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Jelena *
19:59
Jelena Markovic didn’t like following her boyfriend. Such an act was indeed a sign of distrust in the relationship. But she saw no other option. Bogdan had been acting weirdly for months now, and he still wasn’t telling her why. The few explanations he had given her were lies because Jelena was unfortunately well versed in spotting a liar after her experiences over the past year.
She knew Bogdan was keeping things from her.
She just didn’t know what they were yet.
But hopefully, tonight would be the night when she got her answers. 
Jelena knew that following somebody would be easier when there was a large crowd to mingle in with, and there was certainly a large enough crowd in Battersea Park this evening. Thousands of Londoners had descended on the park in South London for the annual bonfire and firework display and she and Bogdan were amongst them.
But unlike most of the people who had left their home to brave the freezing cold November night, the two Serbians weren’t here to buy a hot drink and marvel at a pyrotechnic display in the sky. Jelena was here to find out what Bogdan was up to and she doubted that he was here for such innocent reasons as the people she was walking amongst now.
At best, he was having an affair.
At worst, god only knows. 
Jelena kept her eyes on the familiar frame of her boyfriend ahead of her as he weaved his way through the crowd in the large park. To the left of Jelena, about two hundred yards away, a huge bonfire was burning, and the young woman could feel the heat from its flames even at this distance. The crowd had formed a circle around the raging blaze, and many were staring into it, transfixed by the orange flames and the power that fire possessed. Jelena too would like to get closer to the fire, for warmth if nothing else, but her movements were dictated by those of her boyfriend up ahead.
She was determined not to lose sight of Bogdan, so she kept close enough behind him that she could follow him without being spotted herself.
As far as Bogdan knew, Jelena was back at their flat and enjoying a quiet night in. He had kissed her on the forehead and told her he would be back soon, before leaving the flat in his security guard uniform on the pretence of going to work another long night shift. But Jelena had been prepared, and as soon as he had left, she had been quickly on his tail.
She had been aided by modern technology and the invention of an app for mobile phones called ‘Find My Friend’. Taking Bogdan’s phone while he had been sleeping, Jelena had been able to link it to hers and was now able to open the app and see exactly where her boyfriend and his phone were at that precise moment in time.
She had felt awful having to do something like that so secretively, but she felt like there was little choice.
How else was she supposed to find out what was going on in her man’s life? 
The unusual behaviour had begun a couple of months after Bogdan had saved her from the sex traffickers on the tube. While initially being a calm and comforting presence in her life, he had started displaying signs of restlessness and was becoming more and more withdrawn with each passing day.
She felt like the change in Bogdan had begun not long after she had spotted one of her former attackers in Hyde Park in the middle of summer. Bogdan had gone in pursuit of the man but had lost him and, even though she told him not to feel bad, she knew that his failure to apprehend the criminal had been eating away at him ever since. Things had escalated a month later during a short holiday back in their native Serbia. Bogdan had been distracted towards the end of the trip, lost in his thoughts instead of making an effort to get to know Jelena’s family, and he had even disappeared for a whole day at one point. He had told Jelena that he was going to meet a friend and she had believed him at the time, but her belief had been broken when he had returned looking exhausted yet unable to sleep.
Things had only got worse since then, and Jelena herself had lost much sleep as she had been disturbed by the constant tossing and turning of her boyfriend in bed beside her. She wanted to know what was troubling him. She was willing to understand and maybe even forgive whatever he had done in his past, yet Bogdan had remained secretive and continued to lie about everything being okay.
But there was no doubting that things were not okay when Bogdan had returned home five nights ago, on Halloween, having been beaten up by an unknown assailant. 
Jelena had broken down when she had seen the sight of her man covered in blood and bruises and had refused to let him rest until he told her what had happened. But Bogdan had stuck to his story. He had been jumped by two men while walking home from his security guard shift. They had beaten him up for his belongings, but he had fought them off as best he could, which wasn’t well enough, judging by the state of him.
That was all he had said on the matter.
He didn’t want to go to the police, and he didn’t want Jelena to ask him about it anymore. But there was no way she was going to let him keep doing this to her as well as himself. If he was in trouble, then she needed to know.
She also needed to know if that trouble could end up extending to her too. 
Keeping her eyes on her boyfriend ahead of her, Jelena watched as Bogdan turned towards the long row of food and drink stalls that were lined up along one side of the park. The crowd was slightly less dense in that direction, and it was a relief for Jelena to move into an area with more space. But it also meant that there was more chance of Bogdan spotting her now if he turned around and looked in her direction.
Dropping off the pace just slightly, Jelena kept a wide berth as she continued to stalk the man who she knew had been lying to her. Her worst fears about his deception had been confirmed tonight when she had used the app on her phone to see where Bogdan was going after he left their flat to go to work. But instead of heading north, where most of his security jobs were located, he had gone south, and Jelena had been easily able to track him with both the phone and by keeping a safe distance behind him. She knew he wasn’t at this bonfire event to work security because he had told her he was going to be manning the desk at an office somewhere in Farringdon. Therefore, there was no good reason why he was here amongst the crowds now in South London instead of sitting at his workplace in the north of the city.
She had trusted him.
She thought he was her hero.
But now she knew there was more to him than meets the eye. 
Jelena felt her eyes watering, but it wasn’t a consequence of the cold wind blowing through the frigid park right now. It was because she felt emotional about this whole situation, and the further that she followed Bogdan, the worse she started to feel.
What was he doing? Who was he going to meet? Another woman? Was he having an affair? Or was he involved in illegal activity? Could that explain why he had been beaten up on Halloween? It could certainly explain why he had been so secretive and distant. Or was it something else?
Was he an adulterer?
A criminal?
Or worse?
The further Jelena went, the more she realised that she was afraid to find out. But she was here now, and she had Bogdan in her sights. There was no way she could leave without getting to the bottom of this once and for all.
Suddenly, Bogdan came to a stop, and Jelena paused as she watched him take out his phone. Standing still beside the hot dog stand, scrolling through his device and looking around at the stalls ahead, Jelena could see that Bogdan was unsure where he was supposed to go next. He looked to his left, then his right and then he looked behind himself, in the very direction that Jelena was standing in.
Jelena turned around quickly so that she was facing the fire and hoped that Bogdan would see nothing more than the back of a solitary dark figure standing in a park that was full of them.
She felt her heart rate increasing as she remained still, almost expecting Bogdan to put his hand on her shoulder and tell her that the game was up. But then thirty seconds passed, and Jelena felt more confident about the fact that he still hadn’t seen her.
Turning around slowly just in case, Jelena nervously looked back in the direction of the hot dog stand where Bogdan had been standing a moment ago.
But he was gone. 
Jelena looked around frantically for any sign of him, knowing that he couldn’t have gone far but also aware that losing him in a crowd like this would mean she might never find him again, even with the helpful app on her phone.
She looked to the left and right of the hot dog stand and saw plenty of people. There was a young girl with a sparkler, mesmerised by the light at the end of the stick as she used it to spell out her name in the darkness around her. There was a large group of teenagers who were moving loudly through the crowd, singing and shouting and possibly drunk, despite being clearly underage. And there was a bulky man in a dark jacket who Jelena initially thought was Bogdan until she saw that he was carrying a box of water and was just one of the workers manning the stalls tonight.
Amongst all the sights of the different people here, there were also many noises. Loud chatter and laughter from the huge crowd. A screech of a Catherine Wheel spinning on a wooden pole nearby. The bursting of fireworks from a different display just outside the park. And over it all, the loud, crackling sound of the bonfire as its flames consumed the mountain of wood they had been set upon.
But despite all the different things she saw and heard as she looked all around the busy park, there was one thing that she couldn’t locate.
Jelena had lost Bogdan, and now she had no idea how she was going to find him again. 
Taking out her phone, she tried the app that would show her where her boyfriend’s phone was. But it only gave a general position, not a specific one, so while it told her that Bogdan was still somewhere in this park with her, it didn’t pinpoint him to an exact location.
It was no good; she had lost him and, in the process, lost her chance at finding out what it was that he was really up to. 
She could try and ask him again when he got back, but she knew he would lie. Maybe it was for her own good that he didn’t tell her what he was doing tonight.
Or maybe it was because he knew she would leave him if she found out. 
Just as Jelena was about to give up and go home, she heard a new sound in the park that was filled with so many of them. It was the voice of a female singer, and she was performing the opening lyrics to Kylie Minogue’s ‘Spinning Around’. It definitely wasn’t Kylie singing it, but it was a good rendition all the same and Jelena looked in the direction of where the music was coming from.
There was a small stage set up at the end of the row of food and drink stalls, and it was there that a young girl, no more than eight years old, was singing into a microphone and entertaining the small crowd of people who had gathered in front of her.
That was when Jelena saw Bogdan again.  
He was walking towards the stage, although his eyes weren’t on the talented performer standing on it. He was looking from his left to his right and Jelena could tell that he was trying to find somebody. Without wasting another second, she quickly followed him, not daring to take her eyes off her man again now that she had been so fortunate as to find him a second time.
As she got closer, the singing from the stage grew louder, and Jelena wasn’t the only person whose attention had been caught by the vocals of the young girl. Several other people were now making their way towards the performance, and Jelena quickened her pace, trying to ensure that she didn’t lose Bogdan again as the crowd around him grew larger by the second.
But then she saw another man put his hand on Bogdan’s arm and lead him to the side of the stage and Jelena didn’t care about being spotted anymore. She knew that this was the moment she had come to see.
Whatever Bogdan was here to do, he was going to be doing it right now. 
Bumping shoulders with another woman in the crowd, Jelena didn’t stop as she made her way around the stage to where she had seen Bogdan being taken only a moment earlier. Only when she had a good vantage point from which to witness the meeting that was currently underway, did she stop and watch.
She saw that Bogdan was standing with two men. The one on his left was the man who had led him around to the side of the stage, out of sight from most of the crowd who were watching the singing. But Jelena had no idea who the man on Bogdan’s right was, although it was clear from the body language of everybody present, that he was the one who was in charge.
The mystery man kept his eyes on the singer on stage as Bogdan spoke and, while Jelena couldn’t hear what was being said, she could tell that her boyfriend was nervous. His shoulders were slumped, and his hands were out in front of himself, in a display of pure passiveness. In contrast, the man watching the stage was still, his hands in his coat pockets while his eyes were fixed on the singing girl.
But finally, Bogdan must have said something worthy of the man’s attention because he suddenly looked to the Serbian man beside him and smiled.
A second later, Jelena saw Bogdan hand a thick envelope to the man.



Bogdan *
20:00
Bogdan Petrovic had done it. He had got the money he needed and successfully paid off his debt. No longer did he owe anything to Ronnie Larkhall, the London gangster who had ordered his men to beat up Bogdan only a few days ago when the money hadn’t been paid in time. Worse, Ronnie had threatened the life of Jelena, so there had been no way that Bogdan was going to be late with his payment this time.
Now it was done. He had just handed over the outstanding money, and his business dealings with the shady Mr Larkhall should be over.
So why wasn’t Ronnie letting him go? 
“How did you get the rest of the money so fast?” Ronnie asked, as soon as he had stored the envelope full of cash safely in the inside pocket of his brown coat.
Bogdan decided not to answer, not because he couldn’t but because he didn’t want to. He would rather not talk about the things that he had been forced to do to get the rest of the £10,000 he had owed Ronnie.
“Doesn’t matter, I suppose,” Ronnie continued. “All that matters is that you have it and, for now, I will trust that you do. I can’t count it out here, of course, there are too many people around for that. But I will be counting it as soon as I get back to my car and if there is one penny missing, then I will notice.”
“It’s all there,” Bogdan assured him, keeping his voice calm, even though he was far from feeling it beneath the surface.
“Then you shouldn’t have anything to worry about,” Ronnie stated, smiling again whilst taking out a fat cigar from the opposing coat pocket to the one containing the cash.
“You’ll leave Jelena alone now?” Bogdan asked, which was the only thing he cared about right now.
But it was clear that Ronnie knew this because he took his time to answer the question. First, he lit his cigar, then he watched the young girl singing on the stage behind them, and finally, he blew out a thick cloud of smoke right into the Serbian man’s face. Only then did he bother to give Bogdan his reply.
“Like I said. Once I have got back to my car and counted the money, then I will know if you have kept your word. If you have, then I will keep mine. I will tell my man to stop following Jelena, and then the pair of you will be free to enjoy the rest of your lives in London together. How does that sound?”
Bogdan nodded. That was all he needed to know.
“Good, because London is the greatest city in the world, and I want you and your girlfriend to enjoy your stay here,” Ronnie continued, amidst several long puffs on his cigar. “You can have anything that you want in this city if you are willing to work hard enough to get it. Isn’t that right, Bulldog?”
The heavily scarred bald man standing beside Ronnie and Bogdan nodded.
“That’s right, boss.”
Bogdan tried not to spend too much time looking at Bulldog because to do so would only remind him of the beating that the man had given him the last time that they were together, under the railway arch in East London. It was Bulldog who had taken Bogdan by the arm and led him to the side of this stage where Ronnie was waiting tonight, and it was a relief that their latest encounter hadn’t been any more physical than that. Bogdan’s face still showed the bruises that he had been given the last time he had been around Bulldog, and he didn’t want to say or do anything that would result in another assault.
It would be challenging to convince Jelena that he had been mugged twice in one week. 
“Speaking of hard work, what do you think of my daughter?” Ronnie asked, using his cigar to gesture towards the stage beside them.
Bogdan turned around and looked up at the young girl with the microphone in her hand. Despite her tender years, she seemed entirely at ease with performing for such a large crowd.
“Only eight years old and owning the stage like she’s Beyonce. She’s going to be a star, this one. Mark my words. Lucy Larkhall is the next big thing.”
Ronnie’s eyes flicked from the girl on stage to the man in front of him, and Bogdan knew it was to check if he was paying attention.
“She’s very good,” Bogdan said, his voice barely audible over the loud music coming from the speakers blasting out little Lucy’s latest song.
“You’re damn right she’s good,” Ronnie told him, a hint of menace flashing across his face. “It’s only a matter of time until the recording companies see that. And they will, don’t you worry about that.”
Bogdan saw the determination in Ronnie’s face as he spoke of his daughter and wondered exactly how the young girl had come to be performing at this Bonfire Night event this evening.
Perhaps she had been given the gig based on her talent.
Or perhaps her father had used his henchmen to coerce the festival organiser into giving it to her. 
“Can I go now?” Bogdan asked, not wanting to be in the presence of these two dangerous men any longer than he had to be.
“Why? Are you not enjoying the music?” Ronnie asked, suddenly fixing Bogdan with a stare so intense that it made the Serbian man feel instantly weaker.
“No, of course I am! It’s excellent. I just-”
“It’s okay, I get it,” Ronnie said, breaking out into a laugh and slapping Bogdan heartily on the back. “You want to get back to your woman. I understand. You’re a red-blooded male, and she’s very attractive. I don’t blame you for wanting to spend the evening with her instead of me.”
Ronnie smirked at Bulldog as Bogdan feebly smiled back. 
The Serbian man didn’t care what Ronnie said about Jelena. 
All that mattered now was that she was safe.
“Yes, very attractive indeed,” Ronnie mused. “As long as she doesn’t show anyone that tongue of hers.”
Bogdan bristled and clenched his fists. 
He’d changed his mind. 
He did care what Ronnie was saying about Jelena now. 
“I hope you don’t mind me asking, but how did she come to lose her tongue?” Ronnie queried, his eyes exploring Bogdan for any sign of grief or anger.
But Bogdan was doing his best to control the rage that was burning inside him. He knew that he could probably get a good punch in on Ronnie before Bulldog was able to respond, but that would have only given him short-term pleasure. In the long term, attacking Ronnie now would mean risking Jelena’s safety, so Bogdan restrained himself and tried to extricate himself from this situation once more.
“Please. I have given you the money. Are we done?” Bogdan asked again.
Ronnie kept the cigar between his lips as he sized up the man in front of him, and it wasn’t clear if he was deliberating over his answer or just pausing for dramatic effect. Finally, the smirking Londoner removed the cigar from his mouth, and Bogdan got his response.
“Off you go then,” Ronnie told him, turning his attention back to the girl on stage.
Bogdan didn’t need telling twice and quickly turned away from the two men, heading back to where several strangers were gathered at the front of the stage and where his safety was more likely to be guaranteed.  
As he moved through the crowd, he heard the young performer finish her latest song, and everybody around Bogdan burst into spontaneous applause. Pausing for a moment, Bogdan turned and looked back at the girl on stage, who was smiling widely and waving to everybody before her. She was talented, and there was no doubt that she was comfortable being the centre of attention.
The girl had a bright future.
Or did she?
As Bogdan watched Lucy begin her next song, he thought about the kind of man that her father was. Ronnie Larkhall was evil. Pure evil. Sure, his was a different kind of evil compared to that of a man like Laslo, the sex trafficker who had caused Jelena so much pain and the man whom Bogdan had killed earlier that year. But it was evil all the same. Ronnie was clearly a man who was used to getting what he wanted, and he would do anything to get it. 
Bogdan was surely just one of many men in London who had owed the gangster money and who had suffered violence or the threat of it at his hands. And who knew what else Ronnie Larkhall was involved in besides illegal loans?
Drugs? Firearms? Trafficking of his own?
Bogdan didn’t know the answer, and he didn’t want to. As far as he was concerned, his dealings with Ronnie were at an end. But the same couldn’t be said for the poor girl on stage. She had to be in her father’s life every day, even though she surely had no idea of the danger that came with that. Bogdan did not doubt that Lucy Larkhall would go on to have a career in music, if not for any other reason than the fact that her father could make it happen through the use of threats and violence.
Lord help the poor studio executive who tried to tell Ronnie that his little girl wasn’t quite ready for a recording contract.
As Bogdan stood and watched the innocent little girl perform, he felt a wave of sadness come over him. It came from knowing that he wouldn’t be able to protect her from the things her father was going to do in her name. But then what could he do? He had his own life and his own loved ones to care about.
He needed to focus on that now.
He needed to get home to Jelena. 
Leaving the stage behind him, Bogdan walked on through the crowd. Up ahead was the bright glow of the bonfire, its tall orange flames dancing high into the sky as families and friends stood around it and huddled together for warmth. Their faces were bathed in a yellowish glow, and it was comforting for Bogdan to see so many smiles in one place. But he also felt a tinge of regret that he wasn’t able to enjoy the event himself alongside the woman whose smile was the brightest thing in his life.
He had been forced to concoct a lie about working this evening in order to come to this park and meet Ronnie, and it had meant deceiving Jelena, as well as leaving her alone on such a fun evening. If he hadn’t been forced to pay off his debt with the shady loan shark tonight, then maybe he could have been one of these happy people in the crowd now, smiling at the sight of the bonfire whilst wrapping his arms around the woman he loved. They could have enjoyed the firework display together. They could have shared a drink and something to eat. Best of all, they could have made a memory to last them both a lifetime. Instead, Bogdan was here alone after putting an end to his illicit activities, and Jelena was home alone, safe but oblivious as to what was really going on in the life of the man whom she shared her bed with.
As Bogdan pushed on through the crowds, he vowed that his days of lying to Jelena were over. He had done the things that he had done because of her, but she could never know the extent of his actions. 
Taking out the loan with Ronnie. Using it for a gun and a private investigator. Finding and killing Laslo. Being beaten up by Ronnie’s men when he failed to pay on time, the same men who followed Jelena in case he didn’t pay the money back tonight either. And the thing he had been forced to do this week in order to get the last bit of money he owed Ronnie.
He had stolen the remaining part of his debt from one of the offices where he worked as a security guard. 
£1769. 
Taken from the key box in the cupboard in the manager’s office.
Bogdan had seen where the man kept the key during a previous shift, so it had been easy to sneak in and unlock the box that held the cash when the manager had gone home. There had been a lot of money in there, thousands of pounds, but Bogdan had not taken a penny more than he needed to.
Of course, that didn’t make it any better. It was still stealing, but he had been desperate and out of time. It was either that or Ronnie’s men were going to hurt Jelena. Now Bogdan had paid off his debt, kept himself and Jelena safe and, so far, his theft had remained undetected. There had been no reports of missing money from the office, which surely Bogdan would have heard about considering he worked for the company that was paid to keep the money safe.
He didn’t know how long it would be until the manager realised that the key box had been breached, but that day was surely coming. When it did then Bogdan knew he would be facing some questions from his own boss. But he was prepared for that and would answer them as best he could.
He hadn’t seen anything.
He didn’t know anything.
He hadn’t taken anything.
Without a firm date for when the robbery had taken place, and without any physical evidence linking Bogdan to the opening of the key box, he was reasonably confident that he couldn’t be identified as the thief. At worst, the suspicion of his involvement would see him lose his job. But that was okay because he could always find another one. The main thing was that he had kept Jelena safe from Ronnie and his men, and now she never had to know about all the things her boyfriend had done to protect her.
Looking back over his shoulder one last time at the massive bonfire behind him, Bogdan left the park and carried on along his way home to the flat that he shared with Jelena. He would tell her that his shift had ended early and that he was relieved because it meant he would get to spend more time with her. The first part might be a lie, but the second part certainly wouldn’t be.
Now that the events of this year were finally behind them once and for all, all that was left was for the happy couple to enjoy their new life together in London.
No more violence. No more threats. No more lying.
Just open, honest love.
Nothing could get in the way of that now.
Could it?



Ronnie *
20:01
Ronnie Larkhall was enjoying Bonfire Night. With his cigar in his mouth, an envelope full of cash in his coat pocket and the sight of his daughter singing on the stage before him, it was turning into quite the evening. 
But the entertainment was far from over yet. 
“What are you doing here?” Ronnie asked the young man who had just walked up beside him and his security guard, Bulldog. “You were supposed to be following Bogdan’s girlfriend.”
He was talking to Damian, his nephew but also his employee, and there was no time for family sentiment here. Ronnie wanted to know why his young charge had vacated his post before he had been told to. 
“I was,” Damian replied. “But then I saw Bogdan pay up, so I figured I didn’t need to follow her anymore.”
Ronnie took the cigar out of his mouth and turned away from his daughter on the stage, aware that the loud music would help drown out the range of expletives he was about to use on Damian right now. 
“What do you mean you saw Bogdan pay? How could you have seen that if you were watching his girlfriend?”
Ronnie scowled at the young man, as did Bulldog beside him, but Damian seemed calm under the apparent pressure. 
“I could do both,” Damian said, smiling widely as if he had discovered the secret to multi-tasking. “I followed his girlfriend like you said. But she was following someone too. In fact, she followed Bogdan right here.”
Ronnie processed what he had just been told as Damian continued to smile. 
“She followed him here without him knowing?” Ronnie asked, starting to put together the pieces of what had actually happened. 
“Yes, exactly! I was following her while she followed him!” Damian said, laughing and slapping Bulldog on the arm to try and get him involved with the amusing situation. 
But Bulldog didn’t laugh. 
Bulldog never laughed. 
But Ronnie was showing signs of amusement, and he allowed himself a rare smile.
“That’s brilliant!” Ronnie said, slapping Damian on the back. “What an interesting couple they are. He takes out secret loans, and she tails him to the drop-off. Talk about a trusting relationship!”
Damian laughed again whilst eyeing up the cigar in his uncle’s hand with desire. 
“Any chance I could have one?” he cheekily asked his uncle, encouraged by the funny turn of events they had just been a part of. 
But Ronnie’s smile faded instantly, and his new expression told Damian that he wasn’t even going to dignify that question with an answer. 
“That’s alright, I’ve got some smokes here somewhere,” Damian quickly added, fishing a tattered packet of cigarettes from his pocket. 
But Ronnie stepped forward and knocked the packet from his nephew’s hand, sending it falling to the cold grass below. 
“What was that for?” Damian cried, reaching down to retrieve the packet. But before he could get there, Ronnie grabbed him by his collar and pulled him in close. 
“That was a funny story,” Ronnie admitted to his nephew. “But I still hadn’t called you off, so if you ever stop tailing somebody again without my permission, then you won’t just be looking at a bonfire in the park. You’ll be sitting on top of it!”
Damian’s terrified facial expression told Ronnie that the young man understood his point, so he released his grip and stuffed the fat cigar back between his lips. 
“Sorry, boss,” Damian said sheepishly, straightening out his crumpled collar. 
Meanwhile, Ronnie bent down and picked up the packet of cigarettes from the floor before handing them back to his relative. 
“Don’t worry about it,” Ronnie told him, and he watched as Damian took a cigarette from the packet and put it in his mouth. 
But just as he was about to light it...
“What do you think you’re doing?” Ronnie asked, and Damian froze, the flame from the lighter flickering pointlessly in the cool night air. “How do you know that this woman isn’t going to go to the police and report what she’s just seen?”
Damian didn’t have an answer for that, which was just what Ronnie expected. 
“You don’t know, do you? Because you stopped following her.”
Damian flicked off his lighter, but the cigarette still hung from the hole in his gormless face. 
“So what are you going to do now?” Ronnie asked him, savouring the lesson that he was trying to teach his employee. 
Damian slowly took the cigarette from his mouth. “Follow her again?” 
“Guess what? The boy isn’t as dumb as he looks!” Ronnie said to Bulldog, and that drew a rare smile from the scarred security guard. 
“But how am I going to find her again?” Damian asked, forlornly putting the unsmoked cigarette back into its packet. 
“You know where she lives, don’t you?”
“Well, yeah but how do I know if she’s told anyone about what she saw?”
“You’ve got a mouth, haven’t you?”
“Yeah...”
“Then use it to ask if she has told anyone,” Ronnie said, spelling it out for the young man in his mid-twenties as if he were talking to a six-year-old.
“What if she has?” Damian asked, instantly regretting it when he saw Ronnie snatch the cigar from his mouth again. 
“Then you fucking kill her!” Ronnie barked.
Somebody standing by the stage turned around and looked in Ronnie’s direction, but the grizzled gangster didn’t care. 
“Look, I’m sure she hasn’t told anyone, so you just make sure she keeps it that way, alright? But you need to go and find out. Now, can I watch my daughter singing or have you got any more ways to waste my time tonight?” 
Damian quickly shook his head and hurried away, leaving Ronnie and Bulldog shaking their heads as he left. 
“Sometimes, I think he’ll take over my business one day,” Ronnie mused as they watched him go. “And other days, I think I’d be better off putting a clown in charge.” 
Bulldog smiled as Ronnie turned around and looked back towards the stage. 
His daughter had just finished another song, and Ronnie admired her as she took the applause from the small crowd that had gathered to watch her perform. 
“This is my last song,” Lucy said into the microphone that was projecting her little voice out into the noisy park. “It’s called Black Magic, and it’s by Little Mix!”
Lucy gave a thumbs up to the sound engineer by the side of the stage, and that was the cue for more loud music to begin pumping out from the speakers. 
Ronnie puffed on his cigar as he watched his daughter sing and dance her way through another pop song and, while he had no idea who Little Mix was, he liked the fact that Lucy was having so much fun performing their song. His little girl had wanted to be a pop star for most of her young life, so Ronnie saw it as his fatherly duty to ensure that she would reach that lofty goal in the future. He was going to use his considerable financial strength, as well as his physical one, to open doors for his daughter in the music world and make all her dreams come true. It didn’t matter that he didn’t know anybody in the music industry. Such detail was not important to a man like Ronnie. He was used to getting what he wanted and, so far, nobody had ever been brave enough to say no to him. 
Nobody who was still alive, anyway. 
Ronnie had already used his manipulative powers to get Lucy a place on the bill of the ‘pop-up’ music concert in Battersea Park tonight, which was being staged as part of the annual Bonfire Night celebrations in the area. The doting father had found out who the event organiser was and had paid them a visit and, while it hadn’t been easy to bribe them into letting his daughter perform tonight, it had become a whole lot easier once Bulldog had stepped into the room alongside Ronnie. 
The event organiser had quickly agreed to the idea then.  
Now Lucy was up on stage and having the time of her young life, and Ronnie couldn’t be prouder. But he knew this was just a stepping-stone for her. The main goal was to be a real musician and to do that she would need a record contract, a studio and a manager. But Ronnie had no doubt that he would be able to get all those things for his daughter in good time. 
There wouldn’t be a studio executive in London who would say no to him if they knew what was good for them. 
Lucy’s set came to an end in a crescendo of clapping, and Ronnie joined in enthusiastically with the applause that the crowd were giving his daughter. Then he tossed the half-smoked cigar into an open wheelie bin and walked over to the side of the stage. 
“That was amazing!” Ronnie cried as Lucy bounded down the stage steps towards him. 
“Really?” Lucy asked, almost tripping over in her excited haste to get to her father. 
“Of course. Jim, tell her how good she was” Ronnie instructed Bulldog and the bald, intimidating man instantly mellowed as he turned to the young girl. 
“It was beautiful,” Jim said to Lucy. “Truly beautiful.”
Ronnie smiled as he watched his security guard interact with the young girl. This was a man who was paid to commit brutal acts of violence on Ronnie’s command, but he could also be commanded to be sweet and gentle. It was good to have such power over people. It was also nice to use Bulldog’s real name every now and again if only to remind both of the men that Jim was human. 
After all, Jim was a big softie, but his Bulldog persona was a brutal, killing machine. 
“Thanks, Jim,” Lucy said to the muscle-bound, scar-riddled man in front of her. 
“Come here, darling,” Ronnie said, picking up his daughter and giving her a hug. “Tell me how it felt to be on stage?”
“It was amazing!” Lucy replied. “Did you see me dancing?” 
“Of course I did!” 
“Did you, Jim?”
Bulldog nodded and smiled, showing several of his gold teeth in the process. 
“Daddy you stink! Have you been smoking those smelly cigars again?” Lucy asked, suddenly pinching her nose and pulling a face. 
“Nope, not me. That was Jim,” Ronnie lied. 
“Smelly Jim!” Lucy cried, and Ronnie laughed while also giving Bulldog a look that told him he had to laugh too. 
Bulldog complied, giving off a shaky laugh that sounded extremely fake and was proof that he wasn’t a man who was used to showing off the warmer side of his personality. 
“So what do you want to do now?” Ronnie asked Lucy as he lowered the girl to the floor and gestured for Bulldog to hand him the small coat he had been holding. 
“Watch the fireworks!” Lucy replied as Ronnie helped her put her coat on, covering up the sparkly dress she had performed in and giving her more suitable winter weather attire.
“They don’t start for half an hour. But we could get closer to the bonfire?” Ronnie asked her and Lucy nodded her approval eagerly. 
“Come on then,” Ronnie said, guiding her towards where the large crowd was gathered around the fire. “And hold my hand. There are a lot of people here and I don’t want to lose you.”
Lucy quickly took his hand and, together, the father and daughter made their way away from the stage and into the crowd, with Bulldog following behind. 
“It’s so busy!” Lucy cried as she looked up at all the tall people around her. 
“I’ll make sure you get the best view out of anybody here,” Ronnie promised her, and he noticed the little smile his daughter gave when she heard that. 
They continued to make their way through the crowd, which grew denser the closer they got to the bonfire. Up ahead, the trail of smoke from the carefully constructed fire was billowing into the sky and filling the whole park with an acrid, burning smell. Normally such a smell would turn people off or cause alarm, but not tonight. 
This was the one time of year when everybody wanted to savour the sights and smells of something big burning nearby. 
Ronnie spotted a young boy playing with a sparkler to his left, but he knew there was little point asking his daughter if she wanted to have one for herself. That was because she had mildly burnt her hand with a sparkler when she was five and, while her injuries had quickly been remedied by cold water, the mental scars caused by the shock and subsequent memory of the trauma had meant that Lucy no longer wished to play with fire anymore. But Ronnie didn’t mind that his daughter didn’t want to engage with something that had hurt her before. To him, that showed a cleverness on her part. It wasn’t fear that drove her decision. It was experience. Just like Ronnie knew there were certain situations he had to avoid if he didn’t want to risk pain, his daughter too was learning about what she should and shouldn’t do. 
Ronnie adored his daughter, and everything he did was for her. All the business transactions he conducted and all the acts of retribution he ordered were done so that he could provide the very best future for Lucy. There wasn’t a man alive whom Ronnie was afraid of, but he was also willing to lay his life down if it was the only way to save his daughter from anything. And there was no one else in the world whom he could say that about. 
No one at all. 
“Daddy, look! Look who it is!” Lucy suddenly shouted, tugging on her father’s arm and pointing into the crowd. 
Ronnie looked in the direction of her finger but didn’t see anybody of note that would have caused such a reaction from his daughter. 
“Who is it?” he asked, slowing his pace, and aware that Bulldog would, in turn, be doing the same thing behind him. 
“It’s Will Robertson!” Lucky exclaimed, jumping up and down. “He’s the best!”
Ronnie again looked towards where his daughter was pointing but still was unsure exactly which person he was supposed to be looking at. 
“The best what?” Ronnie asked, aware that it was a stupid question to be asking but unsure how else he was going to know who his daughter was talking about. 
“Singer!” Lucy replied. “He’s a singer!”
“Oh, I see,” Ronnie said, with still no idea who the guy was. “What does he sing?”
“Lots of songs! He’s amazing!” Lucy replied again, and Ronnie figured he must be something special if he was able to get his music-mad daughter so worked up. 
“Where is he?” Ronnie asked, still scanning the crowd for any clue as to who had got his daughter so excited.
“Over there! The one with dark hair! He’s got a stick!”
Ronnie kept looking and finally noticed a teenage boy in the crowd, moving slowly through the throngs of people in the direction of the bonfire. And Lucy was right; he did have a stick. It was the kind that a blind person would use to help guide their way. 
“Is he blind?” Ronnie asked, surprised at the sight of a young man with such a devastating disability. 
“Yeah, it’s really sad,” Lucy replied. “But he’s always really happy on stage! Can we go and talk to him?”
“I don’t see why not,” Ronnie replied, not wishing to be the only thing that kept her from her idol. “You can have a photograph with him too if you would like?”
“Can I?” Lucy cried, almost bursting out of her skin with excitement. 
“Of course you can. Whatever you want,” Ronnie told her. “I’m sure he won’t say no if we ask nicely.”
Ronnie led Lucy towards the teenage boy who was walking through the crowd, confident that he would soon be giving his daughter a moment to remember as soon as he asked for the picture. 
Because he was sure that Will wouldn’t say no to his request. 
Nobody ever said no to Ronnie Larkhall. 



Will *
20:02
Will Robertson could hear the loud cracking sounds coming from the burning wood on the bonfire. He could smell the thick scent of smoke that lingered over everything in the park and could even taste it on his lips as he moved through it. And he could feel the feet of dozens of people all around him, nudging them slightly with his cane as he made his way cautiously across the grass. The only thing he wasn’t experiencing was the sight of the bonfire and the large crowd that were gathered all around it. 
Despite being around so much, he could see only darkness. 
A black void that only he existed within. 
He felt alone, now more so than ever. 
It had been five days since his mother’s body had been found in the family house, the woman who had raised him brutally stabbed to death multiple times by an unknown assailant. 
Now she was gone. 
Ruth Robertson; his mum, his biggest fan and his one true beacon of hope in a dark and scary world. 
Yes, he was a successful music star. Yes, he had lots of money. And yes, he had a girlfriend who told him that she loved him. But the loss of his mother at a time when he had been becoming increasingly fragile about his blindness was too much to take. 
Without his sight and the sense of safety his mother had provided him, Will felt completely lost. 
While the sudden onset of his medical condition had left him unable to see the world around him, he had bravely soldiered on with the support of his loved ones. But it had been getting increasingly tough, and now the shocking and senseless act of violence against the sweetest woman in the world meant he was currently unable to see any reason to go on living at all. 
Suddenly, music, money and love were not enough to fill his world anymore. Without sight or the woman who raised him, it felt like he was losing his grip on everything.
He didn’t know what to do. 
All he knew was that he wanted to get close to the bonfire. 
The closer he got, the more he felt alive. 
Will continued walking towards the huge fire, hearing the surprised comments from some of the people he passed on the way.
“Oh my god, is that who I think it is?”
“No way, it can’t be.”
“Oh my god, that’s Will Robertson!”
But Will kept walking, ignoring any requests for photos or even those from people trying to confirm that he was who they thought he was. Will wasn’t here to mingle with fans. He wasn’t even here for any of the reasons everybody else had flocked to the park tonight, because firework displays weren’t as exciting when you couldn’t actually see the fireworks. No, Will was here for one reason and one reason only. 
This was the park where his mum had brought him as a child every Bonfire Night.
The 5th of November has always been an exciting day for many young children in the UK, and it had been no different for Will when he was growing up. There was much to love about Bonfire Night, and Will had loved it all. The popping and fizzing of the bright lights in the sky overhead, causing the people watching them to respond with only ‘ooohs’, ‘ahhhs’ and ‘eeees’. The hot food and even hotter drinks that helped keep temperatures up on what was always a cold and frosty night at the end of the year. And of course, the centrepiece of all the celebrations, the bonfire itself, that massive mountain of flames that drew people towards it like a moth to a bulb, comforting with its heat but frightening with its intensity. 
There was something about a naked flame that captured the eye. Perhaps it was the brightness. Perhaps it was the uncertainty. Or perhaps it was because humans had evolved to be fearful of such a powerful and transient force as fire and were pre-programmed not to look away whenever it was near. Whatever it was, people always flocked to see something that was burning, and there was no better time to do that than Bonfire Night. 
Will vividly remembered nights like this when he was a child, standing bathed in the orange glow of the fire, feeling the heat on his face and watching as everything inside it was rapidly consumed. He would stare on in awe as the wooden crates burned, imagining what it would be like to be inside the fire himself, being torn apart by the insatiable inferno and becoming nothing more than a pile of charred ash on the ground when the flames had finally died out. He would feel sympathy for the chunks of wood inside, knowing they were helpless to avoid their fate, but also slightly jealous that they were in the middle of something so raw and real. Will was never allowed to get too close to a bonfire because his mother was always there to pull him back. But she wasn’t here anymore. Now she was gone, there was nothing stopping Will getting as close to the flames as he desired.
Or maybe there was...
“Will! My daughter would like a picture with you please. Her name is Lucy, and she is a singer too.”
The male voice came from his left-hand side, the cockney accent cutting through the crackle of the burning bonfire. While Will didn’t doubt the claims of the man and was sure that his daughter was a singer and wanted to have her photograph taken with him, he wasn’t in the mood tonight. He wasn’t sure when he would be in the mood again. 
All he was thinking about right now was getting closer to the fire. 
“Just stop right there and my daughter will stand next to you. Just right there.”
Will felt the hand on his chest, presumably belonging to the man who was trying to get him to pause for a photo. But Will brushed the hand away and carried on walking. 
“Hey, hang on a minute!” the voice cried out, but Will kept going, the sounds from the fire drawing him towards it. He wasn’t quite close enough yet to feel the burning sensation on his face. But it was only a matter of time. 
“Hey, I said stop!”
Will’s cane hit the legs of somebody in front of him, and Will paused, but only because his immediate path was impeded. 
But he didn’t plan on letting it stay that way for long. 
“Please move out of my way,” Will said calmly. 
“I told you, my daughter wants a photo,” the man said again as if it was his divine right to be able to stop Will just because the teenager was a famous singer.
“I’m sorry, not tonight,” Will replied, his voice low in comparison to the voices of those in the crowd around him. But the man before him was not doing the same. 
“I know you can’t see, but that doesn’t give you the right to be rude. My daughter is a fan. She wants a photo, and she is going to get one with you, alright?” 
Will remained still as he processed the man’s words. The firm tone suggested that this was somebody who was used to getting their way. But life didn’t always work like that. Sometimes life didn’t care what you wanted. Sometimes it would give you the complete opposite. 
Sometimes it would leave you in a world of darkness and make you feel so sad that not even living your dream was enough to raise your spirits back up. 
“Get out of my way,” Will said, the volume of his voice rising slightly for the first time. 
“Just one second,” the man said, and Will presumed that he was moving his daughter into position to take the picture. 
But that was not what Will had told him to do. 
Stepping forward, Will used the cane again to guide the way, and he felt it hit against the side of a person’s legs as he went. 
“Hey! What’s wrong with you? I told you to stop!” 
It was the same man who had been harassing Will over a photo. He was still blocking the way. But this time, Will wasn’t willing to stop walking. 
He barged past the figure in front of him and moved on, ignoring the gasps from the various people who must be watching him. 
“Hey! Who do you think you are?” the man shouted after him, but Will didn’t stop. He could hear the crackling of the bonfire getting louder as he walked, and that was the only thing he cared to listen to now. 
It was only a few steps further when Will began to feel the heat on his skin. At first, it wasn’t enough to compete with the icy wind that was blowing through the park and had lowered Will’s body temperature ever since he had got out of the taxi that had brought him here. But the closer he got, the more intense the heat became, and it wasn’t long until all feelings of coldness had been replaced. At this rate, it was only a matter of time until Will was sweating, but that was fine by him. He just wanted to get closer to the fire. 
If he couldn’t see it, then at least he would be able to feel it. 
Nobody else bothered to stop Will as he walked on and that was a relief because it allowed the teenager to think about the woman he was mourning. His mother, Ruth, had been the only constant in his life. Before his passion for music, before his love for Chantelle and before his eyesight had left him, there had been only the two of them. His father had walked out on them when he was a young boy, but even that void had been filled by the amount of love that his mother had given him. She had always provided him with whatever he needed, no matter how hard she had to work to get it. She had always told him to follow his dreams, no matter how unlikely or unattainable they might have seemed. And she had always been at home, ready for him to return from school, from a gig, from anywhere, because she knew that he would come back eventually and she had to ensure that everything was perfect for him when he did. 
Will didn’t understand how somebody could kill such a wonderful, caring woman as her. He couldn’t fathom how anyone could be filled with such hatred and evil that they were able to murder a person so brutally whose only crime was having too much love to give. 
And he really couldn’t believe that they were gone, just like his mother was gone now too. 
The police didn’t know who had committed the crime, only that it was possibly somebody whom Ruth knew because there were no signs of forced entry into her home that night when her body was found. But then again, it had been Halloween, and she must have opened her door to dozens of people who had knocked on it that night, many of them wearing masks and costumes, most of them playing at being evil but only one of them actually being capable of it for real.
It had been Chantelle who had told him that his mother had been stabbed, but that startling piece of information hadn’t come until Will had returned home and tripped over her body in the hallway. Frantically crawling across the carpet, Will had used his hands to feel for the heavy thing that had tripped him, and he had panicked when he had felt the body lying before him. Running to the house next to his own, Will had pounded on the door until Chantelle and her parents had been woken and he had told them about the body lying in his hallway. Chantelle had held him as they all returned to the house and only then was Will able to ask who it was that was on the floor. Of course, he had already known the answer. He didn’t need to see to be able to work out that it was his mum. Who else would have been lying in the hallway of their home? 
Only the two of them lived there. 
It had to be her.
Chantelle had held him close as she had confirmed it. 
As far as Will was concerned, he was to blame. He hadn’t been there to protect her. Instead, he had been having a panic attack at a music venue on the other side of London, a frightening consequence of learning he was being sued for copyright theft as well as the dawning reality of his life of permanent darkness. He had fought to stay strong for so long after his diagnosis. He had believed that his music could save him. He had even believed that having the love of Chantelle was better than his ability to see had ever been. But slowly that mindset had unravelled, and when it had, Will knew he was facing a long road of hard times ahead. 
And then he went home and found out his mum was dead. 
The heat was getting unbearable now, so Will finally stopped walking. At this proximity to the fire, Will’s remaining senses were overloaded, and it was only now that the darkness became more manageable. So what if he couldn’t see? The rest of his body was working just fine, and it was currently screaming at him in various ways. His skin was prickling from the high temperature. His head was swimming in the noise of the burning wood. The air was catching in his throat, the oxygen in this part of the park being quickly consumed by the fire. 
Will wanted to stay like this all night. He wanted to remain here until the bonfire burnt out, and the coldness returned to his skin. It was noisy at the moment, but he knew eventually there would be silence. And while it was difficult to breathe right now, it wouldn’t be quite so hard without the inferno to compete with beside him. 
Somebody put their hand on Will’s arm and asked him if he was okay and it made a change from them asking for a photo. But Will didn’t answer them. His mind was inside the fire now, in the heart of the inferno, right in the middle of the burning wood. His eyes couldn’t see, but they gave off the reflection of the flames, and they were giving off something else too. 
Anger. 
A medical condition had taken his sight, and there was nothing he could do about that now. But a real person had taken the life of his mother, and that injustice was something that he could direct his energies towards. Whoever they were, they were still out there now. Will knew he would never be able to see their face, but that was okay because why would he want to look into the face of evil? But what he did want was justice. 
He was a musician, he was a boyfriend, but he was also a son. Just like this fire wasn’t going to stop until it had burnt through every piece of fuel around it, Will knew that he wasn’t going to stop until he had found the person who had killed his mother. 
Whenever it would be. 
Wherever they were.
And whoever they were.



Valentin *
20:03
Valentin Morozov prowled through the large crowd, his wild eyes hungry for a new target. The bonfire raged to his left, but it wasn’t the only thing in the vicinity that could be deadly. He was just as dangerous as a huge wall of fire, if not more so, because while all eyes were on the flames in the centre of the packed park, there were none on him. 
Valentin had nobody to monitor his movements. There was nobody keeping tabs on him. He was free to do whatever he wanted to do. 
And there was only one thing he wanted to do right now. 
Kill. 
The Russian man kept both of his hands inside the pockets of the thick, woolly coat that had cost him over £1000 when he had purchased it as summer ended and autumn began. But his hands weren’t just inside there for warmth. They were there to keep a tight grip on the weapon he had stored inside each one. In the left pocket was a small blade, delicate in appearance but just as deadly as an equivalent sharp object that was less compact in size. In the right pocket was a wire, wrapped around his fingers but easily extendable should the opportunity to use it present itself. One of these items would be used to take the life of Valentin’s next victim. 
Stabbing or strangulation. He hadn’t decided which method to go with yet. 
But that wasn’t the main decision he had to come to over the new few moments. 
What he really needed to decide on was who was going to be his next victim. 
Stalking through the crowd, his eyes flitting from one face to another, Valentin felt spoilt for choice. The woman in the red bobble hat, sipping her hot drink as she walked beside her tall boyfriend. The old man in the anorak, shuffling across the grass with his walking stick, and flinching at the exploding fireworks in the distance. Or the young girl laughing loudly with all her friends, teenagers by the looks of it, grouped together by the food stalls and acting as if they hadn’t got a care in the world. 
So many people, so many potential victims. 
But in reality, Valentin couldn’t kill any of them. At least not if he wanted to get away with it. They were all out in the open and there would be too many witnesses should the Russian killer try and make a move here. What he really needed was to find somebody who had strayed away from the crowd. 
Somebody who was alone. 
Somebody who was out of sight. 
Valentin decided to head for the food and drink stalls that were lined up along one side of the large field inside this enormous park. Leaving behind the smell of burning wood from the bonfire, he was met with the smell of burning meat as he got closer to the stalls where the food was being prepared. 
Burgers, sausages, chicken wings. 
Was this Bonfire night or a barbeque? 
It seemed like it was both and it didn’t look like anybody was complaining. Long queues filed along the side of each stall, all of them containing dozens of hungry people, wrapped in their winter clothes and salivating at the prospect of the delicacies they were about to savour. But Valentin wasn’t hungry, at least not in the traditional sense. He had an appetite for sure, but his was different to the one that had driven all these people into the long queues for food. He didn’t want a bite of a hot dog or a nibble of a chicken wing. 
He wanted to take a life.
Another one.  
So far, Valentin’s kill count stood at three. Not bad, but not enough for him. Not by a long chalk. He had done enough to be categorised as a serial killer now, but there was still much work to be done if he wanted to enter infamy and become known as one of the most fearsome killers ever to roam the planet. 
He needed more victims. 
And he needed them now. 
It had only been five days since he had last taken a life and he had been surprised by the urge to kill again so soon. He had claimed his first victim in June, an irritating girl from the train he took to work each day; the girl he had strangled in her own flat. It had been September before he had killed again, this time targeting a homeless woman in Canary Wharf, the one he had murdered in his shower after enticing her to his flat with money. And it had been Halloween when he had struck for a third time, the cleaner who used to work in his office, the one he had stabbed when she had opened her door believing him to be just another trick-or-treater. 
Three months between the first and second murder. Six weeks between the second and third. But now just five days between the third and what he hoped would be the fourth. 
There was no doubt about it. 
He was speeding up. 
But it wasn’t just the thrill of the kill that was driving Valentin to seek out another victim so soon after the last. Things had changed, and the stakes had been raised. That was because he had made sure his last victim was discovered, which meant that finally, the police would be aware that there was a cold-blooded killer on the loose. 
Of course, there was nothing at the crime scene linking the murder back to Valentin. As it had been Halloween, he had been able to get away with wearing a mask out in public without raising suspicion, so nobody on the street where his victim lived had seen his face. He had worn gloves on his hands as he had plunged the knife into the body of the helpless cleaner and the knife itself had been disposed of in a part of the Thames that was far away from where the crime had taken place. And he had even taken an extra precaution just after the murder had occurred. 
He had sliced off all the fingers on the woman’s left hand after she had scratched his neck during the struggle for her life. 
He knew enough about DNA evidence to know that his own skin cells would have been underneath the dead woman’s nails, so he had made sure to take those fingers with him before he had left. Burning them afterwards, along with his blood-speckled clothes, had been enjoyable. The fire hadn’t been as large as the one currently roaring away in the park nearby tonight, but it had been satisfying all the same. 
Fire was deadly, and fire was fun, but it was also a great way to get rid of any evidence.  
However, Valentin had made no attempts to hide the body of his Halloween victim, which marked a change in tack from when he had killed the other two people earlier in the year. Initially, he had been keen to hide his crimes, chopping the bodies up into little pieces and sending them down to the bottom of the Thames in a weighted bag, where they would decay and potentially remain undetected forever. But there was a flaw in this strategy, and it was one that had caused Valentin to lie awake at night and ponder his future as a serial killer. 
If nobody found a body, then nobody would know that there was a skilled murderer at large. 
It wasn’t that he wanted to tempt capture, far from it. The way he saw it, he was only just getting started, and he had a lot more people to kill yet before anybody could hope to put his streak to an end. It was just that he didn’t want all his hard work to remain undetected. He could kill another human being, and he had proven it now three times. But the first two times were still a secret and Valentin was the only one who knew they had occurred, which was fine because he was still learning his trade back then. But there wasn’t much fun in being good at something if nobody knew what it was that you were doing. That was why he had ensured that the third body would be discovered. Now his craftsmanship would be studied by some of the finest murder investigators in London. 
They were finally aware that there was a new killer in town. 
As Valentin continued on towards the food stalls, the scent of scorched meat growing stronger with each step, he smiled at the thought of a puzzled detective sitting at a police station now and scratching their head about who could have committed such a heinous crime. But that wasn’t the best part for Valentin. The best part would be when they found another body. And another. And another. Because then they would realise that they weren’t just dealing with one random act of violence; they were dealing with several. 
Then a terrifying thought would come to them. 
Maybe all these people were being killed by the same person. 
Maybe we’ve got a serial killer on our hands. 
If the thought of hundreds of police officers nervously heading out on patrol whilst looking out for a killer on the streets wasn’t enticing enough, then the thought of the media reporting on these murders certainly was. It was certain that as the bodies piled up, the headlines would become more and more sensationalist.
KILLER ON THE LOOSE!
ANOTHER BODY FOUND!
WHO WILL BE NEXT?
IS ANYBODY SAFE?   
Valentin would pour over the newspapers, of course, reading each and every article about his handiwork and the chaos that it was causing in the city that he called home. He would follow the investigation through the media, enjoying the dead-ends that he was leading the detectives down and perhaps even smiling when a few ‘potential suspects’ were named. But they wouldn’t be able to stop the real killer, not for a long time yet. 
Valentin was meticulously prepared now. He had listened to enough true crime podcasts to know about how most serial killers were brought down, and he had spent enough time running through every scenario in his cool and calculating mind. He wasn’t naïve enough to think that he would never be stopped. Every serial killer eventually had their day in court. But the thought of capture didn’t bother him because he knew that when the day eventually came when he was put into handcuffs, his legend would be so well known that he would relish the opportunity to step into the spotlight and take the stand. 
You need victims to become a serial killer. 
But you need the attention of the media to make them remember your name.
“First things first,” Valentin reminded himself as he reached the food stalls and admired all the living souls around him. 
Before all the documentaries and podcasts could be made about him, he needed to grow his reputation. 
He needed to grow his body count. 
That was when he saw him. A greasy-haired male in a bright blue apron, rushing away from the burger stand where he worked and heading into the dark trees at the back of the stalls, a cigarette in his mouth and the pale light of the mobile phone screen in his hand. 
It looked like he was taking a break. 
It would be the last one he ever had. 
Valentin set off in pursuit of the man, a spring in his step as he walked past the long queues and towards the gap in between the food stalls. He had seen several emergency workers here this evening, which was to be expected for such a large event, and there were a few standing alongside the stalls as he passed them. Police officers, fire crews and paramedics, all watching over the crowd, looking serious and in control, but really just hoping that nothing bad would happen here tonight so that they could have an easy shift and go home to their warm beds without delay. But Valentin wasn’t daunted by the sight of the police officers. If anything, they only served to increase the adrenaline that was coursing through his body right now. 
There were thousands of people in this park. They wouldn’t notice one man cutting through the crowded stalls and walking into the dark treeline behind. There were people everywhere, but most of them were too transfixed by the fire to notice anything else. Soon the fireworks would start, and they would be even more distracted.
Bright lights and flames. That’s all it took to hold somebody’s attention. But while everybody was looking to the burning pile of wood or the skies overhead, Valentin was focused on something else. 
His prey. 
Walking on towards the trees, Valentin noticed how much darker it was now that the lights from the stalls weren’t shining down around him. It was so dark that it would have been almost impossible to see that somebody else was ahead of him but thankfully, the soon-to-be-victim was using the light from his phone to guide him into the treeline, so Valentin was easily able to follow behind. 
When he saw the man disappear into the park’s foliage, Valentin quickened his pace, unsure how much time he had to play with before the man re-emerged and went back to work. With both hands still in his pockets, Valentin arrived at the treeline and could barely make out the limbs of the various towers of timber, but forged on through the darkness anyway, eager for the kill and not prepared to wait a moment longer. 
Beneath the canopy of the trees, Valentin could still hear the sounds from the crowd at the bonfire, but he could no longer see any of the people who were making them. This was a dark, isolated place, out of view from prying eyes and the kind of environment that parents taught children to be wary of when they were young. 
Don’t be alone.
Don’t go into the woods. 
Don’t get murdered by a serial killer.  
But the man from the burger stall had not heeded that advice, despite his mature years, so Valentin was about to make him pay. 
Creeping carefully now, his feet treading lightly over the swarm of broken branches and bushes below him, Valentin approached the pale light that was a few yards away from him. 
The man was still looking at his phone. 
A cigarette still twitched between his lips. 
And he still had no idea that somebody was right behind him...
Valentin took the wire from his right pocket and pulled it taut between his hands as he held it in front of himself and advanced on his poor prey. 
Hooking the wire over the man’s head, he tugged on it hard, holding it against the hapless victim’s neck and refusing to let go as he squirmed and growled for life. 
The killer’s gloved hands kept a firm grip on the wire, which was sharp enough to cut deep into the man’s neck, and they only let go when their owner was certain that they had done their job.
Valentin took one second to regard the garrotted corpse on the dark ground before stepping over it and striding away into the night, leaving behind the large crowd at the bonfire, including all the emergency workers who were standing idly around and falsely believing that they were keeping things under control this evening.
In reality, they had no idea just how out of control things were about to get.  



Curtis *
20:04
Curtis Bridge had a good idea about how quickly things could get out of control on a night like this. As a fireman, he knew it only took a few seconds for things to go wrong. 
A few seconds for a fire to get out of control. 
A few seconds for people to panic and make bad decisions. 
A few seconds for people to die. 
That was why he would remain focused on the job at hand right now, alongside his colleagues, who were stationed at the side of the large crowd by their fire engines, watching and waiting in case they were suddenly called into action. Hopefully, their services wouldn’t be needed here this evening. Hopefully, the event would run smoothly, and there wouldn’t be any requirement for the firefighters to douse any flames or rescue a member of the public from a dangerous situation. But this was Bonfire Night, which meant it was the busiest night of the year for the fire services. 
At this exact moment all over the country, men and woman who never usually had any dealings with fire or pyrotechnics were engaging with these dangerous elements, flocking to large events, holding smaller displays in their back gardens or even just illegally setting off fireworks on the street. It was a recipe for disaster, and Curtis knew all too well how disastrous such a night could be. Property damage from out-of-control blazes, burns from wayward fireworks or even death from the more serious incidents and injuries. 
Curtis didn’t like to put a downer on situations, but he made an exception for this time of year. 
He hated this time of year. 
The screech from the spinning Catherine Wheel to his left got the attention of Curtis and his colleague beside him. They turned in time to see a spiral of sparks whizzing around in the air, the rotating firework fastened to an erected plank of wood and looking beautiful but frightening all at the same time. 
There was a large crowd of people gathered in front of it, all of them watching the powerful pyrotechnic display. Toddlers, children, teens, young adults, parents, grandparents. Young and old, coming together to enjoy the annual occasion when it’s perfectly acceptable to stand in a cold, dark field in a cold, dark park and watch a complete stranger set fire to all manner of explosives. 
All in the name of Guy Fawkes. 
But Curtis wasn’t enamoured by the bright lights of the fizzing fireworks. Nor was he transfixed by the glow from the behemoth bonfire that was raging in the centre of this crowded part of South London. A career in the fire brigade had long put paid to that. Unlike all these people here, who saw fire as if it were just another tourist attraction to be enjoyed in a city that wasn’t short of them, Curtis and his crew could only see death and destruction in the flickering flames of the bonfire. For them, the sooner this night was over, the better. 
That was because there would be injuries, destruction and even death somewhere around the country tonight as a result of all the bonfires and fireworks being lit by mostly unskilled hands. 
They could only hope that those things wouldn’t be happening here tonight, on their watch. 
Hopefully, this event would pass peacefully. 
“Cheer up, nobody’s set themselves on fire yet,” said Miranda, the firefighter beside Curtis, as she took a swig from a bottle of water and offered it to her colleague. 
“Not yet,” Curtis replied with a smile, before shaking his head at the offer of a drink. 
“Remember, we’re the lucky ones tonight. We’re at a professionally organised event. It’s the firefighters that get called to the unorganised ones that have their work cut out.”
Curtis sighed and nodded his head. He knew that she was right. Their colleagues who were on call tonight would almost certainly have a more stressful evening than they would. That was because they would be responding to all the emergency calls from members of the public who had had an accident this evening whilst ‘celebrating’ the annual event. Back garden bonfires that had got out of control and threatened to burn down the entire house. Fireworks that had toppled over and streaked sideways into the crowd instead of straight up into the sky. Or the worst, which was fireworks that had exploded early, whilst still in the hands of their owner, burning, maiming or even killing the victim. And all in the name of some guy who once thought it was a good idea to try and blow up the Houses of Parliament. 
He had played with fire and look where it had got him. 
Burnt alive. 
Centuries later and it seemed that humans still hadn’t learnt their lesson.
Curtis knew that he, Miranda, and the dozen other firefighters in this park tonight were merely here to keep watch and it was unlikely that they would be needed as much as their colleagues who were racing around the city now to all the different homes where the bonfires and fireworks weren’t as professional. But that didn’t mean they could take it easy or afford to let their guard down. Not when there were so many people here and certainly not when there were so many explosives and naked flames around. 
“There seems to be a lot more people here than last year,” Curtis observed, as he looked out across the sea of bobble hats, coats and scarves that were huddled in the large clearing before him. 
“I was thinking that too,” Miranda replied, finishing her bottle of water and reaching for another one. 
Water was a firefighter’s best friend on a long shift, in more ways than one. 
“I thought they’d put a cap on tickets this year?” Curtis asked.
“They did, but it’s a park. There are plenty of ways in without going through the ticket barriers,” Miranda told him, and her colleague sighed because it was true. Even though this was a ticketed event, complete with officials at the park’s numerous entrances with scanners to check on every entrant, there were still ways for people to get inside unofficially. A park this size had too many points of entry to cover. While the main gates were manned, there was nobody to stop people climbing trees or fences and getting inside that way, especially when they could use the darkness to aid their attempts. 
“At least the boys in blue are here to give us a hand,” Curtis noticed, gesturing to the handful of police officers who were walking in front of the food stalls, no doubt on the look-out for any underage drinkers or illegal substances trading hands. 
“Confiscating bottles of alcopop from teenagers is just as important as putting out a fire,” Miranda replied, and they laughed together.
They were only joking and did appreciate the help of their counterparts in the police, just like they appreciated the presence of the ambulance crews who were also stationed nearby. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t have a few little digs at them in the process. There was a running joke amongst many emergency service workers who believed that their particular area of work was the most important. The policemen believed that stopping crime was the noblest pursuit. The paramedics believed the same thing about saving lives. And of course, Curtis, Miranda and the other firefighters thought that taming one of the deadliest elements on earth was the most important one. 
None of them were right, and they were all as important as each other. 
But try telling them that. 
“Here we go, looks like PC Plod’s got trouble on his hands,” Curtis observed, pointing to the policeman who was talking to a group of teenagers over by the hot dog stand. 
The firefighters watched as the policeman took a bottle of something from one of the gang, before sniffing it and pouring the contents out onto the grass below them. Then he handed the empty bottle back and walked on his way. 
“What do you think it was? Vodka?” Miranda pondered. 
“No, something way more dangerous and damaging than that,” Curtis replied, feeling mischievous. “I reckon it was Lambrini.” 
Miranda laughed and playfully hit her colleague on the arm. “Thank god they stopped them then or this place could have been chaos in ten minutes’ time.” 
“God bless the Metropolitan Police,” Curtis replied, and he doffed his fireman’s helmet to the officers in the distance. 
“I’m going to take a little walk around. You want to come?” Miranda asked him, as she stepped away from the fire truck behind them and towards the crowded clearing. 
“No, I’ll stay here. I’ve got a phobia of Lambrini,” Curtis replied, and he winked at his colleague as she smiled and walked away. 
Turning back to the fire truck, Curtis opened the passenger door and hauled himself up inside, taking a seat behind the steering wheel. The slightly higher vantage point in here gave him a better view of the crowd, and he spent a few seconds observing the thousands of people who were in the park tonight. Even though he liked to joke about the police and the underage drinkers or the fact that he was on the easy shift while his colleagues had drawn the harder one, he was actually glad of the relatively calm evening so far. Life as a firefighter wasn’t always fast-paced and action-packed. There were many shifts spent sitting around waiting for a call to come in or simply providing a watchful eye over safe public events like this one. The real big fires and big dramas were few and far between. 
The only thing was, when they did happen, you would never forget them. 
That’s why Curtis was pleased to be sitting in his truck here tonight, watching over a rowdy but mainly harmless group of people at a well-organised and safety-conscious event like this one. Much better to be here than at someone’s house where somebody has been hit in the face with a firework or where a bonfire’s flames have set light to a house and there was somebody trapped inside. 
It wasn’t that Curtis wanted the easy shifts or a quiet life. He had just had his fair share of dangerous jobs in his time in the fire service and he wasn’t particularly keen to get to the next one any quicker than he needed to. He’d pulled people from burning buildings before and had been pulled back himself while trying to save somebody from a fire that was already way out of control. He’d seen the look on a father’s face when he was told that the fire was too big and that they couldn’t get inside to save his little girl. And he’d witnessed his colleagues fighting for their lives in hospital, their bodies burnt and scarred from being trapped in fires that were too strong even for the protective uniforms they had been wearing whilst fighting them. 
Destruction and devastation and enough death to last him a lifetime. He was only thirty-nine, but his eyes had seen it all. And he wasn’t immune to any of it. He kept a brave face, and he made his jokes about the police and the paramedics just like the rest of his colleagues did. He regaled his friends and family with tales of heroism and action-packed antics from his daily shifts, either around the dinner table or at barbeques where, of course, he took the lead over the open flame of the grill. And he never showed any signs of doubt, fear or weakness to anybody. 
Never. 
But that was just on the outside. On the inside, where it really mattered, it was a different story. 
In there, Curtis was as afraid and vulnerable as anybody else. 
The panic attack he had suffered whilst saving an old man from a burning block of flats back in 2014 haunted him to this day. The memory of lying there on the floor in the smoke-filled stairwell, the building groaning around him under strain from the immense fire, and the poor man whom he was supposed to save lying helplessly on the ground beside him, had stayed with him ever since. Curtis had been pulled from that building by one of his colleagues and, most importantly, at least from the fireman’s perspective, the old man had been saved too. 
Nobody really knew what had happened in there. 
Nobody except Curtis. 
His colleagues. His family. His friends. Even the old man, who had invited him to his ninety-first birthday party shortly after the fire. They all just thought Curtis had encountered difficulties in the dark, deadly flats that night. He had tripped, struggled to regain his bearings in the pitch-black surroundings and needed a little help to get back on his feet. That’s what the other firefighters were there for, to help him and help each other. And that’s what they had done. But Curtis knew it had been more than that. He could have got to his feet and got the old man out of there himself if he had been able to, but he hadn’t because he had suffered a panic attack. 
An attack which had occurred at precisely the worst possible moment for a firefighter. 
Right in the middle of a fire.  
Nobody knew the psychological torture Curtis had endured during those brief seconds when he had lain there on the floor and gasped for air as his body betrayed him and his lungs filled with smoke. Nobody knew because Curtis hadn’t let them know. He had just carried on doing his job, fighting fires, teasing his colleagues and counterparts, and playing the part of the hero at social events when the topic of careers came up. But as he sat there in the fire engine now, looking out over the large crowd, he still felt that sense of dread at the back of his mind. That was because he knew it was only a matter of time until he had a panic attack again.
The first one had happened without warning, and he knew that the others he had experienced since had done the same. Fortunately, only the first one had occurred in the line of duty, with the later ones coming to him during the night, where at least he was safe, and not trapped in a smoky stairwell. That was why it was a relief to be here, even with such a large bonfire in front of him. Because at least here, he was out in the open. At least here, he couldn’t be trapped in a smoke-filled tomb while the roof burnt and crumbled on top of him. 
Tonight, it would be his colleagues who went into the burning buildings and saved the poor people trapped inside. But on another night, it would be him. He could only hope that he was ready for it when the call came. 
After all, it was a matter of life and death. 
His life. 
Or his death. 



Scarlett
20:05
Scarlett O’Brian knew that what she did for a living wasn’t a matter of life or death. Flipping burgers on a food stall to hungry customers at a bonfire event couldn’t be compared to saving lives or solving some of the world’s greatest problems. But that was okay for Scarlett because she was only eighteen and had plenty of time to figure out how she was going to make more of an impact on the lives of the rest of the people on the planet. For now, she was focused on serving the long queue of starving people in front of her and that meant she needed to work fast. 
The only problem was, she seemed to be missing her colleague. 
Glancing up from the hot grill in front of her, Scarlett saw that several people were still waiting to be served, while many more were still waiting to place their order with her. It was just typical. Business had been slow and steady all night, right up until the moment her co-worker had gone for his five-minute cigarette break. Then, of course, it seemed like half the people in the park had suddenly decided to head to the burger van and overwhelm the only person now manning it. 
Scarlett was a quick and efficient worker and nearly had several burgers cooked and ready to go. 
But this whole thing would go a lot better if she had an extra pair of hands to help her. 
Looking over her shoulder, Scarlett tried to find any sign of her colleague. His name was Lucas and he had picked a really bad time to go for his break. If it weren’t for the fact that Scarlett had a crush on him then she would probably have been firmer and told him not to leave her alone on the stall until she was absolutely certain that it wouldn’t be overrun with customers. As it was, she had smiled and nodded when Lucas had asked her if he was okay to leave the van for a quick smoke. 
Anything to seem cooler in the eyes of her handsome co-worker. 
Lucas was three years older than her and she had met him when she had taken the job on the burger van, which was available to hire out and use at large public events like this one. For Scarlett, it had just been a way to make some money at the weekends before heading off to university next year, even if there were potentially better ways of doing that than standing over a hot grill and going home stinking of charred meat every night. But it hadn’t taken her long to start enjoying the job and all of that was down to Lucas. 
She had been attracted to him instantly, despite the large white apron and silly hat that they were each forced to wear as part of their uniform while on shift. He was funny, confident and chatty, which was a lot more than could be said for any of the boys who were Scarlett’s age and who spent most of their time trying to impress her but failing miserably. Lucas was a great guy and Scarlett loved working with him. She would love to see him outside of work even more but that hadn’t happened yet. Apparently, he had a girlfriend, not that such a thing would stop Scarlett if she had the chance of taking things further with him. But as it was, she was still in the stage where she was trying to get him to like her as much as she already liked him and, as most teenagers were aware, that could be a lonely and tortuous time. But it was why she had agreed to let Lucas leave his station to go for a smoke and it was also why she wasn’t going looking for him now that she was overwhelmed with customers in his absence. 
She didn’t want to be the whiny worker who ruined his break by telling him to come and help her back at the van. She was trying to be as cool and fun as his girlfriend, whoever she was, so that meant Scarlett had to do her best not to do anything that would make Lucas irritated with her. Therefore, she would battle on with the growing mob of customers, even if it meant service standards slipped or some people left the queue dissatisfied. 
Using a set of tongs, Scarlett dropped a juicy burger in between an open bread roll and scooped it up in a piece of kitchen roll before handing it to the woman in front of the van. 
“Ketchup’s on the side,” Scarlett reminded the woman, gesturing to the red condiment bottle sitting at the far end of the van’s front counter. It was a sentence Scarlett estimated that she said at least five hundred times a shift, such were the joys of a job like this. 
As she dropped another three burgers onto the grill, she glanced up at the large crowd immediately before her and saw the even bigger one behind that. This was definitely the busiest event she had worked at since taking up her job on the food stand. She had worked at non-league football games, community children’s parties and even a few corporate events, but nothing like this. There were thousands of people in Battersea Park tonight, all of them braving the cold to stand around a bonfire and watch the upcoming firework display. But it seemed like a large percentage of them needed some food before that and many of those people were now standing in front of Scarlett and silently urging her to serve them their food faster. 
Or not so silently, in the case of one man in the queue. 
“Hurry up, I’ve been waiting ten minutes!” came the cry from a man in a black bobble hat, who was the third person in the long line but clearly wanted to be further along than that. 
“Sorry, I’m going as quickly as I can!” Scarlett replied as she kept working, flipping the burgers over and feeling a rush of heat hit her face before grabbing more bread rolls from the bag and splitting them with great haste. 
“This burger isn’t cooked!” cried a female voice to Scarlett’s left, and the frantic worker turned to see that the voice belonged to the woman whom she had served a moment ago. The woman was now holding up the bitten burger towards Scarlett and showing her the pink centre which meant that it definitely wasn’t cooked through. 
“I’m so sorry, I’ll make you another one!” Scarlett replied, taking back the undercooked burger before too many people in the queue could get a better look at it. 
The last thing she needed was to give people food-poisoning. 
Maybe her job was a matter of life and death after all. 
But the man in the black bobble hat had seen what had happened and was quick to comment on it. 
“What are you doing? There are children here, you can’t give them raw burgers!” the man shouted, to the agreement of several other people in the queue. 
Scarlett wanted to thank the man for stating-the-bloody-obvious, but that wouldn’t be good customer service, so she instead apologised and told the man that it wouldn’t happen again. In her defence, it had never happened before. All the burgers she had served since her time on the stall had been cooked perfectly, or at least as perfectly as a burger can be cooked in these conditions. 
This was hardly a Michelin-star restaurant, after all. 
But the large queue of people, coupled with the fact that Scarlett had been left alone to service them, meant that standards were slipping, and an undercooked burger had slipped through. Scarlett would give all future burgers on the grill an extra minute to ensure that the same mistake wasn’t made again, but that of course meant that she would have to slow down and the customers would be waiting even longer for their meals. 
The man in the black bobble hat was not going to like it, that was for sure. 
Deciding that her need for assistance was greater than her need to look cool, Scarlett suddenly abandoned her workstation to go in search of Lucas. 
“Hey! Where are you going?” the man in the hat shouted, but Scarlett ignored him and exited through the back of the van, to where everything was much quieter, away from the roar of the bonfire and the demands of a hungry mob. 
But there was no sign of Lucas here. All Scarlett saw were a couple of other workers from the neighbouring food stalls, dragging gas bottles along the grass or ferrying extra supplies of stock from their vans to their service point. Looking in all directions, Scarlett searched for her colleague, but she couldn’t see him, which meant that she had no way of telling him that she needed him urgently back on the stall. 
“Hey, have you seen the guy who works here?” Scarlett shouted to the Indian man at the next van, as he carried a large clingfilm-covered tray of curry towards where the rest of his team were working. 
“I saw someone go that way,” the man replied, nodding his head in the direction of the trees behind him, before disappearing back into his stall with his delicious-looking food. 
Scarlett looked across at the trees, which were about fifty yards away from where she stood. They were dark and there didn’t seem to be any sign of anybody in there, never mind Lucas, but Scarlett couldn’t face the thought of returning to the sea of customers alone. 
She needed to find her colleague and she needed to find him now. 
Breaking into a sprint, Scarlett ran across the grass towards the trees, praying that Lucas was standing nearby, probably scrolling through his phone and enjoying his nicotine hit. She knew he wouldn’t be pleased that she had interrupted his break and this wasn’t going to do any good for her hopes of making him like her more, but needs must, and Scarlett was putting her work above her love life. 
Reaching the trees, Scarlett was suddenly aware how dark it was back here, well away from the spotlights from the food stalls and the enormous glow of the bonfire. She would never venture into a secluded place like this by herself under normal circumstances but the fear of the angry crowd of customers, as well as the fear of losing her job altogether, was enough motivation to make her step under the tree canopy and into almost complete darkness. 
Taking her mobile phone from her pocket, Scarlett turned on the torch and used it to get a better look at her surroundings. The beam from her phone allowed her to see the numerous thick, timber trunks belonging to all the tall trees around her as well as several stumps dotted around on the ground belonging to those that had been cut down in the past. It was clear from what she saw that this was a dangerous place to be after dark, with many trip-hazards dotted about amongst spiky branches and prickly leaves. 
Surely Lucas isn’t here, Scarlett thought, as she moved the torch around the spooky site, spotting even more reasons why she should turn around and go back towards the clearing.  To go any further here would surely result in her falling and impaling herself on an errant branch. She was better to turn back and face the frustrated faces of the customers at the food stall rather than push more into this overgrown and unsafe environment beneath the tree canopy. 
But before she went, she tried one last thing. 
“Lucas! Are you here? I need you back at the stall, now!” Scarlett shouted into the trees, feeling stupid but having no other way of finding her co-worker in here. 
She listened out for any sign of a reply but heard nothing, other than the sounds of the chattering voices around the bonfire fifty yards behind her. 
Giving up, Scarlett turned back to the stall and was just about to step out of the trees when the torch from her phone flashed across something that caught her eye. 
Sweeping the light back across the area in question, Scarlett saw what it was that had got her attention. 
It was a mobile phone, lying on the ground beside a rotting tree stump.
Scarlett quickly moved towards the phone and held her torch above the device, double-checking that it really was what she thought it was. 
Why was there a mobile phone lying on the ground back here? 
Scarlett instinctively bent down to pick it up and got a small thrill when she realised that it was the newest iPhone on the market. This was an extremely expensive device, and she didn’t know many people who had one. 
In fact, she only knew one person who did. 
Lucas. 
But surely it couldn’t be his, could it?
There was only one way to find out so Scarlett pressed her thumb against the button on the front of the screen, hoping that it would show her a photo of the person whom it belonged to. 
And it did. 
She saw the smiling face of Lucas looking back at her from the phone screen. 
This was definitely his phone. 
He had definitely been here on his break. 
So where was he now and how had he managed to lose his most valuable possession?
It was then that the torchlight from Scarlett’s phone landed on something else that got the young woman’s attention. 
A red substance on the tree stump beside her. 
But Scarlett didn’t need to get any closer to know what this thing was. 
It was blood. 
Feeling her heart thumping in her chest, Scarlett wanted to do nothing but run back to the bright lights of the food stall and the safety of the large crowd that was gathered before it. But she also knew that she had to look for Lucas because it was becoming clear that something had gone seriously wrong on his smoke break. 
With her hands shaking, Scarlett lifted her phone up and moved the torchlight away from the bloodied tree stump and across the leaf-covered ground for any more clues as to what had happened here. 
But when she got one, she wished she had just gone back to her food stall. 
That was because she was now looking at the dead body of her colleague, lying on his back amongst the branches and leaves, his eyes wide open and his face frozen in twisted terror. His hands were on his neck, but they didn’t disguise the deep red lines that ran all across his throat. It looked like somebody had sliced a knife across his Adam’s Apple, or at least something else that was sharp and deadly. 
There was blood down the front of his apron and one of his legs was bent back at an unnatural angle, probably caused by the way he fell as he tried to fight off his attacker. 
There was no doubt about it. 
Lucas was dead. 
And that left Scarlett standing on her own in the middle of a dark park wondering if his killer was going to go for her next. 



Tom *
20:06
Tom Casey poured the alcohol out of the bottle, which he then returned to the sheepish girl in front of him. She apologised again and begged him not to tell her parents and Tom enjoyed making her squirm for a moment. But, in the end, he was happy to let her go with nothing but a verbal warning. Her crime was drinking cheap alcopops at the age of fifteen and it was hardly worth taking it any further than this. The police force in Britain was stretched enough as it was without him throwing a petty crime into the system. Instead, Tom watched the girl and her friends walk away, where they would probably just try and find somewhere else to drink alcohol without getting caught. 
But Tom didn’t care. 
As long as they weren’t drinking it here. 
“Kids these days,” said the female officer beside Tom. “No respect.”
It was Lizzy, Tom’s colleague in the police force, and also the woman who had asked him out on a date on Halloween. While the date hadn’t happened yet due to their busy work lives, it was still fun to be assigned to the same place as her this evening, even if all they had done so far was confiscate bottles of cheap booze from underage drinkers. 
“We were kids once,” Tom reminded her.
“Yeah but when I was a kid, I drank proper things,” she said, defending her youth. “None of this alcopop rubbish. That’s what I mean about no respect these days. If you’re going to engage in a little underage drinking, at least do it properly.”
Tom looked at Lizzy and tried to tell if she was serious or not. But of course, she wasn’t because she very rarely was. Sarcastic wit seemed to be the thing that helped her get through her long shifts on duty, and it had taken a while for Tom to get used to his colleague’s sense of humour. It had also been the reason why he had struggled to believe her when she had asked him if he would like to go for a drink with her one evening after work. 
The surprising invitation had come just five days ago, during a typically long and laborious shift at the station where they were based, in Central London. It had been a pleasant shock when Lizzy had revealed her interest in him, but it was just the thing that Tom had needed with everything else that was going on in his life at that moment. He was going through a divorce with his wife, Kelly, so being on the receiving end of a little female attention from an attractive co-worker was certainly reminding him that he wasn’t the hopeless loser that having a failed marriage had made him believe he was. The only problem was, since the offer of a date had been extended, the officers hadn’t yet managed to identify a mutually convenient time in their busy schedules. Working in the police force, with all the irregular, rostered shifts that it entailed, was hardly conducive to a healthy social life. 
“So what did you drink when you were a youngster?” Tom asked his colleague as they continued making their patrol around the crowded park full of people who had come to see the bonfire. 
“More like what did I not drink?” Lizzy replied, her thumbs hanging on the edge of the stab-proof vest that made up part of their standard uniform.
“Bit of a wild child, were we?” Tom asked, enjoying this harmless banter as they walked along the edges of the bustling sea of people. 
“You could say that. My parents never imagined I would end up being a police officer, put it that way,” Lizzy told him, glancing at the bottle in the hands of a teenage boy nearby before being satisfied that it was water and not something stronger. 
“What did you want to be when you were growing up?” Tom asked, using up one of the questions he had planned to deliver on their date, but feeling that it was a good time to ask it anyway. 
“You’ll laugh if I tell you,” Lizzy teased, looking down at her black boots as they moved across the frosty grass below her. 
“You can’t not tell me now!” 
“Okay, but you have to promise not to laugh.”
“I promise” Tom replied, but the grin on his face revealed the fact that he might not be able to keep to that promise when she eventually confessed to him. 
“Okay. Well, when I was younger, I actually wanted to be a professional surfer,” Lizzy told him, before squinting up her face and bracing herself for the inevitable mocking that was about to come her way. 
“A surfer!” Tom cried, suddenly stopping and turning to his colleague to signify how important this new piece of information was. “But weren’t you born in the Midlands?” 
“Yeah, and...?” 
“Well, you were miles away from any water. How could you be a surfer if you didn’t have access to the sea!”
“I don’t know, I was a kid! I didn’t think through the logistics of it all!” 
Tom couldn’t help but laugh as Lizzy valiantly defended her dream. 
“That’s brilliant. So why didn’t you make it?” he asked her when he had finally pulled himself together and they had started walking again, more to keep their body temperature up than out of any need to patrol the park further. 
“Why do you think? Because I was miles from the sea! The waves weren’t exactly big at my local swimming pool!” 
Tom laughed again and shook his head, imagining Lizzy as a child, trying to catch a wave in a swimming pool while her parents watched on in disappointment. 
“I love it. If ever there was a ridiculous childhood dream, then it’s that one,” Tom told her, chuckling to himself and receiving a friendly slap on the arm in the process. 
“Okay then, Mister Bigshot. What did you want to be when you were growing up?” she asked, hoping to turn the tables on her colleague before he could laugh at her anymore. 
“I wanted to be a policeman, of course. My dream was to serve Queen and country and give justice to the citizens of this great island I call home,” Tom said, doing his best to keep a straight face as he spoke. 
“Shut up!” Lizzy cried, slapping him on the arm again and laughing at the nonsense he had just spouted. “Be honest!”
“I am,” Tom lied, trying to play the part of the model citizen who really had dreamed of joining the police force so he could one day spend his time taking bottles of alcohol from the hands of moody teenagers in a cold park in the middle of winter. 
“I told you, so you have to tell me,” Lizzy reminded him, whilst her eyes scanned the crowd for any signs of trouble. 
“Okay, okay,” Tom said, giving in. “But I don’t think it’s as funny as what you wanted to be.” 
“I’ll be the judge of that,” she told him, a wry smile spreading across her face. 
Tom took a deep breath and prepared to give his answer, which he hoped would increase his standing in her eyes but feared might also make him seem less cool than he was trying to be. 
“When I was kid, I dreamt that one day, I would grow up and own my own sweet factory.” 
Lizzy stopped walking and took a moment to process what he had just told her before bursting out laughing. It was so loud in fact that several people around them heard her and turned to look. 
“What? It’s not that funny!” Tom cried, trying to defend his own dream now just as passionately as Lizzy had defended hers a moment earlier. 
“A sweet factory! What do you mean? Like Willy Wonka?” Lizzy cried, before bending over and gasping for air in the middle of her laughing fit. 
“Did you want little Oompa Loompa’s running around the place too?” she managed to ask, tears streaming down her face as she tried to catch her breath in between laughter. 
“No!” Tom replied, but it was clear that Lizzy was already imagining him as some eccentric man waltzing around a sweet factory in a garish outfit and surrounded by tiny men with red faces and green wigs. 
“I can’t breathe!” Lizzy gasped, holding her stomach in a bid to stop the laughter that was continually erupting from inside her. 
“It’s not that funny,” Tom cried with a pained expression, but Lizzy was having none of it. 
“Are you kidding? It’s hilarious!” 
Tom waited patiently for his colleague to pull herself together before trying to qualify his statement further. 
“I didn’t want to be Willy Wonka, I just wanted to sell sweets to people all day and make them happy,” he said, doing his best to make it seem like it wasn’t as ridiculous as Lizzy’s surfing ambitions had been. 
“Do you know how funny that sounds coming from a grown man wearing a policeman’s uniform?” Lizzy asked him, wiping her eyes and finally getting her breathing back under control.
“I’m sorry my childhood dream is so amusing to you,” Tom said, feigning disappointment. 
“I’m sorry, that was just too funny,” Lizzy told him, putting her arm on his shoulder as she continued to regain her composure. Even through his thick uniform, Tom felt the heat from her body; it had been a long time since he had enjoyed himself with female company. He had hardly ever laughed like this with his wife, even in the good times. 
Maybe that explained why their marriage hadn’t worked out after all. 
“Are you okay now? Shall we get back to work or do you need another minute to compose yourself?” Tom teased Lizzy as she finally stopped giggling like a little girl and went back to looking like the professional, police officer that she tried to be when she wasn’t having fits of laughter. 
“Let’s get back to work,” Lizzy agreed, removing her hand from Tom’s shoulder and turning to walk on through the busy park. “But thanks for that, I needed a good laugh.”
“I’m glad my unfulfilled ambitions are so entertaining to you,” Tom said, smiling as he looked over the sea of heads in front of the bonfire. 
“I’m sorry. It’s just too cute,” Lizzy replied, shaking her head. “Imagine if you were actually running a sweet factory now instead of doing this.”
Tom smiled at the thought, even if it was just a childish dream. Perhaps it would have been more fun to be living like Willy Wonka rather than being just another uniform walking around a park and spoiling the fun for anybody who was doing things that they shouldn’t have been doing. 
But his daydream was cut short by the frantic cries of a woman behind them. 
“Help! Someone, please!”
Tom and Lizzy turned around and tried to locate the source of the cry, but it wasn’t easy with so many people around. 
“Help! Please!”
“There!” Tom said, pointing to the young woman in the white apron standing beside the food van. 
The two police officers rushed across the grass towards the woman and, the closer they got, the more they realised how agitated she was. 
The smell of burning meat filled the air as Tom and Lizzy reached the desperate teenager and tried to ascertain what the source of her panic actually was. 
“Help me please, it’s my friend!” she shouted as the police officers reached her. 
Everybody in the area had stopped what they were doing and were now staring at the young woman and the two people in uniform who had arrived on the scene. 
“What’s happened?” Lizzy asked, as the teenager battled to hold back her tears. 
“He’s dead!” she cried, holding her hands on her head and looking like she was going to be sick. 
Tom glanced around at the people around them and wondered how many of them had just heard what the young woman had said. The last thing they needed was a panicked crowd on their hands. He knew he needed to calm her down, whilst getting more details as quickly as possible. 
“What’s your name?” Tom asked the distressed figure before him. 
“Scarlett,” she replied, tears streaming down her flushed cheeks. 
“Okay Scarlett. I’m PC Casey, this is PC Kendrick. Can you tell us what has happened?” Tom asked, keeping his voice low and hoping that the teenager would do the same when she answered. 
But that was wishful thinking. 
“My friend is dead! He’s in the trees back there!” she cried loudly, pointing past the food stalls, towards the dark foliage beyond. 
There was mumbling throughout the crowd as some of the people nearby had obviously heard what Scarlett had just said. But thankfully, the crackle from the bonfire and the hum of the other thousands of people in attendance meant that not everybody knew what was unfolding in this section of the park right now. 
“Do you know what happened?” Lizzy asked her, shooting a worried look at her colleague before scanning the crowd for any sign of trouble. 
“No! He just went for a break but didn’t come back. I went to look for him and then...” Scarlett’s voice trailed off and the tears flowed from her eyes again. 
“Stay here, I’ll go and have a look,” Tom said calmly to Lizzy, before striding away from his colleague and heading past the burger van beside them. 
He was relieved to see that there were fewer people about behind the food stalls, but his heart was still pounding in his chest as he approached the dark trees ahead. He wanted to determine what the situation was before making a call over his radio, so he would go and see for himself what it was that had caused the terrified Scarlett so much distress. 
But if it were a body like she said, then he would certainly need back up. 
Not just to clear the park of all the people who were here tonight, but also to help in case they were in danger right now. 
Reaching the trees, Tom took out his small flashlight and pointed it into the dense vegetation. His beam searched for footprints in the mud or anything else that could tell him that somebody had been back here, but the ground was frozen solid, meaning there were no footprints to be found. 
He kept the torchlight steady as he moved under the tree canopy, his eyes scanning the area for any sign of trouble. 
Then he saw it. 
The body on the ground. 
The neck wound. 
The blood. 
Tom had recently applied for a place on the Major Investigations Team of the Metropolitan Police because he wanted to get involved in more grittier crimes. 
But now it looked like the grittier crimes had come to him. 



Zara
20:07
Zara Rowlings didn’t need any drama tonight. Not when she had a huge event to manage and especially not when that event came complete with bonfires and fireworks. 
Just get through the night without any injuries, Zara silently prayed, internally speaking to the events management gods in the heavens above. Those gods had always been kind to her in the past, but each event was different and this one was by far the largest one that Zara had ever been in charge of. 
Striding across the grass of the park towards a large blue marquee in the distance, Zara unclipped the walkie-talkie from the buckle on her belt and held down the button to speak. 
“I need an electrician at the beer tent,” Zara said, the message going through her device and coming out of the speakers of all those devices currently in the hands of everybody else who was a part of her team tonight. 
Reaching the tent, Zara glanced up at the roof and saw that one of the two long strips of lighting had failed, meaning that half the drinkers in this area were now sitting in near darkness. 
“I’ll be there in five,” came the reply through her walkie-talkie and Zara recognised it as the voice of Davey, the electrician on site to help with any issues that might crop up tonight. 
“How’s the beer?” Zara asked the table full of middle-aged men sitting beside her. 
“Great!” several of them replied, lifting up their jugs of lager as if to reinforce their approval. “Just a shame we can’t see it.” 
“We’ll get the lighting fixed for you right away,” Zara told them, before thinking of something that she could say that would get the patrons’ minds back on the festivities of the evening. “You should try the Amirak, that’s my favourite,” she advised, gesturing to the large red pump handle on the wooden bar up ahead, before smiling and walking away to go and find the next thing that needed her attention in this large clearing in the centre of one of the largest parks in London. 
Zara loved running events and she always made sure to converse with some of the people who were enjoying them while she worked. But she didn’t have time to stay in one place for too long, especially not here, on such a large site where there were so many things that could go wrong. 
She glanced at her watch and saw that there were around twenty minutes to go until the firework display was due to start. That promised to be the highlight of the evening, a ten-minute, choreographed masterpiece of expensive pyrotechnics and loud music that was sure to leave everybody in attendance in awe. But twenty minutes was a long time to Zara, and she knew that there were many problems that could crop up unexpectedly between now and then. 
Like the fight that had just broken out right in front of her. 
“I need security in front of the beer tent now!” Zara called into her walkie-talkie, before rushing forward to see what the scuffle was all about. 
She saw two teenage boys in tracksuits throwing punches at each other as several other teenagers stood around in a circle and cheered them on. 
“Hey, break it up!” Zara shouted hopefully, but nobody listened to her. 
Instead, the fight continued on uninterrupted until two bulky men in black uniforms rushed into the circle and pulled the teenagers apart. 
Zara watched as the security guards dragged the troublemakers across the grass and towards one of the gates that led out of the park, before sighing and walking on. Incidents like that were to be expected in large crowds and especially when people had been drinking. Zara was just relieved that it had been dealt with swiftly, before it ruined the occasion for the rest of the people who had come out for an enjoyable evening tonight. She prided herself on running safe and successful events, and it would take a lot more than a couple of kids to derail what she hoped would be one of the crowning achievements in her career so far. 
Zara’s journey through the world of events management had seen her run all sorts of weird and wonderful occasions over the past ten years. She had started off assisting the senior event planners in running weddings for a large hotel in the Kent countryside in her early twenties and had quickly progressed to being the senior planner on site. But after six years of managing bridal parties, bands and bad speeches, she decided it was time for a change and left her role to become a freelancer. That meant she was able to offer her services to all sorts of different clients and in the process was able to work on much more varied events than just weddings. There had already been charity galas, fashion shows and even a birthday party for an actor from EastEnders. 
Life was definitely more varied now and her career had gone from strength to strength ever since she had made the decision to go it alone and offer her service independently. She didn’t regret leaving behind the comforts of a countryside hotel for the craziness of a celebrity bash in the West End or a charity ball in a boat on the River Thames. She didn’t regret it because her organisational skills were now so in demand that she could pick and choose the best jobs and earn a lot more money in the process. It was also the reason why she had jumped at the chance to run an event like this one tonight. 
Usually, a public event like this would be run by the council and be governed by strict rules that left very little room for creativity or originality. But this year, the council had allowed the annual Bonfire Night event to be run by a third party, which had meant that there was a lot more room for outside input and Zara had jumped at the chance to apply to run the event when she had seen the job advertisement online. That had been all the way back in March, but, after a lengthy interview process which had incredibly taken two months to complete, she had landed the top job and was now officially the Chief Event Coordinator for one of the largest bonfire and firework displays in the country. 
Her CV had never looked so good. 
But getting the job had been the easy part. 
Actually running an event as large as this one was another thing altogether. 
Since gaining the role in May, Zara had worked tirelessly with a multitude of organisations and governing bodies to prepare for this one crazy night of the year when everybody came together to mark the anniversary of when Guy Fawkes was thwarted in his attempt to burn down the Houses of Parliament. There had been the health and safety requirements needed to ensure that five thousand people could safely gather in the same place without incident or harm. There had been the arranging of all the food and drink vendors who would service the large crowd and keep them all fed and watered, as well as make a tidy profit for the event as a whole. And then, of course, there was the planning that went into both constructing and managing a large bonfire, as well as the arranging of a firework display that was billed as a slightly smaller version of the display on offer by the Thames on New Year’s Eve. 
Zara had had a hand in all areas of tonight’s event and was the main reason why such an expensive and stunning firework show was due to take place here. 
This event was the biggest one in her career so far. 
Therefore, it needed to be marked with some of the biggest fireworks that London had ever seen. 
Zara had taken part in several meetings with all sorts of pyrotechnicians, who had all laid out their ideas for the firework display as well as offered up the best fireworks at their disposal. Like rockets that were almost the size of real ones and had all sorts of weird and wonderful names like “The Black Hole”, “The PartyStarter” and the ominously titled “Oblivion”. It had been great fun to watch numerous videos of the types of displays that were on offer, including attending several live demonstrations in person to get a better understanding of which fireworks would be best for this particular event. In the end, Zara had decided to go with a Chinese company who had an office in London and had worked on past events such as the Olympics and the Queen’s Jubilee. In return, they had promised her a firework display that she and everybody else in Battersea Park this evening would never forget. 
Zara certainly hoped they were right. 
But that was still twenty minutes away and there was much to be done before then. Zara noticed a particularly large crowd gathered around one of the food stalls in the distance and raised her walkie-talkie to her mouth. 
“Hey Sam, what’s going on at the burger van?” she asked, speaking to one of her assistants, this one being the person responsible for keeping the crowd flowing smoothly through the area. 
The fact that there seemed to be a large area of congestion at stall number four suggested something wasn’t running as well as it should have been.
As Zara waited for a reply, she looked across the park and saw the fire engines sitting in the distance, manned by several firefighters who were watching over proceedings and were ready to jump into action should they be so required. But hopefully it wouldn’t come to that, Zara thought. She had no intention of this event getting out of control like so many other bonfire events had done in the past. 
She remembered one particular event from her childhood, when she had attended a firework display with her parents at a local cricket club. Everything had been going well until one of the fireworks had toppled over and shot out into the crowd, sending everybody screaming and running in all directions and bringing an end to what had been an otherwise fun-filled evening. Zara remembered hearing about the girl who had been hit by the firework that night and had spent time in hospital recovering from her injuries. Some people said she had burnt her face, others said it was her arm, but Zara never did know exactly what happened to that girl after that night. Nor did she know what happened to the people in charge of the event and those responsible for managing the fireworks. Knowing what she knew now though, Zara was sure that there must have been legal claims and insurance pay-outs as a result of what happened that night and she shuddered at the thought of something similar happening here tonight. But she was confident that the firework display was in good hands and that everything was going to go off here without a hitch.
She had never failed so far so there was no reason to think that she was going to start now. 
“Sam, what’s going on down there?” Zara asked again into her walkie-talkie, her eyes returning back to the food stalls, and in particular the one with the large crowd beside it. She knew it was the burger stand but surely it wasn’t popular enough to warrant such a large number of people standing around it. 
“Zara, I think you’d better come over here,” came the crackled reply from Sam through the walkie-talkie.  
“What’s happening?” Zara asked, already moving towards the stalls but not wanting to walk into a surprise. 
“There’s nobody working on the burger van,” said Sam, and Zara momentarily froze, the surprise of the reply hitting her and temporarily taking the wind out of her sails. 
“What do you mean there’s nobody working on the burger van?” Zara asked, trying to determine if she had heard him correctly. 
“I mean there’s nobody serving. There’s a big queue for burgers but nobody to give them out.”
Zara snapped into action, this time jogging towards the stalls to get there quicker. She needed to find out why the van was unmanned, and fast. No burgers meant unhappy customers and that wasn’t something that Zara could tolerate. Everyone here tonight had paid for a ticket and they should have been able to purchase as much food and drinks as they wanted. Therefore, it wouldn’t be a good look for the event if they failed to keep to that promise. 
Reaching the van, Zara manoeuvred her way through the throng of warmly-dressed people who were queuing for a burger and spotted her colleague a few yards away. 
“Sam!” Zara called and the assistant saw her manager and made her way quickly towards her. 
As Zara waited for her to reach her, she noticed the female police officer talking to the teenager in the apron by the side of the stall, and wondered if that had anything to do with what was happening now. 
“What’s going on?” Zara asked as Sam finally reached her.
“Something’s wrong. You see that girl talking to the policewoman? I heard her say that there’s a body in the trees,” Sam replied, doing her best to stay calm but not doing a very good job of it. 
“What?” Zara asked, looking past the teenager and the policewoman and towards the outline of the dark trees behind them. 
“I think it’s the guy she works with on the burger van. I overheard her saying something about how she was looking for him and she found him in the trees,” Sam explained, though it wasn’t making much sense to either her or her manager right now. 
“I better speak to them,” Zara said, setting off towards the police officer and the teary teen in the apron. But before she could get any closer, a voice came through on her walkie-talkie. 
“Zara, a policeman has just told me to get everybody out. There’s something going on. I think you’d better get over here.”
It was the voice of Tim, another of her assistants, and she paused, trying to piece together what was happening right now. 
“Zara, did you hear me? We need to get everybody out of here.”
Zara had heard the first time, but she still didn’t reply. Instead, she turned around and looked over the large crowd of people, most of whom were facing the bonfire and waiting eagerly for the firework display to begin. 
She couldn’t cancel the event and tell all these people to go home. 
Could she?
Spinning around, Zara turned to Sam and took her by the arm. 
“You said they found a body in the trees?” she asked the nervous-looking assistant before her. 
“Yeah, that’s what I heard,” Sam replied anxiously. 
Zara looked back over the treeline and then around at the perimeter of the event. 
“It’s not necessarily related to tonight. It’s outside our boundary,” Zara said, more to herself than to her colleague. 
“What?” Sam asked, but the event coordinator was already walking away from her again.
Checking her watch, Zara saw that it was still too early for the firework display. But they were out of time. If what she was hearing was right, then this whole event was going to be shut down in less than ten minutes’ time and possibly over something that had nothing to do with what she was running herself tonight. 
That was not fair and that was not an option. 
“Jonny, are you there?” Zara asked into her walkie-talkie as she moved away from the stalls and out towards the bonfire. 
“Yeah, I’m here,” a male voice replied through the device. 
“It’s Zara. I’m on my way over to you right now. Don’t move until I get there.”
Then Zara started running, aware that time was already against her. 



Jonny
20:08
Jonny Barton returned his walkie-talkie to the clip on his belt and looked out across the large crowd in the distance. He wasn’t sure why the event coordinator needed to see him so urgently, but he would follow orders and stay where he was until she got here. Not that he had planned on going anywhere else in the meantime. He was already where he needed to be and where he had spent most of the evening so far. 
Several hundred yards away from the crowd and surrounded by fireworks in all directions. 
Jonny looked around at the result of his and his team’s efforts so far today and he felt pride at what they had accomplished. This was set to be one of the biggest and boldest pyrotechnic displays ever witnessed in this city and it was certainly the biggest display that he had ever been a part of. Hundreds of thousands of pounds had been spent on the seventy different types of rockets that were spaced out along the ground around him, just waiting for a spark to ignite them and send them screaming up into the sky. 
The people sponsoring this event wanted to make a bang this year. 
Literally. 
Jonny felt a wave of excitement roll over him as he visualised how this show was going to run when it got underway in just less than twenty minutes time. He and his team knew exactly what needed to be done and what order it needed to be done in and he couldn’t wait to get started. He’d always had a passion for fireworks, but tonight’s display was going to be unlike anything he had been a part of before. 
He had taken up his role with his Chinese employers two years earlier, having jumped at the chance to work with the company who had been responsible for some of the most iconic firework displays in recent memory. As a lifelong Pyrotechnician, Jonny had graduated from setting off fireworks in his parents’ back garden to now being in charge of one of the most expensive and ambitious displays ever attempted at a Bonfire Night event in the UK and indeed around the world. Tonight was the biggest night of his career, and he knew that if he pulled this show off without a hitch, then there would be even bigger tasks on the horizon for him. 
Royal events that were watched around the world. New Year’s celebrations in iconic places like New York or Sydney. Or maybe even the opening or closing ceremony at the next Olympics. 
Now that really would be a dream come true. 
But he knew he needed to remain focused on the task at hand because none of those things would be possible if tonight wasn’t a success first. 
Checking his watch again, he took a deep breath as he recognised that every second that slipped by was one second closer to him giving the word that would indicate to his crew that it was time to set off the arsenal of fireworks that surrounded him. The collection of explosives that he looked out over were expertly assembled and were now in the hands of several highly trained technicians. 
There was every kind of firework here. 
Chrysanthemum, Crosette, Kamuru, Cake and Barrage, Spider, Horsetail Shells, you name it, it was in this park right now and just waiting to be unleashed. 
Jonny had worked with all these different types before but never all at once and, while it would be a big challenge, he was ready for the show to begin. The people in the park tonight, as well as those within several miles in all directions, were about to see something epic and it would all begin at the say so of a forty-five-year-old man from Putney. 
Not bad, Jonny, not bad at all. 
Jonny walked across the grass and saw the silhouettes of several of his team members scurrying around and making their final checks on the explosive materials in the area. They were all dressed in black from head to toe, which was standard for those people working on a firework display because their dark clothing meant that they were less easy to spot by the crowd as they did the work that would result in a spectacular lights show. By being less visible to the crowd, they added to the illusion and mystique of a firework display and made it look as if the fireworks were erupting out from the ground spontaneously, instead of being controlled by a large team of people who might distract the eye with any bright clothing while they worked. 
A firework display was a special event, an occasion that brought people together and one of the very few things left in the world capable of getting people to look up from their mobile phones. Therefore, it had to be treasured and protected, and no detail could be spared or overlooked in the pursuit of the perfect display. 
Jonny had said as much when he had been interviewed for his place on this team, and his passion for pyrotechnics, as well as his vast experience, had obviously impressed because it hadn’t taken him long to be offered the job. He had known what he wanted to be since he was a young boy staring out of his bedroom window in winter and marvelling at the bright lights bursting on the horizon. He wanted to be a man who brought joy and awe to the world and the best way for him to do that was to deliver world-class firework displays to a rapt audience. Even better than that, he was doing it in his home city, less than three miles away from where he had grown up. It was a crisp, clear night and he smiled at the knowledge that many people in Putney would be able to see the fruits of his labour in a short time and somewhere amongst them there might be a young boy watching from his bedroom window and wishing that he too would one day be capable of causing such a display of magic. 
But there was no magic without preparation and hard work, so Jonny returned his thoughts to the immediate task at hand. 
There was still no sign of Zara but she would surely be here any moment, so he didn’t wander too far away from where she would be expecting him to be, which was alongside what looked like a huge minefield but was really just a space where all the fireworks were painstakingly arranged on the ground. 
Any good technician knew that selecting the fireworks for the display was the easy part. The hard part was getting them ready to go off in the correct sequence, at exactly the right time, and in synchronicity with the music that was being blasted out alongside them. Furthermore, there was a familiar tempo to all good firework displays and the audience demanded it, even if they weren’t consciously aware of what it was that they expected. The slow but solid start, the mild middle, the false ending, the dramatic pause, the gradual increase before, finally, the crescendo, when the music and the fireworks seemed to become one, climaxing in a deafening and visually-arresting cacophony of light, colour and sound. A multitude of “oooohs” and “ahhhhs” would be heard amidst the popping sounds above. But when it ended there would be only a brief moment of awestruck silence, before the inevitable outbreak of loud applause and animated chatter, as everybody in attendance excitedly discussed what they had just witnessed. 
To Jonny, a firework display was just as much a work of art as a painting, a sculpture, or a performance on a Broadway stage. It required talent, dedication and practice and the margin for error was as finite as it was in any other endeavour where an audience expected perfection and the performer demanded it. 
It was complex.
It was not guaranteed.
And it was almost time. 
“Jonny!” came a cry from the darkness, and Jonny turned to see Zara rushing towards him. 
“Hey,” he replied. “Careful where you stand!”
Zara weaved her way through the myriad of fireworks, giving them all a wide berth, before finally arriving beside Jonny, out of breath but still with the intense focus that she had displayed throughout all their meetings in the past.
“Is everything ready?” Zara asked him as she caught sight of the several shadowy figures checking on the fireworks in the distance. 
“Of course. All set for an eight-thirty start,” Jonny replied, confirming the time that had been agreed in a memo several weeks earlier. 
“Can we bump it up?” Zara asked him and Jonny frowned, wondering why his carefully planned evening was now being given an injection of speed and urgency. 
“What do you mean?” 
“I mean, can we bring the firework display forward a little?” 
“What’s a little?” 
“Like now,” Zara replied, looking at her phone and therefore not noticing the look of surprise on her pyrotechnician’s face. 
“You want to bring the display forward? As in, the display that we agreed at least four months ago would start at eight-thirty?” Jonny asked, hoping that Zara was going to look up from her phone in the next thirty seconds or he would have no choice but to take it from her and throw it across the dark field.   
“Can you do it? Yes or no?” Zara asked, looking up at Jonny and finally registering the confused expression on his face. She should probably have got her answer from that but she either missed the clues or ignored them because she forged on. “I need to know right now.”
“What’s happened?” Jonny asked, not wanting to commit to any sudden changes to his display without knowing why. 
“I don’t know exactly. But this whole event might be shut down in the next ten minutes so I need to know whether you can bring the display forward so all our money and effort doesn’t go to waste.”
She signalled to the vast array of fireworks on the ground around them to emphasise her point, but Jonny didn’t need to look at them. He knew exactly how many fireworks were there, he knew exactly how long it had taken to get them all ready and he knew exactly how much the whole thing had cost. Therefore, Zara didn’t need to emphasise to him how bad it would be if everything they had been painstakingly working on for the last several months were suddenly to amount to nothing. 
“Ten minutes?” Jonny asked, studying Zara’s face for information. 
“Or less,” Zara replied, unable to keep as calm and composed as the man she was talking to. 
“Okay,” Jonny said, finally taking his eyes off her and looking out across the project that was almost ready to go around him. “I think we can bring it forward.”
“How soon?” Zara asked, her calculating mind clearly needing an exact figure before she could leave. 
“I need to make a few final checks myself, but everything should be ready. I reckon I could get this display started in ten minutes.”
“Can you do it any sooner?” Zara queried and Jonny bit his tongue, because he knew that he couldn’t even hope to explain the complexities of what this display involved to her in the short time frame that they had to work with.
“Ten minutes max. It might be sooner. But we’ve advertised it as starting at eight thirty. Some people might not be here yet.”
“Let me deal with that. Just get to work and let me know when you’re ready,” Zara ordered, before turning and hurrying away back across the grass in the direction of the bonfire in the distance.
Jonny watched her go for a moment and wondered what it was that could have caused her to rush over here and give him his instructions. Surely she could have asked him over the radio and saved herself the trip? 
Unless she didn’t want anybody else to hear what they were discussing. 
She had mentioned something about the event potentially being shut down in the next ten minutes, so bringing the firework display forward was possibly not something that she wanted to make common knowledge. But she was the boss and so Jonny would follow her instructions. He would make his final checks with his team, but he already knew that everything would be ready to go. He ran a tight ship, so he had made sure everything was set by eight o’clock, a full thirty minutes before the display had originally been due to start. 
This was the biggest night of his career after all. 
There had been no way he was going to leave it to the last minute. 
Holding his walkie-talkie to his mouth, Jonny flicked the device onto the channel that his personal team was operating on and told them what was going to happen. They were going to finish what they were doing and meet him at the control point, where he was going to tell them the change of plans and determine if there were any reasons why they should maintain the eight-thirty start. If he didn’t hear any then he was going to tell them to get to their designated stations and prepare to begin the show. 
That whole process should take less than ten minutes, which was exactly how long Zara had given him to work with now. 
But that was fine. 
Jonny was going to deliver. 
He was going to give everybody in this park the best firework display they had ever witnessed.  



Melanie
20:09
Melanie Greeves wasn’t here for fireworks or bonfires or a snack from the food stalls. She was only here for one reason. 
Her boyfriend, Jamal. 
It had been his idea to come here and they had spoken about the night for many months beforehand. Jamal had displayed a passion for Bonfire Night that Melanie had never seen before, but then Jamal was the most passionate man she had ever met. He reminded her of being a child, when everything seemed possible and dreaming big was accepted instead of ridiculed. 
His passion had rubbed off on her during their three-year relationship, to the point where Melanie felt like a completely different woman to the one she used to be. She had been sleep-walking through the first twenty years of her life, but Jamal had woken her up and the last three years had been the best she had ever experienced. She knew what it meant to be in love now: real, deep love, which only those who have ever known it can understand. Her friends thought that her and Jamal’s relationship was too intense, which is why they are no longer her friends. Melanie had cut ties with them, and her family, when they voiced their concerns about her new boyfriend, but she didn’t regret it for a single second. They were just jealous of how happy she was with Jamal. They didn’t understand it and they didn’t even try to. 
But it didn’t matter because she didn’t need anybody else. 
She only needed Jamal. 
Melanie paused for a moment and watched a young girl trying to win a prize at one of the stalls where people pay to throw bean bags at metal cans. But the girl missed the cans with her three attempts and so there was no prize for her today. Melanie watched as the girl was consoled by her parents before they turned and walked into the crowd, and she kept her eyes on them until they completely disappeared amongst the mass of people. Only then did Melanie start walking again, not with any particular destination in mind, but because she preferred to keep moving rather than staying in one spot. 
Checking her watch, Melanie saw that she still had some time to kill before the firework display, so she decided to make another lap of the bonfire, sticking to the outer edges of the crowd so she could make her way around more easily. There were a lot more people here than she had anticipated but it wasn’t a problem. In fact, it made things easier for her. All the worries she had had before tonight seemed pointless now that she was actually here. 
Nobody was looking at her. 
Nobody noticed her. 
Nobody cared about what she had under her coat. 
Walking over the frost-hardened ground, Melanie thought again about the one man in this crowd who did care about her. Jamal was here with her too somewhere, although they had agreed to arrive separately and avoid each other once inside. But the thought of him being here amongst the crowd was enough to make Melanie smile, even if she would have preferred it if he was walking beside her and holding her hand. She knew she would get to see him again after tonight and when she did, it would be even better than all the other times they had been together in the past. He had promised her that, and she believed him because he had never been wrong so far. He had given her more love and compassion than any other human being had ever given her in her life before, so when Jamal told her that they would be together again soon then she had taken his word for it. 
She believed every single thing that he said. 
Melanie moved past the food and drink stalls on her circuit of the bonfire, noticing all the people tucking into hot dogs or swigging from their plastic cups of beer. They all seemed happy enough and there was once a time when Melanie would have been content with those same simple pleasures. But that was a long time ago and, now that Melanie had her eyes opened to the world, she could never go back to that soulless, consumerist life. These people here tonight weren’t bad people, they just didn’t understand what was really going on in the world. She didn’t blame them for that because there had been a time before when she hadn’t understood it either. But, thanks to Jamal, she now knew exactly what the world was like and it certainly wasn’t all smiling faces, hot dogs and beer. Maybe it was for the people here tonight, but it wasn’t like that for everybody. 
It definitely hadn’t been like that for Jamal. 
The first time she had met him, she had thought he was a little strange. He couldn’t make eye contact with her and he rarely spoke. She knew he was shy, but she was ashamed to say that she had also believed him to be a little weird, although that was mainly because of the things that her co-workers said about him. But she couldn’t have been more wrong about him and now she saw that it was her co-workers who were the weird ones and not the kind, gentle man who had come into her life and changed it for the better. 
They had met at the fast-food restaurant where Melanie had worked since leaving school at sixteen. Most of the people who worked there were around Melanie’s age, late-teens or early-twenties, and almost all came from the same area of London that she did. That was why it had been unusual to arrive at work one day and see the new guy clearing the tables in the restaurant. 
He wasn’t as young as them and he didn’t come from the same place as them either, although it took a long time to actually determine where it was that he did come from, because he didn’t tell them. And he definitely didn’t behave like any of the other employees at the restaurant, including Melanie. They all spent their shifts cracking jokes, doing the bare minimum amount of work and generally hating every minute of their time there. But Jamal wasn’t like that. He didn’t make jokes or join in with any childish conversations. He was a hard worker, keeping his head down and his mind on the task at hand, which was mainly wiping tables or taking out the rubbish. Most strangely of all, he seemed happy to be there, never complaining about the work, never phoning in sick and always happy to pick up an extra shift when somebody wanted a Saturday night off to go and get drunk with their friends. 
It was easy to see why Melanie and her co-workers had initially tagged him as ‘weird’.
But while the rest of the employees at the restaurant had made little effort to get to know Jamal and have their perception of him changed, Melanie had taken the opportunity to learn more about the mysterious man when the pair of them had been alone together at the end of a shift one night. Having worked in silence for almost an hour, which was common when working with Jamal, Melanie had taken a break from cleaning down the service counter and turned to look at the man working away quietly beside her. 
“Do you like working here?” Melanie had asked Jamal, which was the only thing she could think to ask him at the time. 
Jamal had suddenly stopped his own cleaning duties and looked at Melanie, although only for a brief second, before returning his eyes to the metallic counter in front of them. Then he shrugged and went back to work. 
But Melanie wasn’t prepared to let him off so easily. They still had another thirty minutes left in their shift that night and she needed something that was going to make those minutes tick by more quickly. Conversation was her only hope at that point. 
“Where do you come from? I don’t think you’ve ever actually told me,” she had asked Jamal, hoping that a more personal question would be the key to unlocking the enigma that this man seemed to be. 
“You’ve never asked me before,” Jamal had replied without looking up, and Melanie had realised then that he was right. She had never asked him. She had barely even spoken to him. Instead, she had just laughed and gossiped with the rest of her colleagues about who Jamal was, where he came from and what he was doing working at a rubbish fast-food restaurant in a low-end part of London. She had felt awful when she realised that, so had apologised for it and asked again. 
“Why do you want to know about me?” Jamal had replied this time, still avoiding eye contact and still giving very little away. 
Melanie had thought about giving up there and then and just going back to working in silence until the end of the shift, but something had made her keep pressing him for information.
“I don’t know, I’m just making conversation,” she had replied. “You can ask me questions if you like?”
Jamal’s eyes had flickered in her direction at that offer, but he had still been reluctant to open up to her, so Melanie had taken the lead and proceeded to talk about herself without invitation. 
“So I’m from Croydon. Been here all my life. I grew up about ten minutes from here, just off Havelock Road. It’s not great but it’s home. My family and friends are all here, so I don’t think I’ll ever leave. Not that I get on that well with my family. They don’t pay me much attention. I still live with my parents but it’s only because I can’t afford my own place. And all my friends have boyfriends so I can’t exactly live with them. Wouldn’t want to be a third wheel, you know what I mean? Plus, they all ask me when I’m going to leave here and get a proper job.”
Jamal had stopped wiping the counter and turned to look at Melanie, holding her gaze for the first time ever. 
“What’s wrong with this job?” Jamal had asked, rather innocently, Melanie had noted. 
“Well it’s not exactly the best job in the world, is it?” she had replied.
“It’s okay,” Jamal had said, before going back to his cleaning. 
Up to that point, Melanie hadn’t seen much from Jamal to disprove her colleagues’ theory that he was weird. But that all started to change after he spoke again a moment later. 
“I’m from Syria. I’m a refugee. I don’t have any family or friends here. But I like this job.”
It had been that simple statement that had taught Melanie an important lesson. It had taught her not to make judgements about people just because they looked and acted differently than the people she was used to being around. If you want to get to know somebody then you should ask them, not engage in rumours about them behind their back. 
Talk to them. 
Open up to them. 
And maybe then they will finally open up in return. 
That was how it had been between her and Jamal and they had grown closer ever since that night. They had started spending time together after their shifts at the restaurant, hanging out in the park or taking walks around London, where Melanie would show Jamal all the sights that the capital had to offer. She had discovered that there was a bright and inquisitive mind behind the shyness, and that Jamal was just as interesting and funny as anybody else she knew who happened to be more outgoing. But it had been a shame that nobody else had given Jamal a chance like she had. Her colleagues at the restaurant teased her when they found out she had been spending time with him outside of work and even her own friends said it was weird that she was hanging around with somebody like him. They made racist remarks and Melanie had found herself defending him, and, in the process, withdrawing from her friends and falling more into the arms of Jamal. 
It hadn’t taken long until they were spending almost every minute together outside of work, lying on the mattress in the bedroom of Jamal’s shared accommodation, watching films and talking about the state of the world. Jamal had spoken with passion about his family and friends back home, many of whom had sadly been killed during the conflicts of the last several years, but whom he knew he would be reunited with one day again thanks to his firm religious beliefs. Melanie had found solace from her own troubles by being with Jamal and after a while, she didn’t care about seeing her own family and friends anymore. After some of the things they had said about her boyfriend, and after hearing about the hardships he had been through back in his homeland, Melanie only wanted to be with Jamal, where it felt like nothing else mattered and nothing could ever come between them. 
Days turned into months, and months turned into years, and by then, Melanie’s whole world revolved around her boyfriend. She had even left her job at the restaurant after Jamal had told her he could support them with his wage, which had allowed her to relax and spend even more time in his bedroom, watching videos he recommended to her on YouTube and other websites that he liked to browse outside of work. It was during this long period of time that Melanie had learnt the real truth about what governments like her own had done to the people in Syria and the devastation that people like Jamal had endured. She understood why he had come here to seek shelter, but she also understood why he hated British politics and regularly cursed the men in power in the country he now called home. She understood why he liked to watch videos about militants who vowed revenge on those foreign armies who had bombed his home nation and killed everybody he ever cared about, because she would have been just as angry if she had lost everybody she cared about in a senseless conflict. And she even understood why he would spend some of his money on items that could be used to build explosive devices in his bedroom, because it was a way of him getting redemption for his lost brothers and sisters who had never had the chance that Jamal did to have a full life and fall in love. 
Now, as Melanie walked on the fringes of the crowd around the bonfire, she was wearing one of those explosive devices that Jamal had so expertly constructed in his room while he had sung to her his favourite song from back home. Jamal was also wearing one of those devices and he too was in this park somewhere, ready to take action in honour of all those whom he had lost back home. 
Soon, the fireworks would start and when they did, Melanie and Jamal would detonate their devices. 
She was to go first and then he would follow. 
Then they would be together forever and finally out of the world that never did understand or care for people like them. 



Carol *
20:10
Carol Heath squeezed her husband’s hand tightly as the pair of them made their way back from the food stall, where they had just purchased two hot dogs and a cup of coffee to share. They had already eaten their evening meal before coming out tonight but neither of them had been able to resist the smell from the hot dog stand when they had arrived, so they were now ready to eat again. But Carol didn’t care. She had stopped worrying about silly things like diets a long time ago. Life was too short not to give yourself a little bit of what you wanted. 
And right now, she wanted this hot dog. 
“Ow, that’s hot!” her husband, Steve, exclaimed as he pulled his mouth away from the freshly cooked sausage and bun that he was holding in his hands. 
“Of course it is, it’s only just come off the grill,” Carol replied, chuckling at her partner’s impatience. “Give it a minute to cool down.”
Steve grumpily did as he was told, seemingly still not having learnt to take his time with his food despite now being in his late fifties. Carol also took her time with her food, eager to tuck in but aware that to do so this soon after receiving it would only result in her burning her tongue like her husband had just done. 
“Shall we go and stand over there? It’s quite busy here,” Carol suggested, pointing to an area of the clearing that didn’t look as rammed as the one they were currently fighting for space in. 
Steve nodded and led the way, with Carol following behind closely, so as not to risk losing her husband in the heaving park. 
Tonight’s excursion to the large bonfire and firework display in Battersea Park had been Carol’s idea, suggested as a fun thing for the couple to do instead of staying at home and watching the fireworks from the upstairs bedroom like they usually did. Ideally, Carol would be spending the evening with the rest of her family, like her daughter, Francesca and her husband, David, and their son, Jack. But they had gone away for the weekend, taking the opportunity to get away from London and head into the British countryside for three nights in a log cabin. 
Carol had been disappointed to learn they were going away for the weekend, but not surprised, as Francesca always tended to book a mini-break for her family at this time of year. She did so under the guise of it being a celebration for Jack’s birthday, as the little boy had been born in the first week of November and was turning seven this particular year. But Carol knew that there was another reason why Francesca always liked to get away at this time of year. It was because this was the time that also marked the anniversary of the death of her brother, Carol and Steve’s son, Ben, who had passed away from cancer at the tragically young age of nineteen. 
Therefore, this time of year was always one that came with mixed emotions for the close-knit family. While Francesca was using a weekend get-away with her husband and son to take her mind off the bad memories, Carol hoped that a night at the fireworks would do the same for her and Steve. 
So far, it had been working well. 
After arriving and getting Steve a drink at the beer tent, the couple had meandered through the crowd, taking in all the sights, sounds and smells that were on offer at this time of year. The crackle of the bonfire. The fizz of the fireworks in the distance. And the smell of smoke in the air, mixed in with the aroma of cooked meats, which had ultimately been what had tempted them towards the hot dog stand to fill their bellies even more. Now Carol and Steve had found a quieter spot in the clearing to enjoy their snacks before witnessing the firework display that was due to begin at eight-thirty. So far, so good. 
Even if Steve had managed to burn his tongue. 
As they tucked into their meals, the couple watched as two men walked past them carrying what looked like a homemade doll, although the doll itself was at least 6ft long and looked remarkably realistic. The doll was wearing bundles of old clothes and a hat and a man’s face had been painted on the head, which seemed to be made from papier-mache. Behind the two men carrying the doll came a trail of schoolchildren, all walking in a line and singing a song as they went. 
“Remember, remember the fifth of November, gunpowder, treason and plot. 
We see no reason, why gunpowder treason, should ever be forgot!
Guy Fawkes, t’was his intent, to blow up King and Parliament. 
Three score barrels were laid below, to prove old England’s overthrow.
By God’s mercy, he was catch’d, with a darkened lantern and burning match. 
So, holler boys, holler girls, let the bells ring, 
Holler boys, holler girls, God save the King!”
Carol and Steve watched as the singing children moved past them, all following the men who were carrying the effigy of Guy Fawkes towards the bonfire in the centre of the clearing. 
“How cute,” Carol observed as they watched the children disappear into the crowd. 
“Yeah, there’s nothing cuter than a load of schoolchildren on their way to burn somebody alive,” Steve replied, before attempting another bite out of his hot dog. 
“Don’t be silly,” Carol said, chuckling at her husband’s sarcasm. “Do you remember when Francesca and Ben had to take something into school to put on their Guy?”
“Of course I do. You gave Ben one of my favourite t-shirts!” Steve cried, speaking through a mouthful of sausage and bread roll. 
“That t-shirt was old and needed to go” Carol confirmed, smiling at the old memory. 
“Maybe, but it didn’t need to be burned!” Steve replied. “No wonder I’m always running out of things to wear!”   
“I’ve told you, you need to buy more clothes if you’re running out,” Carol advised, secretly aware of the fact that she regularly threw away some of her husband’s old clothes in a sneaky bid to make him update his dated wardrobe more often. 
“I’m sure you’re throwing my clothes away,” Steve mumbled through another mouthful of meat. 
“Of course not,” Carol replied, even though that was exactly what she was doing. 
Steve took another couple of big mouthfuls and suddenly his hot dog was gone, which was in contrast to Carol’s, which she had been nibbling like a mouse for the last few minutes. 
“Wouldn’t mind another beer to wash it down with now,” Steve said hopefully, whilst glancing towards the beer tent that they had already visited tonight. 
“I thought we’d agreed that you were going to cut down on your drinking? Just until the doctors find out what’s been causing your symptoms,” Carol told him, not wanting to be the authoritarian but just worried about her husband’s recent health episodes. 
“I’ve told you, there’s nothing wrong with me and they’ve said the same thing. All the tests have come back fine,” Steve reminded her, which was true but still didn’t explain why he had been tripping and stumbling so much since the summer. 
“I know, I just don’t think it’s a good idea to do anything that might exacerbate your condition until we know more,” Carol said, before nibbling away at her hot dog again, which by now had almost gone cold. 
“My condition? We don’t even know that I have a condition yet!” Steve cried, already tiring of this conversation because it was one that they had held numerous times over the past couple of months. 
“Okay, if you want a beer, go and get a beer then,” Carol conceded. “But if you trip up again then how will we know if it’s another symptom or just because you’ve had too much to drink?”
“One more beer is hardly going to put me over my limit,” Steve replied, letting out a loud sigh and surely longing for the days when his wife wasn’t so worried about his health. 
“Fine, go and get another drink. I’ll wait for you here,” Carol said curtly, annoyed and wanting to make sure that her husband noticed it. 
“I will,” Steve replied, before marching off across the grass in the direction of the beer tent on the other side of the clearing. 
Carol decided she had had enough of her hot dog and put it into the nearest bin without finishing it. She could have saved it for Steve but she was mad at him so that was his punishment. She was mad that he wasn’t paying attention to her concerns about his drinking and frustrated that he didn’t seem to be as concerned about his symptoms as she was. It wasn’t that Steve was a heavy drinker but Carol had hoped that he could hold off on the alcohol consumption until the doctors had at least found out what it was that had been causing the issues with his balance. Her husband was right that all the tests he had been made to take part in so far had not revealed any issues, but that didn’t mean the investigation would stop. They still needed to find out what was sometimes causing him to trip, stumble or even fall on occasion and Carol hoped that he would share in her concern until they had the answers. 
But not many people could get in the way of Steve when he wanted a beer, least of all his wife. 
He was stubborn but she had to love him for that. 
As Carol waited for her husband to return with his drink, she took the opportunity to get her phone from her handbag and take a couple of photos of the bonfire. It was perhaps a little too dark for pictures, but it was hopefully nothing that a little editing couldn’t solve.
As Carol took out her phone, she saw the notification on screen from one of her social media apps, telling her that she had ‘memories’ to look back on today. There was nothing unusual in a message like that because most social media apps liked to flag up anniversaries or past events or simply anything that would get the user to go back onto their site and spend more time scrolling. But Carol wasn’t tempted to open this particular memory because she knew what it was. 
It was a photo of her, Steve, Francesca and Ben, at a bonfire party several years ago. The four of them were each holding a sparkler and smiling at the camera. The picture had been taken by somebody else at the party, which had been held as a large family get-together, and the type of occasion that seemed to happen less as people got older. 
It wasn’t that Carol resisted looking at old photos of Ben. She had a home full of them and regularly allowed herself to look back on happier times when her son was alive. But it was just that tonight was about making a new memory, for her and her husband, just like Francesca was making new memories with her own family too. There was time for reflection and there was time for living in the present, and tonight, Carol was determined to do the latter. 
That was why she waited for Steve to return with his beer before telling him what she wanted him to do. 
“Let’s get a photo together,” she told her husband, just as soon as he had arrived back carrying his plastic cup of lager. 
“Haven’t we got enough photos?” Steve asked, taking a gulp from his frothy drink. 
“You can never have too many,” Carol reminded him, before ushering him closer towards her so she could get the right shot. 
The kids called them ‘selfies’ but whatever they were called, Carol had never really been able to master the art of taking a photograph of herself and, try as she did, she just wasn’t able to get herself, Steve, and the bonfire all in the same shot. 
“That’s one for the mantelpiece,” Steve observed wryly, as he and Carol looked at the blurry photograph Carol had taken of them, where Steve’s head was out of frame and Carol’s eyes weren’t even looking at the camera. 
“I think we’d better ask somebody to take it for us,” Carol decided, looking around for a suitable person to ask. “What about him?” 
Carol gestured to the man in the beanie hat who was walking towards them, arm in arm with a brunette woman. 
“Okay, ask him,” Steve replied, taking another hearty swig from his beer. 
“Can’t you ask him?” Carol suggested, not wanting to be the one to impose on another person. 
“Why do I have to ask him? You’re the one who wants a photo,” Steve cried, and Carol had to admit that he did have a good point. 
It was clearly up to her to ask the man for a photo or it wasn’t going to happen. Therefore, Carol put on her friendliest smile and approached the man and his partner. 
“Excuse me, sorry to bother you. Could you possibly take a photo of me and my husband?” Carol asked, smiling and hoping that she hadn’t just spoilt a romantic moment between the couple. 
The man in the beanie hat looked at the phone in Carol’s hand but didn’t seem in any rush to take it, until the woman on his arm gave him a nudge and told him to do so. 
“Of course, no problem,” the pleasant woman said, smiling back at Carol and nudging her partner towards the phone. 
“Er, yeah, sure, no problem,” her boyfriend eventually conceded, taking the phone and holding it up. 
Carol quickly took her place beside her husband and checked back over her shoulder to make sure they had the right backdrop. 
“Try and get the bonfire in if you can!” she told the man, who nodded and said he would do his best. 
Carol put her arm around her husband’s back and smiled as they posed for the photo. Then she hurried back over towards her phone while Steve took the chance to have another drink of his beer. 
“Thank you so much for that,” Carol told the man as she took her phone back from him. 
“No problem,” the man replied, before turning to walk away with his own partner. 
“Have a good evening,” Carol shouted after the pair, who waved back and replied with the same. 



Lindsey *
20:11
Lindsey Beattie and her boyfriend, Diego, walked away from the couple whose photo they had just taken and continued on towards the game stalls up ahead. But as they went, Lindsey couldn’t help looking back over her shoulder at the woman they had just left behind. 
“What’s the matter?” Diego asked her, slightly readjusting his beanie hat over his ears as he walked. 
“I’m sure I recognise that woman from somewhere,” Lindsey replied, glancing back again at the woman and trying to place where she knew her from in her mind. 
“She’s probably stopped you for a photo before,” Diego quipped, referring to the fact that the woman had just stopped them for that very reason whilst they had been enjoying a peaceful stroll together. 
“No, that’s not it,” Lindsey said, stopping and turning around fully so she could look back at the woman. 
“Are you sure?” Diego asked her, seemingly sceptical about his girlfriend’s claim to recognise a random stranger in a busy park on Bonfire night. 
“The train!” Lindsey said suddenly. “I saw her on the train once. In the Underground. She was crying. That’s where I know her from.” 
Diego turned and looked back at the woman in question and frowned. 
“Crying? What was wrong with her?” 
“I don’t know, I didn’t ask!” Lindsey replied. “I just remember she was sitting opposite me, and she looked upset.”
“Well she looks happy enough now,” Diego observed, before turning back around to continue on their walk. 
“Yeah, she does,” Lindsey replied, smiling at the sight of the older woman and her partner moving away across the clearing in the opposite direction. “Just like me and you!” Lindsey cried, linking her arm back into Diego’s and walking on with him. 
“You’re so cheesy,” Diego told her, and Lindsey laughed but she didn’t care. She was in love and she wasn’t going to deny her happiness to the world. 
Just then, the sound of cheering and applause caught the couple’s attention and they turned to look to their right, in the direction of the huge bonfire that was raging in the distance. There, they saw what looked like an effigy being slowly lowered onto the top of the fire, using a rope and pulley system. In front of the fire, a large group of children were gathered, and they cheered when the effigy caught alight and started to burn as it descended further and further into the flames. 
“That’s a bit sadistic, isn’t it?” Lindsey observed, frowning at the sight of the children dancing around an open fire as the startingly life-like doll was swallowed by the inferno. 
“It’s bonfire night, what do you expect?” Diego asked. “Come on, let’s have a go on this one.”
He led Lindsey towards the stall in front of them, where a small crowd was gathered to watch as players attempted to knock over metal cans with a bean bag. The couple squeezed their way closer to the front, just in time to see the young player turn away in disappointment after failing to knock over the last remaining can on the shelf. 
“So close! Better luck next time! Who wants to have a go next?” 
The loud cries belonged to the Cockney man operating the stall and he kept on talking to the audience as he retrieved the cans and bean bags from the floor and set them up for the next game. 
“How much?” Diego called out to the man as he took out his wallet. 
“Three pounds for three bean bags or a fiver for six!” the stall owner replied, walking away from the shelves that now contained the re-assembled metal cans, and placing the bean bags down on the table in front of the crowd. 
“I’ll have a bit of that,” Diego said, taking out a five-pound note and handing it to the man. 
“Lovely,” the man replied, taking the money and quickly putting it into the wallet that was fastened around his waist.
“What are the prizes?” Diego asked, picking up the bean bags and feeling their weight. 
“If you knock them all down, you win a toy!” the man replied, pointing to the array of giant soft toys that were lined up on the top shelf of the stall. 
Lindsey saw that most of them were replicas of famous Disney characters and there were plenty of children in the crowd who were watching on and presumably waiting for their turn to have a go at winning one of the prizes. 
“Which one do you want?” Diego asked her, as he tossed one of the bean bags up and down in his hands. 
“You haven’t won yet” Lindsey replied, but Diego flashed her the cheeky smile that she had come to love ever since she had met him on the Underground back in June. 
“Don’t worry about that. Which one would you pick?” Diego asked again and Lindsey admired his confidence, even if it turned out to be misplaced. 
Turning back to the row of toys, Lindsey looked across them before her eyes settled on the bright orange and white fish in the corner. 
“Nemo,” Lindsey told him, allowing her inner child a brief moment to escape. That little fish was her favourite Disney character after all. 
“Nemo it is then,” Diego said confidently, rolling back his shoulders and preparing to take his first turn at knocking off the metal cans. 
“You ready?” the stall owner asked Diego, who gave him the thumbs up and confirmed that he was. 
“Game on!” the man shouted, ringing a bell that he kept on a side table, and that was surely used as a way of attracting further attention to his particular stall. 
Diego gripped the first bean bag tightly, took aim and launched it towards the metal cans, hitting the pile just off-centre and successfully knocking two of them to the floor. 
“Good start,” the stall owner commented. 
Four metal cans remained on the shelf and Diego prepared to throw again. 
This time though, he somehow missed them all, which caused the stall owner to smile. 
“Unlucky,” he said with a wry grin, which Lindsey noticed only seemed to make Diego more determined. 
“Come on,” she told him, giving her boyfriend her support whilst also secretly now having her heart set on the giant Nemo teddy that could be coming home with them tonight. 
Diego took aim with his third bean bag and fired, managing to knock over another two cans this time. That left two cans on the shelves and he still had three bean bags to go. 
“Well done,” Lindsey said to him, feeling like it was just a matter of time until she had Nemo in her arms. 
“Two more to knock down! Can he do it?” the stall owner asked the crowd who had gathered around to watch. Several of them shouted some kind of a reply, and Lindsey smiled at all the children who were watching her boyfriend try to beat the game and win the prize. 
She knew that he was going to be victorious here because he was the kind of person who always was. Confident, attractive, ambitious. Lindsey couldn’t believe that she had landed herself a man like Diego, but now she had, there was no way she was going to let him go. She was only twenty-three, but she felt happier with him than she had been even during her fun-filled days at university or travelling the world. She hadn’t expected to find love at such a young age, and certainly not on a tube train in Central London, but it had been a blessing that she had, and she couldn’t believe her luck. 
Diego was ten years older than her, and, while some of her friends still thought that was an issue, she had seen nothing but benefits to that. He was more mature than the guys her age, as well as being far more accomplished and financially stable, which were things that made him just as attractive as his looks and his personality. She loved that he was so dedicated to his law career and was determined to become partner at the firm in the hopefully not-too-distant future. It was a shame that he had to work such long hours in the pursuit of his goal, and that he was required to spend so many nights away from Lindsey as he worked in the office, but that was a small price to pay for trying to achieve his dreams and Lindsey wouldn’t begrudge him that. But it was also why she was determined to make the most of the time they did spend together, and it was why she had dragged him along to this bonfire event tonight. 
Diego hadn’t been too keen about the idea of spending the evening outside in freezing temperatures but Lindsey had insisted, promising him that they could spend the rest of the night getting drunk in a pub somewhere as soon as the firework display was over. That had been enough to convince him to come along with her to Battersea Park and now the two of them were appreciating a rare but enjoyable evening together. 
And it was about to get even better if Diego could knock over the last two metal cans with the three bean bags he still had to use. 
Lindsey watched as Diego took aim with his fourth throw and launched the bean bag in the direction of the cans. 
Miss. 
“Unnnnnlucky!” the stall owner cried, but the grin on his face revealed how pleased he actually was to see Diego fail. “Two bags left, can he do it?” 
A few children in the crowd cheered and said that he could, and Lindsey appreciated their support for her boyfriend. Not only did she want to win the toy now, but she also wanted to see the grin wiped off the smug face of the stall owner. He had probably made a fortune here tonight taking money from children, so now it was time for an adult to give him a little pay back and finally win one of his prizes. 
“Come on, you’ve got this,” Lindsey told Diego as he prepared to take his penultimate go.
Diego took his time with his next attempt, making sure he had his throw lined up perfectly, before launching the bag towards the two cans on the shelf. 
He hit them both but only one fell off, clattering onto the floor and causing the crowd to cheer at his success. 
One down, one to go. 
With one bean bag remaining, everybody watching knew it came down to this last attempt. A hush fell over the stall, but it was quickly disrupted by the stall owner who wasn’t going to miss his last opportunity to engage in some mind games with his contestant. 
“There’s only one can left, surely you won’t miss this?” the man said to Diego, who wisely ignored him and remained focused on the task at hand. 
“Take your time,” Lindsey advised her boyfriend, not that she felt like he needed any advice. He seemed to be just as confident as always and the smile on his face was proof of that. 
“Come on guys, make some noise!” he suddenly said, turning to the crowd of people who were watching him and putting his hands together to tell them all to clap. 
Most people around them took the hint and started clapping their hands together, encouraging the player and increasing the tension that was already in the air. 
It was amazing how much excitement could be generated from throwing a bean bag at a metal can. 
Allowing the anticipation to reach a crescendo, Diego took his time before finally picking up the bean bag and holding it up in the air. The clapping continued, faster now, as Diego brought his arm back and finally threw the bag in the direction of the solitary can on the shelf. 
The crowd held their breath. The stall owner held his breath. And Lindsey held her breath. 
She wanted Nemo. 
She was so close to Nemo...
The bean bag soared through the air for what felt like an eternity but was really no more than a couple of seconds, before slamming hard into the body of the metal can and bouncing off. The can wobbled and almost went airborne for a second before somehow managing to stay standing on the shelf. 
The bean bag flopped to the floor. 
The game was over. 
Diego had lost. 
“Unnnnnlucky! Better luck next time!” the stall owner cried, clapping his hands and scurrying back into action to collect up the bean bags and cans that were strewn across the floor. 
“What just happened?”  Diego asked Lindsey, staring at the can and wondering why it hadn’t fallen off when he had hit it just like all the other ones that had fallen. 
“So close babe, I’m still proud,” Lindsey said, giving her man a kiss on the cheek, even though she was secretly a little disappointed that she wouldn’t be going home with the large toy fish this evening after all. 
“This game is rigged!” Diego said, unable to let it go. “I hit that can fair and square, but it didn’t fall off.” 
“I’m sorry man, you have to knock all the cans off the shelf to win a prize. Those are the rules,” the stall owner reminded him as he restacked the metal cans and prepared for the next contestant. 
“Babe, don’t worry about it,” Lindsey said, taking Diego’s arm and trying to ease him away from the stall. 
But Diego wasn’t having it. 
“No, you cheated. This isn’t fair!” he called out to the man on the stall, who by now was already receiving money from another person who was looking to try their luck on his game. 
“Hey buddy, do me a favour. You had your go, let somebody else have theirs now, yeah?” the man told Diego, sliding more money into the wallet around his waist and handing the bean bags over to the next player. 
“This is bullshit,” Diego said under his breath and Lindsey was tempted to agree. But it wasn’t worth starting an argument over. 
“Come on, it’s just a silly game. Let’s go get a drink,” she told him as she finally got him to leave his position at the front of the stall and turn away, back towards the bonfire. 
Lindsey glanced back over her shoulder as she left and saw a young boy taking his shot at knocking off the metal cans with the bean bags. 
She also noticed the stall owner was watching them leave with a wide grin on his face. 
He had their money. 
And he was very pleased about it. 



Archie
20:12
Archie Brownlow loved taking money from gullible people. It was his favourite pastime and, incredibly, he had managed to parlay it into a full-time job. Running a games stall at a bonfire night event probably wasn’t most people’s idea of a successful career but Archie loved every minute of it. That’s because he knew the game was rigged in his favour, so events like these were just one big opportunity to make easy cash. 
And cash was his best friend. 
“Unnnlucky!” Archie cried as yet another player failed to knock over the last remaining metal can on the shelf. Of course, luck had nothing to do with it and the only reason the solitary can hadn’t been knocked off yet was because it was full of sand which made it heavy enough to withstand a blow from a flying bean bag. Yes, Archie was conning people out of their money, but it was all just fun and games. Nobody really expected to win anything at a stall like this and if they did then more fool them. It was just supposed to be a bit of light-hearted fun. Pay a few pounds and have a go, then leave and go find something else to spend your money on. But while it was small change to the people playing, it was big money for Archie. 
All those pound coins and five-pound notes added up over the evening and, on a night like this with a crowd as large as this one, Archie expected to make hundreds of pounds in profits. He didn’t expect to have to hand any prizes out either but, just to avoid any suspicion from the event’s organisers, he was prepared to switch out the ‘sand can’ for one that was more legal, if anybody should make a complaint against him. He didn’t expect they would but some people were funny about losing money, even in a silly game like this one, and there had already been a couple of people tonight who had voiced their concerns. One of them had been the man in a beanie hat a moment ago, who had thankfully just walked away, but not before accusing Archie of cheating. Of course, the stall owner had laughed this off, even though it was technically true. But so what if he was cheating a little just to make some extra money? He couldn’t be handing out prizes every turn, that just wasn’t a sustainable business model for an entrepreneur like Archie. 
And he did consider himself to be an entrepreneur, after all. 
Archie gathered up the loose cans and bean bags from the ground again as he eagerly anticipated filling the wallet around his waist with even more funds tonight. There was a healthy-sized crowd gathered at his stall and he knew all of them had come with money to spend. All he needed to do now was coax that money out of their pockets and into his. Fortunately, that was something he was good at, having been blessed with what is most commonly referred to as ‘the gift of the gab’. That endearing term was used to describe somebody who was skilled in the art of conversation and, in particular, in getting people to do what they wanted with nothing more than words. Archie certainly knew how to do that, using his confident and chatty personality to entertain the crowd and make it seem like he was their best friend. In reality, he was just a guy hoping to take their money.  
“Step right up, don’t be shy! Come and have a go if you think you’re good enough! Three pound for three throws! A fiver for six! Knock all the cans off and the prize is yours! Winner winner, chicken dinner! Come on lovely people, don’t just stand around and watch. Have a go and try and win it yourself!” 
Archie expertly juggled three bean bags in his hands to attract even further attention to himself, drawing the admiration of the numerous children who were in the crowd watching him. It wasn’t long until somebody else stepped forward and offered to put their money into Archie’s hand, which he was happy to take in exchange for giving them a go at a game they were never going to win. 
“Good girl, I’ve got a feeling this is going to be your lucky night!” Archie cried to the blonde woman who had just handed him three pound coins. “Here you go, three bean bags for the lovely lady. Take your time, no rush. Knock all the cans off and win a prize of your choice.”
Archie stepped to the side and folded his arms as he waited for the woman to take her throws. He wasn’t expecting much from this particular player, but it was often the ones you expected least from who turned out to be the best. But in this case, it quickly became apparent that Archie had been correct in his assessment of the woman’s game-playing prowess. She proceeded to miss every single metal can with her three throws and the game was over quickly. More profit and still no prizes given out. 
That was just the way Archie liked it. 
If anybody in the crowd at the bonfire tonight was wondering how a sixty-year-old man ended up running a children’s game on a stall in a cold park in London, then they needed only to ask Archie because he would have been happy to tell them. That’s because he was a man who was proud of his upbringing and wasn’t shy in extolling the virtues that his father had instilled in him as a youngster. Those virtues were all about hard work, pride and creativity and Archie certainly possessed those things in abundance. He had worked almost every single day of his life since he had left school at sixteen, he took pride in that fact and, most of all, he was creative in the various ways that he made money. 
If somebody had asked Archie to produce his curriculum vitae then he would have had some trouble doing it, not because he didn’t have a good employment history but because he had such an extensive one. Name an industry and there was a good chance that Archie had worked in it. Construction, manufacturing, sales, retail, hospitality. Archie had done it all, or at least he had spent some time doing it until he had discovered another get-rich-quick scheme and jumped ship to try his hand at that one instead. 
He’d flogged car parts to garages all over London. He’d sold clothes out of the back of his van. He’d started an import/export business out of the shed at the bottom of his grandad’s garden. And he’d even helped construct part of the Shard, although he’d been forced to leave that job after the manager had noticed several tools going missing from the site. Archie had done it all in his sixty years on Earth and he certainly wasn’t shy of a hard day’s work. 
His ‘cheeky chappy’ personality meant that he had always been able to talk his way into any job, which was how he had once spent four days working for the British government before they figured out that he had lied on his CV and hadn’t actually gained a doctorate in Political Science from Cambridge University. Basically, Archie was prepared to do anything to make money and he had proven that over the years. That was why it was puzzling and frustrating for him to be reaching his elder years and still be no closer to having enough money in the bank to live the kind of lifestyle that he felt he deserved. He wasn’t asking for millions, but he would like a nice Bentley and a villa out in Spain. 
That wasn’t too much to ask now, was it?
As it was, Archie was still out on the streets of London day after day, peddling his wares and doing anything he could think of to make his fortune. Which was why he was currently here, standing on a stall surrounded by bean bags, metal cans and giant fluffy Disney characters, trying to extract as much money as he could from anybody in the area. He had decided that fairground-style games were the way to go and could be the guaranteed source of income that would propel him to the promised land of untold fortunes. 
From rags-to-riches was how Archie liked to think of it. It didn’t matter that it had mainly been rags so far, he was sure that the riches were just around the corner and he had been sure of that same thing for the last sixty years. The truth was he’d started trying to make money when he was a little baby, taking money from his mother’s purse when she wasn’t looking or constantly rummaging around at the back of the sofa cushions when he realised that his father sometimes lost his loose change down there. He had been after making a quick-quid since childhood and he hadn’t stopped yet, even now as he was hurtling towards the time when most people were removing themselves from the working world and embracing the concept of retirement. But Archie had no plans to retire yet. Not until he was rich and certainly not while there were so many gullible people in the world whom he could extract funds from. 
And nowhere were people more gullible than when they were standing around beside a game where you only had to knock over a few metal cans in order to win a prize. 
Archie quickly restacked the cans on the shelf before spinning back around to face the crowd and waiting for the next ‘sucker’ to step forward and give him their money. 
“Roll up, roll up! Do you think you can knock all these cans off this shelf with these bean bags? If so, then put your money where your mouth is! Three pounds for three bean bags, or a fiver for six! Who wants some of that action? How about you, lovely lady?” 
Archie set his sights on the mild-mannered-looking brunette woman who was standing on the outskirts of the crowd. He had seen her positioned there for a while, so could determine that she was tempted by the game and the prospect of winning. She didn’t look like his usual customer, considering she was in her forties and didn’t seem to have come with a child or even a partner in tow. A single, middle-aged woman, hanging around a stall full of kid’s prizes. It didn’t make much sense to Archie, but then again, he didn’t really care. He only wanted her money, not her life story. 
“What do you say? Do you want a go?” Archie asked again, holding out the bean bags in the direction of the woman, who so far had failed to respond to his attempts to get her to play the game. 
Several people in the crowd turned to look at her, curious as to who Archie was directing his questions at, and only then did the woman give an answer. 
“No, I’m okay, thank you,” she told Archie, in a voice barely loud enough to be heard over the bonfire and the voices of the people that surrounded it. 
“Come on, you look like you want to have a go!” Archie replied, not letting her off the hook that easily. He was trying to make money of course, but he wasn’t lying when he said that the woman looked like she wanted to have a go. She hadn’t taken her eyes off the metal cans on the shelves in the whole time she had been standing there. 
“Go on, have a go!” somebody shouted in the crowd and the woman finally averted her gaze from the cans to the people around her, all of whom were now looking at her and waiting to see if she was going to step up and play the game. 
“I don’t want to, really,” the woman meekly offered, as if she needed to say that last word to convince herself as much as the people around her. 
But Archie had been using his skills of persuasion long enough to know when somebody was tempted into doing what he wanted them to, so he wasn’t going to leave it there. 
“Come on, it’s only a bit of fun. Three pounds and you might win a prize. If you don’t do it for me, do it for everybody here. Isn’t that right? Don’t we all want to see her have a go?” 
Archie engaged the crowd and was met with a loud cheer of approval, which only served to put even more pressure on the woman to play. Archie juggled the bean bags quickly before stopping and holding them out towards the woman, and together with the encouragement of the crowd around her, she ultimately had no choice but to accept the offer. 
“Let’s have a big hand for our next player!” Archie cried as the woman hesitantly stepped through the crowd and took the bean bags from the stall owner’s hands. 
Everybody around the stall broke into applause and the woman’s face flushed red as she took her position in front of the metal cans. But just before she was about to throw...
“Sorry, I need your money first!” Archie reminded her, and the woman apologised as she put down the bean bag that she was about to throw and went into her handbag for her purse. 
“Sorry, I wish I could let you play for free but then I wouldn’t be able to pay my ex-wife’s mortgage, would I?” Archie quipped, to the sniggers of a few married men in the crowd. 
“Here you go,” the woman said, handing Archie three pound coins. 
“Thanking you kindly,” Archie said, dropping the money into his bulging wallet. “Now, what’s your name?” he asked, just before she was ready to throw the first bean bag. 
“Erm, Rose,” the woman replied shyly. 
“Rose! What a beautiful name!” Archie proclaimed, throwing his hands into the air. “Like the flower that my ex-girlfriend gave to me just before she left me and broke my heart. But you’re not going to break my heart, are you Rose?” 
Rose smiled and shook her head as a few people laughed around her. 
“Okay then!” Archie said, happy that he had built up enough anticipation for this next game with the large number of people who had been attracted over by the sound of his loud voice. “Well it’s over to you, Rose! Good luck!”



Rose
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Rose Healy took aim and held her breath. She had never been particularly lucky, but she was hoping that this game wasn’t about luck. Instead, it seemed just to be about accuracy, so a little hand-eye coordination might be all she needed to win a prize and avoid walking away empty-handed. But, like most games in life, there was a lot more to it beneath the surface and Rose knew that a little bit of luck could go a long way and certainly wasn’t something to be dismissed if it should happen to come her way. 
When she was absolutely certain that the bean bag in her hand was lined up to the stack of six metal cans on the shelf in front of her, she drew her arm back and threw the bag forward as fast as she could. It turned out her aim had been spot on and she watched as the bean bag clattered into the cans, sending three of them spinning to the floor. 
“Good start!” the stall owner cried, and several people clapped their hands around her. 
Rose took another deep breath and made sure to keep her technique the same for her second throw. Everything seemed good as she released the bag and suddenly there was only one cup remaining on the shelf. 
“One bean bag, one cup left! It’s all or nothing!” the animated stall owner shouted, already eyeing up his next customer and raising his voice to drive even more people towards his game. 
Rose had been standing at this particular stall for over half an hour before stepping forward to partake in the action herself, so she was aware that nobody else had been successful in that time. Many people had got to the last cup but had been unable to knock it off the shelf, either missing it completely with their last attempt or hitting it but not strongly enough. Therefore, Rose knew that losing was still a possibility even from this position. But that had never put her off gambling before and it certainly wasn’t going to put her off now. 
“Take your time, don’t rush,” the stall owner told her, but she wasn’t paying too much attention to him. She knew he didn’t want her to succeed because that would mean having to give away one of the prizes and he wouldn’t want to do that too many times over the course of the evening. 
But she didn’t care about that. 
All she cared about was winning. 
When she felt ready, Rose drew her arm back for the third and final time, before lunging forward and throwing the bean bag as hard as she could at the last cup standing. But, sadly for Rose, the bean bag whistled by the cup and slammed into the back wall of the stall. 
Game over. 
She had lost. 
“Ohhhh unlucky. Better luck next time. Okay, who wants to have a go next?” 
The stall owner turned to the large crowd and held his arms out wide, his body language showing how open and ready he was to take on the next challenger to try and beat him at his own game. 
But Rose wasn’t finished yet. 
“I’ll go again,” she said, despite a couple of other people beside her stating that they would like to have a go. 
“That’s not fair, you’ve just had a go,” said the boy beside her but Rose ignored him, taking out her purse again and counting out her next payment. 
“Yeah, that’s true. How about I give a couple of other people a go and then we’ll come back to you if you want to play again?” Archie suggested, trying to keep his sizeable customer base happy. 
But Rose ignored him too and simply held out her hand, which contained three more pound coins. 
“Again,” she said, her voice calm but her heart rate beating fast within her chest. She was enjoying herself and she didn’t want it to end. 
“Erm....okay, one more quick go, I guess,” Archie said, taking her money and rushing to set up the metal cans again.
“I’m playing next!” the boy beside Rose said and Archie gave him the thumbs up to signal that he was indeed the next in line. Then he handed the bean bags back to Rose.
“Okay, round two. Let’s see if you can get them all this time.”
Rose made sure to stick to the same technique that had served her well at the start of the last game, and sure enough, her first two throws got her down to the final cup again.
“I’ve got deja-vu!” shouted Archie. “Hopefully it will be a different outcome this time!”
“No chance,” said the boy beside Rose, who was obviously still disgruntled about the fact that the woman was getting to play a second game and keeping him waiting. 
Rose prepared for her third and final throw again but this time she moved a little to her left, aware that she had been slightly off on the last time she had thrown at the final cup. She didn’t want to make the same mistake twice. 
She had to win this time. 
Taking careful aim, Rose launched the bean bag towards the shelf, praying for it to hit the cup and knock it from the shelf. 
But she couldn’t believe it. 
She had completely missed the cup again.
“Oh no, what a shame!” Archie cried, throwing his hands to his head and feigning disappointment.  “But thanks for playing. Okay lad, you’re up next!”’
Archie pointed to the boy beside Rose, who grinned and counted his money to pay for the next game. 
“No. I’m going again,” Rose said, waving off the boy and taking out her own money as well. 
“That’s not fair!” the boy protested, and Archie was inclined to agree with him. 
“Yeah, sorry but I did promise to give this lad a go. But if you want to try again later then you’re more than welcome.”
“I want to play now,” Rose said. “And I can pay a lot more than he can.”
She took out a ten-pound note and slapped it down on the counter. 
Archie was clearly interested in taking her money but the boy beside Rose wasn’t giving up. Neither was the boy’s father, who tapped Rose on the arm to get her attention.
“Hey, come on now. You’ve had your go. Give somebody else a chance,” the man said, referring to his son who was standing in front of him. 
“I’ve not finished playing yet,” Rose said, and she took out another ten-pound note to emphasise her point. 
“What are you doing? This is a kid’s game, let them have a go,” the boy’s father cried, but Rose shook her head and pushed the two ten-pound notes closer to Archie. 
“I’d love to take your money but like the man says, you should give somebody else a go,” Archie replied, though he kept his eyes on the twenty pounds being offered to him as he said it. 
“No, I’m still playing,” Rose said defiantly, making it clear that it was a statement and not a suggestion. 
“This is ridiculous. How old are you?” the boy’s father asked, but Rose ignored him and waited for Archie to give her back the bean bags. 
“If I let you play, then you only get one go. I can’t give you twenty pounds’ worth of tries. That would take too long,” Archie explained, likely assuming that saying that would be enough to make the woman take back her money and let somebody else take over. 
But he was wrong because Rose had no intention of leaving. Many people had tried to talk her out of doing what she wanted to do in her life and none of them had been successful. The truth was, Rose only stopped playing when Rose decided to stop. 
And that was either one of two ways.
Either by winning everything. 
Or losing everything. 
Rose made no attempt to pick up her money and, instead, held out her hand to receive the bean bags. She was making it clear to the stall owner that she was willing to play another game, even if it was going to cost her much more than the going rate. 
“Okay...” Archie said, handing the bean bags over to Rose. “Twenty pounds for one game. Then you’re done.”
Rose thought about telling the man that she wouldn’t be done until she, and nobody else, decided that she was, but she bit her tongue. Hopefully she would knock all the cans off this time and then she wouldn’t need to play again because she would have won. 
Hopefully.
Ignoring the moaning and murmuring from around her, Rose took aim again and fired. The first bean bag only knocked off one cup. The second bean bag knocked off three. That left two cans still standing, but they were not directly beside each other so it would take a lot of luck to get them both off at the same time. 
So it proved, because try as she did, Rose was only able to knock off one of the cans, meaning she had failed again. 
The boy beside Rose laughed and even Archie seemed a little embarrassed at the fact that Rose had just lost twenty pounds playing this silly game, not to mention the six pounds she had put in before that. But now it was surely over, and it was time for her to walk away.
Wasn’t it?
Rose reached into her purse again and took out another pair of ten-pound notes, and there were audible gasps around the crowd when she slid them across the counter towards Archie. 
“Again,” Rose said and suddenly the mild-mannered woman who had first started the game was nowhere to be seen. In her place was a cold and ruthless machine that refused to budge until she was victorious. 
“Is this some kind of a wind up?” Archie said, his eyes scanning the crowd as if he expected to see a bunch of people filming him for some reality television show during which they play pranks on unsuspecting citizens. But there were no cameras filming him. Just a lot of confused faces like his own, all trying to understand why this woman seemed determined to spend every penny she had on playing this rather silly game. 
“Come on, we’ll go and find another game,” said the father of the boy beside Rose, taking his son by the hand and pulling him away from the stall. But nobody else was leaving. They all wanted to see if Rose was finally going to win. 
Or rather, they wanted to watch her lose all her money.
Archie was just as surprised as anybody about this turn of events because even he wasn’t taking her money. Instead, Rose watched as he came towards her and leaned in close to her ear, using his hand to cover his mouth so that only she could hear what he was about to say. 
“Look, I’m grateful to you for playing. But I have to ask, are you okay?” Archie said, genuine compassion in his voice. 
But Rose simply shrugged.
“Are we playing or not?” she asked, leaving Archie to scratch his head before picking up the ten-pound notes and stepping aside. 
“Okay, here we go again. Ready when you are,” the stall owner said, tucking even more of Rose’s money into his wallet. 
Rose was glad that the delay was over so that she could get back to the game. But in her haste to play, she ended up wasting her first two throws, only knocking over three cans and leaving herself with three more to remove with her last remaining bean bag. 
She was just about to throw it when she paused, aware that an extremely large crowd of people had now gathered around her to watch. When she made eye contact with several of them, a few of them began to show their support for her. 
“Come on, you can do it!”
“Third time lucky!”
“Good luck! You got this!” 
Suddenly everybody around the stall began clapping and willing Rose to knock over the last three cans with the sole bean bag in her hands.
Taking a deep breath, not wanting to let herself and everybody else around her down, Rose took aim and finally let go.
The bean bag sailed through the air, rotating as it went, getting closer and closer to the metal cans and, for a second, it felt like time stood still. Everybody was watching. Everybody was waiting. Everybody wanted to see the metal cans falling to the floor. 
But instead they saw the bean bag land on the shelf beside the cans, harmlessly ending the game and meaning Rose was still no nearer to winning a prize. 
The disappointment that all the people around the stall felt for Rose manifested itself in a number of moans and groans and even Archie seemed to feel for the poor woman who had now lost almost fifty pounds on this game in such a short amount of time. In fact, the only person who didn’t seem disappointed was Rose, who simply opened up her purse again and looked inside it for more money. 
Except this time, there was no more money inside it. 
Suddenly, the stupidity of what Rose had been doing hit her and she quickly rushed away from the stall, pushing past the people who had been cheering her on only a moment earlier, and doing her best to be alone in the crowded clearing. 
She had done it again. After everything she had been through, after everything she had already lost, after going through rehab and after all the promises she had made to herself and her loved ones. 
She had once again gambled away her money on a game that she was never going to win. 
Tears welled in her eyes as Rose staggered past all the people who were chatting, laughing and enjoying their evening in the park. She had come out to see the bonfire and watch the firework display. She had not been planning on gambling, yet somehow, she had found herself at the stall, drawn into the game and, before she knew it, she had lost everything she had come out with. 
Doing her best to hold back the tears, Rose pushed her way past several people as she made her way towards the nearest park exit, devastated at what had just happened but at the same time completely unaware of the impending carnage that she was luckily about to miss. 



Harry *
20:14
Harry Baxter knew all about carnage as it was the only word that could be used to describe how his Halloween party had turned out. Naively allowing himself to be peer-pressured into opening up the alcohol cupboard, Harry and several of his guests had proceeded to put high-strength spirits into their thirteen-year-old bodies until most of them had been sick, the host included. Thankfully, Harry had avoided needing to have his stomach pumped, which was a relief because he’d already experienced that awful procedure this year after he had found a bag of pills in Hyde Park. But he had felt miserable since the party and not just because he had ruined his mum’s carpet, or because he had experienced the very first hangover of his young life. It was because he had ruined his big chance to impress his crush, Stephanie, who had unfortunately got a front row seat to Harry and his inability to hold down three shots of whiskey. 
How embarrassing. 
But there was no time to dwell on the past too much because Halloween was over and Bonfire Night now took centre stage, which meant Harry had a brand new chance to try and impress the girl of his dreams. He was here to meet a large group of classmates, Stephanie included, so there was no time like the present to atone for his sins of Halloween and turn himself into the Romeo that he knew he could be. 
If only he could speak to Stephanie. 
Amazingly, despite being in the same class as the girl at school and having her come to his party, Harry still hadn’t actually spoken a word to her. He seemed to freeze up whenever he was around her and all ability to communicate would leave him as quickly as the whiskey had left his body when he had poured it down his throat at the party. He wasn’t even sure if he ever would be able to summon up the courage to converse with Stephanie but at least there had been some progress on that front since Halloween. 
That was because Stephanie had spoken to him.
The magical moment had come at school during the past week, when Harry and his best friend, Mustaf, had been shuffling their way through one of the corridors to the next class, dressed in the penguin-like uniform that they despised so much. Out of nowhere, Stephanie and her friends had appeared, and it really was out of nowhere because Harry had barely had the chance to roll his shoulders back and make himself look ‘cool’ before she had been in front of him. 
Of course, Harry had stood there like a mute as he looked at the object of his desire before him, but Stephanie had exhibited no such problems with getting across what she wanted to say. 
“Hi Harry. Thanks for the party. It was fun.” 
Harry had tried to give a reply but had only been able to squeak out a useless burst of air from his mouth. Mustaf hadn’t been much use either, despite possessing much more confidence around girls than his best friend did. It had been no surprise then when Stephanie and her friends had quickly walked on, unwilling to hang around when the conversation skills on offer were hardly worthy of their time. But Harry didn’t care. 
Stephanie had spoken to him. 
It was a start. 
Maybe she liked him after all. 
Harry had thought about nothing else but that brief conversation for the past few days and he wasn’t ashamed to say that it had kept him awake at night as he had tried to derive every possible meaning from those nine simple but perfect words that Stephanie had said to him. 
If only he put that much effort into his homework. 
But he couldn’t afford to dwell on that brief interaction for too long. He wanted to communicate with Stephanie again. He wanted to hear her say more words to him. And most of all, he at least wanted to try and say a few words back. 
“Remember when we had to do that?” Mustaf said, pointing to the group of younger children who were singing a Guy Fawkes song as an effigy of the infamous villain burned on top of the bonfire. 
“Yeah, I’m glad we’re too old for that now,” Harry replied, as if he and his friend were some wise, elder sages looking down on their immature, younger counterparts. 
It was nice that they were older now though, even if they were still barely teenagers and had a lot more growing up to do yet. At least they didn’t have to take part in childish activities like those youngsters around the bonfire, and they certainly didn’t need permission slips signed by their parents to be here. 
Which was good because there was no way Harry’s mum would have signed his slip after what he had done recently. 
Harry felt ashamed about what he had done at the party, embarrassing himself in front of all of his friends like he had, even though he had not been the only one to fall foul of the alcohol cupboard. But he also felt shame for the worry he had brought on his mother, after she had been forced to rush him to hospital in fear of what would happen to him if she didn’t. Thankfully, Harry had been okay, but he recognised the worried look on his mum’s face and it was clear that she hadn’t come through the experience as relatively unscathed as her son. He had added yet more trouble to her life, and he felt bad about that. 
He loved her and she was the most important person in the world to him. 
Not even Stephanie came close to being as important as his mum. 
Yet no matter what he did, he always seemed to cause her nothing but trouble. 
Whether it was sneaking into London on the train to try and find his father, having the police visit their home after he found a bag of what he thought were sweets in the park, or turning the house into something out of a horror movie with all the vomiting and panicking that had gone on at Halloween, Harry had done it again.
He had let his mother down. 
He was lucky that he hadn’t been grounded for a month after the party, or worse. Fortunately, he had avoided that fate, but he was banned from hosting any events anytime in the near future. He had no intention of throwing more parties anytime soon but to be banned from other social events elsewhere would have been a nightmare. A week was a long time at his age and missing just one party or gathering outside of school could mean disaster for his social life and result in him not being able to understand what everybody was talking about at school the next day. Thankfully, Harry had avoided that fate and was still able to see his classmates outside of school, which was why he was in Battersea Park tonight. There had been various mobile phone messages exchanged about who was going to be here and Harry hadn’t failed to notice that Stephanie was to be one of those people in attendance. It hadn’t taken long for him to persuade Mustaf that they should be here too. 
Unfortunately, it had meant telling another lie to his mum, this time because he had pretended that he was sleeping over at his friend’s house instead of going halfway across London to attend a firework display. 
Hopefully this time there wouldn’t be any dramas. 
A loud bang behind Harry almost made the young boy jump out of his skin, but it was only a firework being set off somewhere else in the park. At least Harry wasn’t stupid enough to play with fireworks. That had to count for something with his mum should he end up getting in trouble for tonight. 
Shouldn’t it?
“So where is everybody?” Mustaf asked, which was also what Harry had been thinking ever since they had arrived at the park a few minutes ago. 
Rather naively, they had just expected to turn up and be able to see their classmates around the bonfire but there were a lot more people here than they had anticipated. 
Thousands more. 
“I’m not sure,” Harry replied, checking his phone for any messages from somebody at his school. But there were none. While Harry and Mustaf weren’t unpopular, they weren’t exactly popular either. They were just two typical thirteen-year-olds trying to navigate their way through a life of schoolwork, social events and unrequited love. 
It was as painful as it sounded. 
“Let’s try over there,” Mustaf said, pointing to the food stalls where there was at least more artificial light to help them to see better. 
Harry and his pal quickly walked across the grass towards the stalls, where they were met with just as many strange faces, but at least they could make them out more easily. But there was still no sign of anybody from their school. 
“Hey, something’s happening over there,” Mustaf said, nudging Harry and pointing to one of the stalls. 
Harry looked over and saw that his friend was right. Something was happening. Several police officers were hurrying down the side of the stalls and a few more were trying to get people to move back. 
“What do you think it is?” Harry pondered, his imagination alive with all sorts of weird and wonderful things. 
“A dead body,” Mustaf replied dramatically. 
“Don’t be silly, it’s not a dead body,” Harry told him, although it would be cool if it were. 
“How do you know it isn’t?” Mustaf asked him and it was a good point. 
It could be a dead body. 
“Come on, let’s go and check it out,” Mustaf said, heading towards the stalls.
“Wait, they’re telling people to get back,” Harry called after his friend, who stopped and turned back to Harry with a mischievous grin on his face. 
“Yeah, but we can sneak around,” Mustaf said and Harry was intrigued by the idea of that. 
Like partners in crime, Harry and Mustaf stalked towards the area where the police seemed to be gathered, but instead of heading to the stall that seemed to be congested, they went to a neighbouring one and sneaked down the side of it, undetected in the large crowd. 
As soon as they were behind the stall, they saw that there was definitely something going on back there. More police officers were rushing around the scene, some talking into their radios, others using their torches to show them their way as they headed into the trees. 
“Do you think they’re looking for someone?” Harry asked, as they watched the torchlights flashing about in the distance. 
“I don’t know, let’s find out,” Mustaf said. “Keep low and run!”
With that, Mustaf set out towards the trees at a lightning-fast pace, with his head ducked low to avoid detection from the police officers. It was dark enough back here that they would easily remain undetected as long as a torch didn’t shine in their direction. 
Harry set off after Mustaf, running as fast as he could, but his friend had always been quicker than him and he struggled to keep up. It was no surprise for him to see Mustaf reach the trees first, but he wasn’t as far behind as he had feared. 
But it was certainly much darker by the trees than it had been by the stalls. 
“I can’t see anything!” Harry whispered to Mustaf as they fumbled their way into the foliage. 
“Quick, duck!” Mustaf whispered back and the two boys crouched behind a tree as a police officer’s torchlight flashed across the area. 
“Do you think we’ll get in trouble for being here?” Harry asked his friend in a low voice, fearful of all the uniforms who were in the same area as them. 
It felt like they were playing a game but neither of the boys had any idea how this game was going to end. 
“We’ll be fine as long as they don’t see us,” Mustaf said, before suddenly turning on the torchlight on his phone. 
“What are you doing?” Harry cried, a little too loudly for the situation. 
“Sssshhhh!” Mustaf hissed back at him and Harry did as he was told. 
“We need to see where we are going, don’t we?” Mustaf said, and he stood up again, directing the torch in front of himself and seeing all the looming tree trunks around him. 
“The police will see your light!” Harry whispered back, starting to wonder how he always seemed to get himself into dramas like this. The police had already visited his home this year. He didn’t need them visiting it again. 
Then he definitely would be grounded. 
“Stay low, and tell me if you see another torch,” Mustaf whispered, before setting off further into the trees. 
Harry thought about staying where he was for a moment but decided to stick with his friend. He didn’t fancy being alone in here, plus there was always the chance that they were going to see something interesting if they were brave enough to keep looking. 
As the two boys crept further forward, ducking down and covering up their torchlight whenever another police officer came near, they eventually made it to an area where several other torchlights seemed to be gathered. 
Shutting off the beam on his phone, Mustaf put his fingers to his lips to let Harry know that they had to be extra careful now. 
Then the pair of them got themselves a little closer to where the action seemed to be. 
And that was when they saw it. 
A body. 
On the ground. 
Dead. 
“It is a dead person!” Mustaf cried, way too loudly for them to avoid detection now. 
Suddenly, several torchlights flashed in their direction and there was no denying that they had been discovered. 
“Run!” Harry called to his friend, and together the two boys turned and sprinted back in the direction they had just come from, hoping that they would be able to make it back into the crowd before the police caught up with them. 



April *
20:15
April Adams hadn’t failed to notice the police officers gathering around the food stalls, but she was far too inebriated to worry about what they were there for. That was because she and her best friend, Katie, had been drinking copious amounts of wine for the last three hours and there wasn’t much in the world that could bother either of them while they were in this condition. 
“That one’s cute,” April said in between hiccups, pointing to a tall policeman standing by the burger stall. 
“Mmmm, he can arrest me anytime,” Katie replied, putting her hands together as if she was ready for the handcuffs. 
April laughed. “Me first!” 
Both women descended into hysterics before pulling themselves together and formulating a plan for the next part of the evening. 
“I want another drink, but the queue is massive” April said, referring to the long tail of people that was snaking away from the alcohol tent. 
“I knew we should have smuggled a bottle in,” Katie replied, referring to the bottle of wine that they had been tempted to conceal under their clothes before chickening out of it for fear that they would get turned away at the gate. 
“There’s got to be a quicker way of getting a drink,” April mused, looking around the clearing as if another bar was magically going to appear. 
Of course it didn’t, but she did see something else that could help her. 
“Follow me,” April suddenly said, striding away across the grass, and only staggering slightly as she went. 
“Where are we going?” Katie cried as she rushed to keep up with her friend. 
But April didn’t reply. She was too busy trying to stop her hiccups by holding her breath for thirty seconds. 
Out of nowhere, two young boys cut across them, running away from the food stalls before disappearing into the crowd. 
“Kids,” Katie moaned, shaking her head, like some grumpy pensioner and not the twenty-nine-year-old woman that she actually was. 
“Idiots,” April confirmed, although in her case she was already thirty, so she had more of a right to find young people annoying. 
Finally, April stopped walking and Katie noticed that she had led them both to where two men were standing. They looked similar in age to April and Katie and possibly just as drunk. 
“Hey guys,” April said, swaying slightly but not letting it affect her confidence. 
The two men smiled at April and Katie and didn’t seem the type not to acknowledge their luck when two attractive women approached them out of the blue. 
“Hey to you too,” the first guy said. He had long, blonde hair that was held back by an Alice band, much like the look David Beckham made famous back in the early 2000’s. But this guy was not quite David Beckham. 
The second guy had short, clipped black hair and was generally more well-groomed, but it wasn’t his looks that had caught April’s attention. 
It was the bottle she had seen in his hand. 
“What are you drinking?” April asked, relieved that her hiccups finally seemed to have left her. 
“What, this?” the dark-haired guy said, looking down at the bottle in his hand. It was half concealed inside a white plastic bag, but he wasn’t fooling anybody. April had spotted it from across the park. “It’s real ale.” 
April screwed up her face. “Ewww, I hate real ale. Never mind.”
She turned to leave and looked to Katie to go with her, but the blonde man sprang into action. 
“Wait, I’ve got vodka too!” he said, clearly hoping that that was what April had wanted to find when she had come over to them. 
April glanced mischievously at her friend before turning back to the Beckham-wannabe.   
“You have vodka?” she asked, trying to figure out where exactly on his body he was concealing the bottle. 
“Yep,” the man said, as he unzipped his jacket and revealed the glass bottle that was tucked into his inside pocket. 
“I’m April, this is Katie, nice to meet you,” April said, holding out her hand to shake blondie’s. 
“Adam. This is Greg,” the blonde man replied, gesturing to the guy beside him with the real ale. 
“Cool, so what brings you guys to the park tonight?” April asked, slurring her words a little but barely noticing. 
“The fireworks, I guess,” Adam replied. “You?”
“We came to get wasted,” April confessed, whispering as she spoke, like it was some kind of secret she was letting them all in on. 
“Really?” Greg asked. “How’s that working out for you?”
“Not so good, we’ve run out of alcohol,” April said, keeping her eyes on the bottle peeking out of Adam’s jacket.   
“That’s a shame,” Adam said. “I wish I could help you.”
“I think you can help us,” April replied, flashing him a smile. 
Adam and Greg shared a look.
“I suppose we could. But we need some cups,” Adam said, looking around for something that could help them.
“How about over there?” April suggested, pointing to one of the food stalls, where a large pile of cups was stacked at the end of the counter. 
“That would work,” Adam replied. 
“We’ll wait here,” April told them and Adam and Greg quickly scurried away to get the cups, seemingly pleased with themselves about being able to attract a couple of women when they had only come out to watch the fireworks. 
While the two men were temporarily gone, Katie nudged her friend. 
“Hey, what are you doing? I thought you said you wanted a break from men?” 
April laughed and almost fell over backwards, before managing to keep her balance. 
“What? I just want another drink, don’t you?” 
Katie studied her friend for a minute, and it was obvious that she was wasted. But Katie wasn’t too far behind, so she was happy to play along for now. 
“Sure. Which one do you like best?” she asked, referring to the two men who were now reaching over the crowd of people at the stalls to get cups for them. 
“I don’t care,” April replied, shrugging. “I just want that vodka.” 
The two men soon arrived back with cups in hand. 
“Hey, do you think we should go somewhere a little quieter? There are a lot of cops around over there,” Adam said, gesturing towards the stalls where several police officers were moving around. 
“Sure,” April replied. “How about over there?” 
She pointed to the path that they had entered the park on. There were plenty of trees and bushes to shield them from the eyes of the police over there. 
“Looks good,” Adam said, and he and Greg turned and led the way through the crowd. 
“The fireworks are starting soon,” Katie told April as they followed the guys towards the path. 
“So?” April replied. “We can watch them from over here.” 
It took a while for the four of them to make it onto the path and cut across into the trees, due to how many people were still entering the park. They were walking against the flow of traffic, but eventually, they managed to leave the path behind again and find a quieter spot where there didn’t seem to be any police officers about. 
“How’s this?” Adam asked, referring to a small clearing that emerged ahead of them through the trees. 
“Looks perfect,” April replied, before tripping and almost falling flat on her face. But Greg shot out a hand and managed to catch her, although it was at the expense of his real ale, because the bottle tumbled from his hands and fell onto the ground. 
“Oh my god, I’m sorry!” April said, regaining her footing and looking down at the brown bottle that had emptied its contents all over the fallen leaves in the park. 
“Don’t worry about it, I was just about to move onto something stronger anyway,” Greg replied, flashing April a smile that seemed to warm her bones even in the freezing temperatures. 
“Okay then, who wants a drink?” Adam asked, pulling the vodka out of his jacket and offering out the cups to the rest of the party. 
April and Katie each took a cup, as did Greg, before Adam unscrewed the lid on the bottle of strong spirit and took a sniff from the open top. 
“Pretty lethal stuff,” he warned, before pouring a tiny amount into everybody else’s cup. 
“It’s a shame we don’t have any mixer,” Katie said, looking down at the clear liquid in her plastic cup that would definitely go down a lot easier if there was something fizzy to go with it. 
“It’s fine, we can just do shots,” April replied, a little false bravado coming through thanks to all the drinks that she had already consumed so far this evening. 
She hadn’t done shots of vodka since her early twenties and hadn’t expected to start doing them again now she was in her thirties, but then again, she hadn’t expected to find out her last boyfriend had raped somebody. 
Since then, she had learnt to expect the unexpected. 
“Okay, down in three?” Adam asked, once everybody in the circle had a measure of vodka in their cups. 
“Three, two, one!” April cried before slamming the cup back and pouring the contents straight down her throat. 
The other three quickly followed suit and soon they were pulling faces at the taste of the vodka as it burnt its way down into their stomachs. Katie and Greg coughed while April battled back the tears that had flooded her eyes. Only Adam seemed to be reasonably unaffected by the strong shot they had just taken, and he proved it by quickly pouring them all another measure. 
“So are you two guys here on a date together or what?” Katie asked, causing the guys to laugh and quickly shake their heads. 
“Of course not. Wait, are you two?”
April and Katie laughed before both confirming that they were not. 
“I’m glad we cleared that up,” said Greg, flashing April another smile again. 
She could tell that he was interested in her but right now, all April was interested in was another shot.
“Round two!” April shouted, before pouring more vodka down her throat and wincing as the tears returned to her eyes. 
When everybody had recovered from their own shot, they agreed to take a break before the next one. 
As they chatted about which part of London they lived in, the sound of a helicopter overhead got their attention. They couldn’t see it clearly because of all the trees but it was definitely hovering over the park and didn’t seem to be moving on. 
“Do you think they’re looking for someone?” Katie asked, trying to get a better view of the helicopter by straining her neck back but almost losing her balance as she did. 
“Probably just filming the fireworks or something,” Adam said, clearing his throat and showing that he wasn’t as unaffected by the strong spirits they had consumed as he had initially made out. 
“So are you guys single?” April asked, cutting to the chase. 
“Er, yeah, we are actually,” Greg replied. “Although Adam’s got a crazy ex who keeps messaging him.”
“Like a stalker?”
“No, she’s not stalking me, just messaging me all the time. But she’s not following me. Or at least I don’t think she is,” Adam said, suddenly checking over his shoulder for comedic effect. 
They all laughed. 
“Don’t worry, I know all about crazy exes,” April said, before wishing that she hadn’t. 
“Oh yeah? Do tell,” Greg said, intrigued to learn more. 
April flashed Katie a look and decided it was probably best not to go there. 
“It’s nothing,” April said, trying to brush it off. “How about another drink?”
She held out her cup towards Adam, hoping that would get them all to change the subject. 
“Wait, you can’t say that and not tell us. I just told you about my crazy ex,” Adam said, and Greg agreed that he had. 
“Yeah but April’s ex is way worse than yours,” Katie said, before apologising to her friend. 
“Really? Well now you really have to tell us,” Greg said and April knew they weren’t going to let it go. 
“Okay, well. I was seeing this guy for about three months...”
“They went to Athens together,” Katie interjected. 
“How romantic,” Greg replied. 
April tried to keep a smile on her face, but she was regretting bringing up this subject. 
“Yeah, so, like I said, we’d been together a few months. But then I basically found out that he had abused his last girlfriend.”
“Shit, really?” Adam said. 
“Abused? He raped her!” Katie said, before wincing at the volume of her voice. 
“What?” Greg cried. “Are you kidding? How did you find out?”
“I overheard him arguing with his ex,” April replied. 
“At her thirtieth birthday party,” Katie added, and the two guys shook their heads in disbelief. 
“Yeah, it was pretty rough,” April confirmed, a brief moment of sobriety washing over her. 
“Where is this guy now? In prison I hope?” Adam asked. 
April shrugged. “I don’t know. Obviously I just ended it when I found out. I haven’t seen him since.”
“Wow, that’s really heavy. I’m sorry,” Greg said, gently touching April on her arm, and she appreciated the concern, even if she did want the topic of conversation to switch to something else. 
Nobody spoke for a couple of seconds as they all processed what they had just discussed, although the low rumble of the helicopter engine overhead meant that it wasn’t completely silent. 
“I think it’s time for another drink,” Adam suggested, breaking the ice. 
“Good idea!” April said, thrusting out her cup towards him, as if she was also thrusting away all the bad memories of her time with her ex. 
But before Adam could pour them all another drink, the group heard several car horns on the path nearby and they turned to see several members of the public moving out of the way.
“What’s going on?” Greg asked. 
Before anybody could answer, they saw several vans driving along the path, in the direction of the bonfire. 
“More police?” Katie said, watching the vehicles drive by only a hundred yards away from where they stood. 
“I’ve seen those vans before,” Adam told the group. “At the terrorist attack at London Bridge.”
“Terrorist attack?” April cried, watching the intimidating vehicles moving past. “Why would they be here?”
But nobody in her group had an answer for that. Instead, they just continued to look on as the vehicles sped past and the helicopter roared overhead. 



Faye
20:16
Faye Johnson peered through the goggles that covered the top half of her face, whilst trying to keep her breathing steady through the balaclava that covered the bottom half. The Armed Response Vehicle she was in continued to speed through the park, part of a convoy that was six vehicles long, all of them racing towards the large event that was underway in Battersea Park. 
Through the glass of the van she was sitting in, Faye could see numerous faces staring at them as they passed, all members of the public presumably wondering why so many police officers were suddenly descending on this part of London. Up above, a helicopter was tailing the vehicles, and along with the heavy police presence that was already at the event, there was no doubt to anybody now that a major operation was underway. 
Unlike the confused members of the public passing her by, Faye knew exactly what she was getting into as the vehicle reached the end of the path and the glow of the bonfire came into view up ahead. Usually, she and her colleagues were called out to respond to a terrorist attack that was underway or had already occurred. But tonight, they were here to prevent an attack before it happened.
At least that was the plan. 
As the vehicle drove on, Faye and the rest of the armed officers sitting with her in the back of the intimidating van were able to get a true sense of just how vital it was that they were successful over the next few minutes. There were thousands of people in the park and it was their job to protect them all. But to do that they would need to find the danger which was believed to be lurking amongst them. 
A man with a suicide vest. 
Somewhere in this park. 
Somewhere in this crowd. 
Faye had been a Counter Terrorist Specialist Firearms Officer for the last eight years, after serving a decade before that in various roles in the Metropolitan Police, including as an Armed Response Vehicle Officer. She had made the progression into the high-level firearms unit because she had been looking for a way of learning new skills and increasing her capacity to help disperse highly dangerous situations. And she had certainly found it. Now she was part of a specialised branch of the Met Police, responding to and assisting with major terror attacks in the capital, with a licence to fire an automatic weapon. She had seen a lot in those eight years and it was only thanks to the support and training that she and her colleagues had received over the years that they had been able to not only witness the horrors they had encountered but also to remain professional and perform in the face of them. 
In this job, there were always lives on the line and tonight was no different. 
The officers racing to the scene were responding to the result of an investigation that had been running for several weeks but had only concluded a few minutes ago. The conclusion had been a startling one. It was believed that a young Syrian man had come to the bonfire event tonight with the intention of detonating an explosive device designed for maximum casualties. Time was against the officers but at least they had a chance. Usually when Faye was called to a scene, there were already casualties. But tonight, they hoped to thwart the potential attack before anybody could be harmed. 
But it was an extremely complex operation. Not only did they have to try and determine if the suspect was actually at the park right now, which was akin to looking for a needle in a haystack given how many other people were here, but they had to prevent mass panic and hysteria from breaking out. If the investigation was correct and there was a deadly device in the crowd, then it posed a huge threat to life, but there was another threat too. Alerting the members of the public to the fact that they might be in danger could result in a stampede if all of them reacted in the expected way and rushed for the exits at the same time. Not only could that cause injuries and possibly even death in itself, but it might also result in alarming the suspect and forcing them to detonate their device sooner than planned. 
There was a lot to think about and a lot to do. But there wasn’t much time to do it. The investigation had concluded with the belief that the device would be detonated during the firework display this evening. That was scheduled to start at eight thirty, which was in less than fifteen minutes’ time. That was all the time they had to find the suspect and apprehend or eliminate him before he could act out his deadly plan. 
Little did Faye and the other officers on the scene know that the firework display had been pushed forward by several minutes and was due to begin imminently. 
The van drove around the back of the row of food and drink stalls before coming to a sudden stop and Faye and the rest of the officers were instructed to get out. They complied and, barely a second later, the armed officer was standing in a large gathering of several other officers who made up the Specialist Firearms Command that they were a part of.  
Looking around the group, Faye was not too surprised to see that she was the only female face beneath all the goggles and balaclavas. The percentage of women who made up the total of Firearms Officers throughout the force was small, and, although it was growing all the time, Faye was still very much in the minority. But it didn’t matter to her and it certainly didn’t matter to any of the men standing alongside her. She had gone through exactly the same rigorous training as they had to get to this position, and she was as physically fit, technically skilled and mentally determined as each and every one of them. 
Which was good, because she was going to need every single one of those abilities for what was to come next. 
As the Sergeant in charge of Faye’s unit gave out the orders, the helicopter continued to hover overhead and the laughter and chatter from the members of the public who were enjoying their evening filled the air. Throw in the roar of the bonfire and the popping of fireworks all over the city and there were a lot of different noises competing for Faye’s attention. But she kept her focus on the words of her Sergeant and knew exactly what was expected of her as soon as he had finished talking. 
The officers were to fan out and surround the perimeter of the large gathering, whilst remaining vigilant for anybody who matched the suspect’s description. They had each studied and memorised the photo of the suspect in question, so would have no problem picking his face out of the crowd should they spot it. 
The suspect’s name was Jamal Jasem and he was a twenty-eight-year-old Syrian refugee who had been in the country for three years. The authorities had been alerted to Jamal by one of the people he shared a house with in Croydon. The housemate had entered Jamal’s bedroom one day while the occupant was at work and noticed several unusual items amongst his personal possessions. A quick Google check of the inventory had revealed that many of the items were able to be used in the construction of homemade bombs and that was when the housemate had contacted the police. 
Although Jamal had not committed a crime by being in possession of the items, many of which were simple household ones that could be bought from regular supermarkets, the police did acknowledge that it was suspicious and had alerted the Counter Terrorism Unit who had begun surveillance on Jamal on a semi-regular basis. The surveillance had not revealed any unusual activity on Jamal’s part, and it seemed he spent most of his time either at home or working at a fast-food restaurant nearby. But things had escalated when the parents of a young woman called Melanie Greeves had made contact with them. 
The concerned guardians had become troubled by their daughter’s behaviour after she had begun a relationship with Jamal over the past few years. While they were estranged from their daughter, they had made a few brief attempts to reinitiate contact and while most had gone unanswered, one such attempt had been successful, and they had spoken to their daughter. It was on that phone call that Melanie had randomly brought up her grievances with the British government and how people like Jamal were treated on a daily basis. She had ended the call by saying that she couldn’t wait to see her boyfriend get justice for himself and his family back in Syria and that it was only a matter of time until people saw how brave and loyal her boyfriend really was. While the parents could have had no idea that their daughter was embroiled with a potential terrorist, their tip-off had been the trigger for several officers to make a search of the property while Jamal was off the premises. 
Upon entering the suspect’s room less than half an hour ago this evening, they had immediately found evidence of several of the ingredients required to make a homemade bomb, but worryingly, it seemed that much of the stock had already been used. As the officers searched for further clues, the discovery of Jamal’s diary told them exactly what the suspect was planning. 
An attack at Battersea Park during the annual bonfire and firework celebrations. 
The call had gone out and all Counter-Terrorism units had raced towards the large park in south-west London, aware that a potential attack was imminent. Now the officers were on the scene, as well as the regular police officers who had already been here to monitor the large crowd, and together with the helicopter circling above, they had to find the suspect before it was too late. 
Faye’s black boots marched across the grass as their owner scanned the crowd for any sign of trouble. The combination of her standard-issue PPE and the deadly assault rifle she was holding meant that she and her colleagues were an intimidating sight as they moved along the fringes of the crowd, and several members of the public couldn’t help but notice them as they went. If it was up to Faye, she would have told all these people to leave the park now, but it wasn’t, and she could see how it could cause more harm than good to do so. Just because they had uncovered evidence of a potential terrorist plot, that didn’t mean it was guaranteed to happen. There had been dozens of plots either discovered, investigated or contained over the years and the British public very rarely heard about any of them. 
Unfortunately, the ones they did hear about were the successful ones. 
But amongst all the suspicions, rumours and pieces of evidence, there was the high potential for a suspected plot to amount to nothing at all. That was why the order had not yet been given to clear the park. It wasn’t guaranteed that anything bad was going to happen here tonight and if it didn’t, then causing a mass panic would result in a lot of bad publicity for the police. 
It also increased the likelihood of the public not paying attention the next time something was suspected.
And maybe that would be the time when the threat was real. 
Faye heard some chatter over her radio but there was nothing to warrant any deviation from the plan that her Sergeant had given her and the rest of the officers who were making their way around the park clearing. 
The goal was still the same. 
Try and obtain a visual on the suspect and apprehend him if possible. 
Of course, the officers had the licence to shoot and kill if they needed to but hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. Maybe Jamal was here, maybe he wasn’t. But if he was then the ideal scenario was not only to detain him but also to do so without mortally wounding him. That way, they could speak to the man and not only determine if he had posed a threat, but also if there were any future threats they needed to be aware of with any accomplices. Their surveillance hadn’t suggested that Jamal was meeting with any other people besides his girlfriend, Melanie, but that didn’t mean there weren’t other people out there who had been in contact with him about potential attacks in the future. 
Faye suddenly stopped and raised a hand to the officer who was walking several yards behind her. 
Then she took an extra second to confirm what she had initially thought. 
The man in the bulky coat about forty yards in front of her looked exactly like Jamal. 
“I have a visual on the suspect,” Faye said into her radio. “East side of the park, about one hundred yards from the bonfire, opposite side from the food stalls.”
Faye took a deep breath and tried to settle her racing heart as she studied Jamal for any sign of what was known as a Dead Man’s Switch. That was the name for the device that a would-be bomber would carry in their hand, allowing them to detonate their explosive quickly should they be cornered or apprehended. If the bomber’s hand were to leave the switch for any reason then the device would be triggered, meaning that simply shooting the suspect on sight wouldn’t be a safe option. 
But Faye got a good look at both of Jamal’s hands as he walked amongst the crowd and she saw that they were clear.  
“Moving in on the suspect now,” Faye said and she glanced over her shoulder at the colleague behind her, who was moving in fast, before the pair of them rapidly descended on the suspect before he had a chance to see them coming. 
“Get on the ground, now!” Faye shouted, her gun aimed at Jamal and her eyes watching the man for any indication that he was going to detonate his explosives. 
Jamal turned and saw Faye approaching him, but she already had him by the arm and forced him to the ground before he had time to act. 
As Faye’s colleagues swarmed in around her, the members of the public in the immediate area of the arrest took a little while longer to decipher what was happening in front of them. When they did, a few of them showed distress but most of them just took out their camera phones and filmed the armed officers as they detained Jamal. 
“Checking the suspect for any IED’s,” Faye said into her radio, letting her team know that they were now searching Jamal for any improvised explosive devices on his person. 
Faye’s colleague unzipped the suspect’s coat as the woman and two other officers kept their weapons trained on the young man’s head, but to their surprise, there were no devices on Jamal. 
“The suspect’s clean,” Faye said into her radio, relieved but confused. 
Especially because Jamal was grinning widely and didn’t seem afraid of the officers’ appearance. 
Suddenly several large bangs went off overhead and Faye looked up to the sky above her and saw the bright lights of multiple fireworks exploding in the sky. 
The display had begun and a check on her watch told Faye that it had started early. 
That was when Jamal started laughing. 
“What’s so funny?” asked the male officer directly over the suspect.
But Jamal just kept laughing and Faye wasn’t the only officer who felt unnerved by this display. 
“What’s so funny?” the officer repeated, and this time the suspect gave them an answer. 
As the fireworks continued to burst loudly overhead, Jamal looked Faye right in the eye and smiled at her. 
“You’re too late,” he told her, a devastating grin on his face. “You can’t stop it now, no matter what you do.” 



Joe *
20:17
Joe Swan looked up to the skies as the first of the fireworks exploded loudly above his head. The bright lights from the array of pyrotechnics illuminated the clearing in which he stood and, for a second, he was an innocent little child again. Gone were the worries that had crippled him throughout most of the year and in their place were feelings of hope, excitement and rejuvenation. Every burst of bright colour overhead took him back to the firework displays of his past, when he would stand open-mouthed and in awe at the magic of how humans could make so many amazing things happen in the sky. 
Reds. Yellows. Greens. Blues. Each new explosion offered a different colour to wow the audience and Joe was just as transfixed as all of the other people who were standing around him and watching. Soon the display would be over, and the magic would be replaced by the reality of life. But for now, Joe could allow himself to watch the fireworks and be transported back to a time when there was only good in the world. 
Or more importantly, a time when he was good. 
To those who didn’t know him, Joe would have just looked like a normal man in his late twenties, standing alongside a pretty female of a similar age, who had just come out to enjoy a few festivities during his weekend break from work. But those who did know him knew that there was a lot more to him than that. He was also a man capable of bad deeds and, while he seemed to be currently standing in the park without a care in the world, he was potentially only days away from losing his freedom altogether. That was because he was due to make an appearance in court next week, where he would officially admit to the serious charges against him and then face whatever punishment he was given by the judge. 
For the crime of raping his ex-girlfriend, Louise, Joe was looking at potentially spending the next several years of his life behind bars. This time next week he could be sharing a cell with one of the most dangerous and despicable people in the country. 
The brief and bright flashes cascading through the sky above him could prove to be the last bit of light in this man’s life for a long time.   
But there were a few people in this large crowd who knew exactly who Joe was and what he had done. Like his parents, who stood several yards behind their son, arms linked together and watching the firework display, whilst occasionally glancing towards their offspring to make sure he was okay. But there was one person in particular in the park tonight who knew Joe better than any of them. 
It was the young woman standing beside him as the fireworks exploded overhead. 
It was the woman with whom his fate was inextricably linked forever. 
It was Louise. 
There was a good reason why Joe’s parents had accompanied their son to the park this evening and it had nothing to do with the bonfire or the fireworks they had been expecting to witness. It was because they had disagreed with their son’s decision to meet with Louise one last time before he went to court and therefore had ensured that they were in attendance should the meeting take a turn for the worse. But Joe had no intention of there being any issues that could further affect his fate when he stood in front of the judge next week. He wasn’t here to beg for Louise’s forgiveness again, nor was he here to ask her to drop the charges and spare him years of misery in prison. 
He was simply here because Louise had asked him to be here. 
The message Joe had received from his ex-girlfriend had certainly been a bolt from the blue when it had landed on his mobile phone a couple of days prior to Bonfire Night. Just seeing Louise’s name on his phone screen again after all this time had been a big shock to Joe and it had taken him a while even to open the message and read it in its entirety. When he had, he had discovered that Louise wanted to meet him in Battersea Park by the bonfire because she had something to say to him. What that thing was wasn’t clear in the message, but Joe had been willing to meet with her to give her a chance to say it. Whether it was good or bad, he felt that she had the right to say whatever she wanted to him considering what he had done to her, so he had replied to confirm his attendance, despite the protests of his parents. 
They both believed that any meeting with Louise was a bad idea considering how close they were to Joe’s date in court. It seemed to be a particularly bad idea when they learnt that there wouldn’t be any legal representatives in attendance to witness the conversation between the victim and the accused, meaning there was a good chance that Joe could end up incriminating himself further if Louise so wished. But Joe had dismissed all those concerns and vowed to meet with his ex-girlfriend, unafraid of the consequences and willing to face anything that was coming his way. 
If Louise wanted to hurl abuse at him then she could. If she wanted to hit him and make him feel pain for what he had done to her then she was entitled to. And if she just wanted to see him so she could tell him personally about how horrible the next few years of his life would be then that was okay too.
The way Joe saw it, he was forever in Louise’s debt. He had no say on how she thought of him after what he had done. All he could do was be man enough to face it if she decided she wanted to tell him.   
And tonight, she had certainly done that. 
When Joe had arrived and called Louise to locate her in the crowd, he had been prepared for anything. Anything but the very thing that happened. Louise had greeted him, made a few observations about the various sights and sounds in the park, before telling him what she had come there to say. 
She wanted closure for what happened between them. 
She wanted their last ever interaction to be civilised, not the screaming match that it had been on the banks of the river Thames. 
And most of all, she wanted to say that she forgave him. 
Joe had been astounded by the compassion and forgiveness that Louise had displayed as they had spoken together by the bonfire, while his parents watched on cautiously from afar. There had been no anger in his ex-girlfriend’s voice, nor any hint of fear either. She was clearly in a much better place than the last time he had seen her, just before the police had got involved, and it had been nice to see that she had come a long way in putting back together the pieces of her life, the same life he had shattered so unexpectedly that night in February. 
He had realised as she spoke that she was doing this as part of her own healing process, so he had refrained from saying a word until she had finished getting across every single thing that she had been there to say. He didn’t know if she truly forgave him, some things were unforgivable after all, but it seemed like it was something that she had at least needed to say for her own mental health, rather than his own. 
Joe didn’t want forgiveness, not from her or the judge, because he didn’t deserve it. But he had lost the right to have what he wanted and now it was all about what Louise wanted. She had wanted the meeting. She wanted to talk. And she wanted to separate on civil terms. Of course, they would never be friends. Louise had made it clear that she would never speak to or think of Joe again after this night. She was moving on and he was in her past now. Joe would be left to worry about the future, but she would be free. 
She was looking ahead with hope and confidence and it was nothing less than she deserved. 
The pair had just been about to go their separate ways forever when the fireworks had suddenly exploded above them, so they had ended up standing side by side as they watched the display. No more words could be said between them because of the volume of the pyrotechnics overhead but there were no more words to say anyway. Louise had said everything she needed to say, both to Joe and the police. And Joe in turn had said everything he needed to say, although he was willing to repeat those things in court next week. 
He was sorry. He regretted his actions. He was ready for the consequences. 
Therefore, as the pair stood together for what would be the last time in their lives, there were no longer any uncertainties, unexpressed emotions or fears. Fate had brought them together in the first place and fate would let them depart here.  
Joe was content with that and Louise seemed to be the same. 
All that was left to do now was enjoy the fireworks. 
With his eyes still on the sky overhead, Joe hadn’t noticed the commotion that was underway on the opposite side of the bonfire. Nor had any of the people around him, busy as if they were enjoying the firework display. The sight of the armed police officers detaining a man on the ground would usually have been a cause for concern, but the tense situation that was unfolding on the other side of the clearing remained undiscovered by all the people on this side of the raging flames. If Joe had been able to see what was going on across the park clearing then he would have been able to exercise caution and common sense, vacating the park while allowing the police to carry out their work in the safest manner.  But he hadn’t seen, so like almost everybody around him, he had no idea of the danger that he was currently in. 
For Joe, the first sign of anything being wrong was when he heard the stifled sobbing from somebody ahead of him. Averting his eyes from the beautiful display of colour overhead, Joe looked towards the sound of the crying and tried to work out who was causing it. It was difficult to see in the dense crowd, and even the short bursts of light from the fireworks above didn’t offer much more help in locating the distressed person. 
Another barrage of explosions returned his attention to the sky but, when the noise stopped, he realised he could still hear the sound of somebody crying. 
He glanced at Louise beside him, but she was watching the display, a picture of serenity beside him that reinforced how far she had come since the last time he had seen her. Without wanting to disturb her and ruin her peaceful moment, Joe scanned the crowd again to try and locate the source of the sobbing. 
Then he noticed the young woman a few yards in front of him. 
She was the only one around them who wasn’t watching the fireworks. 
Joe kept his eyes on the woman as she went through a series of deep breaths, all the time keeping her eyes on the ground in front of her. It looked like she was trying to compose herself after a brief moment of weakness. Either that, or she was trying to psyche herself up to do something. 
Joe had initially thought it was the former but soon realised it was actually the latter. He realised that when he saw the woman remove her coat and reveal what was underneath it. 
A vest. 
Wires.
Explosives. 
Joe looked around to see if anybody else had seen what he had just seen but the fireworks were still occupying everyone’s attention. Joe seemed to be the only person around who had noticed the emotional woman in the dangerous-looking vest and that fact made him think that this was just some kind of prank. The woman must just be wearing fancy dress.
It couldn’t be a real explosive vest. 
She couldn’t really be a suicide bomber in a large crowd. 
Could she?
But then he saw the woman wipe her tear-stained eyes again and as she did, she made eye contact with Joe. Time seemed to stand still as the pair looked at each other. He was trying to determine if she was what he really thought she was. 
But any room for doubt left him when he heard the woman scream behind him. 
He turned and saw someone pointing at the woman in the vest. Then more and more people began to notice her too and suddenly the woman in the vest didn’t look so upset anymore. 
She looked angry. 
That was when Joe saw the woman’s hand reaching for the small panel that was hanging at the bottom of the vest. 
It was a switch. 
It was the detonator. 
Joe knew there was no time to stop her, he was too far away from her for that. Even the one man ahead of him who was reaching out towards her would be too late. The woman’s hand was now on the switch. If that vest really contained explosives then there was nothing they could do to stop her using it now. 
With only a second remaining, Joe turned and threw himself at Louise, driving her to the ground but ensuring that his body was shielding her from what was about to come. 
He was only just in time. 
A second later, the woman detonated her device. 



Louise *
20:18
Louise Robertson looked at the sky above her from her position on the freezing cold ground and saw the bright lights of the fireworks still bursting in the heavens. Their colours were just as mesmerising as before, but their sound had been reduced. She could see the explosions in the sky, but she couldn’t hear them. 
All she could hear was a loud ringing in her ears.  
What had just happened?
She felt a weight on her body and looked down to see somebody lying across her. Their face was covered in blood and their clothes had almost been torn from their body. 
Whoever it was, they were clearly dead. 
It took her a few more seconds to realise that this was Joe. 
Feeling a wave of panic rising up inside her, Louise pushed his body and expected to be met with some kind of resistance. But Joe just slid off her and onto the grass beside her, which Louise now realised was littered with all sorts of terrifying scenes. 
Burning objects.
Body parts. 
Blood.
Louise sat up and looked in the direction of the bonfire, assuming that whatever had just happened here would have had something to do with that. 
Was it out of control? Had there been some kind of fireball? Is that what had knocked her to the ground?
But she saw that the bonfire was still burning in the centre of the clearing, exactly how it had been before she had found herself suddenly lying on the ground with her ears ringing painfully and the body of her ex-boyfriend on top of her. 
The body.
Louise looked again at where Joe was lying beside her and touched his arm, expecting there to be some kind of movement in response. But there wasn’t. He just lay still and silent.
And he wasn’t the only one. 
Louise looked around the clearing and saw that there were dozens of other people lying on the ground, many of the bodies twisted in unnatural positions, and some of them showing a lot more damage than others. Amongst this sea of disaster were several people, injured but alive, running, walking, crawling or holding on to the still body that lay beside them. 
It was carnage and Louise had no idea what had caused it. 
The ringing in her ears was still loud enough to drown out any other noises that she would have expected to hear around her. The fireworks had finally stopped but she couldn’t hear the burning of the bonfire nearby, nor could she hear the sounds coming from all the anguished people around her. That was possibly a blessing, she thought, as she took in the chaotic scene around her. 
It was obvious that there had been many casualties, even if it wasn’t clear why. As far as Louise could tell, she had avoided any injuries of her own, barring the loss of her hearing, which was slowly coming back. 
But the same could not be said for Joe and so many other people around them. 
Louise checked on Joe again, even though nothing had changed to suggest that her ex-boyfriend had actually survived this ordeal. She didn’t know why she was doing this but, surrounded by so many unfamiliar faces, all of them in pain or unresponsive, there was a comfort to be found in being with the one she did recognise. 
She had been the reason for Joe being in the park tonight. She had messaged him because she wanted closure on what he had done to her before he was sentenced to prison time next week. Therefore, she had to take some responsibility for what had happened to him now. 
But what had happened?
Louise remembered watching the fireworks before somebody had tackled her to the ground. There had been a loud and extremely bright flash which Louise had assumed was just part of the display but had clearly been something else. 
Was it a bomb? Had the person who had jumped on her been trying to save her? Had that person been Joe?
As Louise knelt over his dead body and felt her hearing returning, she realised that it must have been he who had tackled her to the ground. He had been on top of her when she had come to. Whatever damage he had taken to his body would have been taken by her had he not intervened. As Louise looked around at the terrifying scene, her recently regained hearing only now allowing her to hear all the screaming and shouting that was going on all around her, she realised what had happened. 
Joe had just saved her life. 
It was difficult to make out any particular words or sentences amongst the harrowing cacophony of anguished cries currently emanating around the clearing, but Louise was able to make out one word that was being called and it was getting louder. 
“Joe! JOE!”
Louise looked up to see the middle-aged man and woman arriving at the site of Joe’s body, instantly recognising them as his parents, with whom Joe had come here this evening. Both of them now knelt over their stricken son, shaking him, calling to him and trying to get any response from him that would let them know that he was still alive. They had been standing behind their son as Louise had spoken to him and she understood why they had been there. They still loved him even though he had done a terrible thing. They couldn’t just walk away from him like Louise had been planning to do after the fireworks had ended. They were bonded with him far more intrinsically than Louise was, despite her past experiences. 
They only wanted him to be safe.
But now, they only wanted him to be with them again. 
As Joe’s parents desperately tried to breathe life into him, Louise stepped away from him, stumbling backwards and almost falling over another body on the ground behind her. Trying to control her racing heart rate, Louise staggered across the debris field that was the clearing in the park. Only a short time ago this had been a place of joy, where families and friends had gathered to partake in an annual tradition. But now that joy had been erased and all that remained was a devastating trail of destruction on a scale that was hard to imagine. 
Louise hadn’t come for the reasons that many of the others who swarmed into this park had though. She hadn’t braved the cold weather and the overpriced stalls just to see some fireworks or marvel at an enormous bonfire. She had come to put a full stop on what had been the most traumatic experience of her life. 
At least it had been before tonight.
As she wandered through the distressing scene, dazed and confused, Louise found it hard to believe that she had been able to get herself to such a mental state in which she had actually wanted to see Joe again. Before tonight, the last time she had seen him had been when they had unexpectedly bumped into each other at a bar, where an argument had ensued, spilling out onto the footpath beside the Thames and ending in Joe handing himself in at a police station. Interviews, statements and legal advice had followed that day, before Louise had learnt that Joe was pleading guilty to the charges she was pressing and would be sentenced to serve time in prison imminently. 
During that time, Louise had worked hard on working through her grief, coming to terms with what she had been through and ultimately getting herself to a mental state where she could move on with her life in a healthy and productive manner. No longer was she stealing from strangers on the Tube or running herself into the ground on a long-distance route where the thrill of the crime or the adrenaline of a race was designed to make her forget about her past. Instead, she had taken it day by day, letting the tears flow if they needed to but allowing herself to build up her strength when she felt up to it. With Joe awaiting sentencing, she had known that it was a good time to decide on her own future. 
Did she want to be the victim forever or did she want to take back control and end the whole sorry experience on her own terms?
She had chosen to do the latter.
Setting up a meeting with Joe at the bonfire event in Battersea Park tonight had been Louise’s way of taking charge of the situation. She wasn’t afraid of Joe anymore, nor was she a prisoner of what he had done to her. She was moving on with her life and she had wanted him to know it, though not in a spiteful way. Her feeling of hatred towards him had passed through her body by then, when she had realised how much damage it was still doing to her on a daily basis. In its place was a newfound sense of acceptance. She would never accept what Joe had done to her in her own bed that cold February night in her flat, but rather she was accepting the fact that she exercised the power to decide what happened next. Joe’s future was in limbo, to be decided by a judge, and that was nothing less than he deserved. But Louise held the keys to her own future and she had confirmed as much to herself by setting up the meeting with her ex-boyfriend tonight and letting him know that she was moving on from the past they had shared together. 
The good, the bad and the terribly ugly. 
She had told Joe that she had forgiven him for what he had done but it was for her own mental well-being rather than his. It was one thing to tell herself that she could get past her pain and move on, but it was another thing altogether actually to say the words that signalled the change. That was why Louise had forced herself to say the words to him before he was locked away for several years. If she hadn’t said them now, then she never would have, and that would have made it harder for her to move on. 
Of course she hadn’t really forgiven Joe, just like he would never forgive himself, but Louise wanted to end the chapter that he had written in her life and it had taken an extreme ending such as saying the word “forgive” to do it. Now she had done it, she had expected to watch the fireworks then walk out of Joe’s life forever, where she would be free to get on with hers and enjoy all the good things that were going to happen throughout it. 
She was no longer just a victim. 
She had taken back control of her life. 
But then an unexpected thing had happened. She had found herself lying on the ground. Joe was dead, as were scores of other people. There was more pain and misery all around Louise now and there was no amount of mental strength that could push her past this. 
Not while she was standing in the middle of it. 
She heard the helicopter hovering overhead, remembering that she had heard the same thing when she had first arrived at the park. Its engine had been drowned out by the start of the firework display, just like all the other sounds had been drowned out too. 
The laughter. The chattering. The happiness. 
Now all that was gone, so, as well as the engine overhead, all Louise could hear now was crying, screaming and the burning wood from the bonfire that continued to rage on mercilessly despite everything that had just happened around it. 
Several paramedics rushed past her, on their way to treat the wounded, and Louise assumed they had already been on site before the incident had occurred. She had even seen a few of them earlier, standing by the stalls, watching over the crowd, ready to spring into action but hoping their services wouldn’t be needed tonight. But they were needed and, on a scale much larger than any of them could have anticipated. 
Amongst the flurry of emergency workers racing around the scene were police officers, some of them carrying guns, some of them not, as they fought to gain control of the scene and determine if the threat was over or still at large. But, like the paramedics, they too ignored Louise, running past her on their way to the epicentre of the carnage, as Louise ensured she moved away from it. And in the distance were the recognisable red trucks belonging to the firefighters, who instead of putting out fires were administrating first aid to the wounded on the ground, the sight of their uniforms hopefully a source of relief to all those who needed their help in this clearing. 
But Louise didn’t need anybody’s help right now. 
She just wanted to get out of here. 
Reaching the path that would lead her through the trees and out of the park, Louise made the conscious decision not to turn around and look back at the scene she was leaving. She knew that processing the events of tonight would be a long and painful experience, but she didn’t want to start right now. She didn’t know it yet, but she was in shock. Her body was running on autopilot, her legs carrying her away from the devastation and on towards safer ground, but her mind was playing catch-up. When she did finally stop and process what had happened, she would have a lot to think about. 
She had been caught up in a terrorist attack. 
She had survived a terrorist attack. 
She had survived because Joe had saved her life. 
He had saved her life whilst giving up his own. 
As Louise reached the park gates and rushed out, along with the swarms of other people who were all racing to get home and be safe tonight, she knew that she was lucky to be alive. But she knew that there were many people who weren’t as lucky as her. 
The park had been full. Thousands of people had been watching the fireworks, all of them with their own hopes, dreams, fears, regrets and memories.
Now some of them were dead. 
But who and how many exactly?
Only time would tell. 



Next in the 20 Minute Series...
20 MINUTES BEFORE CHRISTMAS
It’s Christmas Eve and London is still reeling from the attack on Bonfire Night that claimed the lives of so many of its inhabitants. Who will return? Who has been lost? And what fresh drama is in store as the presents are wrapped, the turkeys are cooked, and the clock counts down to the most wonderful day of the year?
OUT NOW
For more information about future books in this series and beyond, as well as the chance to receive free stories and read advanced copies of upcoming books, join my free mailing list at www.danielhurstbooks.com



Did you enjoy this book?
Reviews really are the most powerful way of getting attention for my books as honest reviews help bring in new readers.
If you have enjoyed this book I would be extremely grateful if you could spend a couple of minutes leaving a review on Amazon (it can be as short as you like).
Thank you. 
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