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      DARKNESS DOMINATES EVERYTHING.

      Walls on every side of me.

      No room to even stretch out my limbs.

      Hardly able to even shift a fingernail.

      I lie in a coffin. A simple wooden box.

      My feet face the cockpit.

      My head is lolled back.

      As if I’m about to compete in some sort of reverse luge competition.

      Outside, but seemingly right inside my skull, the aeroplane engines hum.

      High-pitched.

      Almost impossibly loud.

      They rise to a screech.

      Vibration takes hold of everything.

      It feels as if the whole plane might break apart.

      Feels as if it’ll break me apart.

      The whole baggage area stinks of kerosene.

      As if someone holds a rag soaked with it over my mouth and nostrils.

      I try to take shallow breaths.

      But know I have to breathe deeply sometime.

      Now.

      The plane rockets forwards. Drags me along.

      Its unwilling passenger.

      I feel the box shifting a little.

      Then the elasticated straps I heard the baggage handlers working on stretch tight, pin the box down to the base of the plane. Keep it from shifting off its spot. Keeping the box—me inside—from sliding off into the side of the baggage area.

      Shattering open.

      Breaking every bone in my body.

      Right as the vibrations, as the screech of the engines, become almost too much to bear, I reach down to my side. Feel for my teddy bear. For the .45 strapped to my ankle. I slip my hand over the top, feel its sturdy shape, feel its chill up against my skin.

      Whoever said guns are evil?

      There’s a long moment where I feel the plane wheels rooted to the runway, surely not going to lift off. Perhaps we’ll end up in a field, the plane pitching forwards onto its nose.

      And I know that I’ll die.

      And I wonder if I’ll care.

      But the speed hits a harder note still, and then, with that gut-lurching moment of weightlessness, I feel the plane lifting off.

      Lifting its passengers up . . . along with its hidden human cargo.

      Even though the darkness surrounding me is complete, I clench my eyes shut. Then I reach down for my wrist with my free hand—the one which doesn’t grip my gun.

      God, I hate flying.

      Almost as much as I hate Brian Mathewson and his rancid enterprise: Mathewson Media.

      . . . If only I didn’t need the two of them so badly.

      I find my wristwatch, the familiar button there, and I squeeze it.

      Set off the timer.

      Give or take eight and a half hours to get this done with.

      Eight and a half hours to kill.
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      NEVER ONE to trust my own judgement, I lever open an eye, illuminate the display of my watch and see that, indeed, the countdown has begun.

      Eight hours, thirty-five minutes, and fifty-nine seconds.

      Said like that, it sounds an awfully long time.

      But, I know, in reality, that there’s a lot to get done.

      And it’s not like there’s going to be anything necessarily pleasant awaiting me at the finish line, either.

      I’ve heard, here and there, that plane hijackers aren’t much in vogue these days.

      I can feel the plane climbing steeply, and already I can feel sweat trickle up from my lower back to my shoulders. Perhaps, if I choose to fly this way again, I’ll be sure to slap a sticker on the side of my coffin, indicating that my head should be laid in the direction of travel.

      I loosen my shoulders, still feeling the forces of the rising plane in all the wrong places on my body. I feel my abdomen tighten, and I’m glad that I went for comfortable clothes—as is advisable on any sort of long-distance plane journey:

      All-weather, waterproof trousers.

      A light-weight, zip-up fleece.

      And a sleeveless vest underneath.

      All of them black, of course, but that goes without saying.

      Now that the plane’s lifted up some way, the pressurised cabin is beginning to get the best of me. Already, I can feel it robbing me of my sense of smell as efficiently as someone jabbing a bundled-up hanky in each of my nostrils.

      I guess that even in executive travel they cut back on the air con.

      As I hear the engines lower their tone a little, I become aware of another sound around me. A sort of scratching sound. I swallow hard, trying to regain my hearing. It doesn’t work first time, or the second. Third time, though, is a charm.

      Yes, sure enough, I can hear scrabbling around.

      The unmistakable sound of wood cranking against wood.

      Time?

      Is it time already?

      To be honest, I can’t quite recall the plan, if there was ever a plan at all.

      That’s the thing with last-minute jobs, everything’s in the air . . . if you’ll excuse the pun.

      Deciding that it’s definitely the sound of scratching, I reach about, remembering how to let myself out of this coffin. There, sure enough, are the little fluorescent tabs, one for each of my hands. I reach out, take hold of them both, and yank.

      Nothing happens.

      I try again.

      Once more, nothing.

      The plane banks sharply to one side.

      The coffin encasing me shifts a little.

      My gut goes in all sorts of unnatural directions.

      In my mind’s eye, I picture the plane, only a couple of metres above the surface of the earth—or, God forbid, the ocean—and ready to topple right over.

      To explode.

      I breathe in again, willing the plane to level out.

      And maybe someone is looking out for me, because the plane does just that.

      I relax my shoulders.

      Lay them back.

      Tell myself that I’ll be getting off soon.

      Be getting off in just a few hours.

      Just a little more than a normal working day.

      A nine-to-five job.

      Once more, I reach up, take hold of those fluorescent tabs, and pull them as hard as I dare. Just like that, and maybe I overcook it a touch, the lid of the coffin flies upwards.

      Away from me.

      It clatters to the floor of the cargo hold.

      And, just like that, I rise from the dead.
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      AS I SIT UP in my coffin, I feel a jab of pain in my chest.

      I cracked some ribs a few weeks ago, and I’m not exactly one-hundred-per-cent.

      Not that I was going to let on that fact to my employer, Brian Mathewson.

      Darkness continues to surround me.

      And then a bright—too bright—light blinks on.

      As the painful, prickling sensation in my chest fades, I hear, off to the side, “I’ve got painkillers if you’d like some, Anna.”

      I jerk my head around, holding up my forearm to shield against the glare of the light. The sound of the plane engines obscures the voice somewhat, but, still, it’s clear as day.

      Of course it is.

      Adam Alderknot—AKA ‘AA’—stands beside his own coffin, the lid, just like mine, lying on the floor, disposed of.

      He holds a bright torch in his hand.

      And I wonder why I didn’t get one.

      My eyes, just on instinct, really, drift down to AA’s thigh, see the gun he has holstered there. Like mine, a .45. And I can’t help wondering if it’s Hotflush . . . AA’s weapon of choice.

      Yes, surely it is—AA would only bring his very best friends along on this job.

      And, yes, my gun has a name too:

      Punisher.

      Not too compensatory, is it?

      AA has on the same clothes as me. A light-weight, zip-up fleece. A vest of his own underneath.

      Back in the hotel room we shared last night, I couldn’t help but make a comment on how his biceps were looking a little ‘weathered’.

      To say that AA got antsy with me is an understatement, and I can tell, from the way that he’s keeping that zip-up fleece very much on that he’s somewhat self-conscious.

      Like my opinion matters at all.

      As if any woman’s opinion matters to AA.

      I’m glad to see that AA’s usually perfect, slicked-back black hair has come a cropper during take-off. During our little adventure in our respective coffins.

      AA paces over to me, offers me his hand.

      I think a long while about it, resting my elbows on the sides of the coffin, and then I accept.

      There’s no point in us playing macho games here, we’re on level-pegging: allies on this job, at the very least.

      I feel somewhat less steady on my feet when I eventually get there, and I feel a slight blush rise in my cheeks as AA takes a hold of my forearm firmly, to stop me from slipping over.

      From falling on my arse.

      When he meets my eye again, I see there’s none of that joviality there from when he offered me those pills a couple of moments ago. “You okay?” he says.

      I shake off his hold, give him a nod. “Yeah,” I say, “just fine.”

      Without AA’s help, I step out over the side of the coffin.

      Stand nice and firm on the floor of the cargo bay.

      He hands me the torch. “Keep it shining on me, okay?” he says, turning his attention downwards, to his trouser pockets.

      I’m pleasantly surprised—not to mention suspicious—that the plane is flying so neatly, so smoothly. I’ve learned to trust that planes and turbulence just can’t be separated, no matter how much this nervous flyer would like them to be.

      So I’m wary in the knowledge that turbulence is never too far away.

      Even as he goes through the cargo pockets of his trousers, I can’t help but notice that AA’s still slipping me sidelong glances. A couple of times, I get the pleasure of seeing him give a wince.

      I actually smile when I see it happen.

      Around the time that I cracked my ribs, AA went and got himself shot . . . in fact, he seems to be getting himself shot so often now that it’s almost become something of a joke between the two of us.

      Assassins’ humour.

      I glance about what will be our new home for the coming hours.

      Getting a decent look at it from the light which seeps out from the torch into our surroundings.

      I don’t know quite what I was expecting from the cargo bay of an executive jet liner, but I’m surprised to see that it’s fairly sparse. That there’re these elasticated, sludge-green coloured nets all about the place; at our feet, covering other luggage.

      AA slips out this device that looks, to me, something like a barcode scanner. He taps away at the buttons, scowling at himself in a way which makes him look like a Neanderthal. I don’t say anything, of course. I know I’m on thin ice as it is, following that remark of mine about his biceps the night before.

      Male confidence is a very fragile thing.

      Finally, AA seems to make something of a breakthrough.

      He holds the device up to the torchlight, showing me a series of numbers on the green-backed screen. “We’re good to go,” he says.

      “Are we?” I say, not really following what just happened, and instead deciding to do my best in my de facto role of torchbearer.

      I hang onto AA’s heels as he trudges across the cargo hold, and over to the door which, apparently, leads out into the main section of the plane.

      As I stand at his shoulders, the plane lurches a little to the left.

      I brace myself just as hard as if we’d been hit by a cruise missile.

      AA, not missing a beat, says, “You know, the best thing about flying is that if something does go wrong then we’re all most likely dead.” Turning his attention away from that device in his hand for a few seconds, and to the locking mechanism on the beige, flight door, he adds, “It’ll be over”—he clicks his fingers—“just like that.”

      I suck in a long, deep breath.

      Then blow it out.

      What’ve I got myself into this time?
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      WHEN I GLANCE BACK at my watch, I see that a good amount of time has gone by.

      Returning to day-job think, I imagine myself in a nice, smart trouser suit, just having turned up to the office, just having sat down at my desk to check my email, cup of black coffee steaming away before me, bringing me around from my dozy state.

      Readying my brain for another workday.

      “Shit!” AA says.

      “What?” I reply, turning back to AA, and seeing that he’s still busy with the door, and—more specifically—the locking mechanism. “You can’t do it?”

      “No,” AA says, “it’s not that I can’t do it it’s just that I’m not sure whether I’ve brought along the right tools for the job.”

      I get in a quick roll of my eyes.

      If there’s something about men—and problems—it’s that they won’t ever admit that they’re beaten.

      I just keep on shining my light down on the hands of the ever-more frustrated AA, doing my best to make sympathetic noises, because, truly, what I know about locks on planes could fill the back of a box of matches.

      AA finally reaches the end of his wick, though, letting out a parting, “Bugger!” while dropping the metal tool he was working with. He kicks the door hard and I sort of hope that no member of the cabin crew happen to be lurking at this end of the plane at this particular moment.

      I listen to the tool tinkle about on the floor and—just as if it was some enormous whale angered by AA’s lack of reverence for its insides—the plane banks to the right sharply.

      Bounces once.

      Then again.

      I lose my footing.

      AA loses his.

      The two of us take a tumble.

      I cling on tight to the torch, some sort of ragged determination stopping me from loosening my grip on it. I hit the side of the plane hard with my shoulder and come to a sudden stop.

      I blink away my daze, trying to get a handle on what just happened.

      I glance up, about the cargo area, only figuring out that I still cling to the sole light source after a second or so of staring into the gloom.

      When I breathe in this time, I feel a flash of pain through my ribs.

      I can’t help but give a slight whine.

      When I finally get my breath back, I shine the torch about the cargo hold, trying to catch sight of AA again. But the best that I can make of our surroundings is a whole landscape of lumps . . . of luggage, and packages, all being carted along to our destination.

      “AA?” I say, out into the darkness.

      No reply.

      I brace myself for AA to pop up from any side—it would be his idea of a joke to do that.

      Still feeling the plane wobbling about on turbulence, I ease myself back up onto my two feet. I’m glad I decided to go with a pair of well-worn-in trainers—also black—for this particular job. It means that when my feet swell up, as they always do on flights, I have some more wriggle room than in the standard ankle boots.

      I take a step forwards, well aware that the plane might bank in a direction of its choosing at any moment. Or it might be buffeted by a fresh wave of turbulence.

      I trust mechanical engineering just about as much as I trust nature . . . which is to say not at all.

      As I go along, I focus on keeping my torch shining on the path before me, on the elasticated netting which drapes over everything and which acts as a sort of man-made foliage, just tempting me to shove a foot in its embrace and trip me over.

      I step over several suitcases, feel the plane give a slight shudder, then level out.

      I stand with my legs a shoulders-width apart, already with a far greater appreciation for the job flight crews do—and all while wrangling shopping carts on wheels and dealing with troublesome passengers.

      I shine my torch about the cargo area, trying to catch sight of AA, and—finally—I do.

      He’s lying flat on the ground, on his front, his arms resting down at his sides, as if he’s simply decided to drift off to sleep.

      As I get closer to him, I’m sure that he’s trying to pull my leg in some way, but, if he is, then he’s making a good fist of playing dead.

      “AA?” I say again, sure that he’s about to bounce up, like the proverbial spaniel.

      But, no.

      It’s only when I get down beside him, in a crouch, shine the torch in his eyes, that I get some sort of a response. I watch on as his eyelids flicker and a half moon of eyeball swivels about in its socket. I reach out, take hold of AA’s shoulder. “Come on,” I say, my voice much lighter than the tension I feel growing in my throat, “time’s a wasting.”

      AA crunches his eyes shut, obviously in pain, and then, with a shudder which seems to pass along his entire body, he folds himself, arriving—unconvincingly—back onto his knees. As he rubs at his head, the part where, apparently, he hit the side of the cargo area, I notice his fleece has ridden up to expose his abdomen.

      Although I know it’s rude, I can’t help but stare.

      Stare at AA’s side.

      See the skin there, even in the uneven, bright torchlight I hold, has got a greenish hue to it. A little bruising, sure, but there’s something about the way the bullet hole—where he was shot—has turned black around the edges, that makes my stomach sink.

      I look back to AA. “Tell me you’ve seen a doctor about that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7.44:44

          

        

      

    

    
      IN THAT MACHO WAY men do, AA fobs me off.

      He simply pulls his top back down to conceal the bullet wound.

      I wonder if he’s going to drawl something along the lines of ‘don’t worry about it’ out of the corner of his mouth, to complete the image of the hardened, solitary cowboy he’s trying hard to project.

      I wonder if I should tell him that there weren’t any English cowboys.

      Not as far as I know, anyway . . .

      Realising that AA’s not in the mood to speak about his injury, I decide to turn my attention back to the job at hand. Our mission, quite simply, is to retrieve a memory stick from a passenger on the plane: the memory stick which our employer, Brian Mathewson, is being blackmailed with.

      The one with our—mine and AA’s—details etched onto it.

      Although Brian’s paying us to go through with this job, and has been the one to mastermind our unique entrance onto the plane, we know that each of us is on the line here. And not just me, AA, and Brian are implicated. Every ‘respectable figure’ who has been forced to use an assassin, or another somewhat underhand employee, stands to lose everything.

      Brian can usually deal with such threats with a barrage of bad press for the individual in question—having friends on the senior editorial staff of just about every single media outlet in the western world has its benefits—but the people implicated by the information on the memory stick might get just a touch twitchy to (a) discover such a database exists, and (b) to find out that their names are on it.

      And the people on the memory stick are the sorts who make it their business to know all about themselves, where they appear and—more importantly—where they don’t.

      Simply put, if me and AA fail to recover the memory stick then it’s not only Brian’s goose that’s cooked, but ours too . . . and when some valiant do-gooder goes public with the contents of the memory stick, with the revelation that Brian Mathewson and his—extremely exclusive, and celebrity—clientele are involved with murder, and worse; well, then I suppose that these Great British Isles are going to get a really nasty shock.

      Perhaps we aren’t so different from those third-world dictatorships we like to look down our noses at.

      That revelation would really hurt on a national—if not international—scale.

      So, in other words—or maybe I just say it to make myself feel better—the world’s on the line right here.

      On this plane.

      And Brian, never one to skimp on the theatrical, dubbed this job Hell Bird.

      Good, old Brian.

      I wonder if—one of these days—he’ll deign to get his own hands dirty.

      Or if he’ll be just as content passing out dirty money.

      Money which ends up in my account.

      AA shifts away. Making a show of turning his back to me, he heads for the door once again. This time he doesn’t have the tool, so I have no idea exactly how he’s planning on making inroads.

      A couple of moments later, he enlightens me.

      AA begins to shoulder barge the door.

      When he goes for his third try, I grab him by the elbow and hold him back.

      I don’t like to show off my superior strength too often.

      I like it when men underestimate me.

      When they don’t realise that a whole bunch of muscles are coiled—ripped—beneath this diminutive interior.

      Ready to spring.

      “What’re you doing?” I say, hardly able to keep the outrage from my voice.

      Already, my ear is half listening for any sound on the other side of the door, in case an overcurious member of the cabin crew might be on their way to come and check out the sound.

      I wonder if the pilots, among all those glittering lights and polished-up metal levers, have some kind of means of checking sound levels throughout the aircraft.

      To note disturbances such as somebody smashing into the cargo bay door.

      Right as I feel AA getting away from me again, the plane dips long and hard. This time I’m ready for it, though. I drop down into a crouch and snatch hold of one of the elasticated belts which keep luggage in place.

      I cling tightly onto it.

      AA doesn’t have the same instinct, but at least he doesn’t take another tumble.

      I guess getting bumped on the head hard teaches you something.

      When I turn the torchlight onto AA, I see that he latches hold of a pipe sticking out from the side of the plane.

      He stares back at me, lean and cold.

      And injured.

      “Your pride’s showing,” I say.

      AA just glares at me some more, and then, after another few bounces of the plane, he turns his attention back to the door. “How’re we going to get through there?”

      It’s a good question, and one which I have no idea how to answer.

      Until, the torch clasped in my hand, my gaze drifts upwards.

      To the hatch just above our heads.
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      IT’S ALMOST as if we’ve got one of those telepathic connections twins are often claimed to have. As I point the torch upwards, at the hatch, I observe AA—standing on a pair of vaguely square-shaped suitcases we salvaged from beneath the elastic belts—reaching up and working at the clasp on the hatch.

      I did offer to do the physical work for him, but AA—bless his soul—seemed intent on showing off his manliness.

      Guess his male pride really is showing now.

      I actually quite like having something meaningful to do; what with the shining the torch upwards, at the hatch, it takes my mind off the constant movements of the plane; those tiny adjustments which, I’m sure, are critical to keep this plane in the sky.

      As I observe AA, I notice, towards the fringes of my torchlight, that there’re several stacked cardboard boxes, with a single, felt tip-written message: Chicken Pasta.

      For several moments, I forget the sheer grimness of airline food, how it’s over-salted, and undercooked, too moist, and how, particularly on a longer flight like this one, it swells my colon up like a balloon.

      Yeah, maybe too much information . . .

      My stomach grumbles.

      AA glances down at me, apparently having heard the disturbance over the plane engines. “You all right down there, or do you want me to get you some peanuts?”

      “How’s it going?” I say, the circle of light from my torch still shining on the clasp of the hatch, and, I can’t help noticing—just a bit smugly—that it remains very much locked.

      AA shakes his head, and then he writhes his hands, as if he’s been toiling beneath a car, like a mechanic on one of those skateboard things they use. “No good,” he says, “it’s on too tight.”

      I shine the torch on the pair of suitcases piled on top of one another, making sure, like the careful mother I am, that he gets back down to the floor of the cargo area safe and sound.

      “So,” I say, “what now?”

      AA gives a shake of his head, then a slight sigh. He places his hands on his hips, and is almost caught off guard by the sudden movement of the plane.

      He catches himself, though—just.

      I can’t help looking at AA and picturing a giraffe on roller blades in my mind’s eye.

      Some people have natural balance, and others don’t.

      When AA turns his head back towards the ill-fated door he first tried to pick the lock of, and then, rather rashly, attempted to barge right off its hinges, I give a sigh of my own, shove the torch into AA’s chest, and clamber up onto the suitcases.

      “A woman’s work is never done,” I say, quite pleased with myself as I reach for the hatch’s clasp.

      I turn it—hard—and get it open.

      Smug doesn’t quite cover it as I lie on my belly, staring down at AA from my place up in the hatch. I can just about make out the wires surrounding me from the glimmer of AA’s torchlight below.

      With a smile, I can’t help saying, “You look really small from up here.”

      “Yeah?” AA says, almost spitting the word through his teeth.

      I glance about the cargo bay, seeing it from a whole different perspective.

      I see our coffins; both of them still open, and looking just as they are . . . a pair of people come back from the dead, risen up here in this most unlikely of places.

      AA looks to the suitcases, and then, without a word, he hurls the torch upwards.

      I just about manage to catch it before it conks me right on the chin.

      Before it knocks a tooth or two out.

      I take hold of it and shine the light down on AA as he clambers up onto the top of the suitcases.

      With a wry smile, I stretch my free hand, the one which doesn’t grasp the torch, down to him.

      He either doesn’t see my hand, or chooses to ignore it.

      I can’t help thinking that it’s the latter.

      Somewhat annoyingly, he takes hold of the opened hatch, and drags himself up first time. I thought, what with his slightly doughy shape these days—having had to cut back on his strenuous exercise regime while he recovers from that gunshot wound—that he would at least be out of puff by the time he got up with me.

      But, no.

      AA draws in a quick breath, then he glances along the duct, taking in the wires, and surely—with his infinitely superior male brain—noticing things which I could only ever dream of.

      As he lies down on his belly, begins to slither his way along, he utters, “Let’s get cracking.”

      I estimate that we’ve been slithering about on our bellies for about five minutes when AA brings an abrupt halt to our proceedings.

      Lying on his side—there’s not enough room to so much as crouch in this duct—he withdraws that device I noticed from earlier, the one which looks something like a barcode scanner.

      The backlit green screen illuminates AA in a nuclear glow.

      His eyes flicker back and forth across the readings displayed there.

      Then he glances to me.

      “What?” I say, in a voice close to a whisper, not wanting anybody to potentially overhear me. “What’s the matter?”

      “We’re descending,” he says.
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      “WE’RE WHAT?” I say, hardly able to believe the words which’ve just tumbled out through AA’s lips.

      AA’s attention, though, is turned back to the backlit green screen, apparently busy with all his man stuff once more.

      I can feel my heart throbbing away in my chest, and the blood pumping hard up to my temples. I just know that I’m going to be contending with a headache before too long.

      And that’s not going to be pretty.

      Not even with those painkillers of AA’s.

      “How far have we gone down?” I say.

      AA sucks at his teeth.

      His features look somewhat eerie with the combination of the half-light from the torch I lug along. He blinks rapidly several times, then adds, “Down to three thousand feet, more or less. And still dropping.”

      I screw up my features. “I don’t understand,” I say. “Where do you think we are? I mean, we can’t be out of the UK yet, can we?”

      AA looks away from the screen, and then back along the duct. “Probably just about,” he says, and then glances back at me. “Unless they decided to double back.”

      “And why’d they do that?”

      AA hunches his shoulders, doesn’t say anything for several moments.

      “You think they know we’re on board?” I say, already feeling the rage begin to seethe through me, that bitter anger that AA might’ve given the whole job away what with his chimp act back on the cargo area door.

      Realising that AA’s not responding, I reach out, take hold of his fleece, grip it tight.

      Drag him back to me.

      “I want you to know that if they’ve discovered us then it’s all your fault, okay?”

      AA looks back at me with sad eyes, and then a slight smile tweaks his lips. “Could be a technical fault.”

      “Yeah,” I say, flashing my eyes. “Right.”

      “I don’t think they’ve discovered us.”

      “Then what?” I say.

      “I think that we’re picking somebody up.”

      For several moments I’m rendered speechless.

      Maybe it’s my fear of flying that’s got me a little riled—that’s got me jumping to conclusions without thinking the whole matter through.

      I shake my head. “And how’d that idea come to you?”

      “Dunno,” AA says, glancing back down at the screen, “it’s just a hunch.” Then he turns the device towards me, but it might as well be in Double Dutch.

      There’s a whole bunch of—seemingly—constantly changing figures.

      I shake my head and glare at AA. “You’re going to have to explain it like you would to one of my kids.”

      “Really,” he says, “an assassin, and you’ve never managed to get your head around coordinates?”

      “Call me crazy,” I say, “but no . . . my mobile’s always served me quite well.”

      AA pouts, turns back to the screen. “Well,” he says, “all you need to know is that we’re somewhere in the region of the Isle of Wight.”

      “Wow,” I say, with just a touch of fake enthusiasm, “that is off course.”

      AA continues to study the screen.

      “What now?” I say. “What should we do?”

      AA taps one of the buttons, doing God knows what. “Let’s get back to the cargo area.”
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      WHEN AA TOLD ME to go back to the cargo area, I thought we were going to drop back down and box ourselves back up.

      But that’s not at all what AA has in mind.

      First things first, we ensure that the hatch we busted through to get up to the duct is out of sight, that we keep it up there with us. Once that’s done, AA turns his attention back to his device. “We’re close to landing,” he says.

      But I could’ve told him that.

      Already, I can hear the reverse thrusters.

      The mechanical groan of the flaps.

      The wheels whirring into place.

      “All right,” AA says, slipping me a sidelong glance, “brace yourself.”

      I have to admit, whenever I’ve been sitting in a passenger seat, in economy class, which is the way in which I’m accustomed to travelling, I don’t often see the point of the seatbelt.

      That’s one of those things that I’m actually with AA on.

      If something goes wrong with the plane, as far as I’m concerned, I’m dead.

      Here, though, I make a point of grabbing hold of one of the struts within the duct, and ‘bracing myself’, as AA suggests.

      We touch down a few moments later and, thinking quickly, I reach out and tap the button on the side of my wristwatch. I bring the countdown to a halt for now.

      Stuck at just over seven hours.

      I wonder just how much the countdown will matter now that we’ve made this—seemingly—unscheduled stop.

      Still, something tells me that Brian knew all about this stop.

      Knew all about the precise flight time he told me to tap into my watch.

      The toughest part of the whole landing experience comes when the wheels touch tarmac and everything seems to fire in the opposite direction.

      Seems to push me into AA.

      But he puts up with it like a trooper, and the two of us remain there, both of us braced, holding on for dear life.

      As the plane taxies, I push myself back up into a sitting position.

      And then, because I haven’t done so since I was woken from my coffin, I reach down for my gun, slip it out of its holster. Give it a quick once-over.

      Everything looks fine.

      When I glance to AA, he gives me a smirk. “That fed up of me, huh?”

      As I slip my gun back in its holster, I reply, “Never hurts to be prepared.”
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      It’s strange to be back down on the ground and to know that we’re not getting off.

      Everything within me seems to scream out for me to get off this plane.

      I suppose that’s just something hardwired—something to do with survival.

      Because, and let’s be clear about this, humans are not naturally designed to fly.

      If it was up to me, I’d probably just leave it for the birds.

      Me and AA remain where we are, in the duct above the cargo area.

      I become aware of the rising heat, feel it glowing out from my cheeks.

      We just sit tight there.

      Waiting.

      To see what’s going to happen.

      We’ve been parked up for what seems like a very long time when there’s a mechanical whirring coming from down below. I only just catch myself—AA doesn’t remind me, the idiot—and I flip off the torch.

      We’re only in darkness for moments.

      Daylight streams in.

      With AA slumped on his belly beside me, we watch on as a pair of technicians—baggage attendants, whatever—stride up into the cargo bay.

      They both wear light-grey overalls, baseball caps snugly down on their balding scalps.

      Although they speak to one another, I can’t quite make out what they’re saying.

      As they tread onwards, into the cargo area, a tingle runs down my spine. A spark flashes through my blood. The two of them notice the coffins.

      Of course they do.

      And they see that the lids of both are open.

      I half expect the men to retreat out of some sort of neo-gothic horror.

      But neither of them does.

      On the contrary, I hear the two of them exchange a chuckle—something about Dracula?—and they toss the lid into each coffin, then drag them out of the cargo area.

      Outside, I can hear the beep-beep-beep of some vehicle backing up.

      Since the door to the cargo area is open now, I catch a whiff of the fresh, outside air.

      It feels good to breathe it again.

      To not have to be breathing kerosene.

      While the baggage handlers are out of the cargo area, I look to AA. “You think they suspect anything?”

      AA shakes his head. “Nah, you saw how they acted when they saw the coffins—thought it was some sort of a joke, high jinks.”

      “But what if they chat with someone, with the pilot, with somebody on board? Somebody who won’t think that it’s a joke at all?”

      AA shrugs. “Cross that bridge when we come to it, I guess.”

      The baggage handlers appear again, this time with a large wooden crate held between them. I glance over the labels—the various stickers smoothed on all over. I try to pick out some sort of a clue . . . a logo, perhaps, but it seems that the crate will forever remain a mystery to me.

      The baggage handlers spend a good amount of time securing the wooden crate, making sure that it’s nicely put in place. Once they’re done, the two of them, laughing and joking again, in the way of two friends on the job, head back out of the cargo area.

      With a heavy slam the cargo area door shuts.

      And darkness reigns once again.

      The plane has hardly shuttled back off along the runway, become airborne once more, when AA turns to me and says, “Want to take a look?”
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