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The explosion occurred in the lower section of the fuselage, just aft of the wing struts. Ballooning out in an expanding sphere, the blast wave tore through the airframe, ripping away supporting struts and bulkheads like a hurricane through a paper village. Aluminium skin panels blistered and stretched to the very limit of molecular cohesion, but somehow did not rupture.

Unfortunately, the airliner had been mortally wounded within.

The backbone of the plane was shattered by the blast, carbon fibre violently splintered and severed. Floor beams were contorted, distended outwards, leaving a gaping cavern in the plane's vulnerable underbelly.

With nothing to hold it together internally, the fuselage began to warp and buckle. Hull plates rippled like a ship's sails in a raging gale, before being torn apart. Fracture lines snaked up each side of the aircraft's hull.

The man was jolted in his seat as the shock wave surged through the cabin interior. It was instantly followed by the ugly sound of metal being ripped asunder. Instinctively he gripped the armrests of his chair. His right hand closed around that of the young woman in the adjacent seat.

She was aroused from her slumber by the pressure on her hand. Her confused mind could not comprehend the rising wind that soon became a raging gale of ice-cold air, tearing at her clothes and body, sucking the air from her lungs. The seatbelt cut deeply into her midriff. Items small and large – anything not bolted down – pummelled the back of her head.

His eyes briefly met hers. A bond was formed between them as they squeezed each other's hands. They knew they would die, knew these were their last few moments, but at least the two strangers would not die alone.

Then her skull was shattered by some loose debris, her cranium exploding in a shower of blood and bone.

The man knew it would be his turn next.

He would not have long to wait.

The forward section of the fuselage pivoted upwards like flicking a jack-knife closed. As it did, the centre fuel tank erupted. A fireball surged forward, devouring the high-pressure atmosphere as it sped towards the nose of the aircraft.

The man looked down, his hand still clutching that of the limp corpse next to him. He stared with bemusement at the bloodied stumps where his legs had been three seconds earlier.

Then the fire reached him and, like those still alive around him, became a screaming, incandescent torch.

The expanding wall of flame reached the cockpit and was momentarily halted before it exploded through the windshield, taking the charred remains of the flight crew with it.

The two halves of the aircraft, still held together by wiring and fibre-optic cabling, began to spiral towards the ground, six miles below.

The forward section finally blew apart, ripping the aft section away and sending it in a parabolic arc toward the terrain of the Welsh hills.

Amid a blanket of burning aviation fuel, the dispersed remains of the nose section hit the wide slope of the hillside. The starboard wing tank, which had remarkably held together during the break-up and descent, now erupted in an expanding ball of fire.

Five seconds later, the aft section struck a hilltop four and a half miles south-west. It had survived the six-mile descent relatively intact, but was instantly ripped apart by the force of the impact.

Lighter pieces of debris were sent flying through the air to land harmlessly in the surrounding fields. Larger sections rolled down the hill and came to rest against a sturdy row of trees.

In a few short hours, the small Welsh town of Llancadoc would become very famous indeed.
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Alex Jamieson squeezed the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger as he pressed the receiver hard against his ear.

'Where did it come down?' he asked, forcing the tiredness from his voice.

'Somewhere in mid Wales,' the man's voice said, sounding harsh and booming in his ear. 'Don't know exactly where, or the exact type, but it was a big one. CNN mentioned that it could be a D500.'

A Dramar Aerospace D500: a heavy passenger transport with capacity to haul nearly four hundred people. It would be the biggest air crash over British soil for years.

'You still there, Alex?'

'Get everyone in. I mean everyone. I don't care if they're in bed, on holiday, or in Holy Communion with the Pope. This is the big one, Stu. We've got to hit the ground running.'

'I'll get on it,' Stuart Davenport, Alex's deputy, replied.

'Good. Prep the go-team when they start to turn up. We're going to need transport to the site, accommodation, an operational base, logistical support...' He tried to think of everything at once, but Davenport came to his rescue.

'I know the drill, Alex. Procedures, you know? Just get your ass over here. I can handle things until you arrive.'

The phone nearly slipped from his grasp as he struggled into a clean shirt. Davenport was never one to mince his words, but was the best man to have around in a crisis.

'Okay Stu. I'll be there in under an hour.'

Dropping the phone back into the receiver, he shrugged the recalcitrant shirt over his shoulders. "This is the big one." He mulled his own words over as he finished dressing. He was ready. The entire Air Accidents Investigation Branch was ready. This was something they had all planned for, trained for, but still he felt uneasy. If he messed this up, it would spell the end to his career.

Alex buried the negative thoughts. This was not the time for self-doubt. His team needed him. He gathered his belongings and slammed the door behind him.
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Samantha gently closed the door. The scent of his cologne still pervaded the small apartment: the living room; the kitchen; the hallway; but most strongly the bedroom. Ah, the bedroom. She squeezed her thighs together, feeling those little aftershocks of pleasure the action elicited. She smiled at the half-finished bottle of wine and glasses on the elegant bedside table and the soft cotton sheets strewn over the bed and floor.

It had been a good evening. The lovemaking was one of the best experiences to date. A no-holds-barred passion fest of biting, scratching, screaming, thrashing pleasure. New relationships for her were always like this to begin with. The raw, animalistic passion would consume her, obsess her, and that yearning needed satisfying. It was only later that things would settle down, the lovemaking less urgent, less imperative. For now, though, she would enjoy the sheer zealous fury of shared pleasure.

But Jesus, she would ache tomorrow.

As the Air Accidents Investigation Branch's newest recruit, Samantha Shore could not allow herself too many moments of unfettered pleasure such as this. Too much to do, still so much to learn.

Her mind drifted reluctantly from thoughts of her evening to more pressing matters. The report she had written for Alex Jamieson, her guide and mentor, was finished but still needed checking. She mused over the thought that her degree in aeronautical engineering had been relatively easy by comparison. Engineering was basically just mathematics and physics in a practical environment. Simple. Air crash investigation, on the other hand, was a different beast entirely. Unlike engineering, it did not seem to be a world of absolutes. Two and two may make four, but not necessarily. There were always other factors involved, facts that were concealed in the jumble of evidence.

It was this apparent lack of certainty that worried her the most. Air crash detectives had to hypothesize. They had to take a few pieces of scrap metal and say, 'what if?' They then had to put these theories into a workable scenario.

This required a degree of imagination. Something that she had never felt she possessed.

It was not as if Alex was an unapproachable character. On the contrary, he was a very charming and likeable man who always had time for her, never berating her for errors of judgement, never chastising her for simply not knowing an answer. They worked well together. She had even briefly entertained the notion of a relationship with him, before consigning the thought back where it belonged. She wanted to succeed. She wanted to be the best. But she wanted to achieve it on her own merits, without resorting to the obvious, underhanded shortcuts.

The electronic trill of her mobile immediately swept away the cobwebs. She spent a few frantic moments scrabbling through the bedsheets until she located the insistent device and managed to answer with some semblance of composure.

'Hello?'

'Hi, it's Jamieson,' the disembodied voice replied.

'Alex? A little late for a social call, isn't it?'

'A Pacific Atlantic D500 has come down in Wales. How soon can you get back to Farnborough?'

Her eyes went wide. This was huge. 'I can be there in an hour. Is that okay?'

'Great. Be prepared to be away for a while. This is a big one. Got to go. Bye.'

That was it. No details. No real explanation. Samantha went into the bedroom and grabbed her pre-packed suitcase.
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When Alex arrived at the Aerospace Centre in Farnborough the security guards at the Queen's Gate waved him through. He parked in his usual spot and hurried past the ornate fountain that dominated the façade of the Defence Evaluation Research Agency main building. The AAIB offices were beginning to fill with people summoned to the site, or who had just been watching television or flicking through their phones when the news broke, eager to be a part of the events that were now unfolding. Some might even be useful.

It had been agreed some months previously with Sir Roger Coombes, the AAIB's Chief Inspector of Accidents, that Alex would lead the next major investigation. He had shown himself to be a first-rate investigator, and also displayed the necessary organizational skills to coordinate his people effectively.

His first order of business would be to arrange his staff into separate groups, each having its own set of duties. This system was supposed to prevent everybody from getting under each other's feet, but was usually only partly successful.

Samantha Shore arrived in time to see Alex screaming down the phone line at an officious RAF duty sergeant, demanding he make a helicopter available immediately.

She joined the group that looked busiest, organizing accommodations for the investigation team when they reached the crash site. This was probably the least glamorous, but almost certainly the most important task of the first day. People not only needed somewhere to sleep, but the go-team required a base of operations. A reasonably-sized local hotel normally fit the bill nicely.

Rooms in Llancadoc were filling up quickly as journalists from around the globe made bookings, but Samantha managed to get the entire go-team of twenty into two hotels in the village: the Priory and the King's Arms. It was fortunate that they were approaching the end of the tourist season. Running the investigation from a distance would have been ten times more difficult.

Alex finally finished his colourful conversation with the RAF officer and turned to address the group.

'Okay everyone, I've just finished talking to one of our colleagues from the RAF and a helicopter is on its way. We're going to go in two groups of ten people each. The first team will fly out tonight. The second group will go tomorrow morning. We're going to need transport from the drop zone to Llancadoc.'

Stuart Davenport spoke up. 'I've been in touch with the Sennybridge Army Field Training Centre and they've agreed to give us any help we might need.'

'How far is that from the village?'

'About ten miles.'

'Good. What about accommodation?'

'We're booked into two hotels in Llancadoc.' Samantha said. 'I'm sorry, I couldn't get everyone into one hotel,' she added a little guiltily.

'It's a nuisance but we can work around it. Can they accommodate all our equipment?'

'No chance at the King's Arms, and the Priory's conference suite has already been booked by CNN, but they do have a lounge area we could use.'

'Well done. Right, what about equipment?'

This time it was Andy Styles' turn to speak. 'All boxed up, accounted for and ready to go.'

'Do we have the D500 schematics available?'

Bernie Cheadle looked up from his computer screen. 'I'm copying the files now.'

'Good. Email a copy to everyone in the go-team before we leave. Everyone make sure you have a tablet with you.'

This series of checks continued for the next ten minutes. At the end of it, when he was satisfied that most eventualities had been catered for, Alex decided that his people, especially the relative newcomers, needed some sort of pep talk.

'Some of you were with me five years ago. It wasn't pleasant, but this is likely to be a lot worse. You've all been well trained. Focus on your jobs. We can't help these people. They're gone. But we can prevent it from happening again. Remember that.'

He looked around the room and noted that the ones who had paid the closest attention were the ones who had had seen it before. They had some idea of what to expect and acknowledged that they had a job to do. The others had a cockiness about them, a feeling of preparedness which he knew to be just illusory, because five years ago he had been the same. The distant rumble of rotor blades scything through the night air meant that it was time for him to round up. 'The American investigators will be here tomorrow, so let's show them how to do this properly.'

The National Transportation Safety Board, their American counterparts, would wish to conduct their own investigation. As this was a US registered aircraft; that was their legal right.

'That's all for now. Let's go kick some tin.'
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Donatella Martinelli waited several moments before replacing the telephone receiver in its cradle. The appalling images all came flooding back, unwelcome and invasive, like a cancer in remission that had just returned with renewed vigour. Her long, slender fingers rested on the receiver as she fought to regain her composure.

It was the end. Her life was finished. The money. The power. The life of privilege. All were now gone.

The blood had drained from her face. She was thankful she was alone. She did not wish anyone to see her like this: feeble as an infant and just as defenceless. 

The only time she had felt anything similar was following the death of her father, Dramar Aerospace's founder and CEO. This was when she had realized that the fate of the entire corporation rested upon her shoulders. A wrong move at this point, a tiny error of judgement, could have brought the entire edifice crashing down around her. At the age of twenty-six, this had been too much of a burden for the spoilt and naïve child that she had then been. Donatella had initially wanted to run away, to escape the responsibility that had been thrust upon her. Instead, she had elected to stay and face the future with dignity.

Her only option had been to employ an astute entrepreneur to run the company for her, which was when she had met the charismatic Douglas Harrington. He had assumed control of Dramar, and, she'd had to admit, done far better than her own father in reviving the company's fortunes. Once again she could sink into the background and enjoy the money that the company started to earn. Ten years on she realized, belatedly, just how great her mistake had been.

Her world was crumbling around her, and this time running may be her only option. How could things have become so desperate so quickly? She tried to rationalize the situation, to make some sense of the chaos, but kept coming to the same inescapable conclusion: Dramar Aerospace was finished.

'Dramar is finished,' she whispered aloud, the words grating against her own ears as she said them, tears welling in her eyes. There had to be another way, she thought. Some way to save the company and at the same time save herself. She could not do this alone, she knew. She would have to, once again, turn to someone else to help her.

Whom among her fellow company directors could she trust? They were all in this together, and all stood to lose not only the corporation, but also their liberty if the truth became public.

As it undoubtedly would.

There were too many people involved now. None would think twice about betraying their colleagues to save their own hides. She realized with a rising feeling of nausea that there was no way that Dramar Aerospace could now be saved, if it was indeed "the anomaly" that was to blame for tonight's accident.

She would not act rashly. Running now without adequate preparation could prove disastrous. Donatella needed an ally within the corporation, and reluctantly kept coming back to the same name. She closed her eyes, and mentally braced herself for the pact with the devil. It would not be pleasant, but she could not go on alone if her escape were to be successful.

She would speak with him after tonight's emergency board meeting.
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Samir moved swiftly along al-Jalaa, wary of any pair of eyes that met his along the way. Turning into one of Gaza City's secluded side streets, he was immediately confronted by a throng of people. They surged through Yarmouk Market in the early morning sunlight, before the oppressive Mediterranean heat became unbearable. He slowly wove his way through the crowds, mostly women, in search of the market vendor. He acted as normally as possible, stopping at various stalls to inspect the goods on offer, even though his heart was pounding.

Samir had learnt from the experiences of some of his luckless compatriots that covert assignations such as this were fraught with danger. This could be yet another ambush prepared by the Israeli Defence Force. His only comfort was the mass of people within the market. His people. The IDF, for all their barbarism, were generally unwilling to declare war on women; a fact the Palestinians exploited at every opportunity.

He hoped it would not come to that today.

After twenty minutes of wandering through the market he came to the stall he was seeking. The old woman gave him a toothless grin, her dark skin wrinkled and worn from a lifetime of working in the scorching sun of the Middle East. The fruit stall was one of the least well stocked he had seen that day. The sad, over-ripe produce showed signs it had spent too long baking in the Mediterranean heat.

'What can I offer you, sir? Oranges, lemons, grapes, melons?' she asked, waving the flies away from her precious harvest.

Samir eyed the woman carefully, searching for any sign that she might be a Zionist spy or collaborator.

'I require lemons for a lemonade.'

That was the code-phrase, and Samir stared at the old woman intently, waiting for some reaction; perhaps a sideways glance at an unseen enemy. The woman continued to grin stupidly, but eventually replied in the prearranged manner.

'I do not think the lemons are ripe enough, but the oranges are perfect.'

'Oranges would be acceptable.'

The woman tossed half a dozen oranges into a bag and held out her hand for payment. Samir handed her a ten-shekel note, which was rudely snatched away. The vendor scrabbled around in her apron pocket for the change and passed over a handful of coins, along with a scrap of paper which Samir had been expecting.

'Shukran,' he thanked the woman curtly before turning to leave, resisting the urge to look back.

It was not until he was well clear of the market and safe from prying eyes that he read the note:


Samir Abdallah – Unit Commander, Strike Force 17

Phase one of operation complete. Begin phase two. Meet with representative of Unified National Command at 11 a.m. today, Municipal Park. Fourth bench from Omar al-Mokhtar entrance. Usual precautions.

A/M.A. U.N.C.



Samir retrieved a cigarette lighter from his jacket and burned the note, ashes drifting lazily to the floor.
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Lewis Kramer squinted into the late afternoon sunlight, his chiselled, movie stars' face creasing as he did so. But he was too old now to break into Hollywood. Besides, he was a news man, and always would be. 'If we set up over there away from the gate, I reckon it would make a much better shot, don't you think?'

The cameraman looked dubious. He hated it when the 'talent' started to encroach upon his territory. 'Lighting's not great.'

'I think Mr. Kramer could be right,' cut in Madison Flynn, the segment's producer. 'Showing all those security guards at the gate kinda' defeats the object.'

She was new on the Stateside News program, and still somewhat in awe of the almost legendary Lewis Kramer. This was the man who had taken a cable news show that had been languishing in the ratings doldrums and turned it into an incredible, if unexpected, success story. CNN and NBC had both made bids for his services, but for now he was honouring his contract. For how long would this last, only Kramer himself knew.

Tonight's exposé was pretty weak, even Flynn could tell that. Security in America's nuclear power stations was good, and it would take a small army to penetrate the defences of one of these facilities. The gofer they had sent to try to infiltrate the complex had been quickly identified and detained.

This was but a minor setback to Lewis Kramer. His verbal attack on atomic energy security had been damning. Flynn could see it would take a full division of tanks even to get close to the site's more sensitive areas, and surface-to-air missiles made an aerial assault impossible, but Kramer's delivery had been so effective that even she had been convinced. Almost. Now they just needed the tagline. Kramer would say a few words condemning America's cavalier attitude towards the protection of its nuclear power plants, and how shocking it was that the Archer Administration cared so little for the welfare of American citizens. 

The Post would condemn the show outright – it always did. The Times would do a little research of its own before condemning the show. The Enquirer would do some completely fictitious piece on how it had walked into an atomic plant unhindered and been in a position to wipe out half of the United States. Fortunately for Stateside News, a lot more people read the Enquirer than the Post or the Times.

Flynn felt a vibration against her hip as her cell phone discreetly demanded her attention. 'Madison Flynn,' she said formally, brushing a lock of unnaturally blond hair from her face. 'Yes. Yes. What? Jesus H!'

The exclamation attracted Kramer's attention. He was not a man who easily tolerated being kept in the dark. He waited with as much patience as he could muster, shifting his weight from one foot to the other and listening intently.

The one-sided conversation continued. 'When did it happen? Uh-huh. Any survivors?' A longer pause. 'We're just finishing up... We should be back in a couple of hours. Yeah, I'll talk to Lewis about it. Whose airline was it?'

Kramer could wait no longer. He rudely snatched the phone from Flynn, earning himself a fleeting look of venom, which she quickly concealed.

'This is Lewis Kramer.'

'Mr. Kramer, it's Skip Thornton, newsdesk. A Pacific Atlantic D500 has gone down in Britain. We don't have a lot of details yet, but first reports suggest it exploded in mid-air.'

'How many passengers were aboard?'

'No information on that yet. The AP flash only came through a few minutes ago.'

Kramer vaguely recalled a conversation he'd had with a Dramar employee several months previously. Damn. Why had he not followed it up? 'Get myself and a crew onto the next available flight to London.'

'I've already started making arrangements, sir. We've contacted our people over there and they're on their way.'

'Good.' This boy showed some promise. Better than the airhead they'd saddled him with as a segment producer. 'Cancel everything for the next week or two. This is the big one, and I may have an angle.'

'We were kind of hoping you would, Mr. Kramer. Get back to DC as soon as possible. We'll sort out all the arrangements and have some more information by then.'

'I should hope so.' Kramer terminated the call. 'Very well, Miss Flynn. Let's finish up here quickly.'

She loathed being addressed as a 'Miss'. The mistake she had made was reacting the first time he had said it.

The cameraman moved away from the security entrance of the site and Kramer began summing up like a seasoned prosecuting attorney.

'The question we must ask ourselves is...'

Unsurprisingly, they got it in one take.
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The flight was uneventful but not exactly what could be described as comfortable. Noise from the engine and rotor blades made conversation virtually impossible and the incessant rattling shook the passengers until they felt the fillings in their teeth would be jarred loose. The air crash detectives were more than a little relieved when the helicopter touched down at the Sennybridge Army Field Training Centre, more digestibly known as Sennybridge Camp. No fewer than twelve Land Rovers had been made available to the AAIB team. Stuart Davenport had neglected to inform the military facility of the modest size of the group that would be arriving on the first night.

Four Land Rovers set off for Llancadoc carrying the ten passengers from Farnborough. The night was dark, low clouds concealing the moon and stars. The comparative lack of street lighting meant little ambient light was being reflected back to the ground. A fine drizzle hung in the air, displaced in swirling eddies by the convoy of army vehicles surging westwards.

Alex tried to discern the layout of the local topography, but it was hopeless under these conditions. Instead, he discussed the plan with Samantha and Stu Davenport. The army driver remained quiet all the way to Llancadoc, but listened intently to the conversation.

'This weather could be a problem,' Alex said, peering out of the window at the worsening visibility.

'The forecast said the rain should clear by morning,' Samantha said.

'Yeah, but the weather in Wales can go from shite to catastrophic shite in no time,' Davenport replied. 'If the flight recorders—'

'That's my biggest worry,' Alex interrupted. 'If they were damaged on impact, this moisture isn't going to do them any good at all. I suppose we should count ourselves lucky the plane didn't come down fifty miles further on. If it had, we'd be spending the next six months fishing bits of airplane out of the Irish Sea.'

'There's a cheery thought. Still, it's not going to be easy.'

'Okay, let's go over what we know so far.' There was no point dwelling on things that were outside of their control. 'Air Traffic Control in Swanwick lost radar contact around ten-thirty. One strong contact turned into two weaker ones, plus various smaller contacts, which points to an aerial break-up of some kind. The crew hadn't mentioned any problems previously, and no mayday was received. A Virgin plane around thirty miles behind reported seeing an explosion, which was almost certainly our D500. So, if the plane broke in two then we are likely to have two major debris fields to work on. Any theories?'

Davenport had thought about little else since the call had come through, almost three hours beforehand. 'If the Virgin pilots saw the explosion thirty miles away, then that's got to be the fuel tanks. The big question is: why did they ignite?'

No one had an answer. They had plenty of ideas, but nothing that wasn't wild speculation, so Samantha added a few concrete details.

'The plane was operated by Pacific Atlantic Airways,' she continued, 'and was bought from the Dramar Aerospace Corporation five months ago, part of the third batch to be delivered. The launch customer was British Occidental Airways, and they received the first three aircraft in February.' She flicked through the notes on her phone. 'The second consignment went to Quamar Airways in March. There have been a few teething troubles with the D500, but nothing particularly out of the ordinary. The biggest problem seems to have been with the Fuel Management System, but on the face of it I don't see how that could cause the aircraft to blow up.'

'Stranger things have happened,' Davenport said, more to himself than to anyone else as he mulled the problem over. 'You know, it could be a problem with the Fuel Management System. Perhaps one tank was emptied too quickly and the fumes ignited, like TWA 800.'

Alex held up a hand. 'But TWA 800 took off with an empty centre fuel tank, this D500 didn't. CAA regs won't allow it now.'

'That's assuming Pacific Atlantic weren't bending the rules,' Samantha added.

'They'd be pretty stupid if they did. Still, it wouldn't be the first time. What else have you got for us, Sam?'

'The maintenance records don't show anything out of the ordinary, but I haven't had time to go through them in any detail. Been too busy acting as the AAIB's travel agent.'

'Sir,' the driver spoke up for the first time since leaving Sennybridge. 'We're just coming into Llancadoc now.'

Alex peered out of the rain soaked windscreen to see the lights of the small town. He noted with some surprise that there was little activity, despite the enormity of the night's events. It would take a few more hours for the world's media to descend on the remote little town. They arrived at the Priory Hotel before they even realized they were at the centre. The white façade of the three-story building was bathed in light from strategically placed spotlights. The small car park at the front could barely accommodate the four Land Rovers and Alex wondered what would happen once the CNN crew arrived.

He now had a few minutes to himself in the privacy of his single hotel room. The only other single that had been available had gone to Samantha, for obvious reasons. Although more than a few would have been happy to share. Instead, the rest had to share twin rooms. His seniority carried a great deal of responsibility and few perks, although this was one of them.

Leadership is a lonely existence, he had come to realize, and he could empathize with others who carried the burden of responsibility: the responsibility to do the job correctly and efficiently, responsibility for the welfare of the people under his authority, and a responsibility to the truth. He counted himself lucky. He had a good team working with him.

This would be his last moment of privacy for hours, perhaps days. He savoured it with relish and resented the knock on the door when it came. Alex Jamieson, Investigator-in-Charge, took a last glance at the bed, the pillows puffed up invitingly, the scent of fresh cotton in the air. He was weary, and very soon adrenaline would be taking over.

The room would not be slept in a lot this week.
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Three of the four Land Rovers left the hotel an hour after arriving. Les Thompson, the AAIB's specialist in flight recorder analysis and Ken Stanley – metallurgy and composites – stayed behind to coordinate the proceedings. Neither man was keen to participate in the initial survey of the crash site. Their talents would be utilized later.

Llancadoc fell behind them and the convoy was immediately engulfed by darkness. The driver of the lead vehicle informed Alex that they would be travelling north for about three miles before going cross-country.

Fires that had raged earlier in the night had by now been extinguished. A series of giant halogen lamps had been erected around the site, bathing the debris field in their stark beams. A temporary command post was established on the field's southern edge, between the wreckage and the road. Police officers, who had been drafted in from all over southern Wales, patrolled the perimeter fence that had been hastily erected.

The illuminated area was a scene of total devastation, and Alex could feel the weight of their task pressing down on him. Until this moment, his mind had been too busy to fully appreciate the enormity of the undertaking. No aspect of his surroundings had the air of familiarity. Not a single piece of wreckage was larger than the engine of a family car. All of it was torn, twisted, mangled, scorched.

'Air Accidents Investigation Branch?' A deep, gravelly voice drew Alex's attention away from the wreckage.

'Yes?'

'They told me you were coming. I'm Chief Constable Hugh Merrick. I'm coordinating the operation.'

'Alex Jamieson, Investigator-in-Charge,' Alex smiled, proffering his hand, which was shaken firmly. Merrick was a tall man, and broad, filling his immaculate uniform until the seams stretched. Alex gestured in the direction of the crash site. 'How bad is it out there?'

'Bad. My officers are finding it very tough. Very tough indeed. None of us have ever seen anything like it. Just the sheer...' He dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. 'The sheer totality of the destruction. The poor kid who was first on the scene has been taken to hospital, suffering from shock. He was practically catatonic.' The senior police officer shook his head and leaned forward. 'They give us guidelines for disaster management, but how can anyone prepare for something like this?' He removed his peaked cap and ran his fingers through straggly, thinning hair.

Alex was surprised that this man was taking him into his confidence at this early stage, but realized that the police officer, like himself, required an individual of similar rank to share tonight's experiences. They were both men in senior positions who were expected to show strength and resilience. It was an almost impossible task, and Alex could certainly empathize with Merrick.

'I know. Half of my people are relatively green. The problem for us is that we don't get enough serious crashes in this country for our investigators to become desensitized to it.'

Merrick shot him an accusatory glance, but kept his mouth in check, acknowledging that he was already emotionally drained and hypersensitive. No sane person, he knew, would ever wish for something like this to happen. He simply asked, 'Can anyone ever get used to this?'

Alex shrugged. 'The Americans seem to manage it, but they do a lot more business than we do.'

Merrick grunted an acknowledgement. 'We have marked out the positions of crash victims with red stakes. A team should be arriving within the hour to begin removing them. I suggest you keep your people away from those areas. I've seen a fair number of dead bodies in my time, but some of those out there...' He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't have to, the haunted look he wore saying more than words ever could. 'Get yourselves some coffee before you start. You'll need it. Now, do you require anything from us? Torches, tools?'

'No thanks,' replied Alex. 'I think we brought most of it with us. Have you located the other site yet?'

Merrick's face paled visibly. 'Other site? There was another aircraft involved?'

'No, we don't think so. According to Air Traffic Control, the plane broke in two at high altitude. No one told you?'

'No,' Merrick fumed quietly, pausing as his weary brain processed this new piece of information. 'Have you any idea where this second site might be?'

'None.'

'I'll get some helicopters in the air to begin the search.' Without another word, he headed back to the makeshift communications area.

The go-team had been waiting patiently some distance away, pensive but anxious to get started. He called them over and they all helped themselves to coffee. It was now time to give them their final instructions.

'Okay everyone, this is just a preliminary survey of site A. We're not expecting to find anything of real value straightaway. We will work in pairs – no one is to go off on their own. If you find it's getting too much for you, then come straight back here. Try and stay away from the red poles in the ground. They mark the positions of crash victims. We all know our jobs, and we're bloody good at what we do, so let's go.'

The party of eight from the Air Accidents Investigation Branch moved towards the illuminated area.
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The pre-dawn sunlight was beginning to diminish the glow from the lamps as Samantha moved gingerly through the debris. Alex was a few feet away, his attention focused on the ground.

The grassed field was littered with paper, now reduced to a sodden mulch after the night's rain. The fragments of metal around her appeared to be from the aircraft's outer skin. Some still showed peeling paintwork from the Pacific Atlantic jet.

The two investigators were now moving closer to the centre of the debris field, where more substantial remains rested. These heavier items had partially embedded themselves into the soft turf of the hillside. Samantha came upon a section of composite material around six feet long, possibly one of the floor beams. These ran across the fuselage and supported the pressurized passenger cabin. She squatted down to inspect the object more closely.

The surface had been scorched by fire. Samantha rubbed at a small area with her gloved finger and some of the soot came away. The exposed material displayed some evidence of blistering, which was not surprising considering the intense heat to which it had been subjected.

There were no signs of the pitting that was indicative of the detonation of an Improvised Explosive Device. Samantha was not too disappointed, though. She hadn't really expected the piece to yield any answers, yet there was a certain rivalry between the investigators to find the 'diamond in the dust', something which would provide a definitive answer to the mystery of this crash.

She could still make one discovery, though. If the underside was also burnt, it would prove this section had been subjected to heat from a fire whilst still in the air. It wouldn't really be much of a revelation. They already knew that the aircraft had suffered a mid-air explosion, but it might establish that this section had been subjected to a heat source prior to the impact. Once the section had been identified, they could begin to map the extent of the aerial inferno. That would, at least, be something.

She gauged the weight of the piece. It was heavy. Very heavy. The young investigator found the best leverage point and began to prize the piece from the ground. Slowly it began to budge and once the suction of the soft, moist soil released its purchase with a loud squelch it became easier, and she was able to manoeuvre it over.

What she saw beneath chilled her blood. Buried below the object lay the partial remains of a human being. A young woman. One side of her head had been torn away, exposing soft cranial tissue. The remainder of the face was contorted into a hideous grin, the maniacal but lifeless remaining eye staring back at her. Hair that had once been long, dark, and lustrous was entangled like spiders' legs into the congealed blood that covered the face. The lower torso had also been ripped away revealing some of the shattered ribcage and vertebrae. Most of the internal organs had been sucked away by explosive decompression.

'Alex?'

She felt him appear at her side, rather than saw him.

'Accident victim,' he said unnecessarily. 'Don't look at it Sam, and don't think of it as a human being. Treat it with respect, but not reverence.'

She nodded and wiped a tear from her cheek. There would be many, many tears shed this awful day.

The two of them turned and trudged off sombrely, silently coming to terms with what they had just seen, and preparing themselves for the horrors still to come. Samantha's hands were thrust deep into the pockets of her bulky Hi-Viz jacket as she and Alex headed across the field to kick some more tin.
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The most dangerous stage of the transfer had been the crossing of the English Channel, although even this risk was minimal. The British authorities were at the present moment in too much of a state of turmoil to consider seriously monitoring all air and seaports. Even if they had been watching, who would suspect a well-dressed American businesswoman travelling on the Eurostar to Paris?

The boarding of the United flight from Charles De Gaulle was uneventful to the point of being boring, however Artemis did not lower her guard. She had seen operations go terribly wrong at this stage precisely because others had allowed themselves to relax at the very time that they needed to be at their most vigilant. There was always the possibility that the security services had been forewarned of her journey, or that some overzealous customs official might inadvertently stumble upon a flaw in her cover.

The dark business suit matched her naturally tanned complexion. The cream blouse was unbuttoned at the top, but not too much. The skirt ended above the knee, but not too far. And the shoes had raised heels, but not too high. Blending in with one's surroundings truly was an art form, and she had perfected it after many months of patient tuition in another lifetime, so many years before. To deliberately attempt to try to conceal her natural beauty would act like a beacon to a trained field agent, as would nervousness or furtive sideways glances at her surroundings. At the same time, she had to be careful to avoid any extrovert behaviour, which would also draw the attention of the intelligence services. It was a very fine balance. Caution. Always caution. It could save your life, and had more times than even she realized.

When she arrived in New York, John F. Kennedy Airport was in turmoil. News of the crash had spread quickly and, as she had hoped, the Americans were in a state of pandemonium, wishing to vent their anger on someone, though they knew not whom.

She waited at the baggage claim carousel, ignoring the lecherous glances from middle-aged men while their wives were distracted by the more mundane sights of the terminal building. She retrieved her suitcase when it appeared. Only light luggage had been taken: clothes, cosmetics, toiletries, gifts of French perfume and Belgian chocolates – which would be discarded at the earliest opportunity – and a laptop computer. Nothing that would be in the least bit incongruous for an American woman returning home should a customs officer choose to search her belongings, as they often did to attractive women travelling alone.

Having gone through the ordeal of JFK, she hailed a taxi to Rego Park, then another to Brooklyn Heights, then a third to the apartment on the Upper East Side. 

The drab, four-story building had changed little in the past hundred years or so, it's yellow-brick walls stained by the airborne filth of the city.

One of the two elevators was out of commission but the other seemed to be working. The ancient carriage stank of urine, and she was glad when she could escape its confines into the dreary hallway. It smelled little better, the bare light bulbs casting harsh beams across the narrow passage.

When she entered the apartment, the stench of human excrement was replaced by the smell of stale cigarette smoke and cheap, musky perfume. Low wattage bulbs added to the gloom and claustrophobic atmosphere of the place. A pile of syringes littered the coffee table in the living room. Cindy, to whom she sub-let this urban prison, was still, it seemed, perpetuating her course of self-destruction. If the foolish little whore wanted to kill herself then that was her business. But if by doing so she drew the NYPD's attention to this place, it would cause an unwelcome complication to Artemis' activities. Perhaps it was time to terminate her contract, and in this line of business the word terminate had only one meaning.

There was no evidence of any male visitors, which had been a stipulation of the agreement. If she wished to entertain her 'guests', then she would have to do it elsewhere. The young prostitute's clients were normally content with a few minutes of feigned passion in the backs of their own cars anyway, or against a stinking dumpster amongst the rats and filth of the city.

Artemis checked her private room to see whether anything had been disturbed. It had not. If it had, then there would be no question as to Cindy's fate. She would have to make the decision when she saw her in the morning. For now, sleep was the priority. She needed to be well rested for her meeting tomorrow.

She carefully removed her clothing, jewellery, and make-up, and knelt by the bed, beginning a long prayer for redemption.
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'Mr. President, there is a problem,' the Personal Aide whispered into the ear of Bob Archer, President of the United States, Harvard law professor, former Olympic rowing silver medallist and reluctant host to the Israeli Ambassador.

'Excuse me, Gerald,' Archer said with a diplomatic smile to the diplomat. 'It seems the country really can't be left alone for five minutes.' 

Gerald Solomon stood graciously and raised his glass as the President left the Red Room of the White House.

Archer was led along the west colonnade to the Oval Office, Secret Service agents muttering discreetly into microphones as he passed. Waiting within the office of the president were George Kenton, his Chief of Staff and Harry Macfarlane, the National Security Adviser.

'Okay, what's happened?' Archer asked.

Kenton spoke up. 'Mr. President, a Pacific Atlantic plane has gone down in Britain. We don't know a lot at the moment but it looks like heavy casualties.'

'How heavy?'

'In excess of three hundred,' Macfarlane said.

'Shit!' came the Presidential reply. He paused for a few moments as he collected his thoughts. What effect would this have on him? Like most politicians, his first concern was of how this might affect his own position. Would it be politically damaging to him? 'Where was the plane travelling to and from?'

'London to Washington. We don't know—'

'I'm not interested in what you don't know,' Archer cut Kenton off. 'What exactly happened?'

Kenton drew a deep breath before continuing. 'A Pacific Atlantic Airlines Dramar Aerospace D500 left Heathrow at around ten p.m. local time and it seems it broke up in mid-air at about thirty thousand feet.'

'No survivors, then. Any indications as to the cause?'

'None yet,' Kenton said awkwardly. He was well aware that the lack of information was not going down well with his boss.

'London to Washington,' Archer mused. 'So there were a lot of Americans aboard.'

'It would seem likely, Mr. President.'

Three hundred people. At least half of whom would be US citizens. With an approval rating of only forty-two per cent he couldn't afford another public relations disaster. The press seemed to have spies everywhere, and were even more resourceful than the KGB had been during the Cold War. He had to find a way to turn the situation around. 'Okay, so how do we handle it?'

'Well sir,' said Macfarlane, 'it all depends on the cause of the crash. If it was an equipment failure of some kind then that could finish Dramar, which would put a hundred and forty thousand out of work, not to mention several dozen sub-contractors, and several hundred support services; restaurants, cleaning agencies, stationery suppliers. You name it. Plus there's the litigation to think of. That could be a quarter of a billion if negligence by the manufacturer can be proved. Maybe more. There are no legal limits under those circumstances. Not good politically.
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