course, Harry had already shown his creative side tonight by virtue of the fact that he and his friend were here instead of at home where they were supposed to be. Harry’s mum had gone next door to a New Year’s Eve party, but Harry had assured her that he would rather stay in his bedroom playing video games with Mustaf. Therefore, the two boys had been left alone, but that had merely been what they wanted so they could sneak out of the bedroom window and venture into the city so that they could get a closer look at all of the action. 
Harry was no stranger to sneaking around and doing things behind his mother’s back, and despite being a teenager now, he had still retained that mischievous streak that he had demonstrated his whole life. There seemed to be few signs that he was ‘growing up’, as his mother often wished he would, and tonight was just another example of that. 
He was out exploring London late at night, and with his partner in crime beside him, there was nothing Harry felt he couldn’t do. 
Stopping Mustaf from walking on any further in case he lost him in the crowd, Harry told his friend that they should try and get higher. 
‘Why?’ Mustaf wanted to know. 
‘So we get a better view of the fireworks and the planes when they come over,’ Harry replied as his eyes scanned the scenery above the crowds for anywhere that might give him a chance of getting to higher ground. 
‘What about up there?’ Mustaf asked as he pointed towards a portacabin at the back of the crowd, but while Harry figured they may have been able to climb onto the roof of that structure, it wasn’t quite what he had in mind. 
He wanted the best view. 
And to get that, he needed to go a lot higher. 
Looking around again, Harry ignored all the loud chattering and cheering from the thousands of other people on this riverbank as he sought out what he was after. But it didn’t take long for his eyes to land on the landmark that dominated the view here, and when it did, he wondered if his idea might have been too ambitious even for him. 
‘We should try and get up there,’ Harry said, pointing towards Tower Bridge, the monument that was literally towering above them right now. 
‘Don’t be stupid! We can’t get up there!’ Mustaf cried, further reinforcing to Harry what an ambitious plan it was. But the youngster had never been one to be put off by a challenge, and the more he studied the bridge, the more he believed it would be possible to find a higher vantage point on it to watch the spectacular show that was about to begin. 
‘Come on,’ Harry said as he set off in the direction of the bridge, and Mustaf had to hurry to keep up with his friend. But it wasn’t easy for either boy to make their way through the dense crowd, although they were soon to discover that the sheer number of people here right now would actually make it easier to achieve what they were hoping to. 
That was because while there were plenty of police officers standing around on this riverbank watching over the crowd and ensuring that everything was under control, there were far too many people for them to really look after. It felt like half of London had descended on the banks of the Thames and because of that, there was ample opportunity for a couple of young teens to easily go unseen as they continued making their way towards the bridge. 
But that still didn’t stop Mustaf from voicing his doubts about what Harry had in mind. 
‘This is pointless. The bridge is closed,’ he cried, referring to the fact that Tower Bridge had been sealed off from both ends ahead of the large pyrotechnic display that was due to take place all along here later, not to mention the group of planes that were scheduled to complete a very low flyover any minute now. 
‘We’ll find a way,’ Harry replied with all the confidence, and naivety, of youth. 
But as the two kids reached the base of the bridge and looked up at the huge structure looming over them, Harry suddenly wasn’t quite so confident anymore. Maybe Mustaf was right. Maybe there was no way to get up there. 
‘Great, now we’re stuck at the back of the crowd,’ Mustaf moaned as he looked at the swarm of people they had just squeezed out of. 
The two boys had spent an awfully long time trying to fight their way through the dense crowd to get near to the front of the barriers so they could be closer to the water ahead of the show, but that had proven almost impossible, and they had been forced to make do with just being in the middle of the pack. But now they were back at square one again and worse, they were running out of time to get a good view before midnight. 
‘Let’s just go back,’ Mustaf suggested, but Harry was not having any of it. He believed there was a way he could climb up onto this bridge and get an even better view of the city than all those people on the riverbank had. He just had to figure out how. 
‘Come on,’ he told his friend as he moved on further away from the crowds and closer to the part where the bridge began, its huge length running all the way over this famous river and reaching the other side, separating the two ends of the capital and giving commuters and tourists alike a way of getting around easily when it was operating. But right now, there was no traffic on the bridge, and Harry could see that the only people on there were workers charged with making sure some of the many fireworks were ready to go off at midnight. But Harry knew that if he could stay out of sight of them, then he stood a good chance of getting further onto this bridge and really having a view to shout about. 
As Harry continued creeping alongside the edge of the bridge, holding onto the edge of it as it began to get steeper as he climbed, he heard Mustaf express his doubts again. 
‘What if we fall?’ the worried boy wanted to know, but Harry had an answer for that one. 
‘We won’t fall,’ he said before admitting that falling actually was an option, so he added one more thing. ‘If we do fall, then we’ll just land in the water, so we’ll be okay.’
But even Harry wasn’t entirely convinced of that last part because while they were above the water now, it was quite a long drop down below, and it was only getting bigger as they continued scaling the side of the bridge, holding onto the edge of it as tightly as they could. 
‘This is far enough,’ Mustaf surmised once they had got halfway across. ‘We’ve got a great view here.’
‘No, we can get a better one,’ Harry replied, and he kept on moving, determined to get further along the bridge because the further they went, the higher they got. 
It would have, perhaps, been advisable at that point to not look down, but Harry had never been one to follow advice, and he ignored the part of his brain that told him not to glance down. When he did, he saw they were much higher than he had anticipated, and because of that shock, he almost lost his grip on the side of the bridge. 
Mustaf watched on in horror as Harry almost toppled over the side before he managed to steady himself and keep attached to the bridge rather than tumbling down into the water below. But knowing that he was pushing his luck now, Harry decided they had gone far enough, and he carefully sat down on the ledge over the water, telling his best friend to do the same. 
Once seated with their legs dangling over the edge, the two boys looked around from their vantage point and could scarcely believe what they could see. From up here, it felt like they could see everything, and there was no doubt about it, this was a much better view than the one they had got from the riverbank. 
‘What do you think?’ Harry asked his friend with a wide grin.
‘I think you’re crazy,’ Mustaf replied before the two boys laughed, although they stopped short of giving each other a high-five because that would have required them to take one of their hands off the bridge, and they weren’t quite comfortable enough to do that yet. 
But they were comfortably seated on this ledge, and because of that, they knew they had a great spot from which to watch the fireworks show that was going to kick off at midnight. They also knew they would be almost directly in the flight path of the planes that were due to come racing over the river any minute now, and that was sure to be a spectacular occasion, especially from up here. The noise was likely to be deafening as the engines roared by, never mind the noise from the crowd down below as they cheered the highly-trained pilots on. 
Harry just wished Stephanie was here to see this view with him, but if she couldn’t be then Mustaf was the next best person. But he did want to make sure that he got a photo from this viewpoint so that he could show it to his girlfriend when he saw her again and prove that he really had been up on the bridge on New Year’s Eve. So to do that, he needed to take out his mobile phone, and while that usually wasn’t a difficult task, it was certainly a little trickier now that he was perched high above the river with nothing to break his fall should he slide off. 
Very cautiously taking one hand from the side of the bridge, Harry slowly reached into the front pocket of his jeans and took out his phone, doing his best to stay calm and not make any sudden movements. Mustaf watched him with gritted teeth, aware that Harry was taking yet another risk right here, but it seemed to have paid off once Harry had got his phone out and was able to start taking photos with it. Then he decided he would record a video to really remember this evening by, but just before he could do that, he noticed a message pop up on his phone. 
It was from his mother. 
And she wanted to know why he wasn’t in his bedroom. 
Harry winced when he realised that he had been rumbled yet again, but he knew he could hardly give his mother an honest answer as to his whereabouts right now. Somehow, he didn’t think she would take so kindly to learning that he and Mustaf were sitting on the edge of one of London’s biggest bridges at this moment in time. With that in mind, he decided to just tell her that he and Mustaf had gone to the local shop for some snacks, and they would be back very soon. But before he could press send, Harry’s mum started calling him, and the vibration of his phone due to the incoming call caused it to slip from his hand. 
‘No!’ Harry cried as he realised that he was about to lose his precious device forever, but there was nothing he could do as he watched on in horror as his phone spiralled down and down, all the way into the river before disappearing into the water with a very modest ‘plop’.
Harry was mortified. He had lost his beloved phone, meaning not only could he not message his mother back, but he couldn’t message his girlfriend either. 
For a technology-obsessed teen, it might have seemed like he was never going to be able to find anything to entertain himself ever again without all those social media apps and photos he had stored on the device. But he was wrong because in just a couple of minutes’ time, he was going to get the show of his young life. 
And he had the best seat in the house. 



Nina *
23:42
Nina Hassan fiddled with her earpiece and shifted her feet on the cold concrete as she prepared to give yet another news report to the millions of viewers who would be tuning in all around the country. While she was down by the river in the heart of London with all the other hearty souls who were braving the frigid December weather this evening just to watch some fireworks, she knew that it was the people who were sitting at home on their sofas right now who really had the best view in the house. They were warm, they were cosy, and they would be able to see every single camera angle from the spectacular firework display that was only minutes away, and best of all, they wouldn’t have to fight through the crowds to get home when it was all over. But Nina was here at the heart of the latest news story, joined as always by her intrepid cameraman, Jeff, and that meant she was not warm, or cosy, or with her family on the sofa eating snacks and having fun. 
She was working. 
And it was time to go live again. 
‘You join me here down on the banks of the Thames where me and several thousand other people are eagerly awaiting the stroke of midnight,’ Nina began as she spoke to the camera. ‘As you can see behind me, there is absolutely no space down here, and many of the people out here have been here for hours to make sure they secured themselves a prime spot to watch the fireworks, which are now only eighteen minutes away.’
Nina waited a moment as Jeff swivelled his camera around so that he could capture footage of the crowds before he returned the focus to the news reporter, who was doing her best not to shiver as she spoke again. 
‘It’s estimated that there will be over 100,000 people by the Thames this evening, and they are all here to see a show that has cost an estimated £2million to put together. But it’s not just the fireworks that they are all here for. Any minute now, there will be a flyover from six very special planes who have flown down all the way from the North of England just to be here tonight. They will complete two laps around the city, swooping down over the Thames and giving everybody here a real treat, before they fly back up north, and I’ve got a couple of people here that are extremely excited about all of that.’
Nina turned to the two people that were standing to her left, just off-camera, and as Jeff zoomed out and made sure to get all three of them in the shot, Nina began talking to the pair with the topics they had already rehearsed before they went live. 
‘I’m joined by Simon Barnes, who is responsible for organising the air show this evening, as well as Juliette Harrison, who was the Chief Creative Designer on the firework display that is about to be seen all around the world. Guys, thanks for joining me on this lovely, warm evening in the capital.’
Simon and Juliette laughed at Nina’s joke before she turned to the woman first. 
‘Juliette. As you can see, there are plenty of people who have gathered here to see the firework display that you and your team have put together. What can you tell us about it as we all eagerly count down to midnight?’
Nina held the microphone out for Juliette as the woman leaned in towards it, looking a little nervous and probably trying not to remind herself of the fact that there were tens of millions of people watching her on their TV screens right now. 
‘Well, Nina. I can tell them that they are in for a real treat this evening. Me and my team actually started working on this display eight months ago, and a lot of hard work has gone into making sure that it is as spectacular as one would expect for London to welcome in the New Year.’
‘The New Year’s firework display has become a very important part of any international city’s tourism campaign, hasn’t it?’ Nina went on. ‘Did you feel any pressure to make sure London can compete with the displays that cities like Sydney, Hong Kong, and New York are putting on?’
‘Well, yes, it’s certainly very competitive when you think that every other major city is doing the same thing, so it always helps to try and stand out. But what’s important is trying to make each display unique to the particular city where it is taking place, and I think we have captured that this evening.’
‘Can you give us any hints about what to expect?’
‘Let’s just say that we have a very regal theme to this year’s display.’
Nina looked intrigued by that, and she was sure the viewers at home would be intrigued too. But there was no time to dwell on the fireworks with the clock ticking as it was, so she moved on to the man standing beside her to ask him the questions that had already been pre-planned before they went live. 
‘Simon, as I mentioned, you are the man responsible for the air display that is due to take place just before the fireworks. What can you tell us about that?’
‘Well, the planes that we are all going to be seeing in a few moments’ time are part of an aerobatic display team from Yorkshire. The group was formed six years ago, and since then the pilots have performed at events all around the world, wowing the crowds with their dazzling feats of flying.’
‘Wow, that sounds amazing. And is it right that they are flying down here specifically for this event only to go straight back afterwards?’
‘Yes, that is correct, Nina. The pilots are flying down from Yorkshire, making the 200-mile trip to the capital, where they will loop around the city and entertain the crowds before flying straight back home. It’s quite a busy night for them.’
‘It certainly is, and it’s a busy night for you both, so I will let you get to your vantage points so you can enjoy the fruits of all your hard work. Have a good night.’
With that, Nina wished her two guests well before Jeff turned his camera away from them, leaving just the reporter in the frame now. 
‘As you have just heard, it’s going to be quite the party down here, and it’s all due to kick off any minute now, so grab yourself another drink, and make sure you are seated and ready for it all to begin,’ Nina said with a smile before she and Jeff got the word in their ears that the producer had cut back to the presenters in the studio. 
That was the pair’s cue to relax for a moment, and they did just that, Nina rushing forward for her flask of hot coffee that was on the floor by Jeff’s feet, while the cameraman took his opportunity to stretch and try and get some warmth back into his cold hands. 
‘I’m sure these fireworks are going to be great, but do you think they were worth spending £2million on?’ Jeff said with a roll of his eyes, and Nina smiled before sipping her coffee. 
‘I guess we’ll find out soon enough,’ she replied as she screwed the lid back onto the hot flask that contained the drink that was providing her with both the warmth and the caffeine that she needed to get through this particular assignment. 
Having been a reporter for so long now, Nina was used to cold nights, late nights, and nights away from her family, but there was nothing quite like New Year’s Eve. 
The sense of anticipation in the air. 
The excitement around the ending of one year and the beginning of another one. 
And the feeling that everybody always had that next year really was going to be the best year of their life. 
Nina was old enough and wise enough now to know that the move from one year into another on the calendar wasn’t enough by itself to induce real change in a person’s life and that it still came down to less sexy reasons like self-discipline, determination, and habit. But that didn’t change the fact that there was always a palpable buzz in the air at this time every year, and even though she was cold, tired, and longing to be at home with her loved ones, she did appreciate the fact that she was being paid to stand out here amongst all these happy people who would soon be celebrating the start of a new chapter in all their lives. 
‘So, what’s your New Year’s resolution?’ Jeff asked his colleague before taking his turn to take a sip from his own flask of hot liquid. 
‘What do you think? I’m on another diet.’
Jeff laughed because that was the same answer that Nina gave to that question every year. 
‘Come on, you don’t need to go on a diet,’ he told her, and he wasn’t lying because Nina was and always had been very slim. 
‘It’s alright for you. You’re not the one on camera trying to compete with all the other skinny reporters at the channel.’
‘That is true,’ Jeff mused. ‘I’m not sure I could give up my three pints a day and my kebab habit anytime soon.’
Nina laughed at her colleague’s statement, even though she knew he was only half-joking about his poor diet. She had certainly seen him drinking enough alcohol and eating enough greasy food over the years to know that his weight was not something he spent too much time worrying about, and she could only be envious about that. For Nina, she was always checking the scales with trepidation and denying herself meals that she would much rather tuck in to, and that was all because of the industry she was in. She knew that the only thing that should matter for a reporter was whether or not they were able to report on news events clearly and confidently, but sadly, that was not the case. Producers, and indeed many audience members, also cared about whether or not that particular reporter was pleasing on the eye, and that was why Nina had always skipped the late-night kebabs that her cameraman had only ever been too keen to devour. 
The ambitious reporter still harboured dreams of becoming the face of the six o’clock news when the new presenter was announced any day now, but while that was her real New Year’s ambition, she had started to keep it to herself more and more these days. That was because she felt like she was losing out in that particular race, and the job was going to go to one of her prettier, and younger, colleagues. Therefore, she most likely wouldn’t be following in her father’s footsteps and sitting in that hotseat in the warm studio, instead resigned to standing out here in the cold for more years to come. 
‘What about you?’ Nina asked Jeff. ‘What’s your resolution?’
‘I’ve got a good one,’ he told her with a devilish smile. ‘My resolution is to try and not be as much of a ladies’ man next year.’
Nina couldn’t help but laugh at that, but Jeff maintained that he was serious. 
‘Hey! I mean it! Do you have any idea how hard it is to go on so many dates and try and remember everyone’s names? I got in trouble because I called someone Stacey last week when her name was Stephanie!’
Nina laughed again, and despite her worries about her future career trajectory and the fact that she might have to keep working unsociable hours for a long time yet, she could always count on her cameraman to entertain her and pass the time on these long shifts. She loved working with Jeff, and they had certainly been through a lot together over the years as they had been sent to all parts of the capital to report on various goings-on. One of the highlights had been the work they had done together at the prison break that had taken place in South London last month; work that had seen the pair of them nominated for a journalism award. 
While it had been incredibly risky for the two of them to go into an out-of-control prison, they had done so nonetheless, and it had been worth it in the end. That was because even though they had left without any footage after Jeff’s camera had been broken, they had been able to give their personal, harrowing accounts of what they had experienced inside. That had been despite the warnings they had been given in there, and both journalists had chosen to relay the truth rather than live in fear about any future reprisals from the corrupt prison guards they encountered on the inside. 
The interviews they had given about what they had seen inside the walls of that failing institution had been viewed not just by audience members in the UK, but by those all around the world. There had been a couple of tense moments in that prison, not least of which when they had been locked inside a room with several prisoners and their guards, but they had made it out safely to tell the tale, and because of that, they had been commended for their bravery in getting the news despite the risk. 
Nina’s husband hadn’t been too happy about what she had done, but she had assured him that it was her duty, and she had just been doing what she had trained to do. It remained to be seen whether or not her and Jeff would win the award, but she wasn’t too bothered about that. She hadn’t been thinking of awards when she had set foot inside that chaotic prison. She had just wanted to do a good job, like she always wanted to do. And it was that dedication to her craft that was the reason for the phone call she received a moment later. 
‘Hello?’ Nina said as she answered her mobile phone and held it to one ear while covering her other ear with her free hand to try and drown out some of the noise from all the revellers around her. 
‘Nina! It’s Gary Collins here. How are you doing?’
Nina knew exactly who Gary Collins was, which explained why she was so surprised to hear him calling her. He was one of the top directors at the television station where she worked, and while she had a good business relationship with him, he had never phoned her out of the blue like this before. That caused her to feel anxious about why he was contacting her now, and she worried that she might have done something wrong in one of her reports that could have caused him to pick up the phone at such a late hour on New Year’s Eve. 
‘I just wanted to be the one to tell you the good news,’ the director said as Nina held the phone as close to her ear as possible while several loud cheers rang out around her. 
‘Good news?
‘Yes, it’s great news, actually. Congratulations. You are now officially the newest presenter of the six o’clock news.’
Nina tried to process what she had just heard, but it wasn’t easy, although it had nothing to do with the many loud noises around her on this busy riverbank. Instead, it had more to do with the fact that she couldn’t quite believe what she had just been told. 
‘Me?’ she asked, still not convinced. 
‘Yes, you!’ Gary cried back. ‘Congratulations. Your father will be so proud. You start next week, but for now, keep up the good work tonight.’
With that, Gary ended the call, and Nina lowered her phone, staring at her device in amazement. 
She couldn’t believe it. 
She had just been given her dream job. 
This was going to be a very happy New Year indeed.



Jeff *
23:43
Jeff Armstrong didn’t quite know what it was that Nina had been told in the phone conversation that had just occurred right in front of him, but he could sense that it had been big. That’s because his colleague had tears in her eyes, and as she put her phone away, she looked dumbfounded. 
‘What is it? What’s happened?’ Jeff asked, suddenly worried that something bad had happened to one of her loved ones. 
But Nina didn’t reply, and now Jeff was really getting concerned, so much so that he stepped towards the reporter and wondered if he was going to need to console her in a moment’s time. But then a big grin broke out on Nina’s face, and it eased the tension instantly before she gave him the news. 
‘I did it! I got the job!’ she cried. 
‘What?’
‘The six o’clock presenting job. I got it! They just told me!’
Suddenly, it was Jeff who was the one to be stunned, and as Nina excitedly grabbed his arm and shook it as if she couldn’t contain all of her nervous energy, he thought about what this meant. 
First of all, it was the realisation of a dream that Nina had held for many years. She had wanted to follow in her father’s footsteps, and now she had done just that. Of course, Jeff was thrilled for her then, and he proved it by giving her a big hug and telling her how proud he was of her. But as they separated, there was another part of all this that meant his own happiness was tempered somewhat. It was the part that told him that with Nina now moving into the studio, they would no longer be working together like they were currently. There would be no more late nights standing out on the streets reporting on whatever news stories had occurred around various places in London. Instead, Nina would be behind that big desk at headquarters while Jeff would be....where?
Jeff had no idea. 
If he had to guess, then he assumed he would just be assigned to another reporter and carry on as before, lugging his camera around as he made sure to capture the footage of the next journalist he was tasked with filming. While that would, essentially, be the same job as he had done all these years with Nina, it certainly wouldn’t feel the same. There was no way he would be able to have the same rapport with the next reporter he worked with as the one he had shared with Nina. 
They wouldn’t be as close. They wouldn’t be true friends. They wouldn’t have that bond that made this business relationship work so well. 
But what could Jeff do about that? There was no way Nina was going to turn the new job down, nor did he expect her to. It really was a dream come true for her, not to mention a massive step up. She would now have regular start and finish times instead of having to work all sorts of crazy hours. She would get to spend more time with her family instead of just spending it all with Jeff and his trusty camera. And she would get to be the face of the most-watched news bulletin in the country, which would only widen her appeal and make her even more respected and richer than she was right now. 
She really had won the lottery.
It was just a shame that for him, it felt as though he was holding a losing ticket.
At that moment, Jeff had almost forgotten that they still had a job to do this evening, and it was Nina who reminded him of the fact that there was still work to be done right now when she picked up her microphone and took a deep breath, clearly preparing herself for when she would be back on live TV again in a few minutes’ time. But Jeff didn’t feel ready to get back to work so soon. He was still wondering what her promotion would mean for him. 
‘Do you know when they want you to start?’ he asked his colleague as he did his best not to appear too downhearted about things by fiddling with a switch on his camera. 
‘He said next week,’ Nina replied. ‘Oh my gosh, can you believe it? Next week! Do you think that’s too soon? I need more time to prepare!’
Nina suddenly went from being very excited to very stressed, but Jeff was on hand to calm her down as he always had been during their time working together over the years. 
‘You’ll be fine,’ he told her with a warm smile. ‘You’ve been preparing for this all your life.’
That bit of honesty did seem to do the trick of calming Nina’s nerves, and she nodded her head, composing herself before thanking her colleague for his words of wisdom. 
‘But there is one thing you’re not prepared for,’ he said a moment later with a cheeky grin. 
‘What’s that?’
‘You’re not prepared for having a slightly less handsome, witty cameraman to work with.’
Jeff’s slice of humour was his attempt at disguising how upset he was about the fact that he would no longer get to work with Nina every day, and it seemed like she bought it because she laughed. But she knew her long-time co-worker better than that, and after she had acknowledged his joke, she decided to get a little serious for a moment, and she did it by taking out her phone again. 
Jeff wondered if Nina was about to give her husband a quick call to pass on the good news, so he did his best again to busy himself by fiddling with his camera and trying to look like he wasn’t as upset as he was about the end of this working relationship. But when he heard Nina speak, he realised she wasn’t talking to her partner. 
She was talking to the director who had just given her the news. 
But this time, she had something to tell him. 
‘Hi, Gary. Sorry to have to call you back, but it’s about the new job,’ the reporter began, and Jeff paused and looked up from his camera, wondering what it was she could be about to say. There was no way she would turn down the lucrative offer, so perhaps she was just calling him to clarify something about it. Perhaps the pay, or maybe she wanted to push the start date back a little bit to give her more time to get ready. She had been preparing her whole life for it, like Jeff had just said, but for the job of her dreams, an extra couple of days to get ready wouldn’t do any harm. 
But she wasn’t calling for any of those reasons, although she did have a demand to make. 
‘I’m just letting you know that I’m bringing Jeff with me,’ Nina said into her phone as she looked at her cameraman and smiled. ‘I want him in the studio working with me, and I trust that will be okay.’
Jeff was stunned at what Nina had just said and not just because she had made a rather firm demand to the very powerful director that employed her. He was stunned because even now, at what should have been her moment, she was thinking of him. 
She didn’t just want the dream job for herself. 
She wanted to take Jeff along for the ride too. 
It was a good job the cameraman wasn’t expected to speak yet because he felt speechless at her kind gesture as he watched Nina and wondered what Gary was saying at the other end of the line. Was he laughing at that proposal and telling her that Jeff could stay out on the streets where he belonged? Or was he telling her that it would be no problem and that he was looking forward to welcoming both her and her cameraman into the warm, cosy studio next week?
Jeff had to be patient to find out, and as Nina told Gary that she understood what he had just told her, he still had no idea what the final decision was. 
Nina put away her phone and looked very pensive for a second, and Jeff figured that it had been bad news, although he didn’t want his colleague to feel bad for trying. That was why he forced a smile onto his face to make it look like he would be okay if the decision had gone against them. 
‘That was very kind,’ Jeff admitted. ‘But you didn’t have to do that, and I don’t want you to feel bad if they’ve said no. I’ll be fine out here, you know me. Who knows, maybe they’ll assign me to a younger, hotter reporter, one that actually finds some of my jokes funny.’
Nina laughed at that, and despite what he had just said, he knew Nina had always been genuine when she had reacted to his humour, never faking her laughter just to make him feel better. They shared a similar sense of humour, and that was just one of the reasons why they had worked so well together. 
Or at least they used to work so well together. 
‘Are you sure you don’t mind if I go to the studio, and you stay out here on the beat?’ Nina asked her colleague, and that seemed to confirm for Jeff that Gary had not been keen on the idea of the cameraman making the permanent move to headquarters.
‘Me? I’ll be fine,’ Jeff scoffed, batting the air with one of his hands while his other rested on his latest camera that he knew would never leave him like his favourite colleague was. ‘Just promise you won’t forget me when you’re some bigshot celebrity and America comes calling.’
‘I’ll try not to,’ Nina replied with a casual shrug. ‘But it’ll be kind of hard to forget you when I have to see you every day.’
Jeff frowned because he didn’t quite understand what she meant by that. 
‘Enjoy tonight, mate, because it’s going to be your last time out here on these cold streets,’ Nina told her bemused co-worker. ‘Next week, you and your camera are moving into that studio with me, and we’re taking over the six o’clock news.’
It took Jeff a painfully long time to realise what that meant, but when he did, he couldn’t hide the grin that spread across his face. 
‘Gary said yes?’ 
‘He said yes.’
Jeff couldn’t believe it. Not only had Nina tried to get him to come with her, but she had been successful, and now it wasn’t just her who had got a promotion. It was him too. 
‘I can’t believe it,’ he cried, genuinely struggling to hold back a few tears. Despite all the joking and playful banter between the pair of them, Nina had just proved that she saw Jeff as not just a respected colleague, but also a dear friend too. 
‘Well, you better believe it because I want you to have steady hands on that camera when we’re in the studio,’ Nina told him with a smile. ‘Now come on, that’s enough of the soppy stuff. It’s time to get back to work, the planes will be here any minute.’
‘Yes, boss,’ Jeff said before he discreetly wiped one of his eyes and went back to fiddling with his camera while Nina looked up to the skies to see if there was any sign of the planes yet. 
Both of them knew that they would be up there somewhere, hurtling through the dark sky on their way into the heart of London where thousands of people were waiting to see them live in flight, while millions more were waiting around the world, watching via their screens.
No pressure, then.  



Francis 
23:44
Francis Mullenheim knew there was no better feeling in the world than the feeling of G-force hitting his body as the plane he was flying accelerated again, racing through the night sky on course to reach its destination in near record-breaking speed once again. For a man who was used to being at the controls of a very powerful aircraft, there was still no sense of this job ever becoming routine or mundane. How could it? No matter how many times he got up to these kinds of breakneck speeds and felt his body straining against the harness he was strapped into, Francis could never grow tired of being a pilot. 
He heard the voice in his headphones that told him they were only thirty seconds away from where they needed to be, but Francis had already gathered that they were passing over London now due to how many lights he saw whizzing by below him. This huge urban sprawl was much bigger than all the other urban sprawls he had passed over this evening on his way across the country, and while he was glad to be here, he knew he wouldn’t be spending too much time in the capital city. In fact, it would only be a couple of minutes until Francis, and the other five pilots who were flying alongside him, were heading back to the north of the country, where they were all based and where all their families were currently enjoying the New Year’s Eve festivities without them. But Francis and his colleagues were not feeling sorry for themselves about missing out on all the merriment back home. That was because not only were they getting to do what they loved, but they also knew that every single one of their friends and family members were watching their televisions to see them in action tonight.   
It gave the man at the controls of this powerful plane an enormous sense of satisfaction and pride to know that his children were going to be seeing him on their TV screen shortly, as well as his parents, his friends and even his schoolteachers who had taught him all those years ago. There weren’t too many ‘celebrities’ to come out of the place in Yorkshire where Francis hailed from, but tonight, he was certainly the talk of that particular town. 
He had also been the talk on several news bulletins recently, both in his local area and a little further afield, because despite being part of a pack of six planes that were currently zooming over London, Francis’s aircraft was special. That’s because his was the one that was going to be flying through the gap in Tower Bridge while the other aircraft just flew above it at a much safer height from the ground, or rather, the murky depths of the Thames. 
But Francis wasn’t feeling nervous about the task that lay ahead of him tonight. Not only had he been carefully selected to be the one charged with the spectacular manoeuvre, but he had been training his whole life for something like this. He had wanted to be a pilot ever since he had been a little boy, regularly running around his parents’ house with toy aeroplanes and pretending like he was making them fly with nothing but his young spirit and energy. But those innocent childhood games had eventually morphed into something a little more serious when, at the age of eighteen, he had informed his parents of his wish to join the Royal Air Force, that prestigious entity that worked to serve and protect the skies of both the UK and its allies. 
Gaining vital and incredible experience as a pilot of a Tornado F3, Francis worked all over the world, flying for the RAF and making all of his childhood dreams come true. After having amassed almost 2,000 hours flying his incredibly fast jet, Francis had felt like it was time for a change. He knew he would miss the lifestyle of living and working in various places all over the planet, but he also knew that he wanted to be closer to his family. That was why he had applied for a position that excited him even more than the one he had just held for over twenty-five years. 
He applied to become a Red Arrow.  
The Red Arrows were one of the world’s most iconic aerobatic display teams and so famous that they were amongst the select few display teams that regular members of the public had heard of. Unlike all the other types of planes, air forces and display teams that most non-aviation lovers had no interest in, it seemed like most people in the UK knew who the Red Arrows were. 
They were famous. 
They were respected. 
And they were to be Francis’s next home. 
Having been accepted for a place on the talented team, Francis had begun his training in earnest, taking part in months of specialised training in which he would fly in various formations with other pilots, gradually honing his skills because he needed a different set of skills to what he had been used to before. 
Being in a display team wasn’t just about flying a plane. 
It was about making it look good. 
But there had never been a moment when any doubt had crept in for Francis, despite the challenging nature of flying an aircraft at high speeds so close to other aircraft doing exactly the same thing. Having learnt all the formations he needed to know, and after becoming fully qualified, it had been time for him to be let loose and showcase his skills in some of the most famous places on the planet. 
Hong Kong. Dubai. New York. Paris. 
Francis had flown over all those cities and around many of their most famous landmarks, and he had done so with a big smile on his face because he could not believe he was being paid to do what he used to dream about as a child. But being in such a famous and in-demand display team had eventually taken its toll on the experienced pilot, and he had moved on from there, switching to a different display team that tended to do most of their shows in British airspace. That was the team that Francis was flying as part of now, but because he was by far the most experienced member of that team, it had been no surprise when he had been told that he would be the one to make the Tower Bridge stunt tonight. 
As the bright lights of the English capital continued to whizz by below, Francis scanned the horizon before spotting exactly where he needed to be. It was impossible to miss The Shard, the tallest tower in London, rising up from the sprawling mass of construction and providing a great guide for him and his fellow pilots to head towards. 
Francis had flown over London many times before, and he saw many more of the recognisable landmarks coming into view, but he was not here to be a tourist today. He was here to put on a show for all those people who were gathered by the side of the Thames, and as he moved over the snaking river that ran through this city, he knew he was on course now to give them exactly what they had been promised. 
New Year’s Eve was always a busy time for a display pilot, and Francis was well accustomed to spending more time zooming through the air than he was sipping champagne and enjoying the fireworks. But he saw no better way to welcome in the new year than by leaving the old one behind in a twirling trail of smoke, and as the other pilots moved alongside him, lining up in the formation that they had practised countless times back at their base, Francis knew it was almost the moment of truth. 
Putting his thumb over the button that would release the vapour from the back of his plane, he waited patiently as he kept his aircraft steady and straight until he got the word in his headphones to go ahead and press it. 
Now the show had officially begun. 
While there wasn’t much to see from up here in terms of the show, Francis knew that those on the grown below them now were being treated to a very spectacular sight. The vapour that was now being produced from his and his colleagues’ aircrafts was made by an injection of diesel from the hot exhaust of the jet engine, and the result was a long trial that tailed off behind the plane and made it look as if they were literally painting the sky. Different colours could be produced simply by mixing in a little dye with the diesel, and the more colours that were produced, the better the show was for those looking up in awe. 
The photos of what was happening would be shown in various places after this event and give the pilots the chance to look back on what they had accomplished and get a better sense of it. But right now, the job was not over, or at least it wasn’t for Francis. While his five colleagues all began to pull back on their throttles and ascend a little higher, he kept going, just as fast and just as low. 
He had Tower Bridge in his sights. 
It was time for the showstopping move. 
Getting closer to the water as his plane descended rapidly, Francis kept a steady grip of the controls and a calm and quiet mind, despite the fact that everybody on the banks of the Thames was now screaming and shouting at him as he flew past them. The riverbank was the place for chaos, but the cockpit was the place for cool-heads, and there were none cooler than Francis’s as he stared straight ahead at the famous bridge that was getting closer by the second. 
Seeing the gap that he was supposed to fly through, the pilot knew he was going to make it, although he couldn’t get complacent. One wrong move and this party on the river could easily turn into a tragedy, and Francis and his aircraft could end up all over the news bulletins for the wrong reasons. But he wasn’t going to let that happen. He wasn’t going to make a mistake, and he wasn’t going to spoil the show for all the people who had come out tonight to see him fly live. Most of all, he wasn’t going to do anything that would risk him not being able to go back home to his family after he was finished here. 
That was why he reached the bridge at the precise point he was supposed to. 
But as he was passing through the gap in the bridge and making everybody watching him say ‘wow’, the pilot noticed something he hadn’t been expecting to see. He saw two young boys sitting on the edge of the bridge, and they were waving at him as he zipped past them at a frightening speed. 
There had been no time for the pilot to wave back to them, but he had seen them, and he knew damn well that they had seen him. He wouldn’t be surprised now if those boys struggled to hear anything for the next few minutes considering how deafening the jet engine was that had just flown past them. But they would be fine in no time, and when they were, they would have quite the story to tell when they went back to school. 
Pulling back on the throttle, Francis increased his altitude now that he had done what he needed to, and after a quick glance to his left, he saw the other five planes he had been flying with slowly moving in formation and waiting for him to re-join them. 
It didn’t take him long to do just that, and as the six planes were reunited, it was confirmation that everything had gone to plan, and each pilot would now get to return home safely to their loved ones. Accidents were rare in doing this type of thing, but they were still something that could happen and had happened before, and Francis felt the same feeling of relief that he always did whenever a show went well as he let out a deep sigh and looked forward to the next one. 
As the six planes left the capital behind, Francis got a buzz from knowing everyone who had seen them had been left in wonder of the skills of the pilots. He also liked the idea of there having been a little boy or girl down there who had just witnessed the special moment and had now decided that they were going to grow up and become a pilot. 
Francis had already got to live his dream on multiple occasions. 
But what if he could inspire the next generation?
That really was the stuff that dreams were made of.



Carol * 
23:45
Carol Heath was surrounded by people who were all staring up at the dark sky with a look of awe across their faces based on what they had just seen. But her eyes weren’t fixed on the sky. Instead, they were fixed on the face of her grandson, Jack, because seeing the little boy so excited was how she really liked to get her kicks these days. 
The reason for Jack’s happiness was because he had just witnessed the spectacular fly-over and stunt demonstration from the skilful pilots who had just flown over London and entertained the crowds below. Now it seemed that the seven-year-old boy had a new thing that he wanted to be when he grew up, to go with all the other grand ambitions he had confidently discussed over the years. 
‘I want to do that!’ Jack cried as he sat on the shoulders of his grandfather, Steve, and pointed at the sky. ‘I want to be a stunt pilot!’
Carol couldn’t think of anything worse for her beloved grandson to grow up to be than a stunt pilot because if he was to do that, then she would most likely spend the rest of her days worrying herself sick about him and his dangerous job. She would much prefer it if he got himself a nice, stable job in an office in London, one where the only risk to his health would be if he got himself a papercut while restocking the printer. But of course, she was wise enough now to know that telling a child not to do something would only make them want to do it more, so she pretended like she was happy to encourage that idea in the hope that it would just be another dream that would fade out like all the other ones. 
So far in his life, Jack had wanted to be a fireman, a monster-truck driver, an astronaut and a skateboarder. With a bit of luck, acrobatic stunt-pilot would end up on the scrapheap with all those other ideas too.
‘That was fun, wasn’t it?’ she asked her grandson from where he was perched on his high vantage point on her husband’s shoulders. ‘I wonder how fast they were going.’
‘Really fast!’
Carol smiled at Jack’s enthusiasm before checking her watch to see how long they had to wait now until the fireworks. They were only fifteen minutes away, and that meant they didn’t have too long to wait, nor did they have too much time to stand out here in the cold. Carol was enjoying herself tonight, but she knew she would feel good when she was tucking her grandson into his warm bed when they finally got back to his parents’ house because this was going to be a very late night for him, and he was not used to being awake at this hour. But a special exception had been made considering it was New Year, and Carol knew she was lucky to be here with him and her husband making a new memory together with all these other people on what was a celebratory evening in the capital. 
But it was the fact that there were so many people here in one place that was also the reason why Carol felt like she would be happier once they were on their way home. That was because being in a big crowd these days tended to make her more nervous than anything, and that was all because of what had happened the last time she had been in one. 
Bonfire night. Last year. 
The night an explosion in the crowd killed and injured so many. 
There hadn’t been a day since that one where Carol hadn’t thanked her lucky stars that she and her husband had been fortunate enough to avoid injury in that attack. But there also hadn’t been a day when she hadn’t thought about it and how fate played such a big part in whether something turned out good or bad. 
If only they had gone right through the crowd instead of left. 
If only the attacker had stood near them instead of other people. 
If only they had died instead of those other innocent souls. 
Carol knew that dwelling on such questions for too long was a recipe for disaster, so she always tried her best not to spend too much time thinking about it all, preferring to remind herself that it had been an extremely rare event and that for the most part, life did not lead to such dangerous situations. But that still didn’t change the fact that she was now nervous in big crowds, and it was why she would have much preferred to be watching these New Year’s festivities from her sofa at home on the TV rather than out here, crammed in like a tinned sardine, amongst so many bodies.
Or so many potential targets. 
Carol knew the chances of her being caught up in another attack were incredibly slim, even slimmer than the first time she had been caught up in one, but still, while there was a chance, there was a worry, and Carol was the Queen of worrying. 
Why couldn’t an attack happen again? Why not? There were some truly evil people in the world, and they would love nothing more than to ruin an occasion where so many happy people were gathered to enjoy life. People like Jamel Jasem, for instance, the man who had masterminded that attack on Bonfire Night, and the man who had escaped from prison last month. The news reports said that he was still on the loose, and while that was the case, no event was a safe one. 
Where was he? 
What did he have planned? 
Was he going to try and strike again?
Some people in the news and online had speculated that he had already left the country, finding a way out and making passage back to his homeland of Syria, where he would likely remain in hiding forever from the security forces who desperately sought to put him back behind bars. But others argued that he would not have been able to find a way out of the country, and so he remained here somewhere, lurking, potentially waiting for the right time to strike again. 
Nobody knew the truth for sure, and social media was hardly the best place to go for solid facts when anybody with access to a phone could put their theory out there for the whole world to read. But Carol had spent a while reading about the mystery man and where he could be now because these days, it was all too easy to drown in a sea of negative news. Even the extensive work she had done over this year in improving her mindset and maintaining a more positive outlook hadn’t stopped her from worrying when she heard about the prison break that had seen Jamal escape. That’s because some things were just too troublesome to dismiss with a positive mantra, and the fact that a convicted terrorist was on the loose and potentially still in London right now, was one of them. 
Glancing nervously around the crowd that she was a part of, Carol was looking for anything that might be a cause for concern. She wasn’t exactly expecting to see Jamal standing in a place like this, not with every police officer in the country looking for him, but it was still good to check just in case. But she was also looking out for anyone else that might seem like trouble or be doing anything that could arouse suspicion. But from what she could see, everybody here seemed to be having a good time with loved ones. 
There were children with parents, holding hands and chattering away excitedly. There were couples with their arms wrapped around each other in their thick coats, sharing their body heat and fulfilling their desire to be as close to one another as possible. And there were police officers on patrol too, stationed at various points around this crowd, observing and making sure that everything was as it should be. 
The sight of the uniformed officers settled Carol’s nerves somewhat, and she told herself that everything was fine as she looked back towards her grandson on her husband’s shoulders. While she still would have preferred to have Jack at home where it definitely was safe, she also understood that it was important for people to still feel like they could take part in celebratory events like this one without fear. After all, the main goal of a terrorist was to make people afraid so that they stopped living their lives in the way they usually would, so the fact this riverbank was so full was proof that they would never win. People would always choose to gather with their loved ones and share in public spectacles, and no amount of evil attacks would ever change that. It was ultimately why Carol had decided that she would agree to the idea of bringing Jack here this evening. 
She didn’t want to change her habits because she was living in fear. 
And she didn’t want her grandson to grow up doing the same thing either. 
Jack was still waxing lyrical about what he had just witnessed with the planes that had raced over the Thames and given the crowd a thrill, but she could see that her husband was looking a little weary beneath him. She figured he was a little tired after another week of work, as well as thirsty because they hadn’t been able to get a drink from anywhere since they had been here, thanks to all the long queues. But it wouldn’t be long now until the fireworks started, and then they could get going. This might not be Steve’s ideal way to spend a New Year’s Eve, but as a grandparent, it was his duty to make his grandson happy, and he was doing that, although he would have been a little happier if he had a pint of something cold and frothy in his hand while he was doing it. 
After smiling at her husband to let him know that he was doing a good job, Carol looked out across the river that was right in front of them, and she saw yet another party boat sailing by. It seemed like there were dozens of similar boats out there on the water this evening, and they were certainly loud as they sailed by with music blaring and people dancing on deck. Maybe if Carol had been thirty years younger then she would have been interested in being on one of those boats, but as she was now, she was quite happy being on solid ground. There would be no hangover for her on New Year’s Day, unlike all those times in her youth when she had overdone the celebrations at midnight and spent the first day of the new year lying in bed, chugging water and already breaking all the resolutions she had set herself. 
But a new year meant that it was time for yet another new resolution, and this year, Carol was determined to stick to the one she had. Her resolution was to not only join the gym near her house, but actually go to it more than a handful of times. She had joined that gym three times before, and every time she had cancelled her membership several months later after lacking the motivation to keep going back there and getting her money’s worth. 
But this time would be different. This time, she was actually going to go on those treadmills and attend some of those spin classes. This time, she was going to lose weight. 
And this time, she was going to prove that she could commit to a resolution for at least one year in her life.
It was at that second that she got a waft of a smell from one of the many food trucks that were lined up along the back of the crowd, and the scent of the tasty but fatty food had her salivating as she thought about tucking into a burger or a hotdog. But that kind of thing would not help her stick to her goal for the new year of shedding a few pounds from her waistline, so she dismissed the notion of getting anything to eat and told herself that she would make do with a piece of toast and a cup of tea in the morning. 
Denying herself of something she wanted for something that was most likely better for her in the long run was just one more thing that Carol had learnt to do as she had got older. Unlike all those people on the party boats, she was not living with wild abandon and indulging every whim irrespective of whether or not it was good for her. That was simply not a way to live now that she was in her late fifties. 
Perhaps her problem was that she knew too much. Unlike little Jack, who could eat anything he wanted without a care and went through life without worrying about every little thing that could go wrong, she was old enough and experienced enough to know better. She knew what a bad diet did. She knew how the body’s metabolism slowed down after a certain age. And she knew that not every event when a large crowd gathered ended up passing by safely. 
There was no doubt about it, it felt better to be young and naïve than old and educated, at least when it came to day-to-day worries, anyway. But Carol wasn’t getting any younger, so all she could do was try and focus on the positives. 
It was New Year’s Eve. 
She would be watching the fireworks with her family very shortly. 
But unbeknownst to her, she would soon have something else to worry about, and this time, it wouldn’t be the fear of something bad happening that caused her concern. 
That’s because the bad thing would have already happened. 



Yazid 
23:46
Yazid Mahmoud hated almost everything about the situation he was in. He hated the loud music. He hated the people who were dancing around him. And he hated the fact that he was in the middle of London sailing down the Thames on a party boat. 
But there was one thing he liked about this situation. 
He liked that it was going to be over very shortly, and when it was, this boat and all the people on it would no longer exist. 
Unlike everybody else who had boarded this vessel four hours ago from a small dock in the shadow of The Houses of Parliament, Yazid was not here to celebrate the impending arrival of the new year. He was not here to drink alcohol, flirt with members of the opposite sex, and generally make as much noise as he could like everybody else here seemed to be doing. 
He was here for one reason and one reason only.
He was going to blow this boat to pieces, and he was going to strike at the heart of this city he despised so much. 
As Yazid stood on the boat on the outskirts of the party like he had done ever since joining it, he thought about what he was going to accomplish here this evening. He was going to achieve a goal of his that he had held for many years now. They were the years that had passed since his family had been killed by British forces back in Syria, and that motivation had driven him to not only be here today with an explosive device hidden under his coat, but it had driven him to team up with Britain’s most wanted man. 
Yazid had been friends with Jamal Jasem ever since they had sat together in a classroom as children, learning to read and write in their homeland and viewing the world with as much optimism and hope as any other young boy did wherever they were born. But unlike the other boys overseas who got to grow up in a stable environment, Yazid and Jamal had discovered that things were not perfect in their country, and survival eventually became the number one life goal of anyone who lived there. 
Yazid had wanted to be a businessman when he grew up, to support his family members and to get to go to work every day in a nice office while wearing a suit that made him feel like he was a successful member of society. But by the time he had reached adulthood, he had found that such a relatively simple and innocent dream as that was no match for the chaos and conflict that would befall his nation. 
The civil war that erupted in Syria, along with the intrusion from foreign forces, meant that the family members who Yazid had wished to work so hard for were no longer alive to see what became of him. He was alone in this world or at least he thought he had been until he received a message from his old friend all the way from the UK. 
The email that had arrived from Jamal had been a shock to Yazid when he had seen it and not just because it had been several years since they had last spoken. It was because Yazid had heard all about what Jamal had been up to in recent times, thanks to the British media who had reported on his crimes in the country. 
Jamal had plotted an attack on Bonfire Night of last year, using a girl he had befriended to detonate an explosive vest in a crowded park. While the attack had been successful, Jamal had been arrested, and Yazid had kept an eye out for the updates of his trial and subsequent sentencing. But it was the report about the prison break that really got Yazid’s attention because Jamal was listed as one of the inmates who had escaped, and considering the crime he had been found guilty of, he was quickly installed as the most wanted fugitive on British shores. 
Having suffered just as much in his homeland as Jamal had before he went to the UK and committed an attack, Yazid had been extremely proud of his old friend for what he had been able to do in honour of all the innocent Syrians who had died at the hands of foreign forces. He had celebrated Jamal’s success in Battersea Park, but he had celebrated even more when he had found Jamal had been able to escape prison and was a free man again. While Yazid had then wondered if Jamal was going to strike again or just try and lay low for as long as possible, he had not been expecting what had happened next. 
Jamal had contacted him. 
And he had asked Yazid if he wished to be a part of his next plot. 
It hadn’t taken long for the recipient of that message to make his mind up about what he wanted to do, and Yazid had replied to Jamal to say that he was willing to do whatever he could to help his old friend, especially when it involved getting back at Britain. That had been when Jamal had instructed his friend to make his way over to England and join him near London, where he was currently in hiding, being sheltered by a Syrian sympathiser who also planned to get involved in the next attack. 
It had seemed like Jamal was not going to try and lie low at all. 
He was building an army. 
And Yazid couldn’t wait to be a part of it.
With no family, friends or job for him in his homeland, Yazid had felt there was very little to keep him there, so it was with a sense of optimism for the future that he had left Syria and made his way through neighbouring countries, passing through several borders, most of them by illegal means, before he made it to Europe. It was in France where he was able to secure passage into England, paying what little money he had left to be stowed away in the back of a lorry that arrived into the south of England. But arriving on English soil with no funds to his name had not concerned Yazid because Jamal had assured him that all he had to do was get to the meeting point, and his old friend would take care of the rest.
Yazid had managed that, and true to his word, Jamal had sorted out everything else for him. 
Yazid had spent the last fortnight living in a pokey flat just outside London with Jamal; the owner of the flat, Simon; and Youssef, another Syrian man who had been able to help Jamal lie low and evade the police that were searching everywhere for him. Upon entering that flat, it was obvious to Yazid that he was in a place where he finally felt like he belonged again. Unlike his native land which had been torn apart and left him without a sense of identity, the flat, and the other occupants made him feel at home. The property was full of anti-British items, from newspaper articles and posters, to films and video footage on the internet that seemed to be viewed on repeat. It was clear that Simon, despite being born and bred in England, hated his country just as much as the Syrian men did, and that was why he was not only happy to harbour them, but also to help them plan their next attack. 
Yazid had been in awe of Jamal when he had finally been reunited with him and shaken his hand, the hand of a man who had already struck a deadly blow against the country they were lurking in then. But Jamal had not been seeking any notoriety or fame, and he made sure to tell his old school friend that the only thing that mattered now was what they did next. Yazid couldn’t wait to hear all about what plans Jamal might have had, and he had waited with bated breath to find out. 
Then Jamal had told him what he was planning. 
New Year’s Eve. 
The heart of London.
A series of simultaneous attacks. 
And this time, Jamal was ready to die too. 
Yazid had felt motivated and inspired by listening to his friend’s plans, and he had made it clear that he was willing to do whatever was asked of him so that he could be of service to the deadly scheme. Jamal had then given him his assignment, and it was the one that had led to him standing on this boat now, near to so many oblivious bystanders who were currently enjoying their last few moments on Earth. Yazid had an explosive device strapped to his body, and he was going to detonate it just before midnight. The reason for the timing was so that it would cause mass panic on the banks of the river that the boat was passing down, and the thousands of people who had gathered there would all start running to try and get to somewhere safer. But that was exactly what Jamal wanted them to do, and he had made sure to plant a series of devices in the areas where the people were most likely to flee. 
The huge event that was underway on the riverbank, where tens of thousands of people were waiting to see the fireworks, was extremely secure, and Jamal had told Yazid that there would have been no way for him to get the bombs inside. But there was little stopping him from planting them in the surrounding areas, under cars and inside bins, and they would be ready and waiting to explode just as soon as the crowds started running past them. But in order to get everybody running, Jamal needed his assistants. Yazid, along with Youssef, who was on another boat just ahead of this one, were to set off their devices and cause mass panic on the riverside, allowing Jamal to go to work before he too would kill himself when he was in a suitably busy place with some of those who had fled. 
It had been decided that Simon would stay behind at the flat because he was the gatekeeper who was able to look after future Syrians who wished to come to these shores and commit the same acts. Therefore, it was just the three men from Syria who would attack tonight, and as the clock ticked closer to midnight and the time of his death, Yazid had never felt more alive. 
‘Hey! Are you okay?’
The question from the woman who had suddenly approached Yazid caught him by surprise and stopped him from being able to simply focus on what he was going to do in a few minutes’ time. Looking at the woman, Yazid noticed that she was around the same age as him and attractive, not that he would let such a silly thing as that distract him from the greater good. 
But why was she talking to him?
Was she undercover?
Had she rumbled his deadly plan?
It would have been easy at that moment for Yazid to panic and do something silly, but he had been preparing for this moment enough to keep his composure and not risk doing anything that could jeopardise his chances of success and those of his friends. 
‘I’m okay,’ he replied calmly, although he didn’t smile, not because he was nervous, but because he had always been generally uncomfortable around women. 
‘Great! I was just checking because I noticed you’d been standing over here on your own all night, and I thought you might be lonely.’
Yazid had no idea that this woman had not only noticed him on this boat,but had been watching him enough to see that he had barely moved since it set sail. But she didn’t seem to be a problem. She just seemed like yet another drunk British woman, and pretty soon, he would be happy to rid this country of another one of them. 
‘I’m okay,’ Yazid repeated. 
‘Yeah, you already said that,’ the woman said with a smile, clearly teasing him playfully, not that Yazid was experienced enough to notice the difference between someone being polite and someone flirting with him. 
The Syrian man had no idea what else he could say, but he did know that he wanted this woman to leave him alone again so that he could get back to focusing on his task at hand.
But the woman didn’t leave. Instead, she asked him another question. 
‘Are you here by yourself?’ she wanted to know. 
‘Yes,’ Yazid replied rather curtly but without any sense of embarrassment about admitting that fact. 
‘Oh, okay,’ the woman said, looking a little surprised. ‘Could your friends not make it?’
‘I don’t have any friends here.’
‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. But I wouldn’t want you to be on your own all night, especially as it’s New Year’s Eve, so you’re welcome to join me and my friend, if you would like?’
Yazid was surprised at the invitation. He had no idea why this woman was being so nice to him, not that it was giving him second thoughts about what he has was planning to do. But it was a little distracting. 
‘I’m okay,’ Yazid said for the third time since the conversation had begun. But unlike the first two times, the woman wasn’t buying it. 
‘Come on, you can’t be having fun over here by yourself. Come and join the party. I’ll introduce you to my friend and we’ll get you a drink. I’m April, by the way.’
The woman put out her hand for Yazid to shake, but he just stared at it as if he had no idea what to do with it. 
‘Seriously, I won’t bite, I promise,’ April said with a chuckle, but still, Yazid had no intention of greeting her with a handshake, and the woman gradually got the message, lowering her hand and looking a little uncomfortable for the first time since this interaction had begun. 
‘I’m just trying to be nice,’ April told him, but Yazid looked away from her and out towards the water, hoping she would get the message now that he didn’t want to talk anymore. And just to make sure, he tried his usual line one last time. 
‘I’m okay,’ he repeated. 
‘Yeah, I got that,’ April said with a sigh, and Yazid looked back to see her roll her eyes before walking away from him, clearly having given up on trying to get him to join the party. 
While Yazid could kind of appreciate the gesture from the woman, he had no interest in being part of any party. For him, tonight was not about drinking and dancing. It was about making a statement. It was about going down in history. Most of all, it was about revenge.
Shortly, and for the first time since he had set foot on board this vessel, Yazid knew that things were about to get very interesting on this boat. 



April *
23:47
April Adams made her way back across the boat, away from the man she had just been speaking to and re-joining the friend she had come here with tonight. When she reached her, she gave a simple shrug of her shoulders. 
‘I tried,’ she told Lindsey, who seemed surprised that she hadn’t been able to coax the solitary guy over to join them. 
‘He turned you down?’ Lindsey asked, a little disbelieving. 
‘Yeah, he doesn’t want to join us. He just kept saying that he was okay.’
April shrugged again before receiving her glass of champagne back from her friend and taking a long glug. She knew she had tried her best with the lonesome guy, but if he really was happy on his own, then so be it. She couldn’t quite understand how he could be having more fun over there staring out at the water by himself rather than joining a few other people for a conversation but each to their own. 
‘That’s weird,’ Lindsey mused, still looking over at the guy on the other side of the boat. ‘Why would he come here just to stand there and do nothing all night? He doesn’t even have a drink.’
‘Who knows? People are weird. Anyway, what were we talking about?’
April tried to remember what it was that she and Lindsey had been discussing before she had gone over to speak to the guy, but it wasn’t easy to recall the topic. That memory loss was less to do with how long she had spent talking to the man and more to do with the fact that she had been helping herself to several free glasses of bubbles ever since she had boarded this boat, and her brain was a little fuzzy now. She knew that, technically, the champagne was not actually free because it had been included in the cost of the ticket that she had bought to be here this evening, but she still liked to think of it as being free alcohol because it gave her an excuse for how much of it she was having. 
‘We were talking about how much we need a holiday,’ Lindsey helpfully recalled, and April remembered now. 
‘Ahh, yes. A holiday. We have to book something. After the year we’ve had, I’d say we deserve some fun in the sun.’
Lindsey couldn’t argue with that as she finished her glass and picked up another one from the table that was full of freebies behind her. 
To say that the two women had endured a difficult twelve months was, perhaps, the understatement of the century, and April knew just as much as Lindsey that they had both displayed extreme courage and grit to still be functioning as well as they were right now. 
For April, it was just over a year ago since she had lost her best friend, Katie, after she was killed by the infamous serial killer, Valentin, the murderer who April had helped apprehend after she had used several unusual methods to figure out who had taken the poor woman’s life. That murder happened on the same night that April had gone home with a guy called Diego, who had ended up being Lindsey’s partner, and they turned out to be the couple she ended up saving from a deadly traffic accident several months later. April had then gone on to interrupt Lindsey and Diego’s wedding day to let the world know that he was a love rat, but it had turned out that he was guilty of much worse than that because he had then been arrested for various crimes and had gone to prison, only to end up being killed during a prison riot last month. 
As crazy as all of that was, perhaps the craziest part was that April and Lindsey had become firm friends in the aftermath of the madness. That was why they were spending New Year’s Eve together now. It was almost their way of saying that no matter what life threw at them, there was nothing that couldn’t be overcome with friendship and a boatload of cheap champagne. 
‘Where should we go?’ April wondered out loud as she looked around the boat and made eye contact with a cute guy on the dancefloor who she had already seen looking at her several times this evening. But she was not on the prowl for a man to take home tonight, so he could look all he wanted to as long as he didn’t try and touch. 
‘I don’t know. We need somewhere that’s warm in winter, otherwise we’re going to have to wait until next summer, and that’s a long time off,’ Lindsey said, and April agreed that the sooner they could get on a plane and get out of here, the better. 
‘What about Dubai then? That’s always hot.’
‘Yeah, but it’s always expensive too.’
‘True. Tenerife?’
‘I used to go every year on family holidays, so, if you don’t mind, I’m kind of over that place.’
‘No problem. Erm. Let’s see then. Australia?’
‘Yeah, just let me rob a bank so I can pay for the flight.’
April laughed at Lindsey’s sarcasm before throwing up her hands to show that she was out of ideas. 
‘I don’t know then,’ she admitted. 
‘What about Thailand?’ Lindsey suggested.
‘That’s almost as far as Australia!’
‘Yeah, but it’s cheap once you’re there.’
‘True. I guess I could go for Thailand.’
‘Great!’
It seemed like the two women had made a plan, although considering the state they were likely to be in after tonight, it would probably be a few days until either of them was capable of getting themselves organised enough to start checking out flight times. 
As April noticed the guy who had been giving her the eye start talking to another female at the party, she felt some relief that he wouldn’t be approaching her with some of his chat-up lines anytime soon. But there was a small part of her that was a little disappointed because even though she had no desire or intention of finding herself a new man anytime soon, what woman didn’t like to be made to feel wanted? Alas, that guy was now busy with someone else, and April was left with Lindsey, who she noticed was still looking over at the lonely guy at the back of the boat. 
‘Do you want to go and talk to him?’ April asked Lindsey. 
‘What? No, of course not!’
‘You seem pretty interested in him.’
‘I’m definitely not interested in him. At least not in the way you’re thinking, anyway. I’m just curious as to what his game is. I mean, honestly, what kind of person comes to a boat party on New Year’s Eve and doesn’t even talk to anyone, let alone drink or even try to have a good time?’
‘There’s always one, I suppose.’
‘Is there? I’ve never seen anybody acting like he is.’
April could see that Lindsey was genuinely puzzled, so she looked over at the guy again, and when she did, she saw that he had closed his eyes, but his mouth was moving as if he was talking to himself. 
‘What the hell is he doing now?’ Lindsey asked before April had a chance to ask her the same thing, but neither of them had the slightest clue. 
‘Do you think we should tell the captain or something?’ April suggested. 
‘Tell him what? That there’s a weird guy on his own at the back of the boat who didn’t want to come and have a drink with us?’
April laughed. ‘I don’t know. I’m just wondering if he might have something wrong with him. You know, like mentally.’
‘Did he seem like he did?’
‘No, but there’s obviously something not right with him, isn’t there?’
‘I suppose.’
‘What if he falls overboard or something?’
‘I don’t think that’s going to happen.’
‘Do you think he’ll even celebrate when it gets to midnight?’
‘I’ve no idea. Do you?’
‘No. Look, he’s still talking to himself.’
April furrowed her brow as she watched the man, and he was definitely talking to himself, although there was no way to hear what he was saying with the loud music on this boat and the excitable chatter of all the party-goers on board. 
It was almost easy for April and Lindsey to forget that they should be having fun with the rest of the revellers, but their curiosity over the mystery man at the back of the boat was still getting the better of them. So much so that Lindsey decided to stop a passing waiter who had been furnishing all the patrons with champagne over the last few hours so that she could ask him if he could check on the man at the back. 
‘Excuse me. I’m sorry to bother you, but do you know who that guy is?’ she asked the waiter, and he checked to see who she was pointing to before he shook his head. 
‘We’re just a bit worried about him. Could you check if he’s okay?’ April chimed in, and the waiter shrugged before going to do just that. 
The two women watched the waiter approaching the man, who still had his eyes closed, and when the waiter tapped him on the shoulder, the man almost jumped out of his skin. 
‘Wow, someone’s jumpy,’ April said as she watched the waiter talking to the man before he turned and came back to the women. 
‘What did he say?’ Lindsey wanted to know. 
‘He said he’s okay,’ the waiter replied with another shrug. 
‘That’s what he said to me,’ April told him. ‘But does he look okay to you?’
‘I don’t know. He’s sober, which is a little unusual considering everyone else on this boat is drunk. I mean, even I have had a couple of drinks, and I’m supposed to be working.’
The waiter flashed a cheeky grin, and the two women smiled, but they were still more interested in the guy at the back of the boat rather than this waiter, who looked to be barely a day over eighteen. 
‘So, what are your names?’ the waiter asked, clearly seeing this as an opportunity for him to potentially get lucky with one of the two women. But April and Lindsey nipped that in the bud quickly by handing him their empty glasses before asking him if he could bring them a top-up. 
The waiter looked frustrated as he shuffled away across the dancefloor in the direction of the bar, but the two women knew he would eventually get used to romantic disappointments in his life, just like they had. 
‘Anyway, that’s enough about the mystery man,’ April said, looking away from the back of the boat and back to her friend. ‘Let’s talk Thailand. I’m thinking a couple of nights in Bangkok before we hit the beaches.’
‘That sounds good to me,’ Lindsey replied. ‘But only if we keep to our pact about no men.’
‘I’ll agree to that.’
April and Lindsey shared a smile, clearly still on the same page when it came to how they saw their love life going into the new year. Both women could be forgiven for wanting to stay single for a very long time after what they had each been through romantically, but they knew that as long as they had each other, good music, and a bar that was fully stocked, they would probably survive and one day, be able to thrive again when it came to the dating scene. 
As the waiter returned and handed April and Lindsey a new glass of champagne, April thought about how she was enjoying this evening and that despite the pain and problems of the last year, things were looking more promising now. But there was still one thing that was bothering her, and it was something that would continue to bother her until the police were able to resolve it. 
It was the fact that Katie’s killer had escaped from prison last month, and as of right now, he was still on the loose. 
Valentin had been one of the dozens of inmates who had escaped from the prison that had suffered a serious meltdown six weeks ago, but unlike most of those inmates who had since been recaptured, he had managed to remain at large. That was worrying, not just for April, but for everybody in London, because Valentin was proven to be a man that could kill indiscriminately, and it was expected that he would kill again now that he was out, if he hadn’t done so already. 
As one of the people who had helped put Valentin behind bars in the first place, April wondered if she was at risk of him coming after her. But she was determined not to let that paranoia prevent her from living a full life, and she owed it to her late friend to do just that. 
But the fact remained that Valentin was still out there somewhere now, and he could resurface at any time, which meant no one in this city was safe until he was back in handcuffs. 
Where was he?
Who would he target next?
And would that next potential victim be able to stop him where so many other poor people had failed? 
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Valentin Morozov had always been a man that preferred to operate on the fringes of society, but now he had no choice but to. That’s because he was one of the country’s most wanted criminals, only just ranking behind terrorist, Jamal Jasem, and all the police officers in London had been told to keep an eye out for the Russian man. But Valentin was confident that he could evade capture for long enough to accomplish what he needed to do. 
The way he saw it, he had three goals. 
Kill. 
Kill again. 
And then leave the country and disappear, never to return to a British prison and face justice for all the new crimes he was about to commit. 
It was New Year’s Eve, and most people around the world were spending that time relaxing and enjoying themselves before getting down to the hard work after midnight and starting out on all their hastily assembled resolutions. But Valentin was not going to wait for tomorrow before he did what he felt he had to do to make his life better. The way he saw it, there was no time like the present, and that was why he was starting tonight. 
The first thing on his to-do list now that he was a free man again was to get revenge on one of the people who had helped to put him in prison, and as he peered out from the park that he was lurking in, he saw the house that belonged to the woman he was targeting first. 
Detective Paula Walsh had been the woman in charge of solving the multiple murders that Valentin had committed all over London, and she had successfully done that when she had arrested him outside of his apartment in the summer. The fact he had been disposing of a body at the time meant he was pretty much screwed in terms of trying to worm his way out of it, so he had confessed to everything in court so as not to waste any time. Having begun his sentence, he had always believed that he would find a way out of prison eventually, whether it was by force or by using his considerable brains, but his way out had materialised a lot sooner thanks to the successful prison break that had gone down. 
Having literally walked out of prison, Valentin had felt as confident as ever before accessing the secret bank account that the police hadn’t been able to locate when he had his possessions seized after his arrest. The emergency funds in there were more than adequate to get himself set up and keep away from the police who were looking everywhere for him, but after six weeks of patiently waiting and plotting, the Russian man was ready to strike again. 
And what better time to get back in the game than on the biggest night of the year. 
There were fireworks exploding above Valentin’s head as he pulled the balaclava down over his face and started walking across the park towards the house that he had been watching for the last two hours. Those fireworks had been set off prematurely because it wasn’t quite midnight yet, but Valentin would guess that whoever had set them off didn’t care too much about following convention. The Russian man could relate to that because he was no fan of convention either, preferring to make, and even break, his own rules as and when he saw fit. Tonight was just another example of that because he was going to do something that was quite unusual for him. 
He was going to punish somebody, but he was not going to do it by killing them. 
He was going to do it by killing their loved ones instead. 
Ever since Valentin had discovered in the newspapers that Paula Walsh was the detective in charge of his case, he had made it his duty to learn as much as he could about the woman. But that was done not only to help him try and evade her clutches, but also to give him the upper hand should he ever find himself at a disadvantage to her. The fact that she had arrested him and got him to the point where he had been facing spending the rest of his life behind bars had suggested that Detective Walsh had got the better of him, but now that Valentin was out, it was time to use what he had learnt about the woman to restore some balance to their relationship. 
And one of the things he had learnt was that she had a daughter. 
Valentin continued to stalk across the park, his boots moving over the slick grass that was still wet from this afternoon’s rainfall, but the bad weather had not dampened the jubilant celebrations that were underway all over the city right now, nor had they dampened the Russian man’s appetite for revenge. It didn’t matter if a blizzard blew through here tonight because with his eyes on the house that Paula’s daughter was currently inside of, nothing would stop the serial killer from getting to that little girl and making her pay for her mother’s pursuit of him. 
The child’s name was Bella, and she was inside this house now with her father, Lee, which Valentin knew because he followed the pair all the way here from the house across the city where they had been visiting family. Now the father/daughter duo were safely inside the home, warm and cosy and potentially watching the New Year’s festivities on the television, but there was one person conspicuous by her absence. That was Paula. 
She was not spending tonight with her family. 
That was because Lee had ended their relationship, and she had moved out of the family home. 
And that was because she had spent more time catching criminals than caring for her loved ones. 
There was a part of Valentin that could admire Paula’s dedication to her job. She must have been passionate about it to have been willing to spend so much time away from her husband that he felt it better to bring their relationship to an end rather than try and endure it any longer. Valentin was also someone who was passionate about certain things, namely murder and making money, so he couldn’t fault Paula for pursuing certain goals which had been to the detriment of other areas of her life. But unlike Valentin, who had got plenty of pleasure out of sacrificing things in order to achieve his most treasured objectives, he failed to see what Paula had gained from achieving hers. Sure, she had arrested a serial killer and made the streets a safer place for the residents of London for a little while, but was that worth losing her family over? 
Valentin wasn’t too sure if Lee and Bella would thank her for all of that now that they were part of a broken family, and at the end of the day, what Paula had done had been in vain anyway and not just because Valentin had escaped. It was also because despite her working so hard to apprehend criminals, there would always be new ones ready to pop up and take their place. Society was never going to be crime-free, so that meant Paula’s job would never, ever be complete. There would always be new cases to solve and new criminals to catch. And in the meantime, Bella would be growing up, and Lee would be moving on with somebody else, and the detective would be left bitter and alone, as pathetic and predictable as all the detectives in fictional TV shows. 
Valentin was sure it was only a matter of time until Paula developed a drinking problem, if she hadn’t already. That almost seemed to be a pre-requisite of her job, or perhaps Valentin really had just watched too many bad police procedural shows. Either way, the bottom line was that Paula had messed up her family life in trying to catch people like him and because of that, he did not feel any guilt in removing that family from her world entirely. Not only would Bella be paying the price for her mother’s actions this evening, but Lee would do so too for no other reason than because he was in the same house as the little girl tonight. That meant he would be a witness, and, therefore, he had to die as well. But considering Valentin hadn’t killed in a very long time, he was more than happy to add two victims to his CV instead of just the one. 
Leaving the park and moving onto the street across which the house was located, Valentin was not surprised to see that nobody else was outside at this time. It was fast approaching midnight, and most Londoners were either inside having a party or down by the Thames partying in public. But that suited this villain just fine because it meant that he was moving around out here unseen, like a fox stalking the streets while everyone else slept; hunting, scavenging, and ultimately, getting a good feed. 
It wasn’t lost on Valentin that this would be the third time that he had taken advantage of an annual event to aid him in his quest to kill. He would never forget last year’s version of Halloween when the fact that everyone was wearing masks and knocking on strangers’ doors to say ‘trick or treat’ meant it had been extremely easy for the Russian man to get inside the home of a victim and escape without anybody seeing his face. He had also taken a life at Christmas, taking advantage of how drunk and vulnerable people got in the festive season, and New Year’s Eve was just a natural extension of that. 
So far, it had just been Valentine’s Day that had not gone to plan because the victim had escaped, but that woman who had cheated death back in February was still very much on Valentin’s hit-list, and he would be making sure to see her at a later date, before he made good on his escape out of this country and started a new life abroad. But tonight was all about getting himself back into the groove of killing after an unplanned hiatus, and as he reached the gate that led up to the front of the house, Valentin knew he was only seconds away now from feeling that familiar feeling of holding and extinguishing a life in his hands. 
As he opened the gate as quietly as he could in case it happened to have a loud squeak that could have caused a neighbour to look out of their window and see a man in a balaclava stalking around, Valentin felt satisfied that he had remained undetected before approaching the front door. Noting the light was still on in the downstairs window on the other side of the curtains that were pulled shut, Valentin wondered if both the father and daughter were sitting in that room or if the child had gone to bed early. It didn’t matter either way to the Russian because he would kill them both wherever they were in the house, and as he stopped in front of the door, he took a deep breath before he very calmly knocked. 
He knew that Lee wouldn’t be able to see him standing here from the way the window was positioned, so he would have to open the door to find out who was visiting. Perhaps the homeowner would think it was Paula calling around to apologise again and have another go at trying to save their failing family. That would have been an extremely tedious thing for Lee to have had to endure, but it was surely preferable to what was really waiting for him on this doorstep. 
Death was calling. 
And somebody had to answer. 
Valentin saw the hallway light go on through the frosted glass of the front door, and a moment later, he saw a dark figure making his way towards him. The figure was tall and slim, and Valentin knew this was Lee. That was why he put one of his hands into his open coat jacket and took hold of the handle of the knife that was in there. Then he withdrew the weapon and held it behind his back, wanting to keep it a secret until the very last second before he would lunge forward and stab the homeowner in the neck before going in search of the little girl in the house. 
But just before Lee reached the front door and unlocked it, allowing the Russian killer to create even more havoc, something very unexpected happened. 
Valentin heard the scraping of a footstep behind him, and when he turned around, he saw a fist flying towards him. 
The punch that landed squarely on his nose cracked the bone and left the Russian man dazed and confused, so much so that he dropped the knife and heard it clatter to the concrete below him as he staggered backwards and tried to see who had hit him. But before he could, he felt his arms being pulled behind his back, and his body was slammed into the side of the house before something very familiar was wrapped around his wrists. 
Handcuffs. 
Valentin had no idea how it had happened, but it seemed like he was under arrest again. But there was no reading of any rights to him by the arresting officer, nor could he see any blue flashing lights from a police car on the street or any other uniformed men or women coming to take him into custody. Whoever was apprehending him now seemed to be working alone, and they also failed to say a word as they hauled Valentin away up the path and back onto the street before he was bundled into the back of a car. 
Just before they reached the car, whoever was arresting the Russian man pulled his balaclava down further over his head so the eyeholes moved, meaning he couldn’t see anything but the blackness of the material belonging to the disguise he had been wearing. Therefore, Valentin had no chance of seeing who was with him as he was bundled into a vehicle before hearing somebody start the engine.  
As the car drove away, Valentin was unable to look out of the window and back at the house that he had just called at. If he had, then he would have seen the homeowner standing on his doorstep peering out into the darkness and looking very confused as to who had just knocked on his front door. Lee hadn’t seen what had just happened. He had no idea somebody had been coming to kill him, nor did he have any idea that he and his daughter had just been saved by a mysterious vigilante who had already disappeared with the killer in handcuffs. 
But if he had seen it all unfold, then he would have been very surprised. 
He might also have changed his mind about wanting to get a divorce. 



Paula *
23:49
Paula Walsh kept a steady grip on the steering wheel as she drove herself and her prisoner away from the house on the quiet street and on towards the destination she had in mind. Checking her rear-view mirror to keep tabs on the man on the backseat, Paula saw that he was still handcuffed and unable to see with the balaclava over his head, and that was good because it meant he was still unable to escape. 
But it wasn’t stopping him from talking to her. 
‘Who are you?’ Valentin asked as she drove on at a steady speed, careful not to go over the limit and attract the attention of any of her colleagues, many of whom were on duty tonight looking to catch drunk drivers considering the time of year that it was. 
While on the face of it, it might not have seemed like it would have been a disaster for Paula to have been stopped by a couple of police officers because she could have just told them she had apprehended one of the country’s most wanted killers, she was hoping not to bump into anyone. That was because she didn’t want any of her colleagues at the station to know what she was doing tonight, and that was precisely why she was not driving to the police station now. 
She was taking Valentin elsewhere. 
She was taking him to a very private place. 
The detective at the wheel said nothing as she ignored the question from the backseat and kept on driving, making good progress in the direction of her destination because she knew how to get there without having to pass through any traffic lights or busy areas. This was the part of London that she had lived in for a long time, at least until her husband had told her he didn’t want to be with her any longer, and she had ended up being the one to move out of the marital home. It was the home that she had just been back to now, although she hadn’t made her presence known to either of the two people inside the house before she had departed again. 
Lee and Bella would not have known she had been so close to them this evening, but the reason that they were still alive now was solely down to the fact that she had been nearby. 
She had been watching over them. 
She had been protecting them from a deadly threat. 
And soon, it would be time to eliminate that threat once and for all. 
Paula noticed Valentin squirming around on the backseat as she checked her mirror again, but he was going to have to do a lot more than that if he was going to be able to get out of the mess he found himself in now.
‘Detective Walsh? Is that you?’ Valentin asked, and Paula ignored him again, although it was obvious now that the crafty Russian man had figured out who had been the one to stop him from killing that innocent family. 
‘It is, isn’t it? I thought I recognised that perfume scent when you put the handcuffs on me. It was the same perfume I smelt in Greenwich when you first arrested me.’
The detective was not going to confirm or deny anything that Valentin was saying and stayed focused on the road ahead, a picture of concentrated calm, determined and unwavering in what she planned to do when she reached her destination. But the man on the backseat wasn’t going to allow the rest of this journey to pass by quietly. 
‘I have to say that I’m impressed. The fact you were able to get me when you did must have meant that you have been watching me, and rather annoyingly, I have to admit I had absolutely no idea about that until it was too late. So, how did you find me?’
It wasn’t quite true that Paula had been watching Valentin. The truth was that she had been watching her home where Lee and Bella were, making sure that they were safe, and she had been doing so as much as she could ever since Valentin had escaped from prison shortly after threatening her family when she had visited him for further questioning. While her estranged husband and young daughter had no idea that Paula had been keeping watch over them from a distance, it had been a good job that she had because that was how she had been able to see the man in the balaclava coming to take their lives. Giving up her New Year’s Eve to spend out on the cold street watching her old home in case Valentin came calling had been a small sacrifice to make for the reward of being able to save them from his evil clutches, and she had also known that it would only be a matter of time until the Russian man had resurfaced. 
Paula had spent enough time chasing dangerous criminals like him to know that they could never stop, even if they had got lucky and been able to escape police custody. Killers like Valentin never just disappeared and lived a normal life after all the things they had done. They were addicted to death, and they would always try and strike again, and that was why Paula had been so sure she would spot Valentin if only she was patient enough to keep watching and waiting. The fact he had so brazenly made threats against her daughter in prison six weeks ago had made it even easier for the detective to know where to find him, and while it had been extremely stressful for her to know that her child was in danger, it had also focused her mind and made it crystal clear what she needed to do. 
She had to watch over her family, even if she was not as much a part of it as she had been before. 
That was why Paula had spent these last six weeks doing several things. She had taken as much annual leave as she could, something she tended not to do when she actually had a family to take it for, and she had used it to watch Bella and Lee and make sure they came to no harm. She had also spent any time she had outside of having to work at the station watching the home, or Bella’s school, wherever her daughter was at that particular time. That meant she had covered most of the times when Valentin could have struck, but there had been a few times when she had been unable to keep watch and because of that, she had needed a little extra help. That help had come from a police officer that Paula had come to know well over the past couple of months. It was Officer Lizzy Kendrick, and she had been the girlfriend of Tom Casey, one of Valentin’s victims who had died in Las Vegas last year. 
Paula had confided in Lizzy that Valentin was targeting her family next now that he was out of prison, and she needed her help, and the officer had only been too happy to give it. Therefore, Lizzy had made sure to keep an eye on Bella and Lee whenever Paula had been unable to, and that was how together, the pair of them had been able to keep the detective’s family safe. But both women had also made sure to keep their secretive mission to themselves, not informing anybody else at the police station of what they were doing and where they suspected Valentin of popping up next because that way, it would give them the opportunity to deal with the Russian man by unorthodox means should be they be successful in spotting him. 
As far as both Paula and Lizzy were concerned, they didn’t just want to see Valentin put back into a prison cell. After all, he had already escaped from one of those before, and there was no saying if he would do it again. Therefore, his punishment this time needed to be something more severe. 
And more final. 
Paula wished that Lizzy could be here this evening alongside her to deal with the Russian killer very shortly, but she knew that Officer Kendrick was on shift tonight working down by the river helping control the large crowds that had gathered there for the fireworks display. But it didn’t matter too much because Paula would make sure to tell Lizzy all about what had happened this evening once the job was done, and that would give both women the closure they needed on this particular case. There would be no bringing Tom back from the dead, meaning Lizzy would never fully be able to get justice for losing her loved one, but this would have to do. So too would it have to do for Paula because while she would be ending Valentin’s life this evening, she knew that pursuing him so doggedly for so long had come at the cost of her family, who she had neglected and eventually lost the privilege of being around on a daily basis. 
But nobody could change the past. Not Lizzy. Not Paula. And certainly not the serial killer on the backseat who seemed to be slowly realising that his time on this earth was coming to an end. 
‘How are you going to kill me?’ Valentin asked rather matter-of-factly after Paula had steered the car onto another quiet road. 
The lack of a response only seemed to confirm the grim fate that lay ahead for the man on the backseat as he spoke again. 
‘I suppose I can’t blame you,’ Valentin went on. ‘I was on my way to kill your family, so it’s not as if I can argue with whatever you choose to do to me.’
Paula had not been expecting Valentin to realise her plan quite so soon, nor had she been expecting him to be quite so passive about it when he did, but she reminded herself not to engage with him regardless. The Russian man was a master of mind games, and even if he was trying his best to appear weak and vulnerable right now, she knew it could easily be an act and that while he was breathing, he remained dangerous. Like he had just said, he had just been on his way to kill an innocent man and child. With that in mind, there was no way Paula was going to allow him to try and make her feel sorry for him.
As a few more fireworks exploded on the horizon, Paula was less interested in how long it was until midnight and more preoccupied with the fact that she had reached her destination. Turning the car off the main road and onto the dark lane that led deep into the woods that made this part of London a little leafier and, therefore, more expensive than other parts of the capital, the detective knew this also made a good place to hide a body. 
She had actually been to these woods before during the course of one of her murder investigations earlier in her career. That time had seen a body discovered by a dog walker not too far from the lane and had subsequently led to a manhunt, which had culminated in Paula helping arrest the killer, and giving the victim’s family some justice. But Paula knew that the particular body in that murder case had not been very well hidden, and the killer’s lack of effort with disposing of the evidence in as efficient a manner as possible had been the thing that had led to him being arrested shortly afterwards. But the detective at the wheel was determined not to make the same mistake as that person had. 
She would make sure the body was well hidden. 
She would make sure she would get away with her crime. 
One of the ways she had ensured she could do that was by planning ahead enough to actually visit these woods ahead of time and dig the hole that she intended to bury Valentin in just after she had killed him. That would save her a lot of time after the murder, as well as make sure that the body was much more hidden than the last body to end up in these woods. All the detective had to do now was to remember which part of the woodland the hole was in, but she had prepared for that potential problem too, leaving a bright yellow ribbon tied to the end of one of the branches of the tree that told her where she needed to stop her car. 
Spotting the ribbon through her windscreen, Paula brought her vehicle to a stop, and as she turned the engine off, Valentin spoke again. 
‘I guess we are here,’ he said, still unable to see where he was but wisely figuring out that Paula had gone as far as she needed to go with the car. ‘So, what happens now? Do you shoot me? Stab me? Strangle me? I’m jealous of the number of options you have.’
Paula ignored Valentin again as she got out of her car and closed the driver’s door before walking around to the rear of the vehicle and opening up the boot. She peered around at the dark surroundings to make sure that there really was nobody out here with her, but as she had expected, the woods were dark and quiet and devoid of most life, barring whatever insects and small animals called this place home. 
Reaching into the boot, Paula took out the spade along with the weapon she intended to kill her victim with. Then she closed the boot, locked the car, and made the short walk from the lane into the woods where she located the hole she had prepared earlier and laid down her possessions beside it. Then she returned to the car, and having unlocked it, she opened the back passenger door and instructed Valentin to get out. 
But unsurprisingly, he didn’t budge. 
‘If you are going to kill me, then you’re going to have to work for it,’ he told the detective. 
Paula sighed, but she had always known this wasn’t going to be easy. Just getting to this part had been much simpler than she had anticipated, but it was clear the final hurdle was going to be a little more challenging, not that she felt like she wasn’t up to it. 
Reaching into the car, Paula dragged Valentin out, but as he came out of the vehicle, he took his chance at trying to escape. 
Violently bringing his head forward as fast as he could, Valentin’s skull made contact with Paula’s, and the headbutt sent the detective staggering backwards, dazed and confused, and also causing her to lose her grip on the killer. 
Valentin tried to take that opportunity to run, but with his eyesight still blocked by the displaced balaclava and his hands tied behind his back affecting his balance, he didn’t get far before he tripped on the undergrowth of the forest floor and fell flat on his face. 
As much as Paula would have liked to have taken pleasure in seeing the killer try so desperately to escape his fate, her head was hurting too much, and she still had a lot of work to do, so she pulled Valentin back to his feet and marched him on to what would be his final resting spot. 
‘I guess you were a worthy adversary, after all,’ Valentin said as he was stopped from going any further at the edge of the hole. 
‘Get on your knees,’ Paula said as she picked up the knife from beside the spade.
Having already learnt the hard way that he wouldn’t get far if he tried to run, Valentin did as he was told, dropping to his knees beside the grave while Paula stood behind him and looked down at the blade in her hands. 
Her plan was to slit the man’s throat and wait for him to bleed out before removing the handcuffs and pushing him into the hole. Then she would use the spade to cover him with soil until this hole was no more, making it almost impossible to know that this earth had been disturbed at all. Then all she would have to do would be to dispose of the murder weapon somewhere else and then get on with the rest of her life, hoping that what she had done here tonight was never discovered by another human being. 
But as she took hold of Valentin’s neck with her left hand while preparing to draw the blade across it with her right, the Russian man asked her to wait a moment. 
She complied with his wish, giving him his final request. 
But then she wished he hadn’t when he spoke to her again because what he said made her reconsider her plan for a moment. And because of that, Valentin clung on to life for a few more precious seconds, allowing him to talk some more, and by the time he had finished, Paula had let go of his neck and lowered her weapon. 
She no longer knew how to proceed. 
She no longer knew if she should kill this man or let him go.
It made sense to rid the world of one more criminal, especially one who had been so close to attacking her family. But Valentin’s offer had just made sense too, and the Russian man knew it because he nodded his head and told the detective to take her time in deciding what was best for her now. 
It was a tense moment as the lines between being a hero and a villain briefly blurred. 
And it only ended when Paula decided to put her knife back down again without using it to draw any blood. 



Damian *
23:50
Damian Chadwick locked the front door to his flat and walked away from the pokey place he now called home, going out at this late hour in search of something to eat because nothing he had in his property seemed appetising enough. His modest home now was just as grim as the items he had in the fridge, and even though he suspected his best bet at a decent meal tonight would come in the form of a greasy kebab that might leave him with stomach ache tomorrow, he was willing to do anything to get out of the flat and get a little bit of fresh air. 
As he made his way down the dingy corridor that only had one working lightbulb out of the four that should have been turned on, Damian once again lamented the fact that he had to live in such a grotty place as this. This was a place where the neighbours played loud music 24/7, half the walls had holes in them, and there was literally rubbish piled up in the corners of the corridors. This was also the place he had been forced to call home ever since he had entered into the Witness Protection Scheme after providing evidence that had helped secure the conviction of his uncle, Ronnie Larkhall. 
There had been many times that Damian had regretted what he had done, even if he hadn’t had much of a choice in it if he had wanted to avoid prison himself. He had regretted it because he had not only lost a family member in Ronnie, but he had lost his boss and, therefore, his well-paid job as a handler in the gangster’s business empire. Without Ronnie, Damian wasn’t much of anything at all. He had no money, he had no power, and he had no way of ever hoping to live the kind of life he had before he had become a ‘rat’ and grassed his uncle up. 
It had been shortly after the court case in which Ronnie and his bodyguard, Bulldog, had been sentenced to prison that Damian had been whisked away from London and told that he would be starting a new life up in Manchester. This was done because Damian needed to assume a new identity in case Ronnie ever sent any of his associates after him to get revenge for what his nephew had done in court. Damian had understood the need for anonymity and the need to move halfway across the country, but that didn’t mean he had to enjoy it. 
And he had most certainly not been enjoying it so far. 
Leaving behind every single person he had ever known to move to a place he had never set foot in before had left Damian feeling incredibly lonely, and he really was having to start his life from scratch again. The measly amount of money he had been given to help him set up that new life was not exactly going far, and the dreary environment he found himself living in now was almost as dreary as his social life. 
He had nothing here. No family, no friends and no decent income because he certainly didn’t count the pittance of a wage from the warehouse job that he had been placed in as a decent income. No matter how many extra shifts he took and how many hours he put in, he was never going to earn a wage that even closely resembled what he used to get paid when he worked for Ronnie. There had been times with his uncle when he had felt like he had always been given the worst jobs or hadn’t been respected quite as much as he had wanted to be, but in hindsight, he had really been living the dream back then. Now, his life was much less glamorous, and his bank account was constantly depleted, which was another reason why he should probably leave the late-night food run this evening and just stay in to eat whatever he could find in the flat. But he was going out, if only to have a break from staring at the four dirty walls that he had been staring at for most of the day so far. 
As he left the tower block of flats that he had been living in ever since he had been transported up to Manchester by the Metropolitan Police, Damian heard several loud bangs, and he wondered if they were just fireworks from all the celebrations that were underway this evening or gunshots or explosions in the rough neighbourhood that he now called home. This was an extremely undesirable part of the new city he found himself in, and it wouldn’t have surprised him if somebody had been shooting or setting off explosions around here. Nor had he been surprised that the police hadn’t put him somewhere a little nicer than this when they had relocated him because even though he had helped them, he was still, technically, a criminal for the things that he had done in his past, so why would they go to too much effort to give him a nice house after that? 
The Witness Protection Scheme, as far as Damian was concerned, had just done the bare minimum of what it had needed to do and not a single thing more. It had got him out of London, it had given him a new identity, and it had set him up in a position where he was at least able to survive. 
But he was definitely not going to thrive anymore, that was for sure. 
Damian’s new name was Ryan Hargreaves, and along with all the necessary paperwork and documentation that allowed him to live under that new identity, he had also changed his appearance, although that hadn’t been a requirement of him. Damian had just decided to go the extra mile and dye his hair a different colour, giving himself a little more peace of mind in case anybody from London did come after him to make him pay for what he had done to Ronnie. 
But despite the new name, new look and new location, Damian was still on edge all the time and constantly paranoid about not only being discovered by the people he was hiding from, but being killed by them. He was barely sleeping, finding it almost impossible to close his eyes and drift off when he would much prefer to watch the door and listen out for anybody who might be on the other side of it, preparing to come in with weapons in hand. Damian was always looking over his shoulder now, in fear of his past catching up with him, and things had only got worse on that front ever since the news had reached him that his uncle had escaped from prison six weeks ago. 
Damian had been mortified to hear that Ronnie had escaped from captivity during a prison riot in South London last month and was now on the loose, so far successfully evading the police officers who were searching for and attempting to put him back behind bars where he belonged. The longer that Ronnie was out on the streets, the more worried Damian was, and that was why he continued to keep looking over his shoulder as he made his way down the street near his new flat in the direction of the kebab shop. 
The people in charge of assigning him his new identity and keeping him safe had assured Damian that he was still safe, despite his uncle now being out of prison well ahead of time, and they had not deemed it necessary to move Damian again, or increase any of the protective measures around him. That was despite Damian pleading with them to do so because as far as he was concerned, it was only a matter of time until Ronnie found out who he was now and, worst of all, where he was living.   
Damian knew that his uncle would never rest until he had got revenge on his nephew for talking to the police, and despite how well hidden Damian was in his new life, he always feared Ronnie being clever enough to find out the truth about where the ‘rat’ was hiding now. These last six weeks had been torturous for Damian as he had spent them jumping at every little sound he heard and nervously glancing at every single man that came into his peripheral vision. 
There was a man walking towards Damian now on this otherwise quiet street, and immediately Damian was on guard, his body tightening and his heart rate increasing in speed as he tried to see if the figure approaching him was coming to get him. 
Was it Ronnie? Or was it one of his henchmen? Was the man going to pull out a gun and kill Damian quickly, or was he going to make the young man suffer, dragging him away to a secretive location and prolonging the pain before eventually putting him out of his misery? 
Or was it just some random guy who was making his way home and was not actually out here tonight on this street to try and kill Damian? 
Unfortunately, there was no way for Damian to know that until he got close enough to the figure to see his face, and at least then he knew it wasn’t his uncle. But he still wouldn’t know if it was anybody who worked for Ronnie until he had passed them completely and increased the gap between them again, so that was why he held his breath as they moved alongside each other. 
Thankfully, the two men passed without incident, and as Damian glanced back over his shoulder at the figure walking away, he was able to breathe a sigh of relief and lower his guard, confident that he was not in any danger. 
For now, at least. 
It took Damian ten minutes to reach the kebab shop that he had frequented a couple of times since he had moved into this unfamiliar area, and when he stepped inside, he was greeted as he usually was by Faz, the owner of the establishment and a man who was always happy to chat to his customers while he served them. 
‘Ryan! How are you, my friend?’ Faz asked Damian as he saw the man approaching his counter. 
‘Yeah, I’m good, thanks, mate,’ Damian replied, lying through his teeth, but what else could he say? That he was feeling down because he was living in fear of being murdered by the notorious gangster he used to work for? 
Somehow, Damian didn’t think that would go down well with the cheerful kebab shop owner. 
After Damian had ordered his ‘usual’ and Faz had got to work skimming several slices of donner meat from the rotating skewer that was literally dripping with fat, it didn’t take long for the young man to be furnished with his meal. Paying Faz what he owed him out of the spare change that he had left over from his measly wage from the warehouse job that he hated, Damian thanked the kebab shop owner and turned to leave. He could have hung around in the shop a little longer, eating his meal here and chatting with Faz, if only for a little company on what was proving to be yet another lonely night. But Damian preferred to head for home because that way, he would be able to get inside his flat, lock the door and feel a little safer than he felt right now out here in the open. 
‘Happy new year, my friend!’ Faz yelled after Damian just before he left the shop, and Damian waved back at him before he stepped out onto the frosty street and set off in the direction of his new home. 
It was bitterly cold out here, but Damian’s hands were at least getting some warmth from the polystyrene container of hot food he was carrying, and that gave him a small scrap of comfort as he carried along his way. But it was as his tower block came into view that he heard a boot scraping against the concrete pavement behind him, and the sound of it caused him to turn around to check that everything was okay. 
When he did, he saw an old man with a stick walking down the street, and that let Damian know that there was nothing to worry about. Letting out another sigh to relieve more of the tension that always seemed to be building up in him these days, Damian watched the man walk away around the street corner before he set off again, glad that he was only a minute or so away from walking through his front door now. 
But he never made it. 
There would be no tucking into his kebab in the safety of his own home tonight, or any other night in the future. 
By the time the container of hot food hit the ground, Damian was already dead. 



Ronnie *
23:51
Ronnie Larkhall lowered the gun that he had just fired and looked down upon the dead body he had just created. He had come here to Manchester to do one thing and one thing only - kill his nephew. Now that it was mission accomplished, it was time to get the hell out of here before the police arrived. 
After shaking his head at the sight of the young man bleeding out on the floor before him, Ronnie turned and ran in the opposite direction, determined to put as much distance between himself and the corpse as possible. Someone would have heard the gunshot, and they were probably preparing to call the police. But if not and the gunman had got lucky, it was only a matter of time until a pedestrian stumbled upon the startling sight on the pavement, and then the police would definitely be on their way back to this undesirable part of Manchester. But Ronnie hoped to be long gone by then, and as he continued running away, he already felt better about what he had just done. 
Damian had been a rat, and therefore, he had deserved to die. For Ronnie, it was as simple as that. The gangster didn’t care about the fact that Damian had been family, just like he hadn’t cared to give Damian a warning or even just a couple of seconds to make peace with whatever God he prayed to before pulling the trigger. He had just done what he felt was necessary in as cold and clinical a manner as he could. 
That was how Ronnie liked to do business. 
Efficiently, precisely and with no mercy. 
Rounding a street corner, Ronnie saw the headlights of a car ahead of him, and when they flashed him, he knew it was for him. This was his ride out of Manchester, and he had arranged for the car to collect him a short way away from where the murder had taken place just in case there had been a witness on the street that might have spotted the vehicle’s registration. But there had been no witness, and as Ronnie reached the car and climbed into the back seat, he was very much ready for his time in this city to come to an end. 
‘Get me back to London,’ the man on the backseat said before the driver nodded and put the vehicle into motion, taking Ronnie even further away from the crime scene that the police around here would have a hard time figuring out. 
As he reclined into the comfortable leather of his seat, Ronnie looked down at the weapon in his hands and knew that he would have to dispose of it somewhere before his journey home was over. But there was no rush yet. The police would be combing this area for the gun that had been used in the murder, so Ronnie wanted to make sure that it was as difficult to find as possible, unlike the body, which was lying out there on that cold street for all to see. 
Ronnie smiled to himself as he thought about the fact that Damian would not have even heard the sound of the bullet leaving the chamber of the gun before it had gone through his head and ended his life. The sight of the spilt kebab lying beside the body had told Ronnie that Damian had been on his way home to enjoy a tasty meal, but it was a meal that would only be eaten by the rats in this city now if they were quick enough to get there and consume the meat before the police cleared everything up. But it was a different type of rat that had brought Ronnie up north from his beloved home city of London, and finally, after all the threats he had made in court, he had been able to complete the job that had been at the top of his ‘To Do’ list ever since he had escaped from prison six weeks ago. 
The news of the prison riot that had allowed Ronnie to go free would surely have sent a shiver down the spine of Damian when he had heard about it because he must have known then that it was only a matter of time until his uncle caught up with him. That was despite Damian going into Witness Protection, a system designed to keep those who assist the police in securing convictions of other criminals safe from future reprisals. But the system had not worked, not for Damian anyway, because Ronnie was always going to leave no stone unturned in his search for the nephew who had betrayed him. 
After escaping prison and using his extensive criminal connections to find a place to lie low for a while, Ronnie had got to work on tracking down Damian, and his first port of call had been one of his many contacts in the police force. It wasn’t just Damian that had been corrupted in the past but several police officers too, and Ronnie had made sure to keep a number of them on his payroll over the years so that he could use them if he needed them. 
They hadn’t been able to keep him out of prison in the face of the overwhelming evidence that Damian had given the justice system. But they had been able to help him ascertain which part of the country the witness had been relocated to, as well as where he was now earning a living and which identity he had assumed. 
After receiving a dossier of information from one of the police officers who valued cash over public safety, Ronnie had been amused by the fact that Damian had ever thought he would be able to stay hidden forever in Manchester under the new name of Ryan Hargreaves. He had also been entertained by the fact that Damian was living in a poxy flat halfway up an ugly tower in a city that would have been as unfamiliar to him as the notion of staying loyal to his uncle. But nothing had quite compared to the amusement he had experienced when he had arrived in Manchester yesterday and seen his nephew for the first time since he had started his new life. 
Dying his hair had made Damian look a little different, but it had also made him look ridiculous, at least for anyone who had known what the young man had looked like before. Ronnie had enjoyed a good chuckle as he had stared through his pair of binoculars from the back seat of the car he was in now and watched as Damian had reported for duty at the warehouse where he had been given a job, because the new hairstyle was just another length that the man had gone to in order to stay hidden. But with his cover already blown, Ronnie had enjoyed the fact that Damian had completed an eight-hour shift in the warehouse without realising that he would not be alive by the time payday came around. 
Having tailed Damian for a day in Manchester and after getting a good sense of the young man’s movements in his new environment, Ronnie had decided to strike on New Year’s Eve for no other reason than he felt Damian might have lowered his guard on such an occasion. And so it had proven when Ronnie had seen Damian leaving his flat shortly before midnight and heading to the nearest kebab shop. 
As far as New Year’s celebrations went, Damian’s choice was cheap and rather depressing, but so too was his existence ever since he had grassed his uncle up to the police, so Ronnie felt it was apt that he was spending a significant night of the year just shuffling down the street to get some greasy food by himself. 
Ronnie had watched and waited from the shadows for Damian to emerge from the kebab shop and when he had, he had sprung into action. Now the kebab was wasted, just like the man who had purchased it, and Ronnie was on his way back to the capital with a clear mind that he could use to focus on the future. 
It had been hard to make any sort of grand plans for his newfound freedom whilst knowing that the man who had helped put him behind bars was still breathing oxygen somewhere, but now Damian was dead, Ronnie felt as though a weight had been lifted off his shoulders. He could now concentrate on other jobs he had, like putting himself back in charge of his criminal empire, the one that had carried on while he had been in prison but hadn’t thrived like it did when he was fully at the helm. Ronnie had lots he wanted to accomplish now that he was out in terms of his business. He wanted to make it bigger, make it better, and most of all, he wanted to make himself even richer than he already was. But despite having just cleared the most pressing item on his agenda, there was still something bothering the gangster as the car he was in headed onto the motorway and started to leave the bright lights of Manchester behind. 
He was bothered by the fact that his best friend and most loyal employee was not by his side. 
Bulldog was still in prison, having sacrificed himself and allowed himself to be captured in order to give Ronnie a better chance at escape during the riot that had seen such chaos ensue within the four walls of that hellhole. Ronnie would always be grateful to his friend for doing such a thing, just like he was already grateful for several other things that Bulldog had done for him in the past, and he, of course, wanted to repay the man for what he had done. But there was only one real way he could repay him, and that would be to get him out of prison so that he too could enjoy the freedom that Ronnie now enjoyed. 
Staring out of the car window as the headlights in the opposing lane whizzed past, Ronnie wondered how he could get Bulldog out of custody and back by his side so the pair of them could take on the world together as they did so well when they worked as a team. But it wouldn’t be easy, even for a man who had already broken out of prison once before. That was because Bulldog had been moved to another prison, one that had a higher level of security than the doomed prison, which was under investigation and had likely resulted in several people losing their jobs, at least if the newspapers were to be believed. 
Ronnie knew that it wasn’t vital to the success of his business that Bulldog be out of prison to join him, but it was vital in terms of Ronnie having somebody by his side who he could trust. He had always thought Damian was the trustworthy sort, but that had backfired on him spectacularly, and now Ronnie had a very short list of people who he genuinely knew he could trust. 
It was a list of one. 
And that one person was currently behind bars. 
‘Put some music on. It’s New Year’s Eve, for God’s sake,’ Ronnie said to his driver after becoming a little fed up with the distinct lack of atmosphere in the car. 
The driver did as he was told, as almost all of Ronnie’s employees tended to do, and a second later, a pop song was playing from the speakers. 
‘Sorry, boss. I’ll find something better for you,’ the driver said, hastily apologising for the song that was playing because he assumed that it was not the kind of music that the man on the backseat would enjoy. 
But he assumed wrong. 
‘Don’t you dare turn it off!’ Ronnie barked, startling the driver with the volume of his voice. ‘That’s my daughter singing. Turn it up!’
‘I’m so s-s-sorry,’ the driver stammered, nervously fiddling with the volume button before managing to make the music a little louder. 
Ronnie shook his head at the stupidity of the man in the front of the car before settling back into his seat and closing his eyes, unwinding from the events of the night by listening to the beautiful voice that never failed to put a smile onto his face. 
His daughter, Lucy, had finally got her recording deal, and now she was on the radio. Ronnie had worked extremely hard to make that happen and had even ordered one studio to be burnt down after they had rejected his little girl earlier in the year. But now her music career was taking off, and not only was her voice playing over the airwaves this evening, but she was on the bill of the New Year’s Eve music festival that was taking place on the banks of the Thames at this very moment.  
Ronnie regretted that he was missing seeing his daughter perform to the crowd tonight, and it was rare for something to get in the way of him and his child. But he had made an exception tonight because he needed to kill Damian, and he hadn’t been able to bear the thought of the rat making it safely into a new year after what he had done. But even if he had been able to be in attendance at his daughter’s gig, he would have been so under some form of disguise, aware that the police were still looking for him and would no doubt be following Lucy in the hope that she would lead them right to Ronnie. That was why the man was having to be very careful about when and where he saw his child these days. He couldn’t just pick her up from school or take her for a walk in the park anymore. And that gave him just one more reason to hate the police. 
Ronnie listened to the music as the car carried him back to London and the murder weapon remained sitting beside him on the passenger seat. He thought about his daughter all the way, hoping that her night had gone just as well as his. But he knew that the music industry was a tough one, almost as cut-throat as the business he was in, and he had no idea how the festival had gone and in particular, how the huge crowd would have taken to her music. 
Did they cheer?
Or did they boo?
If it was the former, then Ronnie would be an even happier man tonight. 
But if it was the latter, then he might just have to start adding a few more people to his ‘To Do’ list in the New Year. 



Lucy
23:52
Lucy Larkhall was crying and she had been doing so for the last several minutes. That was how long it had been since her disastrous set at this concert by the banks of the Thames. 
Tonight had been a big night in the fledging music career of little Lucy, the nine-year-old daughter of one of London’s most wanted criminals. But the girl was not going to let her father’s reputation get in the way of what she wanted to accomplish. She loved Ronnie, but she felt like she was very different to him. Her father had a temper, whereas she was quite calm, and while he spent all day in boring ‘business’ meetings, she spent all her time outside of school singing and dreaming of one day selling out arenas around the world. That was why she had not let her father’s absence this evening put her off from what she had hoped to accomplish, which had been giving this huge crowd a show they wouldn’t forget. 
But unfortunately, they wouldn’t forget it for all the wrong reasons. 
It had been 23:40 when Lucy had walked onto the big stage to begin her set, which was due to last eight minutes and was going to see her perform her first single as well as a couple of covers of tracks by artists she admired like Mariah Carey and Beyonce. But almost immediately, it had become clear the set was doomed to failure. 
Despite receiving a warm welcome as she had reached the centre of the stage and put her hand on the microphone, she had known something was wrong when she had gone to say hello and nobody had been able to hear her. The microphone hadn’t been working, rendering Lucy’s powerful voice mute and not giving her the chance to start forming a connection with the crowd during her very limited time on stage. 
She had looked to the side of the stage at that moment in the hope that a sound engineer was already on their way to rectify the problem, and she had seen a young man rushing out towards her, looking a little flustered as he appeared in front of the large crowd, some of whom had already started to show their discontent with the delay in the music. Lucy had stood by anxiously as she had watched the engineer fiddling with the microphone in an attempt to figure out why it wasn’t working, but it hadn’t looked good when that engineer had beckoned for more assistance from the other engineers standing backstage. 
Two more young men had joined the first one then, as all three of them had crowded around the stand and tried desperately to get the microphone to produce some sound. But the longer they had failed to do so, the more the crowd had become frustrated. The time of year that it was meant that many in the crowd had already overindulged on certain forms of liquid refreshment during the day, and some of those people had started to boo at that point, their lowered inhibitions meaning they didn’t care so much that they were effectively booing a child who just wanted to sing for them. 
Lucy had heard the boos and been stung by them, even if they had been aimed more at the sound engineers than at her, and she had prayed silently that the issue would be rectified quickly. But it hadn’t been, and as one of the engineers had gone in search of a replacement microphone, someone in the crowd had thrown a half-full plastic cup of beer up onto the stage. 
The cup had landed near Lucy, and the resulting splashback from it had soaked the right side of her dress in alcohol. It was a dress that she had spent a long time picking out to wear for this event she had been scheduled to perform at, having been aware that it was not just going to be the crowd here that would get to witness it but also the TV audience around the country who had been tuning in to watch all the entertainment from Central London as they celebrated at home. The fact her dress had been damaged had been the first moment when Lucy had felt tears filling up her eyes, but it had been what happened next that had really made her want to cry. 
One of the sound engineers had told her that they couldn’t get the microphone working and would bring her a spare one, but when they did, that one was just as useless. Lucy hadn’t been quite able to believe it. What were the odds of two microphones not working? She only needed one to perform, yet it seemed like this set was doomed to failure before it had even begun. 
As the sound engineers had battled on to furnish the young musician with a suitable singing device, Lucy had done her best to stay positive, forcing a smile onto her face despite the clear evidence that the crowd were growing even more disgruntled by the second. She had made eye contact with a few people in the audience as she had stood by helplessly and hoped to begin singing soon, and when she had, she had seen that there were a few sympathetic looks being extended her way. But there had been just as many unsympathetic ones too, and they had been promptly followed by some very unsympathetic statements. 
‘This is what happens when you don’t get proper pop stars!’ one man had shouted from the front row. ‘Who the hell is this kid, anyway?’
Lucy had been hurt by the words from the man in the crowd, and even if he had been quite clearly drunk and obnoxious, it hadn’t taken the sting out of what he had said about her.
Lucy was aware that she wasn’t particularly famous yet, but she did consider herself to be a proper pop star, or at least she was on her way to being one anyway. But everybody had to start somewhere, and everyone started without being very well known. It took time to build a profile and a brand, and most of all, it took time for a musician’s songs to be played in enough places around the world before they became an established name. Lucy was only just starting out, and while her first single had been getting some good feedback after being played on a few big radio stations, she was aware that she still had a very long way to go before she could command the respect and attention of a huge crowd of concert-goers. But she had hoped to speed up that process this evening by giving everybody in attendance a set that would have left them walking away from this event talking about the talented little girl and how she was destined to become a star. 
But the delay to the start of her performance had gone on and on, and Lucy had felt her chances of winning over this crowd diminishing with every second that had ticked by.
There had been a brief glimmer of hope a few minutes later when one of the sound engineers had told Lucy that they had a working microphone and she would be able to sing, although due to the lost time, she could only perform two songs then instead of three. That had been annoying for Lucy, but she had also just been grateful that the whole thing hadn’t been a total failure, so she had grabbed the microphone and prepared to begin. 
But that was when another problem had occurred. 
The music started playing. 
But it was the wrong music. 
Lucy had looked to the side of the stage in confusion, wondering why she was hearing music that did not belong to the set-list that she had told the event organisers she would be adhering to. But the confusion extended to the backstage area because everyone there had seemingly been at just as much of a loss to explain how or why the mix-up had occurred. 
More precious time had been wasted as the mistake was rectified, but by the time it was, there was then only time for Lucy to perform one song. The little girl had felt like the world had been against her as she had stood there and witnessed her whole show falling apart around her, but she had been extra determined to make sure that the one song she would get to sing would be a success. It would be a rendition of her first single, and she had gritted her teeth before silently vowing to herself that she was going to make it the best performance of her life so far. 
The music had started playing, and the fact it had been the correct music had been a good start. So too had the fact that the microphone had worked when Lucy had put it in front of her mouth and started singing, and for the first thirty seconds or so of the song, it had seemed like everything was okay. Even the disenchanted crowd had gone quiet, putting their frustrations aside to hear at least one song from this next performer. But despite a promising start, the show had again been besieged by another setback when the music had cut out halfway through the song, and despite Lucy’s voice still being audible, it had no other sounds to accompany it. 
Lucy had been temporarily knocked off her stride by the silence that followed the music stopping, but she had tried her best to keep the song on track, singing it as best she could even though it had never been meant to be performed without accompanying sounds and backing vocals. But the nervousness she had shown, combined with the emotion of what had been a disastrous night for her, had meant that her little voice had cracked and croaked a couple of times and effectively put the final nail in the coffin for the song and the entire performance. 
That had been all the evidence that a few more frustrated people in the crowd had needed to start voicing their displeasure again, and Lucy had been able to overhear a few more of their cries, including another one from the drunken man on the front row who had been so unkind before. 
‘Get her off the stage!’ the man had shouted to some of the event organisers. ‘She’s rubbish!’
Lucy had been unable to stop the tears from rolling down her cheeks at that moment, devastated to not only be receiving abuse from sections of the crowd, but also because she knew she had not even stood a fair chance at doing herself justice at any point during the doomed set-list. That had been the moment when she had run off the stage, fleeing the scene of her embarrassment and just wanting to put as much distance between herself and the horrible people in the crowd who had made her feel so small. 
Now she was leaving the event, tears still filling her eyes and a tissue being used to wipe her snotty nose, and she couldn’t wait to get out of here. She just wanted to get into the taxi that was waiting for her alongside her manager. She just wanted to get home and be back in the safety of familiar surroundings. But most of all, she just wanted her father because everything felt better when he was around. But he was not around, not anymore, anyway. He hadn’t been around since he had been sent to prison, and even though he had got out since, Lucy had barely been able to see him because it sounded like the police wanted to send him straight back. The young girl didn’t understand the full details of what her father had done or why he had to go back to prison even though he was now out. All she knew was that he was doing his best to avoid being found by the police again, and because of that, he hadn’t been able to be at this event tonight. 
Lucy knew that none of this would have happened if he had been here because her dad would have sorted it out before it got out of control. Nobody ever dared upset her when Ronnie was around. But he was not around, and Lucy was very upset now. 
She would tell her father all about what had happened here tonight when she got another chance to speak to him. But until then, she would have to make do with consoling herself. But it wasn’t easy and not just because she had put her heart into what she had wanted to be a fantastic performance this evening. It was also because, as she opened the door to the taxi and prepared to climb in, she heard the sounds of the next musician on stage, and they didn’t seem to be encountering any of the problems that she had experienced. 
The microphone was working. The music was playing. And the crowd was cheering. 
Lucy felt very unlucky. 
She also felt very envious of the performer who had taken to the stage just after her. 



Will *
23:53
Will Robertson sang into his microphone with power and emotion, hearing the loud cheers coming from the crowd that he was currently entertaining whilst also hearing the words of his song that were being lapped up by everybody in attendance. There was no sweeter sound to the ears of a musician than an audience enjoying the music, and Will couldn’t help but smile as he continued his performance, aware that it was not only going well but a whole lot better than the performance of the last person who had taken to this stage. 
The musician’s name had been Lucy Larkhall, and she had been the performer who had been assigned the short slot just before Will here this evening. But unlike Will, who was belting out his music with gusto, little Lucy had not been able to sing her songs and entertain this crowd because she had suffered a series of very unfortunate technical incidents with the sound system. 
Microphones not working. The wrong music playing. And when the right music played, it had only gone and cut out on her halfway through the one and only song she had stood a chance at singing in the end. 
It had been a disaster. 
It had been very unlucky. 
But it had also been planned. 
The young man singing his popular song ‘Demon In The Dark’ right now did feel a little guilty about what he had just done to his fellow pop star, but he also felt like his actions had been vindicated by what Lucy’s father had done to get his daughter the platform she had found herself on this evening. Will knew all about Ronnie Larkhall and the lengths the despicable man was prepared to go to in order to get whatever he wanted in this world, and that had been why Will had decided to make things a little less perfect for the gangster who always got his way. Will, with the help of his sister, Louise, had sabotaged Lucy’s performance, not because they had any issue with the young girl herself, but because they had a vendetta against her father, and he knew Ronnie would be very angry to find out that Lucy’s gig had gone so wrong tonight. He then hoped that anger would cause Ronnie to do something stupid, like come out of hiding to threaten the organisers of this event, and when he did, the police would be waiting to take him back into custody, which was nothing less than the man deserved considering he should still be in prison right now. 
Will’s and Louise’s hatred of Ronnie Larkhall stemmed from the fact they had discovered that it had been Ronnie who had given the order for Starlight Studios to be burnt to the ground earlier in the year. That act of arson had resulted in the death of Will’s manager and good friend, Andrew Ayata, and worst of all, it had only happened because Andrew had not deemed Lucy good enough to be signed by his studio at that moment in time. Rather than take the adult decision on the chin and tell his daughter that she just needed to keep working hard and her time would come when she was a little older, Ronnie had acted almost as childishly as the offspring he was raising and had decided that the only way to deal with the news was to burn down the building where the bad news had been delivered. 
Ronnie’s connection to that fateful blaze had come to light during a court case a couple of months ago in which Ronnie had been on trial and been forced to hear evidence given against him by his nephew and former employee, Damian. Will had not been present in that courtroom that day, but Louise had, and she had been the one who had told him that Ronnie was to blame for Andrew’s death. The fact that Ronnie had been sentenced shortly after that had given Will some sense of justice being done, even though nothing could ever bring back Andrew. But that sense of justice had been destroyed when Will found out that Ronnie had escaped from prison and had remained at large ever since. That news did not sit well with the successful pop star because he felt it was a stain on the memory of Andrew for his killer to be out there enjoying his freedom while somebody had died for simply doing his job of telling Lucy that she wasn’t quite the right fit for his studio. 
Will had hoped that the police would do their job and recapture Ronnie and put him back behind bars quickly. But seeing as that hadn’t happened, Will had felt like he wanted to take matters into his own hands. He wanted to coax the murderous gangster out of hiding, and when he had seen who he was to share the stage with at this New Year’s Eve event tonight, he had seen an opportunity. 
As Will continued performing his music, he thought about how he had been forced to break his own moral code for what he hoped would be the greater good in the end. He didn’t like the fact that he had ruined Lucy’s performance because she was innocent, unlike her father, but she was collateral damage, just like Ronnie had seen Andrew as being. That was why he had been willing to do something wrong tonight in the hopes that it would lead to something right happening in the near future. The sooner that Ronnie Larkhall was back in handcuffs, the better, and Will knew that Ronnie’s anger when he found out what his poor daughter had been through this evening would result in him losing his cool and making a mistake that would see him arrested sooner rather than later. 
But as Will continued to perform his most popular song to the wild adulation of the crowd, he knew there was another criminal still at large who was even worse than Ronnie. That was Valentin, the man who had killed his mother, and the man whom Will had been in court to see sentenced. The Russian serial killer had shown no remorse for his crimes before he had been given a life term behind bars, but Will had hardly expected anything less from a man who had been capable of killing an innocent woman in her own home on Halloween. But he had hoped that Valentin would suffer in prison, just like he had made Ruth Robertson suffer before she had died. 
But just like Ronnie, Valentin had escaped too, only in this instance, Will had no idea how he could set a trap to ensure the Russian man’s conviction. He hoped he had already set the wheels in motion to see Ronnie end up back in handcuffs, but as for Valentin, he had no idea how he could ever hope to see that man face the justice he deserved again. For all Will knew, Valentin had fled the country because unlike Ronnie, he didn’t have a daughter here to stick around for. He didn’t have any loved ones at all, certainly no one who would miss him if he was gone, and that spoke volumes about the kind of life the Russian had led. He was an evil man, the worst kind of person because he committed crimes for no reason other than they gave him pleasure. At least Ronnie usually had a motive. Valentin, on the other hand, just did things because he wanted to, not because he felt he had to. 
It would have been easy for Will to have become distracted during his live set this evening by thinking about people like Valentin, just like it would have been easy for him to cancel his appearance here tonight because he had more important things on his mind. But he wasn’t doing that because he had mastered the art of making it seem like everything was okay on the outside, even if that was not always the case on the inside. 
Being blind had naturally made Will’s world become more internal, and there were plenty of negatives about that, but there were a few positives too. One of them was that Will had been forced to spend a lot of time listening to his thoughts rather than distracting himself with looking at things like TV screens and mobile phones like so many other able-sighted people in society could do. Instead of taking his mind off anything that might have been difficult to dwell on by watching some moving images or getting a hit of dopamine by seeing that a few more people had liked his latest social media post, Will’s blindness had forced him to find another way of processing whatever his inner monologue was saying to him. It had not been easy, and there had certainly been moments of weakness where he had broken down, feeling overwhelmed in the face of both his disability and the fact that he felt trapped listening to the voices in his head without any way to ease the sound of them. But he had overcome most of those difficult times, skilfully controlling the negative moods with nothing but his own willpower and self-belief that after what he had been through, there was very little he couldn’t overcome in life these days. 
Of course, he hadn’t done it alone. His sister had been a great help, as had Chantelle, his childhood sweetheart, who he had married in the summer. Both of them were present here this evening, and they would be waiting for him when he finished this song so he could leave the stage and be with them when the clock struck midnight and the new year began. 
Will would have loved to have been able to see the fireworks that were set to go off all over London in a few minutes’ time, just like he would have loved to see the faces of all the people he was entertaining in this crowd tonight. But he had come to terms with the fact that it wasn’t an option, and he was okay with it now. As long as he had his loved ones in his life and his music to keep him sane, then he would be okay. 
As he finished his song and received the rapturous applause from the audience, Will spared a thought for Lucy Larkhall, who was most likely on her way home from this event already and feeling very down about things. She had deserved to receive the adulation of this crowd too for getting up on stage and trying her best, but thanks to Will, she had not been able to do that. He decided then that he would reach out to the young girl and offer her his support and best wishes for the future because as much as he had played a part in her downfall tonight, it was not a personal thing, and he still wished her all the best in her career. She had more than enough time on her side to recover from what had happened this evening. It also wasn’t her fault that she had been brought into this world by a man who did not have one good bone in his body, and therefore, Will vowed to make things right with Lucy. 
But only when her dad was back behind bars. 
Walking off the stage so that both he and the crowd would have a few minutes to get ready for the midnight celebrations that were about to kick-off, it was hard not to feel like something special was in the air. 
The eyes of the world would be on London right now as the new year beckoned in this part of the planet. 
Little did they know it at the time, but London was about to become the centre of a news story for all the wrong reasons. 
As the clock kept ticking down mercilessly to midnight, it was only a matter of time now until this city became the victim of yet another person who did not deserve to call this place their home. 



Jamal *
23:54
Jamal Jasem checked the time on his wristwatch, an action he had already made countless times this evening ever since he had arrived in Central London and began preparation for the final part of his master plan. Every second that ticked by was a second that brought him closer to the culmination of something that he felt was special and something that would be remembered for a long time. But each second also brought him closer to the end of his own life because right now, his death was imminent. 
That might have made a lesser man feel afraid, but Jamal was not concerned about departing this life and heading to whatever was beyond it. 
That was because he knew he would not be going alone. 
He was planning on taking a lot of people with him tonight. 
From where he was standing in the doorway of an office building that was closed for the holidays, Jamal would have just looked like another homeless person seeking shelter on yet another cold and frosty night in the English capital. But he was not homeless, or at least he didn’t care that he didn’t own many things that could make his life more comfortable. All Jamal needed, and all he had ever really needed, was a sense of purpose. 
And he certainly had that right now. 
Having travelled to the UK to wreak havoc on these shores, Jamal had already succeeded in so much as he had caused the death of several British citizens in an attack that he had masterminded. But now he was out of prison for that ‘crime’, a fortunate event that allowed him to have another opportunity at terrifying the general public in this country, he was ready to strike again. He also had more of a team behind him than he had when he caused chaos in Battersea Park last year, where he had just used his ‘girlfriend’ to detonate the device he had made for her to wear. Tonight, there were two other men out here with Jamal, and they were both on boats sailing down the Thames, ready and willing to detonate their devices when the time was right. 
Yazid and Youssef knew exactly what was required of them this evening, and Jamal had no doubt that they would do what had to be done when the moment came. When it did, Jamal was ready to do what he needed to do too, and by the time the sun had risen over this city, the three men would be dead, along with scores of others, and the whole country would be in mourning for what the government and the police had been unable to stop. 
The plan was for Yazid and Youssef to detonate their devices first just before midnight, and the sight of the exploding boats would send the thousands of people by the river running for their lives into the streets that surrounded the Thames. That was where Jamal had made sure to set several booby-traps, and as the explosions increased in number, the casualties would too. Then it would be time for Jamal to join the party, and he planned to find himself an area with as many people as possible in, before detonating the explosive vest he was wearing, ending his life and, thus, also ending his personal vendetta against this nation. 
It was hard for the man in the doorway to contain his excitement as he thought about the drama that was about to be set in motion, but he made sure to do so in order to be as ready as he needed to be when the time came. But he was also keeping a lid on his emotions because there was still time for some of his plot to be foiled if one of the hundreds of police officers in London right now were to stop him and ask why he was out here this evening. He had purposely avoided as many of the police officers as he could so far tonight, sticking to quieter streets and ducking into dark doorways whenever he saw any men or woman in uniform passing by. But if he was stopped and questioned, then he would just say that he was out to enjoy the fireworks. The fact he was sticking to doorways and the kinds of places where only homeless people hung out would surely have led the police to believe that he was just a guy who was down on his luck and was, therefore, no threat to the huge event underway this evening. The large coat that Jamal was wearing covered the explosive device he had strapped around his torso, but to an outside observer, it just looked like he was wearing sensible clothing for the cold weather. With all that in mind, Jamal felt like it was very unlikely that he would be stopped from doing what he needed to do. 
Of course, the main threat to his master plan was if the police recognised him as being the escaped convict who had helped blow up Battersea Park last Bonfire Night. It had only been six weeks since Jamal had got out of prison so unexpectedly, and that was why so many people were now looking for him and hoping to put him back behind bars. But Jamal had done as much as he could there to disguise his appearance in case he did get spoken to by a police officer. 
He had spent the six weeks since he got free growing out his beard so that it was now much longer and bushier than it had been before. He had not cut his hair either, and there were a few straggly strands poking out from beneath the woolly hat he was wearing tonight, which also helped mask his appearance even more. Jamal was confident that nobody would recognise him, mainly because he barely recognised himself when he looked in the mirror these days, so he felt assured that he wouldn’t have his night ruined by having handcuffs wrapped around his wrists. 
He was determined not to spend the new year in a prison cell. 
Instead, he was going to spend the new year, and the rest of eternity, being lauded as a hero in his homeland for the devastating blow he had struck in the country that had helped strike several devastating blows of their own before by getting involved in wars that they should never have gotten involved in. 
Jamal checked the time again and saw that the clock was inching ever closer to the moment of destiny for him and his friends on the boats, and that made him feel like he wanted to leave this doorway and find a good viewpoint from which to watch the ‘fireworks’ on the river. They weren’t the same kind of fireworks that so many thousands of people had spent all day here waiting to see, but they were the kind of fireworks that would make Jamal incredibly happy before he made sure to set off plenty of his own shortly afterwards. 
After checking that there were no police officers anywhere on his street right now, Jamal stepped out of the shadows of the doorway and made his way down the road, which was one of many that had been closed off to traffic in Central London while the New Year’s events were underway. The fact that so much of the inner city had been shut down made Jamal’s task easier because fewer cars on these roads meant fewer people who could drive past and see what he would be doing shortly. It also helped that nearly every single pedestrian in this part of London was contained to the small stretch of concrete alongside the river, helping keep so many of the other pavements and footpaths clear for Jamal to move around on. Very soon, these quiet streets would be filled with screaming people running away from the river after seeing two of the boats explode, but for now, they were quiet and peaceful, and Jamal enjoyed the serenity while it lasted. 
Reaching the street corner, Jamal looked straight ahead to where he could see several police officers standing in front of one of the barriers, which marked the outline of the music concert that had been underway here this evening. Jamal could see the crowds beyond those officers, as well as hear all the noise they were making as they chatted and laughed loudly, all of them in good spirits, and why shouldn’t they be on what was traditionally the biggest party night of the year? But Jamal knew it wouldn’t be long until partying was the last thing on any of their minds, and very soon, the sounds of laughter would be replaced with the sounds of screaming. 
Not wanting to get any closer to the swarm of police officers straight ahead, Jamal turned left and walked down another quiet street before that too opened up again and afforded him a view down to the waterside. But this section of the riverbank was not hosting a music event, and while Jamal could see plenty of people gathered, there were fewer police officers watching over them, and that allowed Jamal to get closer without having to worry too much. 
He approached the back of the crowd, looking around as he went for something that would give him the opportunity to raise himself up off the ground so that he could see above all the heads of the spectators and get a better view of the river beyond them. Spotting a brick wall outside an embassy that had a flag hanging above the door that Jamal did not recognise, the Syrian man stepped up onto it, and it gave him the height he needed to see the Thames in all its glory. 
Checking his watch again, Jamal knew it was now only a couple of minutes until the show would begin. Scanning the water a few hundred feet in front of himself, Jamal looked for one of the boats that his colleagues were on, and he was able to spot one of them sailing very slowly down the centre of the river with several flashing lights coming from it. Jamal knew that those flashing lights belonged to the dancefloor that was onboard the boat, and there would be dozens of people crowding on and around that same dancefloor right now, in good spirits, drinking and flirting with whoever was nearby. Jamal also knew that either Youssef or Yazid would be on the outskirts of that dancefloor, watching and waiting to make their move and entirely undistracted by anything else that was going on around them. Neither man would be enticed by any of the temptations on offer, like liquor or attractive women. Instead, they would be remaining steadfast in their desire to disrupt the party and spoil the enjoyment of all the other people they were with in order to do what was necessary for the greater good. 
Jamal watched the boat as it continued to slowly move through the dark waters of the Thames, currently intact and operating as it should be but soon to be blown to pieces and sinking fast, down into the murky depths and taking everybody on board who wasn’t killed in the initial explosion down with it. It was almost impossible to imagine that the boat would cease to exist in just a few moments, but that was the case, and the longer Jamal watched it, the more thrilled he was about that prospect. He was also thrilled about the fact that all the people standing ahead of him and also watching the river would soon be running for their lives as explosions started to occur all over this area, and it became apparent that they were not a part of the New Year’s Eve celebrations. 
There was nothing Jamal liked more than to cause chaos in the lives of people who were not accustomed to it. He was certainly accustomed to it coming from where he did and having seen the things that he had seen. But now it was almost time to share his experiences with a few more Londoners who were so privileged that they would only be able to fail in the face of the frightening events that they were about to bear witness to. 
Checking his watch one more time, Jamal knew things were about to get very interesting down here on this riverbank. But he thought he had a few more minutes before they did, and he thought he had a few more minutes beyond that before he ended his life just after his comrades had ended theirs. But the sound of the loud explosion to his left stunned him, just as it stunned everyone else in the area who had heard it, and when Jamal looked to see where the noise had come from, he noticed the boat he had just been watching was now on fire. 
Yazid or Youssef had just detonated their device. 
But they were early. 
Did it matter? Jamal thought that it might do for a second because he had been hoping to keep the chaos as close to midnight as possible for maximum effect. But now that one of the bombs had gone off, it was clear that it didn’t matter at all because the plan was in motion, and best of all, it was working. There was no telling how many people had just died on that boat, but they were certainly dead, and now that bomb had gone off, it was supposed to be followed by the bomb on the other boat. 
Jamal couldn’t see that other boat, but he listened out for the sound of it being ripped apart nonetheless, and it was important that it came because once it did, everybody in this city would realise that the first explosion had not just been caused by a terrible accident. The second explosion would let them know that it had actually been part of a synchronised plan, and that would be when the panic started. 
But where was that second explosion?
Who was yet to detonate their device?
Youssef? 
Or Yazid?



Lindsey *
23:55
Lindsey Beattie watched on with the rest of the people on her boat as they saw the boat ahead of them being engulfed in flames after it had suddenly exploded and caused everyone in the area to almost jump out of their skin. Nobody on this boat seemed to know what had just caused the explosion on the other vessel, but whatever had happened, one thing was known for sure. 
Every poor soul on that boat was dead. 
Lindsey had her hands over her mouth after dropping her drink, and it was the same as her friend beside her. April had also dropped her drink from the shock of the deafening boom that had come so close to them on this river, and the two women were still staring at the flames when someone spoke behind them. 
‘What the hell caused that?’ a man asked. 
‘I don’t know!’ someone else said. 
‘We need to go and help them!’ another man cried. 
‘I think it’s too late for that,’ came the grim response. 
But it was the thing that was said next that really made Lindsey’s ears prick up. 
‘Do you think we are safe on here?’
Lindsey turned around to look at whichever woman had just said that, and when she did, she saw the brunette waitress standing behind her and looking very worried about things. 
In the few seconds after the explosion had occurred, Lindsey had not been worried about her own safety. She had been too busy worrying about those poor people on that other boat. But now that the waitress had just expressed her concern that they too could be at risk, Lindsey realised the woman might be right. 
If that boat had just exploded, what was to say this boat wouldn’t explode too?
Lindsey looked to April beside her to see if her friend might have any idea what might be going on now, but April seemed just as confused. 
‘Do you think it was an accident?’ she asked Lindsey. 
‘What else would it have been?’ Lindsey replied, but she already knew what April was hinting at, and she didn’t wish for her to come out and say it outright. 
Neither woman uttered the word they were afraid of and instead, watched on as the party around them remained at a standstill. Then the music cut out, which was only appropriate considering the devastation that was taking place upriver from them right now. 
With the music having stopped, an eerie silence fell over the boat. Nobody was protesting about the disruption to the party because everybody was too busy staring at the flames from the burning boat. 
The boat that was already starting to sink. 
It took a while before anybody took some ownership of the situation, but when they did, everybody looked at the man at the front of the boat who was on the radio and talking into it, asking for more information on what had just occurred. 
Lindsey and April waited along with everybody else to find out what had happened, but answers were not forthcoming immediately, and it became evident that the confusion surrounding what had just happened extended beyond this boat. 
Looking towards the side of the river, Lindsey tried to see what was happening amongst the crowds that were gathered there, but it was difficult because they weren’t too close to the side of the river, and it was dark. But she could make out the shape of the large crowd and wondered what they had all made of the explosion on the Thames.
Checking the time, Lindsey saw that there were still a few minutes to go until midnight, but right now, it seemed unlikely that the celebrations would be going ahead as planned. Setting off a load of fireworks and shouting ‘Happy New Year!’ would be incredibly disrespectful to the people who had just lost their lives in that explosion, but it would also take a lot of time and effort to dispel these crowds who had all come here this evening for a show. 
Lindsey had been enjoying herself aboard this boat ever since she had stepped onto it and it had sailed away from where it had been docked. But it suddenly felt like an incredibly unsafe place to be, and she longed to be back on dry land rather than trapped on this floating vessel in the middle of a very cold and very deep river. 
‘Do you think we need to get off?’ April asked Lindsey as if reading her friend’s mind at that moment, but all Lindsey could do was shrug. Even if she had said yes, then it wasn’t as if she could control how to get off this boat. They relied on the captain to get them over to the riverside, unless they wanted to swim over, which they certainly did not. But the captain was still on his radio, and it didn’t seem like he was in a hurry to go anywhere, although Lindsey could no longer hear him speaking into his device because most of the people around her at this party had started talking again. 
The volume and pace of the chattering voices on the deck of this boat increased with every passing second that went by with the cause of the explosion still being unconfirmed. It was obvious that a few people were starting to panic now, although there were also a couple of very inconsiderate souls who seemed to be less concerned about the explosion and more concerned with the fact that their evening had been ruined by the inconvenience of it. 
Lindsey watched on in disgust as one man attempted to get himself another drink from one of the waiters who had stopped serving, while another man called for the music to be turned back on ahead of the clock striking midnight. But celebrating the clock reaching twelve was the last thing on most sensible people’s minds right now, and Lindsey and April decided to head towards the side of the boat, away from the dancefloor and to somewhere that was a little quieter. 
As they reached the side of the boat, both women dared themselves to take another look at the stricken vessel ahead of them, but they quickly wished they hadn’t when they saw it disappearing below the waves, the flames being extinguished as water engulfed it and the plume of black smoke that had been billowing from the top of it fading out almost as quickly. 
The explosion had only just occurred, but the boat had already sunk, well before any emergency boats could be scrambled to try and assist anyone who was still alive on board. But as Lindsey stared at the dark water that the vessel had just sunk into, she saw blue flashing lights and looked up to see a police boat heading to the area at breakneck speed. 
‘Look!’ she told April, pointing towards the flashing lights, and April saw it too. 
‘I wonder what’s going on,’ she said, and Lindsey wondered the same thing. 
‘Do you think anybody made it off alive?’
‘I doubt it.’
‘Oh my God, this is awful.’
It was impossible not to be struck by how terrifying the whole incident had been. One second, there had been two party boats cruising down the Thames, the next second, there was only one. Lindsey had no idea why that one had gone up in flames and the one she was on hadn’t, but it was scary to even think about the fact that it could have been her dying in a ball of flames and not those other poor people instead. 
Who were they all? Had they just been people like her? A woman out for a fun night with a friend, sipping champagne and dancing to the music, trying to forget about the year that had just been and looking forward to the one that was to come next?
Lindsey had tears in her eyes as she contemplated how cruel life could be. But those tears dried quickly a second later when she had something else to concern her. 
‘What’s he doing?’ April asked, and Lindsey looked to see what her friend was talking about. 
When she did, she saw that there was a man standing across the boat from them, not too far away, and he seemed to be fiddling with something under his coat. It was the same man whom April had spoken to around ten minutes or so ago, the man who had been on his own all night and had seemed a little odd by virtue of the fact that he had come to this party with seemingly no intention of having a good time with everybody else here. 
Lindsey kept watching him as he continued to fiddle with something beneath the coat, the coat that had not seemed like something a typical partygoer would wear to an event with a dancefloor on New Year’s Eve. But as she did, she caught a glimpse of something underneath that coat that gave her cause for concern. 
She saw a bunch of wires. 
And that was also when she noticed the man make eye contact with her. 
It was as if time stood still for a second as Lindsey and the man stared at each other, but as it dawned on the woman who he was, or rather, what he was planning to do, the man snapped back into action and tried again to do something with the wires beneath his coat. 
That was when Lindsey knew she had to act. 
Before it was too late. 
And before this boat ended up just like the other one. 
‘No!’ she cried as she suddenly ran forward towards the man, straining every sinew in her body as she tried to close the distance between the two of them as quickly as possible so that he had less time to finish what he was trying to do. 
Everyone else on the boat heard Lindsey’s loud cry and turned to look at her as she kept running, but she did not have time to feel shy or embarrassed about the situation. She didn’t even know if she had time to save her life and the lives of everybody else on this boat right now. All she knew was that she had to try, otherwise everyone here would be at the bottom of this river in a few minutes’ time. That was because she had figured out in a split second why the man was on this boat and why he had been acting strange all evening. 
He was not here to welcome in the New Year in a fun atmosphere like everybody else on board. 
He was here to kill himself and everybody unlucky enough to be around him. 
He was a suicide bomber. 
And he was seconds away from achieving his goal. 
Lindsey put out her hands in front of her as she ran, but it was not to protect herself from any blast that might have been omitted from the explosive vest the man was wearing. She knew nothing could protect her from that deadly force if it was to be detonated. Rather, she was holding out her hands because if she could reach the man in time, then she would be able to do what she needed to do in order to stop him blowing this boat sky-high. 
‘Lindsey!’ April cried behind her as she kept running, but Lindsey did not turn around or slow down. Nor did the man with the explosive vest slow down either, and he desperately tried to do what he needed to do to get it to work. 
It must have malfunctioned, or perhaps the man had made a mistake, but whatever had happened, it had bought everyone else on this boat a reprieve. 
And it had bought Lindsey enough time to reach him. 
Pushing the man as hard as she could, Lindsey saw him topple over the side of the boat, going overboard and hitting the water below them, thankfully before the device had detonated. 
Lindsey hoped that the water would kill any hopes the man had of setting off his device, but she presumed there was still a threat, which was why she started shouting for some help. 
‘He’s got a bomb! Help!’ Lindsey cried, and it took everybody a few seconds to realise what she meant before there was plenty of panic on deck as most people ran as far from that side of the boat as possible. But a few people came to her assistance, including one of the boat’s crew, and once that employee had realised what was happening, he made sure to radio the captain and tell him to get the boat moving away from the man in the water as quickly as possible. 
As the engines fired up, the boat cut through the water and pulled away from the threat that was lurking in the Thames, and Lindsey watched as the man she had pushed overboard continued to bob up and down in the water with a shocked expression on his face. 
The fact the bomb still hadn’t gone off seemed to confirm to her that she had been successful in damaging the device beyond repair by sending him into the water, and all that needed to happen now was for one of the police boats to come and scoop him up and take him into custody. They hadn’t been quick enough to stop whoever his accomplice had been, but at least they could stop any further devastation from taking place. 
At least that was what Lindsey thought anyway. 
But then she heard something from the riverside that sent a chill through her body. 
She heard another explosion. 
And then another one. 



Lizzy *
23:56
Lizzy Kendrick had been in many precarious positions as a police officer before. She had chased burglars on foot, she had been involved in high-speed car chases pursuing dangerous drivers, and she had been threatened multiple times with knives, guns, or even just fists. But the situation she found herself in now was easily the most difficult she had been in before. 
London was under attack. 
She was caught up in the middle of it. 
And she had no idea how to make it stop. 
Another explosion boomed out nearby, resulting in even more hysterical screaming as the thousands of people who were trying to run to safety realised that they had no idea which way they should go. Ever since a boat had exploded on the Thames, it had been a worry that it might not have been an accident and that a more sinister force could have been at play. But that had been confirmed only a few moments later when another explosion had occurred near the banks of the river, and as everybody who had gathered for the fireworks started running, more blasts had taken place. 
There was no doubt now that this was a terrorist attack. 
But there was plenty of doubt surrounding how to stop it before it claimed any more lives. 
Lizzy had been stationed beside the river with dozens of her colleagues, tasked with keeping an eye on the large crowd who had gathered for the New Year’s Eve celebrations. There had certainly been better ways for people like her and her fellow officers to spend such a momentous evening, but they were duty-bound by the job they had accepted and trained so hard to do. Therefore, they had been carrying out their thankless task with as little grumbling as possible. But what could have been a fairly boring evening if everything had gone to plan had suddenly turned into the night from hell once the bombs started going off. Now it was obvious that every single police officer in Central London was going to have to do their best to save as many lives as possible whilst also trying to figure out if there was a way to stop whoever was causing all this destruction. 
As Lizzy stared at the sea of people running all around, feeling mightily overwhelmed at the size of the task facing her and her colleagues, she tried to figure out if there was some kind of pattern to all this chaos. After the boat had blown up, the next explosion had come on land, and that was the one that had sent everyone running down these streets. But then more explosions had followed, taking place in those same streets, so Lizzy figured that whoever had planned this attack had known where people would run and, therefore, where to place the next devices for maximum impact. 
It was a despicable plan, as all terrorist plots were, but gallingly, it was working. 
Everyone was running. 
And they were running right into the path of more bombs. 
‘We need to get everyone to stop running!’ Lizzy cried to the policeman beside her, who looked just as overwhelmed with everything as she did. 
That policeman, Officer Burton, might have agreed with her, but he made a very valid point. 
‘I get that, but how the hell do we stop ten thousand people from running?’
It didn’t take an expert in crowd control to know that what Lizzy had suggested was not only ambitious but impossible. There was no way she or any of the other police officers here this evening were going to be able to stop people running for their lives if they wanted to. It was simply human nature. People ran from danger. It was all about survival at the end of the day. 
Fight or flight. 
And almost everyone here had chosen flight. 
Almost everyone. 
Knowing that there was no way that she could stop people running and being defensive, Lizzy knew that she had to go on the offensive instead. It was up to her and the other emergency service workers here this evening to bring this attack to a halt. Otherwise, there was no saying how long it would go on for. 
Jumping up onto a wall and scanning the crowd, Lizzy tried to see if there was anybody who didn’t seem like they were in a hurry to get out of here. If she could spot somebody like that, then it might suggest that person had known about this attack ahead of time and were involved in what was happening. Therefore, she could try and stop them before they had any more success. 
But looking for somebody suspicious in a sea of swarming people was not only like looking for a needle in a haystack, but much worse than that. 
It was trying to spot the one evil person in a crowd full of innocent people, most of whom would die if she failed to find what she was looking for.
Lizzy kept looking, but it was no good. Everyone she saw seemed to have a panicked expression on their face and were running for their lives, making it obvious they weren’t a part of this deadly plot and were just caught up in it, now trying to make it back home safely to their loved ones. 
Her search for something was snapped when she heard gunshots ringing out nearby, followed by yet another deafening explosion that would surely have claimed even more innocent lives. 
While the explosion had not been a good sign, the fact that she had heard guns gave Lizzy a little hope. She prayed those firearms belonged to the Counter-Terrorism Officers who had been stationed at various points around the city tonight to provide an extra layer of security, and she hoped that they were discharging those weapons because it meant they had a suspect in their sights. But there was another alternative, and it was a very worrying one for Lizzy and everybody else in this city right now. 
The guns might not have been fired by anti-terror police. 
They could have been fired by the terrorists themselves. 
Lizzy could not see where the gunshots had come from, but they had stopped, as had the explosions, for the time being anyway. But what had not stopped was the sound of screaming, and Lizzy knew it would be a long time until she was able to get the sound of it out of her head when all of this was over. 
But it was far from being over yet, and Lizzy knew that whatever happened, she couldn’t just stand here and do nothing. She didn’t know what she could do, considering that she didn’t have a firearm like those other officers in a different department to her, but she knew that she had to do something. That was why she jumped down off the wall and told her colleague that she was going to go and look for the person, or persons, behind this. 
‘What? Are you crazy? You could get killed!’ Officer Burton cried, displaying a little cowardice by the fact that he would rather stay here on the outskirts of the crowd but also showing a little common sense too, because surely joining the crowd would not be a good idea. Those who weren’t at risk from being killed by an Improvised Explosive Device left strategically on a street near here seemed to be almost at as much risk of being crushed in this stampede. 
And now Lizzy wanted to join it?
But Lizzy knew that staying where she was would do little good for these people, and it was also obvious from the voices she was hearing over her police radio that those in power at the police station had little idea how to stop this either. It had all happened so quickly and was continuing to unfold at such a rapid pace that any kind of methodical plan or strategy on the police’s part was useless. A situation as crazy and as evolving as this one required less thought and more action. 
And that was why Lizzy started running. 
Joining the sea of people streaming away from the riverside, Lizzy looked straight ahead as they turned onto another street, but she wasn’t looking for an escape route like everyone else here. She was still looking for anyone in the crowd who was acting differently to those around them. 
Was there somebody walking or lurking on the outskirts of this crowd? 
Somebody who was not afraid?
Somebody who was preparing for another attack?
Lizzy’s eyes scanned every doorway of every building as she passed them, as well as as many faces as she could register, but she still couldn’t see anything that seemed out of place, or at least anything that was out of place in a scene as unexpected as this one. 
Of course, in reality, everything was out of place here. This street had never been designed for thousands of panicked people to run down it, nor has this city been built as a place for multiple bombs to be going off in its borders. This was supposed to be a place where people could be safe. Natives, tourists, commuters, day-trippers, family members, friends, everybody who set foot here. 
London was never meant to be under siege like this. 
But it was, and Lizzy could only hope it stopped while there was still some good left in this place. 
It was at that moment that anything good seemed to be sucked right out of the city because another bomb exploded, and this one was very close to the police officer and the people running beside her. 
Feeling as though she had been thrown into the air, Lizzy braced herself to make impact with the concrete road below as she fell back to the ground, and when she hit it, it felt as if all the air had been taken from her lungs. She fought for breath, almost as much as she fought to try and hear something. But her hearing was distorted, sounds not making as much sense as they should do, and it became clear to her that she was lucky to be alive because she had been very close to that devastating IED. 
After taking a couple of seconds to regain her breath, Lizzy looked around her and saw total chaos on this section of the street. 
Dead bodies. 
Injured bodies. 
Blood. 
Discarded items like scarfs, gloves and even several mobile phones. 
And one burning bin where the bomb had presumably been left. 
Lizzy staggered to her feet and stumbled over to the nearest victim she could see, a man who had blood pouring from his head and a dazed expression on his face. As her hearing slowly returned to her, Lizzy asked the man if he was okay, but the man just pointed to something behind her before telling her to go and help his daughter. 
Lizzy saw a young woman lying unconscious on the street only a few yards away and immediately ran over to her before dropping to her knees and checking for a pulse. Unable to find one, Lizzy began administering CPR, hoping to save the woman but aware that her injuries might mean she was already beyond hope. But as Lizzy worked desperately, pressing the woman’s chest and parting her lips to breathe into her airways, she operated on pure adrenaline, not affected by how slim the odds might have been for her to have some success here. 
It was a refusal to even entertain failure that resulted in Lizzy being able to bring the woman back to life, and when she did, she saw the woman’s father wrap his arms around his child and cry as hard as she had seen anybody cry before. 
Looking around the devastated street for anyone else she might be able to help, Lizzy saw plenty of victims who needed aid. But she also saw something else too. 
She saw a man in a large coat stepping out from a dark doorway and calmly walking towards the corner of the street. 
It was a place where hundreds of people were stuck because the road had narrowed and created a bottleneck where too many people were trying to fit through too small a space. 
The man had a beard, and a hat pulled over a few straggly wisps of dark hair, but that was not what got Lizzy’s attention. It was the fact that he seemed to be the only person on this street who was not panicking and fighting for his life. 
He seemed like he was somebody who was very much in control of this situation, and that led Lizzy to think that he might be one of the people who had instigated it all. 
Getting to her feet and setting off towards the man, Lizzy had no idea how she was going to apprehend him if it turned out that he was a terrorist and he did have a bomb strapped to him beneath that coat. It would be difficult to overpower a man who was willing to blow himself up, and she doubted she would have time to get handcuffs on before he detonated. 
But as she was running, she saw a gun lying on the ground in front of her. Stopping to figure out why it was just lying there, Lizzy saw who the gun had belonged to. There was a Counter-Terrorism Officer lying beside it, but it was clear he had suffered grave injuries in the blast that had just occurred, and no amount of CPR would be able to save him. 
But perhaps his weapon could save others, and that was why Lizzy did not hesitate to pick it up and start running with it in the direction of the man who was still walking towards the densely packed crowds at the end of the street. 
Lizzy had undertaken firearms training before, even though she hadn’t fully qualified or fully pursued a move into a department where guns were used by police officers regularly, and that was how she was able to know what she was doing with the weapon in her hands. 
It was also why she felt confident enough to shout to the man ahead of her to stop, or she would shoot. 
The man froze upon hearing the command, doing as he was told, which suggested he had been highly alert to such a command, and that made it seem even more likely that he was a criminal and not just an innocent bystander. 
‘Turn around!’ Lizzy ordered, but he didn’t move, or at least he didn’t until Lizzy noticed his right hand reaching up towards the front of his coat. 
‘Stop moving, or I’ll shoot!’ Lizzy said again, but the man did not do as she told him this time, and Lizzy’s finger curled around the trigger in preparation to fire. 
But then the man started to turn around, and as he did, Lizzy held off on shooting because she wondered if he was complying with her after all. 
As his face came into view, Lizzy studied it, but she did not recognise him. If she had, then she would have surely fired before things could have gone any further. But she gave the man a few more seconds, and that was enough time for her to see what he was hiding beneath his coat. 
A vest full of wires. 
He was a human bomb. 
And the smile on the man’s face suggested that he was just about to go ‘boom.’
Lizzy pulled the trigger without another second’s thought, and the bullet that left her gun reached the man before he had time to flick the switch on his vest. 
As the man fell to the ground with his explosive device still intact, Lizzy had no idea that she had just killed the country’s most wanted man, Jamal Jasem. But she did know that she had just saved dozens of lives. 
She also knew that this would be a New Year’s Eve that she would never, ever forget. 



Owen
23:57
Owen Cole was a man who was not currently aware of the drama unfolding several miles away from where he was right now. That’s because he was not in Central London near the Thames where so many bombs had gone off and so many lives had been taken. Rather, he was creeping his way through a very quiet country estate on the outskirts of the capital, and he had been doing so for the last several minutes. There would be time for him to check the news later and be shocked by what had occurred in this city that he called home. But at this moment, he was focused on the task at hand. 
He was focused on finding out the truth. 
And then he was hoping to get rewarded for doing so.
Coming to a stop behind the trunk of one of the many tall pine trees that stood in these sprawling grounds, Owen peered ahead at the large house whose outline he could just about make out in the gloom. It was very dark, and while there were fireworks going off on various places nearby, none of them were close enough to light up this place that he was making his way around. That was hardly surprising considering the sheer size of the estate he was on. The next-door neighbours here were a good mile away in any direction, so it wasn’t like most houses where a firework going off next door would be very loud and very bright. This property was very much out on its own, as it should be for how much it had cost, but it was the isolated nature of it that was making Owen’s task a little easier tonight. 
As he left his hiding place behind the tree and crept a little closer to the house at the top of the hill, Owen thought about the people who owned this place and how they weren’t much different to him. Jelena and Bogdan, from what his research had told him, had just been a working-class couple struggling to make ends meet before they had got lucky and won the lottery, elevating themselves out of the poverty pit and suddenly being able to afford anything their hearts desired. It was a tale that could be motivating and inspiring, and it was certainly the kind of story that kept millions of people buying lottery tickets every week in the hope that it would happen to them too. But Owen knew the odds of winning the lottery were so small that simply buying a ticket and crossing your fingers was not a real plan to strike it rich in the long term. For every Jelena and Bogdan who got to dance down the street with a winning ticket in their hands, there were millions who simply shook their heads, ripped their losing ticket up and went back to work on Monday morning with a grim expression on their face. 
This Serbian couple were the lucky ones. 
They were the statistical anomaly. 
But despite that, Owen still felt they were no different to him. 
The man creeping through this country estate was a member of the working class too, just like the rich Serbian couple had once been. He got up early every Monday and went to work on a building site for several long hours, and he repeated that process until Friday evening, at which time he would collapse into his armchair with a can of lager and be too exhausted to go anywhere other than his bed for the majority of the weekend. He worked hard, and he used to play hard, but now it was more just about work because he was in his fifties, and he simply didn’t have the energy to do both. He also knew that he didn’t have the energy to keep working for another fifteen years or so, which was around the time he would have to wait until he was old enough to get his pension. But that seemed like a long time away, even for a man who had lived long enough to know that time seemed to go a lot faster the older a person got. 
That was why he felt like he had to do something different. 
He had to take a chance. 
Before it was too late. 
As Owen crept on, edging ever closer to the mansion ahead of him, he thought about how his research had told him that Bogdan had worked in construction before too. That gave the pair of them something else in common, along with their working-class roots, and it made Owen even more determined to have some of what Bogdan had now. He really felt that the only difference between the two of them was that one of them had got lucky and the other one hadn’t. But Bogdan had also made his own luck, buying that winning lottery ticket in the first place, so Owen had accepted that he needed to make his own luck too if he wished to have an easier life as well. 
That’s what he was here to do tonight. He was making his own luck. 
It just remained to be seen whether it would be his lucky night. 
If not and fortune was against him, he would be facing spending some time in the place that Bogdan had just escaped from. 
That was prison, and surely, unlike the lucky Serbian man who had been able to escape, Owen would not enjoy that same luck twice. 
Owen had read the newspaper report that had discussed Bogdan’s prison break with great interest when he had first come across it while sitting in the canteen at the building site one rainy Tuesday morning. The article was one of many that had been written in which the various prison escapees had been profiled, almost as if they were contestants in an upcoming game show. Along with the reports on escaped convicts like Jamal Jasem and Ronnie Larkhall, there had been an article about Bogdan Petrovic, and that had been the most interesting one to Owen because he knew that Bogdan was not a typical criminal like Jamal and Ronnie. Rather, Bogdan was a multi-millionaire who most likely would not be returning to a life of crime now that he was a free man again. 
With his fortune, Bogdan could disappear and never be recaptured by the police, who had put him behind bars in the first place. Therefore, while he was hardly the most dangerous criminal on the loose these days, he was probably the hardest one to recapture. There was no telling where he could be hiding, considering that money was no object for him, not that it had stopped the police from looking for him. Owen had read another report that said Bogdan’s mansion, the one he shared with his wife, Jelena, had been searched multiple times, but no trace of the man had been found so far. It seemed that Jelena was living alone, and Bogdan was hiding elsewhere. 
But the more Owen had thought about it, and he had thought about it a lot during his long shifts on those freezing cold building sites, the more he was convinced that Bogdan was hiding somewhere very close to Jelena. He felt that because a newspaper article had described the crime that Bogdan had originally been sent to prison for, and it was a crime that spoke of how much he loved that woman of his. 
The media said that Bogdan had admitted to shooting dead a man who had kept Jelena in captivity as part of a sex-trafficking scheme. Not only that, but he had gotten away with the crime until one of the other men who had made Jelena suffer had been in court, and Bogdan had confessed to his crime as a way of trying to get more honesty into that courtroom, again to help his wife. It was clear that Bogdan was willing to do anything for Jelena, even at great cost to himself, so with that in mind, Owen found it very difficult to believe that the Serbian man would choose to hide somewhere that was not close to his beloved wife. 
Therefore, Owen felt like he knew where Bogdan was hiding, and it was the place where the police had already looked and failed to find him. 
Owen knew Bogdan was in this mansion somewhere. 
And he hoped that tonight, he would be the one to reveal it.
But it wasn’t a need to see justice be done that was driving Owen to keep pacing towards the mansion. Rather, it was a much more selfish desire and one that would soon see him commit a crime and lose a grip on his strong morals, just like Bogdan had done in his past. It was the selfish desire to make enough money so that he could quit his crappy construction job and finally get to put his feet up and enjoy the rest of his life without the constant routine of working hard and struggling to pay bills. The way Owen planned to make that money was to first catch Bogdan and threaten to reveal his whereabouts to the police before making both him and his wife an offer that he hoped, and expected, they would accept. 
He would offer to keep quiet about Bogdan’s whereabouts. 
But only if they gave him some of their millions. 
Owen paused again on his journey towards the mansion, close enough to be able to see if there was anybody looking out from the numerous windows that the property had. But Owen did not see anything to concern him, so he kept going, aware that the element of surprise was his best friend in his endeavour tonight, and aware that he would only keep that surprise if he was able to reach the house without somebody inside spotting him before he got there. 
The person who might spot him was most likely to be Jelena seeing as she was not the one in hiding at this time. Unlike her husband, who had to maintain a very low profile, the Serbian woman was free to walk around her home without fear of being caught by anybody who might storm through the front door and surprise her. But Bogdan had to be more tactical about if and when he came out of his hiding place, and wherever that place was in this property, Owen figured it must be a good one if the police had failed to find it during their extensive searches. 
But Owen was hoping for a little luck this evening because he was praying that Bogdan would be out of that hiding place tonight, choosing to spend midnight with his wife out in the open rather than welcoming in the new year in isolation. The Serbian couple might have let their guard down a little this evening, assuming that the police would not come and pay them a visit on New Year’s Eve, and that would give somebody else the chance to visit and catch Bogdan where he did not want to be caught. 
It was a speculative plan, and there was no guaranteeing it would work, but as far as Owen was concerned, he felt the plan had better odds of success than simply buying a lottery ticket and hoping for the best. 
Now the house was close, and Owen took a deep breath before breaking into a sprint, running the short distance between the treeline and the side of the property, making it and leaning against the wall to regain his breath while his heart hammered in his chest. Owen was a fairly fit man considering his active job, but running around in the dark required a different level of fitness than carrying a few bricks on a building site, plus there was much more at stake on this particular job. The worst thing that could happen on the sites would be for Owen to make a mistake and have to redo his work. But the worst thing that could happen here was for Jelena or Bogdan to defend their home from his intrusion and attack him, potentially killing him if they were desperate enough to keep their secret hidden. 
And why wouldn’t they be? 
It wasn’t as if Bogdan hadn’t killed before. 
That was why Owen had brought something with him this evening to hopefully keep the odds in his favour when he finally made it inside the house and came face to face with whoever was in there. Unzipping his coat pocket, he reached inside and took out the weapon he had come here with tonight. 
Looking down at the gun in his hand, Owen marvelled at how it looked in the moonlight. It really did look like the real deal, which was important because it was supposed to scare the couple inside this house. But it was not real. It was a fake gun, nothing more than a plastic toy that Owen had spray-painted black to make it appear more like the real thing. Owen planned to point this at Jelena if he needed her to show him where her husband was hidden, or he would point it at Bogdan if he was lucky enough to catch the man out of his hiding place. By doing so, he expected both of them to put their hands in the air and do whatever he asked of them, and he hoped neither of them would be stupid enough to say no with a ‘gun’ aimed at them. 
Keeping the gun in one hand as he zipped up his jacket with the other, Owen took another deep breath before committing to see through his plan here this evening, no matter what happened next. Hopefully, he would be leaving here with plenty of money after catching Bogdan and threatening the pair to pay him, or he would talk to the police. But he was prepared for all sorts to happen. 
He was prepared to fight if he had to. He was prepared to do anything that might save him from spending the rest of his life on those building sites. But he also knew that if Bogdan really was inside this house like he suspected, then the Serbian man was also prepared. 
He was prepared to do anything to protect his wife, as he had proven on several occasions. After all, one of the men who had come between the Serbian couple had ended up dead in a Romanian river. Therefore, there was no telling how Bogdan might react when Owen aimed a weapon at Jelena’s head because while Owen knew it was fake, no one else did. 
That was the whole point. 
But it was also the factor that meant that what happened next was extremely unpredictable. 
And that was why Owen felt nervous as he crept towards the back door of the house. 



Bogdan *
23:58
Bogdan Petrovic felt the cold air biting at his skin as he stepped out onto the rooftop of the mansion he shared with his wife and looked around at the view that he had of the capital from up here. The bright lights of the city were visible on the horizon, and while there were a few fireworks already going off, they would be nothing compared to the show that was about to get underway in a couple of minutes’ time. 
It was almost midnight. 
And that meant it was almost time for a new year to begin. 
It was certainly much colder up here than it had been in the secretive room where Bogdan had spent much of his time since he had escaped from prison, doing his best to avoid being recaptured by the police. But despite the freezing temperatures, it felt good for him to be out in the fresh air, even if it would only be for a short while. He knew that he was taking a risk every time he left that room because it would only take a surprise visit from the police to land him back in handcuffs again, but tonight, both he and Jelena had felt like it was a risk worth taking. That’s because from up here on this rooftop, they would be treated to the spectacular sight of dozens of pyrotechnics exploding over the capital, and they would be able to welcome in the new year feeling like things were a little more normal than they actually were. 
Most people ended one year and started the next one with a sense of optimism for the future. But that was not quite the case for Bogdan because being on the run from the law was not compatible with looking to the future with relish. Instead, Bogdan suspected he would be spending an awful lot of time in the new year hiding, looking over his shoulder and basically wondering how he could ever live a normal life again after what he had done. 
Maybe he should have just stayed in prison. Perhaps he should have ignored the opportunity that the prison riot had given him and gone back to his cell rather than walking out of the wide-open gate to freedom. He had possibly made a very big mistake, and it was far too late to rectify it now. 
But Bogdan was also aware that if he had remained in that prison, then he may well have just as many regrets now, only they would be of the opposite kind. He would be wondering if he had made a mistake in staying, and he would be tormenting himself with doubts about why he hadn’t seized his opportunity to be with his wife again when he had the chance. At least this way, even though he had regrets, he was in the outside world with Jelena by his side. 
That had to be better than sitting in a prison cell any day of the week. 
He heard Jelena closing the door he had just walked out of before she joined him in the middle of the rooftop and took his hand before leading him towards the edge, getting them a little closer to the view of the city from up here. Bogdan stared at the lights from the tall towers in Canary Wharf in the east of the city before looking across more centrally at the imposing figure of The Shard standing very proudly in the middle of the capital. If things had been different, Bogdan would have taken Jelena down to the celebrations by the Thames this evening to ring in the New Year from there, but things were not that simple. There would be no attending public events for Bogdan anymore, not if he wanted to remain a free man anyway. For now, and for the foreseeable future, he was condemned to the shadows, forced to stay as hidden as he could until he could figure out what was best for both him and his darling wife in the long term. 
Smiling at Jelena as they stood on the edge of the roof, Bogdan wrapped his arms around his partner, and despite having the weight of the world on his shoulders, he felt content at that moment. This woman had always been a calming influence on him, and he dreaded to think what would have become of him if he had never seen her in that tube station after so many years apart since childhood. Despite the crazy situation he was in now, Bogdan still felt like he was better off for having been reacquainted with Jelena, and he wouldn’t change anything that had happened since then for the world. 
He just wished things could be a little simpler sometimes. Was it too much to ask for the pair of them to be able to live their lives in peace together? There was always so much drama, whether it came in the form of sex traffickers, police officers, helicopter crashes and gangsters who were owed money. Their relationship had taken Bogdan on quite a ride ever since it had started, but even so, he cherished the woman he was holding right now and knew he would go through all of it again if it meant he got to spend another day with her. 
Just then, he noticed Jelena reaching for his watch, so he checked it himself and informed her that it wasn’t quite midnight yet. 
‘I think we’ll know about it when it is,’ he said then before looking up at the dark skies that would very soon be filled with all sorts of bright colours exploding in all sorts of crazy patterns. 
With the money Bogdan had at his disposal, he could have put on a fireworks show this evening that would have been big enough to rival whatever was going to happen down by the Thames, but again, that was not an option and not just because it would have been an incredible waste of money. It was because setting off a load of loud explosions on this property was hardly the ideal thing to do when he was trying to maintain a low profile. Both he and Jelena knew that it was only a matter of time until the police came back to this mansion again to see if they could find Bogdan, who they suspected of being here somewhere but had so far been unable to locate. That was why Bogdan was going to enjoy his time up on this rooftop in the fresh air while he could. 
It wouldn’t be long until he was back in the secret room on his own again. 
As the clock continued to get ever closer to that magical hour that so many people were waiting for, Bogdan allowed himself a moment to think about what options he had. There were few, but the fact he had money meant that he had more options than the average person. That money could be used to leave the country and hide somewhere, perhaps a deserted island where nobody would ever find him. Of course, the police had frozen some of his bank accounts out of fear of him doing just that, but Jelena had money in her accounts, and they had so much cash overall that there were plenty of places they kept it that the police couldn’t get to. While Bogdan would have loved to stay here in this wonderful house and live a life in London with Jelena, he felt like he had to accept that it was no longer possible. He knew his partner would be willing to go anywhere in the world with him, so he wasn’t worried that they would have to be parted again. But leaving would feel like they were running, and that was not something Bogdan was completely comfortable with, especially since Jelena had not run away from London despite what she had been through here. 
It wasn’t as if they could just return to Serbia either to be with their family and friends because the police were already keeping on eye on activity in Belgrade, and Bogdan would be arrested by Serbian officials if he tried to get back into that country. If they were going to flee, then it had to be somewhere they had never been before and somewhere nobody would think to look for them. 
But where?
Bogdan was torn. He knew the best thing for them to do was leave this city and get as far away from the police officers that were hunting him as possible. But he was happy here, and he knew Jelena was too. Therefore, it required a little more thought, and there would be plenty of time for that when he was back in his secret room staring at the ceiling and counting down the hours until Jelena came to see him again. 
But just before he could enjoy this brief respite with his wife up here on this rooftop, Bogdan heard something that sent a shiver down his spine that was far colder than anything this frigid weather could have caused. 
It was the sound of the door opening behind him. 
Somebody else was coming onto the rooftop to join them.
But who?
Bogdan spun around to see, expecting it to be the police and fully prepared to have to put out his wrists for the handcuffs to be wrapped around them shortly. He was also cursing his stupidity because he had known deep down that he should have stayed in that hidden room and not come out into the open because now he had made it easy for the arresting officers who had previously been unable to find him. But as he looked in the direction of the door, he was surprised to see that the man coming through it was not wearing a police uniform, nor was he carrying handcuffs. 
But he was carrying something. 
He had a gun. 
And it was pointed right at Bogdan. 
Jelena gasped when she saw the mystery man too, and Bogdan instinctively put a hand in front of her as if to shield her from anything this intruder could do. But he knew that he would be powerless to save Jelena if that man was to fire his weapon, so he could only hope that wasn’t going to happen. But to increase the chances of keeping his partner safe, Bogdan knew that it was important to keep the man more interested in him than Jelena, and he did that by trying to talk to him. 
‘Who are you?’ Bogdan asked the gunman, who continued to walk slowly towards the Serbian couple on the edge of the rooftop. 
But the man didn’t answer, and because of that, Bogdan’s imagination ran wild with all sorts of theories. He was sure this person wasn’t a policeman and not just because he wasn’t wearing a uniform. It was because a police officer would have been obliged to state his presence and inform Bogdan what was required of him, two things that he hadn’t yet done. Bogdan also knew that standard police officers in this country did not carry firearms, so that made it even more unlikely this guy was like those other officers who had searched this house for him earlier. 
So who was he then?
Bogdan wondered if he was some kind of bounty hunter, hired by the police to do their work for them in finding Bogdan and bringing him to them, succeeding where they had failed. But Bogdan also knew that bounty hunters were not used in this country. They were more of an American thing. So, if he wasn’t working in the name of the law, who was he working for?
It was only then that Bogdan got his answer. 
‘I want money,’ the man said as he kept the gun aimed at Bogdan. ‘Or I’ll tell the police that I saw you, and they will come back. But this time, they won’t stop looking until they find you.’
Bogdan realised then that this man was nothing more than a chancer who had come here in the hope of catching Bogdan out of his hiding place and profiting from the millionaires who would have been desperate to keep it all a secret. It was quite an ambitious plan, but it seemed to be working so far, and the presence of the gun only increased the chances of it being successful. 
‘Okay, just calm down,’ Bogdan said. ‘Lower the gun. You don’t need it.’
‘I’ll decide if I need it or not,’ the man replied. ‘It depends whether you’re going to give me what I want or not.’
Bogdan looked to Jelena beside him and saw that she was shaking, although he doubted it was because of the weather. She was scared, and that fact always made Bogdan angry because he hated it when his wife felt afraid. She had been through enough in her lifetime, and the last thing she needed now was a guy pointing a gun at her husband. But when Bogdan looked back towards the man, he saw the gun was no longer trained on him. 
It had moved over to Jelena now. 
And that really made him mad. 
‘Hey! What the hell are you doing? If you’re here for me, then point that gun over here and not at her!’ Bogdan cried, furious that his wife was now in the crosshairs. 
But the man clearly realised that the strong emotional response from Bogdan meant that he stood more chance of getting what he wanted if he threatened the woman rather than him, so he kept the gun on Jelena and simply shrugged. 
‘Give me whatever money you can, or I shoot,’ the man said calmly. ‘It’s as simple as that.’
There was no way that Bogdan was ever going to do anything that would risk Jelena’s life, so he agreed to give the intruder what he wanted, stepping in front of his wife and walking towards the gunman with his hands up. 
The man with the gun made sure to keep a safe distance from Bogdan as the Serbian man headed for the door that would take him back inside the house, but just before he went inside, Bogdan told Jelena to stay here where it was safe. 
But Jelena simply shook her head and ran to her man, clearly wanting to stay with him until this was over, and there wasn’t much Bogdan could do about that. 
Not if he wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible anyway. 
As they went back into the warm interior of the home, Bogdan kept a tight grip on Jelena’s hand while the man with the gun followed closely behind, their two bodies still within his sights until the money came out and he could leave. 
Bogdan knew where there was plenty of cash in this house, and he wasted no time in retrieving it, pulling out the two bags from the safe that was behind the painting in the third bedroom on the second floor. That money had been there in case of emergencies, but Bogdan felt having a gun trained on his wife warranted the title of ‘emergency’, so he had no issue with handing it over. Considering how much they had won in the lottery, it was a small amount to them anyway. 
But it was obviously no small amount for the man with the gun because his eyes lit up when he unzipped the bags and saw the stacks of pound notes inside. 
That man had just become a millionaire. 
But now, it was time for him to leave. 
‘You’ve got what you came for,’ Bogdan said to him calmly. ‘Now, please go.’
The man zipped up the bags again before taking an agonisingly long time to lower his gun and show that he was happy with his haul. But he did so in the end before surprisingly apologising for what he had done and then leaving, running out of the room with the two bags full of cash. 
Bogdan waited until he heard the front door closing downstairs before he felt like the threat was over, and when it was, he wrapped his arms around Jelena and told her that everything was okay again now. But he knew that it was not. As long as he was here, they were always in danger, either from the police, or from more people like that man who could come by and threaten them for money. The couple had enjoyed a peaceful life since they had won the lottery because they had kept their story out of the newspapers, but Bogdan’s court case and subsequent prison break had resulted in the pair of them gaining notoriety, and there was no telling how many people knew about them and their money now. Therefore, it seemed like Bogdan’s mind had been made up for him. 
‘Let’s start packing,’ he said once Jelena had stopped shaking. ‘We’re leaving.’
With that, he headed for the bedroom where most of his things still remained, the things that he had barely touched since getting out of prison because he knew that the police would be checking them whenever they came by here. 
Jelena went to pack her own belongings at the same time, and while it was hardly the way they had planned on spending the last minute of this year, it was important that they did what they needed to while they still had the time. 
But unbeknownst to them, they had a lot less time than they realised. 



Cosmo
23:59
Cosmo Kay knew it was a special occasion down here on Earth, for all those fortunate enough to be inhabiting the one planet in this solar system that could sustain any form of meaningful life. But out there, in the big, wide universe, such a thing as New Year’s Eve was pretty insignificant, as was most of the other stuff that human beings tended to spend their time on, like jobs, taxes and catching up on last night’s episode of that reality show presented by the woman with the big chest. 
In truth, almost everything on Earth was pretty meaningless, at least as far as Cosmo saw it, because he and everybody else on this planet were only here for such a small amount of time before being gone forever. And in the end, the universe just carried on regardless, meaning whatever anybody spent their life stressing about tended to amount to very little when it was all said and done. 
But there were a few things that did matter on this planet, and Cosmo was interested in many of them. Things like climate change, ozone depletion and what was flying around in space that could enter Earth’s atmosphere if no one was looking. Basically, Cosmo was interested in things that threatened life on this planet because, at the end of the day, survival of the human race was the only thing that mattered. 
It was a shame that most of the people in power on this planet didn’t see it that way, judging by how little time they spent worrying about those things and how much time they spent implementing changes for things that really didn’t matter, like parliamentary expenses or making certain parts of cities ‘No Parking Zones’ and then changing their mind again three months later. But it wasn’t just the politicians and presidents who didn’t seem to care about things that really affected the planet. Most of the population didn’t seem to care either. Cosmo had spent enough time watching them all with their heads buried in their mobile phones, rushing around to catch trains or sitting in traffic jams, beeping their horns or playing their music, texting, calling, laughing, crying. 
In other words, wasting time. 
It was time that no one had but everyone seemed happy enough to fritter, as if there was somewhere else that they were all going to go next, and that would make up for what they had failed to do in this life. But Cosmo had spent enough time learning the laws of the universe to feel confident that there was nothing else after this life. Being born once was a miracle, the odds so great that every human being walking around really was a 1 in a 400 trillion chance. But unlike some people who didn’t like to think of this thing called life as being a fleeting moment in an otherwise never-ending expanse of time, Cosmo was comfortable with what he believed. He was happy to just be here once and to experience it all. 
To fall in love. To follow his dreams. To make someone happy. 
To maybe make another life of his own one day. 
That was enough for him to achieve in this world, but he was planning on doing it all with a profound sense that whatever life threw at him, there was nowhere else in this universe that it actually mattered as much as it did in his own head. 
That knowledge was the reason why Cosmo went through life in a very calm fashion. It was also the reason why he had not felt any particular need to attend the multiple New Year’s Eve parties that he had been invited to this evening. He knew that socialising was good fun, but he also knew that because time was short, he was not in the wrong if he spent the evening of December 31st doing something that he was a little more passionate about than drinking shots and shouting ‘Happy New Year’ with a load of other drunken people. That was why he had come here, to one of his favourite places in London, and a place that he had first been to as a young boy when his father had taken him out of school for a day to give him a memory he would always remember. 
It was the observatory with the telescopes so powerful that they could see out into deep space. 
And it was here where Cosmo felt most at home. 
He was only twenty-eight, but he had been coming here every week since he was six, which had been the age his father had first shown him around here and told him all about the wonders of the universe. The fact that Cosmo had such an unusual name hinted at his father’s love for the stars and everything that surrounded this planet, and while he had got a few teasing remarks about his name at his various schools over the years, the name had certainly helped him fit in when it came to being in this place. 
Having signed up to the ‘Junior StarGazers Club’ shortly after that first visit to the observatory, Cosmo had enjoyed peering through telescopes and learning all about the various constellations, as well as finding out more about the planets and what else might be beyond this solar system that seemed so big yet was still so small in the grand scheme of things. That fascination with the cosmos had seen him continue to follow his passion as he grew older, progressing from junior stargazer to fully qualified astronomer after completing a degree at university and spending a couple of years working full time in this very observatory. For Cosmo, it had been a proud moment when he had got a job here, but it had been an even prouder moment for his dad, who loved learning about space just as much as his son and had then become the student rather than the teacher, considering how much more Cosmo had learnt during his studies. 
Cosmo might have been the one with starry name, unlike his dad, who was simply called Ian, but the pair of them loved the same thing and had spent many a happy moment together talking about space or simply being quiet as they stared into it through their telescopes side by side. 
It was that bond with his father that had made it extremely difficult when Cosmo had lost his dad to illness last year. He wished his father was here tonight with him to forgo all the silly fireworks that were exploding only a few hundred feet above the ground and instead look out into deep space, hundreds of thousands of miles away, to see what fireworks show Mother Nature was putting on out in the solar system and beyond. But Cosmo was on his own now and not just because his dad was no longer alive. It was because there was no one else at this observatory tonight either. All the men who Cosmo usually saw here were all presumably partying somewhere with a few less telescopes and a lot more women. But Cosmo didn’t mind their absence. The quieter and calmer it was here meant the easier it was for him to concentrate on what he was looking at. 
And what he was looking at was a very specific part of space that not many people had looked at before. 
As big as space was, and it was pretty big by anybody’s standards, the whole thing was mapped out into quadrants that were designed to make it easier for astronomers to not only know where they were looking but be able to record whatever they found more precisely so that other astronomers could look in the same area if they so wished. Cosmo had spent plenty of time during his life following other people’s maps and looking at things that they had spotted before him, but these days, and thanks to his ever-increasing skillset, he tended to spend more time looking in the less studied areas of space. 
On this particular occasion, he was looking around the sun because that tended to be an area that space agencies and astronomers spent less time looking at than other parts of space. Most of them preferred to look out towards the planets and beyond to the outer reaches of the solar system, and one of the main reasons for that was because it wasn’t possible to see what was on the other side of the sun. It was too big and too bright, and although a few probes had been launched in the past to circle the sun and make sure there was nothing lurking behind it that might have been of interest, they hadn’t thrown up anything of any great concern. But that did not mean that Cosmo found that part of space around the sun to be boring. Far from it. As far as he was concerned, there were so many wonders to watch wherever he looked in the skies, and tonight, he was looking for more. 
If the young man was to check the time on his watch, then he would know that it was now only thirty seconds away from being a new year. But he wasn’t going to do that because there was nothing he would rather look at than what he was seeing right now. His head was in front of the powerful telescope that had a high-magnification view of x100, allowing his eyes to see well out into space. 
So far this evening, Cosmo had seen several shooting stars, which weren’t as exciting as many people thought, considering he had seen thousands of them in his lifetime. He had also seen a few Meteoroids, which were small, rocky objects that flew around in space before eventually burning up in a planet’s atmosphere if they ever got too close. But other than that, Cosmo hadn’t seen too much so far tonight, and that was why he decided it was time to slightly alter the part of space that he was looking at. 
Fiddling with his telescope because every move he made with this high-powered instrument had to be extremely precise, Cosmo altered his viewpoint before settling back down to have another look. It was now only fifteen seconds until midnight, but the astronomer remained just as focused on his task as if it was nine o’clock on a Monday morning in June. 
The date and time did not matter to him. 
All that mattered was what he could see. 
And then he saw something. 
Cosmo furrowed his brow as he tried to figure out what exactly it was that he was looking at. It was big, he knew that much for sure, and so much so that he actually had to decrease the power on the telescope so he could give himself a wider view because the one he currently had seemed to be far too close. But as he did that and looked again, Cosmo realised what he was seeing. 
It was an asteroid, an enormous rock that had been created during the formation of the solar system and had spent all that time since hurtling around in space, moving at incredible speeds of dozens of kilometres a second. But Cosmo didn’t understand something. He didn’t understand why this asteroid was not on any of the maps he had, nor did he understand how he had never heard of something as big as this before. 
This was by far the biggest asteroid Cosmo had ever seen, and it was much bigger than any of the ones that astronomers like him knew about. Even members of the general public without any real interest in space might have heard of one or two of the asteroids currently in this solar system because they had been briefly mentioned a few times in the media whenever there had been a moment when it was suspected they might come close to Earth. But they very, very rarely ever came close, certainly not ones with the capability of wiping out life on the planet anyway. But this one was a mystery, and that was concerning to Cosmo because when it came to space, there were less and less things that were a mystery. 
So what was this mystery?
Had this asteroid come barrelling out from behind the sun? 
Was that why nobody had seen it?
More importantly, was it on course to hit the Earth?
Any excitement Cosmo might have felt about potentially being the first person on the planet to notice this asteroid was tempered by the fact that he was staring at something so big that there was no doubt it had the capability to end life on this planet if it was coming here. 
He had to tell somebody, somebody at the British Space Agency, or better yet, NASA. He needed them to look at this thing and tell him that it was nothing to worry about. As qualified as he was, he knew there were plenty of people in the world who were more qualified than him when it came to this kind of thing, so it was some of those people who he would seek out now.
As he looked away from the monstrous asteroid and took his shaking hand off the side of the telescope, Cosmo heard the first few fireworks exploding that signalled the arrival of midnight. Those explosions were joined a moment later by hundreds more, and as he walked to the window that gave him a view over London, Cosmo saw the sky was alive with exploding colours. 
Everyone was celebrating. 
Everyone was welcoming in the New Year. 
But Cosmo wasn’t sure if it would be a happy one now. 
Not after what he had just seen. 
Not if that asteroid was headed for Planet Earth. 
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