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  Chapter One




  It was the end of the Easter holidays.




  Millie, Miles and Sanchez had flown first class from Bogotá, home to Sanchez’s father. They hadn’t intended to visit him but, in the end, the thought of South American fiestas

  and fireworks had proved too seductive and they’d rushed out for a few days of excitement. They’d returned to Heathrow airport, however, to find their onward travel plans to Ribblestrop

  – all arranged on brand new cellphones – in tatters. They had been hoping to share a taxi with their friends, Sam Tack, Ruskin and Oli. Mr Tack had booked it, to drive them right to the

  school gates, but he’d got the dates mixed up, and after a whole series of confusions he’d been forced to drive the children himself. There was room for just four in his tiny hatchback,

  so Sanchez, Millie and Miles were in a fix.




  They were desperate to be at school for six o’clock as the orphans had promised a trapeze display that very evening, in the dining hall. The orphans had arrived that morning as well, after

  a sell-out run of Circus Ribblestrop in New York. Captain Routon had hired a coach and driven up specially to collect them. Sanchez phoned his father, explained the muddle, and a light aircraft was

  chartered within the hour. The three children found themselves in a limousine on their way to a private aerodrome near Reading, and soon they were shaking the firm hand of veteran pilot, Timmy

  Fox.




  ‘Welcome!’ said Timmy. ‘This is what we call “scrambling a flight”, eh? In a hurry, are we?’




  ‘We don’t want to hang around,’ said Millie.




  They walked towards a pretty little aeroplane, alone on the tarmac.




  ‘It’s no distance at all,’ said the pilot. He raised his eyebrows and grinned. ‘Flown in one of these before, have you? She’s sweet as a songbird –

  Maisie, I call her.’




  ‘Never,’ said Miles.




  ‘Single engine, but still packs a punch. We won’t go over fifteen hundred feet, so you’ll see the landscape. I bought her six months ago and she handles like a baby. Quick and

  bright with a mind of her own. We can actually land at your school, can we? I’ve not filed the old flight plan yet, but I think this Mr Sanchez character cut a bit of red tape for me, eh? We

  can improvise a bit, I imagine?’




  ‘There’s a long driveway,’ said Millie. ‘And a big lawn.’




  ‘We’ll be fine. She can land on a sixpence, this one.’ Timmy led them to the steps. ‘Once we’re airborne,’ he said, ‘I’ll radio Bristol and tell

  ’em what we’re doing. They’re pretty flexible with the Foxter.’ He lit a cigar and climbed aboard. ‘Timmy’s been around a bit. Now, anyone get

  sea-sick?’




  ‘No,’ said Miles.




  The pilot pushed back his cap. ‘Not like flying in a jet, you know! You’re going to feel every bump. I used to do stunt work in the movies. Bit of action over Iraq too – came

  in low to Afghanistan a couple of times . . . but we don’t talk about that. No looping-the-loop today, eh? Not unless you twist my arm. Now, buckle yourselves in, boys – I want to catch

  this westerly breeze.’




  A moment later they were taxiing and, the next second it seemed, rising in a great vibrating, roaring rush. The world was suddenly nothing but sunshine and blue sky, with a patchwork of fields

  revolving below. Timmy Fox wore a headset, and he turned and winked at his passengers.




  ‘I went up without clearance,’ he shouted, putting up his thumb. ‘I’ll get a bit of a talking to, but they know the Fox. They know Foxy bends the rules! Smooth as a bird,

  eh? Whoops!’




  A patch of turbulence caused a sudden roll, but the pilot laughed as he righted his craft.




  ‘She’s a bag of tricks is Maisie!’ he cried. ‘Oh my, this is flying!’




  It was at this point that Miles unbuckled his seatbelt, and stood up. There wasn’t much room in the narrow cabin, but he leant over Millie and peered through her porthole. The plane banked

  to the left, and the city of Reading appeared and slipped by.




  ‘You know, I’d stay in your seat if I were you!’ shouted Timmy.




  ‘Why?’ said Miles.




  He hauled himself into the cockpit and crouched beside the pilot. Cigar smoke filled the little cabin, which was a mass of dials and switches.




  ‘Is it difficult?’ said Miles. ‘It looks easy to me.’




  Timmy grinned and coughed. ‘They don’t fly themselves, chummy, that’s for sure. You take a jumbo – that’s pretty much flown by computers, these days. Your air-jet

  pilots spend most of the time doing crosswords. It’s these little chaps that take control and . . . well, I’ll say it myself, sonny: skill – nerve!’ He puffed at his cigar.

  ‘Maybe judgement’s a better word. You have to feel the wind, hear the way she’s handling. It’s not child’s play, that’s for sure.’




  Miles was nodding. ‘What’s that knob there?’ he shouted.




  ‘I can see you’re interested. I like that in a boy! Now, that’s my air-speed indicator, okay? That stops us stalling.’




  Miles pointed to a dial. ‘What’s that one telling you?’




  ‘Ah, don’t look at that. That’s the fuel in the primary tank. It’s as good as empty, but the reserve’s full, and I reckon a forty-five minute journey’s okay

  on reserve. We won’t need more than . . . oooh, thirty litres? We should have filled up beforehand, really, but the wind was perfect. I didn’t want to miss it! Who are your friends, by

  the way? The dark boy seems pretty important – some kind of prince, is he?’




  Miles smiled. ‘No. He’s a mafia gangster’s son. Drug-running mainly, so he has to be careful of kidnap.’




  ‘Right. I thought as much.’




  ‘The girl’s called Millie. She’s been expelled from four schools, which is one less than me. We’ve been on holiday together.’




  ‘Ah.’




  ‘You’ve probably heard of Ribblestrop.’




  ‘Have I?’




  ‘It’s the place where the chaplain got eaten by a crocodile, and before that the deputy head was killed by a train. The headmaster’s great, but he doesn’t really have

  much of a grip. Oh, and the local policeman hates us too – but that’s all right now because he got sacked for attempted murder. I think most of our problems are solved. Do you want one

  of these?’




  ‘One of what? What are you offering the Fox?’




  ‘Colombian gobstoppers. They’re mixed with coca-leaves – they give you quite a buzz.’




  Timmy Fox stubbed his cigar out and looked at the bag in Miles’s hand. It was an innocent-looking brown colour, crumpled from its time in the boy’s blazer pocket. Miles held it under

  pilot’s nose.




  ‘Looks pretty tasty, I must say,’ he said. ‘That’s one thing about old Foxy – he’s got a sweet tooth and tries anything once.’




  ‘These are beautiful. They last for two hours each.’




  The pilot grinned and eased his craft into a gentle climb. He had felt the vibrations of turbulence again and he flicked some switches in the roof. ‘I shouldn’t really, sonny. My

  dentist says I’m a little bit too partial to – whoops!’




  The plane juddered into an air pocket and Miles was butted forward.




  ‘You see?’ said Timmy. ‘It’s a roller-coaster, sometimes – she’s as game as a bird, is this little girl. I’ll just take the one, thank you. What’s

  your name?’




  ‘Miles.’




  ‘Thanks, Miles. Here’s to you.’




  He took the offered sweet between forefinger and thumb and rolled it. It was smaller than a ping-pong ball and up close it had a peppering of purple spots. Putting it into his mouth, he tested

  it with his teeth.




  ‘Oooh! Hard!’ he mumbled, trying to get his tongue round it.




  ‘You can’t crunch them,’ said Miles. ‘Don’t even try. I’ve got a suitcaseful, for the orphans.’




  It was at this point that Millie came forward. She put her hand on Miles’s shoulder, and then leant on his neck. The plane soared upwards, so she had to grab his shirt collar.




  ‘Are you flying the plane, Miles?’ she cried. ‘If you are, I want to know where the parachutes are kept.’




  Timmy Fox laughed long and hard. ‘No parachutes today!’ he shouted. The sweet bounced against his tonsils and he tried to get his tongue behind it.




  Miles squeezed to his right in an attempt to make room for Millie. The plane came out of the air pocket into a gust of hot air. Timmy hadn’t felt it coming, so the plane rose again, more

  violently, as if caught on a wave. Then the wave was gone and the nose came down, hard and fast. Millie and Miles were jerked backwards, while Timmy Fox – who was safely belted into his seat

  – received a violent jolt. The gobstopper spun against his uvula, where the digastric muscle strained at once to eject it. The plane bobbed yet again and the pilot panicked. He tried to

  swallow and disaster struck. The gobstopper was sucked straight into his windpipe where it lodged like a cork in a bottle.




  Timmy Fox’s eyes bulged. He did his best to cry out, but his airway was blocked – all that emerged was a choking groan.




  Behind him, Miles was laughing. He’d fallen against Millie and caught her with his elbow, so she was clutching a bleeding nose. Sanchez looked mildly concerned, but had been reading a

  magazine – so wasn’t sure what had happened. Their expressions changed, however, when the plane suddenly keeled over to the left and the engine started to scream. An alarm sounded at

  once and then pulsed urgently.




  ‘Miles!’ shouted Millie.




  They saw, with horror, that their pilot was clawing the air, completely helpless. He was spluttering too and changing colour before their eyes. He managed to get one hand back to the controls

  and they were level again – but only for a few seconds. Timmy Fox grabbed his own throat, gagging, and a moment later, there was a sickening lurch to the right. His headset fell onto his

  knees.




  Sanchez was up now, but it was Millie who reacted fastest. The cockpit was tilting heavily, but she managed to dive forward and get her hands onto the joystick, her nosebleed forgotten. Miles

  was beside her in a moment, grabbing at the gasping pilot. He was bright red and the red was turning to purple.




  ‘Heart attack!’ shouted Millie. ‘Do something!’




  Miles guessed what had happened and tried to slap the man hard on the back. The blow bent him forward and he managed to disengage his seatbelt so he fell heavily onto the controls. Sanchez was

  now right behind them, while Millie leant through the confusion of arms and knees to steady the all-important joystick. Miles tried to thump the pilot again, but the control area was too congested.

  Timmy Fox levered himself up somehow and fell backward into Sanchez’s arms. With Miles’s help, he was lowered to the narrow strip of carpet behind, where he lay gasping. Millie jumped

  straight into his empty seat and gazed through the cockpit window as fragments of cloud hurtled towards her. Seconds later, Miles was back with the headset clamped to his ear.




  ‘Do something!’ Millie was shrieking. ‘Get the pilot!’




  ‘Fly the plane, Millie!’




  ‘Oh my God! How can I? I don’t know how to fly a plane!’




  She eased the joystick back and they rose slightly. The alarm stopped, but a red light kept flashing and a buzzer was buzzing. An oxygen mask had fallen from above and bounced uselessly,

  knocking at their heads.




  ‘Hello?’ shouted Miles, into the mouthpiece of the headset. ‘Is anyone there, please? Hello?’




  ‘I don’t know what I’m doing, Miles!’ cried Millie. ‘Get help!’




  ‘Just do what you’re doing. Keep us up. Hello? Is anyone there? Mayday, mayday – come in, please. Ground control, this is . . . oh God . . . this is a very small plane up in

  the sky. We’ve lost our pilot and we don’t know what to do.’ He turned to Millie in despair. ‘How do you work these things?’




  ‘I don’t know. I don’t know anything. Ask Sanchez!’




  Her eyes were dancing from dial to dial, from switch to switch. Some of the needles were moving up and she spotted two that were moving down. She pushed the joystick forward and felt the plane

  respond and sink – but whether that was good or bad, she couldn’t say. There were pedals under her feet, but she didn’t dare press them. At least they were going straight and,

  though everything was vibrating, it seemed like they weren’t about to fall out of the sky.




  Miles, meanwhile, was experimenting with a small black knob on the headset. When he turned it, a green light came on.




  ‘Hello?’ he said, again. ‘Is anyone there, please? This is a real emergency – I’m not playing games here. Help!’




  A man’s voice answered, utterly calm. ‘Come in, Maisie 202. State your position, over.’




  ‘What?’ said Miles.




  The voice remained relaxed. ‘Come in, Maisie 202,’ it repeated, slowly. ‘This is Bristol control. State your position, over.’




  Miles swore under his breath. ‘I think our pilot’s dead,’ he said. ‘That’s the position.’




  ‘OK, Maisie, can I ask you to identify yourself and repeat that, please? Over.’




  ‘Yes. My name is Miles Seyton-Shandy. I’m going to school, but I’m on a plane without a pilot because the pilot’s choking to death, and my friend is trying to fly the

  plane. I have no idea where we are except up in the sky. Over.’




  Miles’s eyes were full of tears. He had just realised the danger. They were racing along at more than a hundred miles per hour.




  The voice on the radio seemed to become even calmer. ‘Okay, good . . . That’s good, Miles. I’m reading you – sounds like you’ve got a situation up there, so

  I’m requesting priority airspace. Can you re-confirm, please? Your pilot is down? Over.’




  ‘He’s unconscious,’ said Miles, taking a quick look behind him. Sanchez had the man laid out in the recovery position. He had his knee in the pilot’s back and was jerking

  his shoulders. ‘I don’t know if he’s breathing or not. He swallowed something and it got stuck.’




  ‘That’s good, that’s fine. You’re going to have to stay very calm, Miles, and relaxed. You’re going to have to answer all my questions, clear as you can. When you

  finish what you say, try to remember to say “over”, because that makes communication simple. First question: who is at the controls of the plane? Over.’




  ‘Millie Roads. But she doesn’t know what she’s doing. Over.’




  ‘You’re doing fine at the moment. We’re getting a fix on you, and we’re going to pull all air traffic in the area well back. You’ve got a completely clear corridor,

  okay, so there’s no emergency if you hold her steady. I want you to look at the controls and tell me when you have located a black dial with two white needles. They’re like the hands on

  a clock. Over.’




  Miles scanned the forest of dials. ‘Black with white needles,’ he said to Millie. ‘Can you see anything like that?’




  Millie pointed and put her hand straight back on the joystick. She was rigid with concentration.




  ‘I’ve got it,’ said Miles. ‘Over.’




  ‘Good boy. What’s it reading at the moment? It’s going to tell us your altitude. Over.’




  ‘The big hand’s on six. The little one’s on two!’




  ‘Excellent. Ask Millie to ease the joystick back, very gently. Can you do that? Over.’




  ‘Millie,’ said Miles, ‘pull the lever back a bit. Slowly.’ He held the mouthpiece. ‘We’re doing it. We want to come down, okay? We want to be on the

  ground!’




  ‘The numbers should be falling now—’




  ‘Over!’




  ‘What? No, listen: when the big hand’s at zero, that’s the altitude to hold. So we’re bringing you just a little lower, where you’ve got a good, safe space and

  visibility’s best. Is that okay, Miles? Over.’




  ‘It’s okay. Yes, we’re going down a bit. Can you send us a new pilot or something?’




  ‘I’m handing you over to a colleague now, Miles. She’s senior to me and she’s going to keep you safe and get you on the ground. Is that okay?’




  ‘Don’t go!’ said Miles. ‘Don’t leave us!’




  ‘I’m right here, but Sandra’s taking over communication now. She’s more familiar with your craft than I am.’




  ‘I’m right here, Miles,’ said a woman’s voice. It was deep and wonderfully sensible. ‘I’m with you, okay? I’m with you all the way. We’re going to

  get through this together. We’re clearing an emergency landing site for you in Bristol; the only problem at this stage is the airfields you’re passing are all short runways. Now, in

  normal circumstances, a short runway would be fine for your craft, but—’




  ‘You think we can land this?’ said Miles.




  ‘We’ll talk you through it. We’re with you every step of the way.’




  ‘We’re going too fast!’




  ‘No, no. We’re going to find a nice, long airstrip for you. We’re going to practise your approach, give you a couple of dry runs. It’s much easier than you think.

  ’




  ‘What about petrol? The pilot said we were flying on reserve.’




  ‘Flying on reserve. Are you saying your first tank’s dry?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘How do you know you’re on reserve?’




  ‘The pilot told me. He didn’t fill up. He said he normally would, but he didn’t want to miss some wind or other.’




  ‘And he said you’re flying on reserve?’




  ‘That’s what he said. What can we do?’




  There was a pause.




  ‘Miles,’ said the voice. It was just a little firmer. ‘We’re going to try something a little bit different in the light of what you’ve just told me. Can you take a

  look at the reserve gauge? That’s three dials to the right of your altimeter. It’s a needle over a white strip about three centimetres long – have you got that?’




  ‘The needle’s at half,’ said Miles. ‘Is that good?’




  ‘The needle’s at half of the white area. So you’re how far from red?’




  ‘About one point five centimetres.’




  ‘Okay.’




  ‘It’s bad, isn’t it?’




  ‘No, it’s—’




  ‘We’re running out of fuel! Oh God!’




  ‘No, no, no. There’s enough fuel, just not enough to give us too much leeway. We’re going to have to make some more emergency arrangements. I’m going to leave you for a

  moment. I’m going to brief my colleagues and scramble a helicopter.’




  ‘Don’t go!’ cried Miles again.




  There was no answer. He glanced at Millie and saw that her face, like his own, was a mask of terror.




  ‘Are we going to die?’ she said.




  ‘I think so,’ said Miles. ‘We’d better tell Sanchez.’









    

  




  Chapter Two




  Sam saw the little plane through the window of his father’s car.




  He didn’t mention it to Ruskin, who was sitting next to him, because he seemed to be dozing. Oli was in front, deep in an instruction manual and definitely not to be disturbed, and his

  father had his nose close to the windscreen. He pulled the new phone out of his pocket and polished the display panel with his tie. His parents had told him that he was to hand it straight in to

  the headmaster when he got to school, and he was wondering if he was going to obey them. He had promised he would – it had been a condition of his keeping it. But what was the point of having

  such a thing if you couldn’t actually use it? Anyway, he was still getting used to the device, which seemed to have so many different functions. It was quite a large phone, and a sticker on

  the box had said, Special offer, line discontinued. He needed two hands to operate it, because it was as heavy as a brick. It had a stopwatch and a countdown facility. It had a calculator

  too, but that was quite tricky to operate and seemed to get even the simplest sums wrong. It had an alarm clock, and you could also check which year you were in.




  As he held it, it vibrated and emitted a piercing bleep.




  ‘Oh!’ he said. ‘I’ve had a text.’




  Ruskin opened his eyes. ‘Another one? That’s number seven.’




  ‘How do you get at it?’ said Sam. ‘Do you have the instruction book?’




  ‘You just press the . . . you press that little digit there, under the screen.’




  Sam pressed it and the words Address book appeared.




  ‘You’ve pressed the wrong one,’ said Ruskin. ‘Give it to me.’




  ‘I think that plane’s in some kind of trouble,’ said Sam, glancing out of the window again. ‘Unless it’s just practising stunts or something. It was low and now

  it’s high.’




  Ruskin pressed another button and found Games. ‘Did you know you had games on this thing?’ he said.




  ‘The man in the shop said there were games, but he showed me so quickly that I could never find them.’




  ‘Texts. I’ve got it. Inbox.’




  ‘So who was it from?’




  ‘I’m in your inbox. This is such a crafty gadget: it actually stores all the texts you receive, so you can go through them. Oh, it’s from Millie again.’




  ‘She’s probably at school by now. What does it say?’




  Ruskin blinked and held the phone higher. ‘I can’t see. There’s a reflection. Looks like, Why R U so crap?’




  ‘That was the last one,’ said Sam.




  ‘Oh. Right. Scrolling down . . . hang on a moment. Here we are.’ He tilted the screen again. Goodbye all. We R going . . .’




  ‘Going where?’




  ‘It doesn’t say. What a strange message. Maybe she was interrupted.’




  ‘Go down a bit, Jake. If you press the down arrow, you can see the rest of the words.’




  Ruskin pressed the arrow and the sentence continued.




  ‘Ah!’ he said. ‘There is more. Goodbye all. We R going to crash. We R all going to die. Millie.’




  ‘Crash where? How can you be about to crash and have the time to text someone?’




  ‘Maybe she’s joking. I’m not sure it’s something to joke about, though, Sam – you remember that crash we were in last term?’




  ‘Shall I phone her?’




  ‘It’s quite expensive, isn’t it? Making calls?’




  ‘Can I have it back a second? I’ve got five pounds credit, so I might as well use it.’




  ‘Don’t waste it, Sam. What if there’s an emergency?’




  ‘I’ll give her a very quick call – just check she’s okay. Oli? Look, sorry to disturb you, but you’re better at this than me. Can you give us a hand calling

  Millie?’




  Millie, Miles and Sanchez were now all pressed together in the cockpit and Miles was still relaying information from the headset. Timmy Fox was alive, but hardly breathing. The

  three terrified children watched as the fields rolled beneath them and the electricity pylons spread their cables inches under their wheels. Millie had pulled the craft upwards several times, but

  for some reason it kept wanting to descend. She had worked out that the pedals on the floor stabilised them somehow and had got used to pressing them carefully.




  They all knew the fuel supply was getting lower; the needle was even closer to the red. Millie slipped her phone back into her pocket and concentrated on the controls again. ‘There’s

  some kind of river ahead,’ she said. ‘What if I aim for that? What if we go straight into the water?’




  ‘No,’ said Sanchez. ‘We’re going way too fast.’




  ‘You’re doing okay,’ said the voice in Miles’s ear. ‘We’re finding you an airfield. Now, if you—’




  ‘We keep going down, Sandra,’ said Miles. ‘Over.’




  ‘I think you may have a headwind. It’s decreasing your speed and your trimmer needs adjusting.’




  ‘What’s a trimmer?’




  ‘It’s the adjustable flap at the back of the plane tail. It keeps you level, so the pilot has to compensate—’




  ‘I don’t know where the controls are! Can’t we just land? Please?’




  ‘Look for a wheel about the size of your hand. It’s between the two seats and it’s got a bumpy edge to it.’




  Miles repeated her words and Sanchez located it. He leant behind Millie, so she was free to move the joystick.




  ‘Got it.’




  ‘Roll the front downwards. Nice and slow.’




  Sanchez did so and the plane’s nose lifted. They felt a buffet of air and the plane tilted to the right and set off in a dramatic curve. They rose steadily, Millie doing her very best not

  to scream. She played the joystick back and depressed one of the pedals. The curve grew dangerously tight. In the next minute they completed three-hundred and sixty degrees and were heading for the

  water again. Millie pulled the nose back up and everyone sighed with relief.




  ‘Are we back on course?’ said Sanchez.




  ‘What is the course?’ said Millie. ‘Where are trying to get to? Are you sure we shouldn’t just ditch? We can all swim.’




  ‘Listen carefully,’ said the voice in Miles’s ear. ‘I’m going to teach you how to decrease your speed. You have to do it very gently, and you keep your eyes on the

  air speed indicator. That will tell you if there’s any danger of a stall. ’




  ‘Right,’ said Miles.




  ‘You’ve got nothing to worry about if—’




  There was a silence.




  ‘Hello?’ said Miles. He could hear a strange pulsing noise.




  ‘—in the first instance, can you do that?’




  ‘What?’




  There was silence again.




  ‘Tell me what to do, Miles!’ said Millie.




  ‘I’m not hearing you,’ said Miles. ‘Can you repeat what you just said? Over, please.’




  The pulsing turned into a crackling and, when it returned, the voice was furred over in static.




  ‘—indicator to the top of the control . . . intensify all exification . . . can you . . . hello?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Are you there, Miles? Come in, Miles – are you there? Over.’




  ‘I’m here. You’re breaking up!’




  ‘Is somebody using a cellphone? If someone—’




  Sure enough, he could hear the ringtone of Millie’s mobile, getting louder and louder. The voice of the controller disappeared in static and some of the needles seemed to be flicking

  abruptly backward and forward.




  Millie snatched out her phone and clicked it open. ‘Sam?’ she said. ‘Where are you?’




  ‘It’s Oli, actually. We’re in a car on the motorway. Where are you?’




  ‘Oh God, Oli, we’re in a bad situation. We’re in a plane. We’ve lost the pilot. We’re about to run out of fuel and we don’t know what to do.’




  ‘Millie!’ said Miles. ‘The phone’s screwing up the controls!’




  ‘What kind of plane?’ said Oli.




  Millie pressed the phone to her ear. ‘What?’ she cried. ‘What do you mean, “What kind of plane?”? A little plane, with wings, and a tail, with us inside

  it—’




  ‘Are you red and white, by any chance? One propeller, just going over a river?’




  ‘Yes! Shut up, Miles! Oli, I don’t know—’




  ‘You’re just to our right. We can see you. I’ll tell Sam to wave.’




  Millie looked down, trying frantically to remember her right from her left. The river ran next to a dual carriageway and, though the vehicles on it were small, they were getting larger every

  second. Again, Millie realised that, through no fault of her own, the plane was descending. She eased the joystick back and this time nothing seemed to be happening. There were more pylons ahead

  and a great spider’s web of cable. A power station was looming with red, winking lights.




  ‘We’re going down,’ she said.




  ‘Turn the wretched phone off!’ shouted Miles. ‘Turn the bloody phone off!’




  ‘No!’




  A little red car was speeding along in the outside lane, and Millie fixed her eyes onto it, easing the plane closer. It was hard to be sure, but something black appeared to be flapping out of

  the rear window and a tiny face was gazing up at her. There was a new sound now in the cockpit – and it chilled everyone to the very bone. A bell was ringing, one urgent chime at a time, as

  if sounding the ominous arrival of midnight. It didn’t stop at twelve, though; in fact, it showed no sign of stopping at all.




  ‘Fuel!’ shouted Miles. ‘Oh my God, look at the fuel gauge! Help us, Sandra! Where are you?’




  He put his finger over the needle and the three children saw that it was well into the red It twitched as they stared, and dropped further to the left.




  ‘We’re going to have to land,’ whispered Sanchez. ‘Swing her to the road, Millie.’




  ‘What do you mean, “Swing her to the road”? You think I can—’




  ‘You’re at the controls?’ said Oli’s voice, right in her ear. ‘Are you flying that thing, Millie?’




  ‘Yes! Of course I am!’




  ‘Okay, it’s easy – I had a radio-controlled version. You’ve got to take the rudder to the right, that means right foot down, nice and gentle. That’s the yaw

  control. Then you’re probably going to need some upward thrust if you’re losing speed.’




  ‘I don’t understand.’




  ‘Right foot down a little. Yes! You’re coming in! Beautiful.’




  ‘We’re going to land on the road,’ said Miles to the mouthpiece. All he heard was static and the chiming bell. More pylons came under them and all three closed their eyes,

  waiting for their undercarriage to be chopped away. It didn’t happen, but they were far lower than ever before. The engine was beginning to splutter. They came over the road and tried to

  follow it – but the plane had a mind of its own now, and a breeze seemed to lift and push it over the top of the red car, and they were heading straight for a concrete cooling tower.




  ‘Go right!’ shouted Oli.




  Sanchez said, ‘Look. There’s an emergency fuel switch. Shall I press it?’




  Millie and Miles had their eyes closed, however, and for the first time in his life, Miles was saying a prayer.









    

  




  Chapter Three




  The orphans were watching the plane too and most now had their hands over their mouths.




  They were in their school uniforms again, for the black-and-yellow tracksuits were in a laundry basket. Circus Ribblestrop was all in the past and Professor Worthington – who had rounded

  them up at the airport terminal – had insisted that everyone travel looking smart and ready for an exciting new term. It had been an emotional reunion, of course; Doonan had come up on the

  bus with Tomaz and Imagio. Caspar Vyner had not been allowed, unfortunately, for Lady Vyner’s hatred of the school had been rising as Monday morning came closer, and he was locked in his

  room. Henry was making his own way down, but they were still a large party.




  ‘I want you to stay together,’ Professor Worthington had called. ‘I want blazers buttoned and ties straight.’




  She’d led the gaggle of excited children through the crowds and out to the car park. Captain Routon had been waiting for them with drinks and sandwiches, so there were more hugs and

  handshakes. As they pulled onto the road, his ears were ringing from the third rendition of the school song. He inched forward carefully, for the bus was towing a long trailer carrying the

  boys’ luggage and equipment.




  As they came towards Bristol, he became aware that the traffic was slowing on both sides of the carriageway. He saw at once what the cause was: a light aircraft was in difficulty. In fact, it

  was on collision course, and he touched the brake instinctively, almost in sympathy. Sanjay and Anjoli both cried out and pointed, and within a moment everyone was crammed against the windows,

  following the course of the troubled little plane. The singing had died and there were five seconds of agonising silence.




  ‘Go up, man!’ whispered Sanjay.




  The plane was heading straight for a wall of concrete. Then, at the very last second, it seemed whoever was flying it woke up and pulled the craft upwards. It seemed to clip the top and then it

  rose like a rocket. It couldn’t stop rising, in fact. It hit vertical and then doubled back on itself in a remarkable loop-the-loop, clearing the top of the power station and banking steeply

  round as if it wanted to do the whole thing again. It swept behind the bus and the orphans rushed to the back seats to follow its course.




  Kenji, one of the youngest orphans, was crushed against the window and was astonished to see a little red car accelerating towards them. There was a boy leaning out of the window waving a

  black-and-gold blazer in the jet stream.




  That boy was Sam.




  ‘We’ve got more fuel!’ shouted Sanchez. ‘Well done, Millie.’




  ‘It was you,’ gasped Millie. Her face was white. ‘Sanchez, you saved us! It must be some kind of injection system. Oh God, Oli . . . Miles has been sick.’




  Miles was wet with sweat, clutching the arm of Millie’s seat. He had dropped the headset and was blinking in amazement.




  ‘Millie, you’re still there?’ said Oli.




  ‘Yes!’




  ‘Okay. The best thing you can do is come round again and land on the road. Sam’s dad is going to slow down a bit and try to hold the traffic back. Do you want to try an

  approach?’




  ‘I don’t know if I can.’




  ‘Oli,’ said Ruskin, staring upwards, ‘I might be wrong, but . . . I don’t think they’ve got both wheels anymore.’




  ‘What do you mean? Who hasn’t?’




  ‘The plane. Look at it!’




  Ruskin was kneeling on the back seat, peering through the window. He rubbed his glasses and grew more positive. One of the plane’s wheels had dropped off completely and the other was at a

  strange angle. The aircraft tilted right and the wheel he was watching sheered off and dropped like a bomb. It was suddenly bouncing along the road so fast that it overtook the car.




  ‘Can they land without wheels?’ he said. ‘They’ve lost both.’




  ‘Millie,’ said Oli, ‘you’ve lost your undercarriage.’




  ‘What does that mean?’ said Millie. ‘Was that the bump we felt? I thought we’d hit something!’




  ‘Come in, Miles!’ said a small voice from the headset. ‘Please come in! Over!’




  Millie gripped the phone tighter. ‘What can we do, Oli?’




  ‘If you try to land, you’ll just dig into the road and . . . you’ll either burst into flames or you’ll start cartwheeling over the tarmac. Either way, you won’t

  survive. I was looking at the map earlier and I know we go over the River . . .’




  ‘Oli, please!’




  ‘Hold on, Millie. Jake!’ he hissed. ‘Who’s in that bus? Why are they staring at us?’




  Sam had noticed too. The rear window of the vehicle ahead was filled with grinning faces and waving hands. One of them – Podma – had found a piece of paper and had written the words

  Hello Sam! in thick black crayon.




  ‘This is a stroke of luck,’ said Oli. ‘This could be just what we need. Excuse me, Mr Tack, can we pull alongside that bus, please?’




  ‘What bus?’ said Sam’s father. ‘I’m really not up to all this, you know.’




  ‘You’re doing fine, Dad – just put your foot down a bit.’




  ‘I don’t want silly games. Not on the road.’




  ‘I know, Dad—’




  ‘That bus with the trailer,’ said Oli. ‘Can you get round it?’




  ‘I don’t like overtaking, boys. We really should have stuck to the B-roads.’




  ‘It’s all clear,’ said Ruskin. ‘Just pull alongside and keep with it. This is so lucky.’




  ‘Oli,’ said Millie, again, ‘I don’t know how much longer we’ve got up here. What’s your plan?’




  ‘We’ve got an idea,’ said Oli.




  ‘Well, it better be a good one, all right? Only the best will do.’




  ‘Hmm,’ said Oli. ‘I’m going to hang up for a moment, okay? I’ll call again in a second, so keep the line open. You see the bus next to us? Purple and

  blue?’




  ‘No. Yes!’




  ‘Great big trailer? We’re pretty sure Captain Routon’s at the wheel. So I’m going to give him a call now and see if he can help. Overtake us, Millie – that’s

  the safest thing. Turn right and do a great big circle so you’re approaching again from behind. You’re going to have to land on the roof of the bus.’




  ‘Are you joking, Oli? Is that your idea of comedy?’




  ‘It’s a question of matching velocities. If you can dock the plane on the roof of the bus, the bus can decelerate at an appropriate speed. It’ll take a bit of nerve, I imagine,

  but I can’t see any other way of getting you down safely.’




  There was no reply. He heard a stifled sob and then the plane he was gazing at came over the car, lower than ever. It hovered and then swung gently away, gaining height.




  Millie was doing just what she’d been told.




  Captain Routon didn’t like to take a call when he was driving, but the ringing seemed so insistent. He put the phone to his ear and heard the excited voice of Sam

  Tack.




  ‘Sam,’ he said. ‘Where are you, my boy? Everything okay?’




  ‘Just coming alongside you, actually, sir. Can you see me? Look right.’




  Captain Routon looked down to his right and was delighted to see three smiling faces. The orphans were clogging the right-hand seats again, waving and calling. He took one hand from the steering

  wheel and waggled his fingers. The traffic had picked up speed and he was aware of hooting behind.




  ‘Sir,’ said Sam. ‘Did you see that little plane? The one that nearly crashed?’




  ‘I did, Sam. Yes. I’m not sure I should be on the phone when I’m driving, son. Is there a problem?’




  ‘Well, there is really, sir. You probably won’t believe me, but Millie’s at the controls – of the plane, I mean. They had some kind of emergency and their pilot’s

  unconscious. How would you feel . . . this is Oli’s idea. How would you feel if they landed on top of you? It’s a matter of life and death, apparently.’









    

  




  Chapter Four




  The orphans had always worked well together.




  They had lived as a family for two terms in Ribblestrop’s east tower and, though they fought and argued with ferocity, when it came to a crisis they observed strict lines of command. Their

  experience in the Ribblestrop Circus had made those lines firmer than ever, and the three teachers could only sit back in awe.




  Captain Routon handed his phone to Asilah, the oldest of the boys, and a moment later the five skylight windows were not just open, they had been removed completely. An advance party was

  swarming through them, barefoot, onto the roof. Meanwhile, Eric ran to the emergency exit at the back and swung with Sanjay and Imagio onto the bars over the vehicle’s rear bumper. They were

  doing a steady sixty miles per hour – the road a blur beneath them – but it wasn’t difficult to make the leap onto the long, flat trailer behind. They soon had the tarpaulin off

  and, since Eric was chief packer, they knew exactly where to locate the gear they needed. They clambered over the trunks and cases, clinging with toes and fingers as the trailer bounced under them.

  Soon, they had their trapeze pulleys and cable, and had thrown a rope up to Podma, who was firmly anchored on the bus roof by human chain. Other vehicles were nosing up to them now, then falling

  back in wonder. There was more hooting, and then flashing lights, including blue ones. There was a helicopter, too, directly above.




  The boys tried to ignore it, for this was the tricky bit. Podma pulled on the rope and hauled the heavy cables out of the trailer onto the roof. A forest of hands received them and started to

  uncoil the thickest. Anjoli started to stretch it, splayed out like a lizard on the juddering roof. Podma had taken the precaution of roping everyone together, and Professor Worthington, her head

  and shoulders rearing up through the front skylight, gripped the end of the line for dear life. The boys held onto each other, communicating with signs rather than words, and it wasn’t long

  before Anjoli’s cable was as tight as a tennis net, raised up a good half-metre by carefully wedged crowbars. The plane was a speck, some distance behind them, but there was clearly no time

  to be lost. It was making its final approach.




  ‘What’s your speed, Millie?’ said Oli, as Mr Tack dropped behind the bus. He let a queue of furious vehicles past, his knuckles white on the wheel.




  ‘Ninety,’ whispered Miles.




  ‘We’re doing ninety,’ said Millie.




  ‘Can you slow down? We can’t go that fast!’




  ‘I don’t know how.’




  ‘Try. You can see us okay? Can you see the bus?’




  ‘Not yet, no. I’ve got the road and the river. The road’s right under us, but . . .’




  ‘You’re coming in nicely, but you’ve got to get lower and slower. You’ve got to come in as low as you can, all right? You need to come up behind us and Captain

  Routon’s going to try to match your speed and carry you. We’re going to lash you on as well, so you don’t fall off. Everything’s ready.’




  ‘This isn’t going to work, Oli!’




  ‘Yes, it is. The maths is perfect. How much fuel have you got?’




  ‘There’s no way of telling. The alarm’s getting louder all the time and we’re juddering about. Oli, there are helicopters too! I can see fire engines!’




  Miles was pressed against the cockpit glass and had managed to turn to his right. The helicopter had come from nowhere and was keeping pace with them. He could see the pilot

  yelling orders and instructions, but his own headset was still on the floor, a shrill voice gabbling through static. He looked down and the road was even closer – the blue lights had

  multiplied and he could see a column of ambulances off to the left. The traffic was being held back – a great, open swathe of tarmac appeared, though a police Land Rover was streaking ahead

  into it. Miles could hear its siren wailing and he wondered, for the hundredth time, why the police used sirens, when all they did was paralyse everyone with terror. He looked at Sanchez, who was

  holding the phone to Millie’s ear, his jaw rigid with tension.




  ‘I can see you, Oli,’ said Millie. ‘I’ve got the bus!’




  ‘Slow down!’ cried Oli.




  ‘I’m trying. I just don’t know how.’




  She pulled the joystick back a fraction and felt the plane swerve to the right. She pressed the left pedal and they were back on course, the road skimming beneath them and the bus and its

  trailer coming ever closer. If they had wheels, she thought, a landing might be possible. Then again, she had no idea where the brakes were – should she simply run into the bus and use it as

  a buffer? She didn’t dare, because she remembered Oli’s words about fireballs.




  ‘You can do this,’ said Sanchez, quietly. ‘I know you can.’




  ‘No I can’t,’ she said.




  ‘Just a bit lower,’ said Miles. ‘They’ve got a flag, look. They’re showing the height with a flag!’




  Sure enough, Kenji and Israel had leapt back onto the trailer and were sitting at its far end with one of the black-and-gold circus flags. They unfurled it in the gale and anchored it between

  two packing cases, hoping it might give Millie a clearer target. There were two police Land Rovers now, both keeping pace with the plane, just behind it, lights flashing madly. The rest of the

  children and their teachers were clustered on the back seat of the bus, watching anxiously.




  ‘You can do it,’ said Sanchez again.




  ‘If I can’t,’ said Millie, ‘you won’t blame me, will you?’




  ‘I love you,’ said Miles. ‘I want you to know that. Both of you. If we don’t make it, I want you to know—’




  ‘Shut up!’ shouted Millie. ‘Tell me what to do! Higher or lower? My hands are shaking!’




  ‘You’re dead on,’ said Sanchez.




  ‘Maybe down just a tiny bit,’ said Miles.




  ‘Down,’ said Oli in Millie’s ear. ‘Just a tiny bit down and . . . okay, okay!’




  Oli gestured at Sam, and Sam waved at Captain Routon, who sat rigid at the wheel of the bus.




  ‘Faster, Dad!’ shouted Sam, and Mr Tack increased his speed as Captain Routon did the same. They could hear nothing any more, except for the screaming engine of the aeroplane, which

  even obliterated the police sirens. It was so low its undercarriage touched the tarmac and there was a burst of sparks. If Millie felt the bump, she remained in control and lifted her craft just a

  fraction. At eighty miles an hour, decreasing due to wind resistance down to seventy-six, she came over the little car and then the trailer.




  The orphans lowered the flag and threw themselves down amongst the luggage. Captain Routon held the wheel grimly. He pressed the throttle, pushing his speed up to seventy, seventy-two. The road

  ahead was clear, thank goodness – the police must have closed all junctions – in fact, he could see a road-block in the distance. He checked his mirrors and saw that the

  aeroplane’s propeller was sweeping up behind him. It was on a collision course, and he braced himself, fighting his instincts to brake or swerve. There were blue flashing lights everywhere it

  seemed, but only the sound of howling engines and he clamped his jaws so tight his fillings were hurting.




  He felt the crunch of contact like a blow.




  For a moment he lost control, the back wheels simply sliding off to the right, and he heard the rending of metal as if the bus roof were being ripped apart. He steered into the skid and felt the

  wheels come true again. Then his bus was accelerating, as if some awful force were driving him forward – as if he was about to take off. The plane was down, the remains of its undercarriage

  snagged on the cable: the combined speed was terrifying. He touched the brake again and felt his tyres bursting. Left and right, he saw them in his mirrors – great chunks of rubber sheered

  off and flew into the distance. He could see luggage bouncing away as the trailer fish-tailed amongst fountains of sparks. Any moment, he thought, the bus would somersault over its nose.




  He saw that the orphans were streaming out onto the roof again, grabbing at the plane. For one precious second he allowed himself to close his eyes. When he opened them, he saw fire engines

  ahead – a whole line of them up on a road-bridge. Despite his ruined wheels, the bus showed no sign of slowing, and there were emergency vehicles to the left and right, reversing quickly out

  of his path. The bus sped through them and Captain Routon tried the brakes again, knowing that if he pressed too hard he’d spin everyone into oblivion. There was a stink of burning, and he

  glimpsed in his mirror the shape of Doonan, on his knees in the middle of the aisle, praying hard.




  Touchdown, from Millie’s point of view, was yet another miracle in a life crammed with so many.




  Miles and Sanchez were cowering beside her and, as the bus beneath them accelerated to match their speed, there was a curious slow-motion about it all. They could see the cable stretched across

  the roof. They could see Professor Worthington, Asilah and Anjoli gesturing with their hands, hair flapping wildly over their faces. Millie let the plane drift in and came lower still. She felt the

  cable catch the undercarriage and felt the nose dip suddenly. She eased the joystick back, compensating, and the craft sunk with a crunch that made the bus skid and sway beneath her.




  She had no idea how to turn things off, but it was Sanchez who did the obvious. He closed the emergency fuel line and, after an agonising ten seconds, they saw the propellers slowing down. That

  was when a boy in a black-and-gold blazer appeared on the end of a rope, clambering onto the right-hand wing.




  It was Israel, fighting the jet stream, and he had a bundle in his arms. There was activity on both sides, and Millie recognised the long hair of Anjoli. It looked as if another cable was being

  slung right over the top of them, as half a dozen orphans battled with the wind. It was Miles who had the sense to go back to the door and in a moment he’d hauled it open and the cabin was

  blasted with air.




  Nobody could speak. The bus was skidding and slipping, and the noise was unbearable. Podma was first into the plane, Israel behind him. It was the rope ladder they carried, and it was soon

  unfurled and drawn tight. Miles was out, and there were hands everywhere, steadying him as he descended. Millie was next, and then Sanchez was heaving at the half-conscious pilot. The bus swerved

  again and took out a road sign. The orphans grabbed wrists, hair, collars and knees, and somehow, everyone was inside the bus.




  There was wild cheering and a scrum of embraces. This might have continued had not Doonan’s voice soared out over the din.




  ‘Look out! Oh no! Sweet Jesus, no! Brace, children! For God’s sake, brace! Bridge! Bridge!’




  It happened so fast.




  Captain Routon was simply trying to keep the bus on the road, because it was shimmying wildly. They were almost at the bridge, and the blue lights were blinding. There was snow in the air, too,

  thick on the windscreen and flying all around them. It was foam from the fire engines, and even as Doonan shouted they felt themselves spinning into a vast cloud of bubbly whiteness.




  The bridge was just low enough to catch the upturned nose of the plane, and flipped it backwards. The cable round the plane didn’t snap, it simply tore the whole roof of the bus right off

  and sent it spinning onto the road. One of the police vehicles that was following skidded and hit the wreckage broadside. The other managed to brake, but was then whisked away on a lake of

  gobstoppers – Miles’s suitcase had fallen onto the road and burst, spraying them in all directions. The car pirouetted into the central reservation and slammed into a Portakabin. The

  children emerged from the foam clinging to their bus seats. The bus then shouldered its way through a crash barrier and down a steep embankment – just where the elbow of the River Ribble was

  at its widest. A handful of fishermen jumped for their lives, and could only gape as the mangled vehicle slipped hissing and steaming into the deep, dark water.




  Mr Tack pulled up neatly on the hard shoulder and put on his hazard lights. Ruskin, Sam and Oli raced to the river-bank in time to see the bus, with everyone onboard, sinking fast. A strange,

  awestruck silence descended, then the three boys rushed forward to save their friends from drowning.









    

  




  Chapter Five




  Ribblestrop’s headmaster was in his study when the call came through.




  He had ignored the phone all day, thinking it was one of the school parrots. There were two, and they’d been learning more and more sound effects ever since they’d arrived. Now

  they’d gone to roost up in the rafters above his desk, and it seemed their chief occupation was to torment him. Telephones, door-knocks, children’s voices; Doctor Norcross-Webb felt he

  was being haunted. He was quietly seething, because on the last day without children he’d hoped to get some concentrated work done on the school song. There was still only one verse, and he

  was determined to write the second before the big assembly at six o’clock. He’d brought his accordion down from the attic, but the birds had even started to imitate that. He closed his

  eyes, put his fingers in his ears, and sang the opening lines of his latest effort:




  ‘Ribblestrop, Ribblestrop, jewel within my breast.




  I will hap’ly die for thee; I will stand the test.’




  He paused.




  Was the allusion to death wise? He knew that ‘jewel’ was an awkward word to sing, and he wasn’t at all sure why a child should have one buried in its breast. Would anyone

  understand that ‘hap’ly’ was ‘happily’?
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