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Gerard

   
   

09:59

   
   
 Gerard Sonnen had been waiting for this day for a long time. More specifically, he had been waiting for it ever since he had arrived at this prison in one of the grimiest parts of South London.  
 The first day of his sentence had been his first time experiencing life behind bars, as well as his first time of knowing what it was like to lose all of his freedoms. But it had also been the first time he had decided this place wasn’t going to hold him forever. 
 He was going to get out of here.  

And he was going to do it today. 

 From his vantage point looking across the crowded section of the prison that he called home, Gerard observed the majority of the 160 inmates who were also kept contained within this section of the notorious jailhouse. This was Wing D, and this was the part of the prison where those convicted of crimes such as assault, armed robbery, and drug dealing were kept. In other words, it was a place for very dangerous men, although there were certainly worse characters housed within the walls of this sprawling prison. Murderers, rapists, and terrorists also called this place home, although they were kept in different wings for various different reasons. Some were kept away for the safety of the inmates. But others were kept away for their own safety because depending on what crime a person was in here for, some prisoners liked to take justice into their own hands and dish out their own punishment where they felt like the courts had failed. Those tended to be for crimes against women or children, but none of the prisoners in this wing had done anything like that. They hadn’t preyed on the most vulnerable members of society to get what they wanted. Instead, they had just tried to get rich quick, robbing, stealing, and generally acting out violently when things didn’t go their way.  
 Gerard was certainly guilty of plenty, as his twenty-two-year sentence for armed robbery of a bank suggested, but he didn’t see himself as a real menace to society, and therefore, he felt like he deserved to be out much sooner than the judge had decided. He wasn’t as bad as someone like Valentin Morozov, the notorious serial killer who was in Wing C of this prison after being convicted of murdering several people, including sex workers and a homeless woman who he coaxed back to his apartment with the offer of making some money. And he certainly wasn’t as bad as Jamal Jasem, the infamous terrorist who had masterminded a bomb attack on Battersea Park last year before ending up in Wing A, a very exclusive part of the prison where only the most dangerous prisoners in the country were deemed worthy of entering.  
 Gerard would love to get his hands on those types of men because he felt they were a different breed to the men currently serving time around him right now. But even though they were technically in the same prison, they were separated by dozens of thick walls and locked doors, and it was nigh on impossible for a prisoner to move from one wing to another by themselves. It was also nigh on impossible for any prisoner kept locked up here to escape and obtain their freedom again before their sentence was served.  
 Almost impossible.  

But not completely impossible. 

 There was a reason Gerard was feeling good today, unlike any of the other days he had spent sitting on this wing and lamenting his situation. It was because he was going to have a crack at achieving what all the prison wardens in this place thought couldn’t be done.  
 He was going to outsmart them.  

And he was going to escape. 

 But breaking out of a place like this one took planning, patience, and most of all, persistence. Trying to escape a huge compound full of alarm systems and armed officers wasn’t the kind of thing that would work with spontaneity and luck. It had to be planned precisely, and every eventuality had to be mulled over so that nothing could stop the plan once it was in motion. That was because the only thing worse than being in a prison like this was being caught trying to escape a prison like this. Not only would it add several years onto his sentence, but Gerard knew it would also greatly diminish his quality of life in here, and it was already bad enough as it was. He didn’t fancy ‘segregation’, which was just another word for solitary confinement, in which he would be kept under lock and key on his own instead of at least sharing a cell with someone he could have a chat and a cup of tea with. But that was what would be waiting for him if he was caught trying to escape here, and that was actually the best-case scenario. There was also the chance that he could be killed during his attempted jailbreak, and that would certainly defeat the object of trying to be free.  
 However, having considered all possible outcomes and having gone over his plan in detail for several weeks now, Gerard was confident that the negative scenarios would not play out. He would not be caught and segregated, nor would he be injured or mortally wounded while trying to break free. He was going to get out of here, far beyond these restrictive walls, and he was going to do it in such a way that his legend would live on in this prison and all other prisons around the world for many years to come.  
 Gerard liked the idea of going down in history as a legendary criminal mastermind who defeated the British justice system, just like some of those American prisoners who were said to have escaped the infamous Alcatraz, an island prison in San Francisco that was surrounded by freezing cold waters and even a few sharks. But to do that, he had to get out of here, and as he checked the clock on the wall above where three inmates were playing table tennis, he saw it was ticking down to the moment when things would start to happen.  
 Prison was all about routine. That was something every inmate learnt the second they arrived to start their sentence. This was an organised environment, and it had to be because chaos in a place like this would only end badly. The lights went out at the same time every night, the meals were served at the same time every day, and the cell doors were locked and unlocked with pinpoint precision, making living here a very soulless and depressing existence. There was no deviation from routine, no chance at being unpredictable or showing a little personality. Everything was done in a calm, controlled manner, and that was by design because operating in such a way meant that it gradually wore down the inmates and made them less likely to rebel. Fun was kept to a minimum, as it should be in a place where people were being punished for breaking the law, and it all added up to the dour expressions on the faces of all those who passed through here.  
 But it wasn’t just the prisoners who were fed up with this clockwork conformity. Many of the prison guards were too, because while they were technically free men and women and not guilty of any crime, they still had to endure spending the majority of their days inside these walls, mixing with the less savoury members of society. That was a tough job for anyone and so much so that it created an opportunity for prisoners like Gerard. The truth was that no inmate could ever expect to get out of a place as secure as this without inside help, and that meant that Gerard knew he had needed to find at least one prison warden who would be able to offer his assistance.  
 Initially, Gerard thought he might be required to make threats to a prison guard’s family members as a way of getting them to help him, but to his pleasant surprise, he hadn’t even needed to go that far. It turned out that some of the prison guards here hated their life as much as Gerard did, and because of that, they were willing to take a few risks of their own in the hopes of bettering the remaining days they had on this planet. Subtle hints had been dropped to a couple of the guards that Gerard interacted with on a daily basis, and all of them had been picked up on, resulting in Gerard realising that some of the people in here responsible for keeping the doors locked were actually more interested in allowing a few criminals out if it gave them the chance to make some extra cash in the outside world. After all, this was a place full of people who specialised in things like theft and drug dealing, so it stood to reason that if a prison guard got on the good side of an inmate, they might be able to get cut in on a little bit of that action once the prisoner had been allowed out and had returned to their criminal ways.  
 Gerard had been able to enlist the help of not just one prison guard but three, and along with the dozen other inmates here who were also in on the plan, it meant that he had quite the team that could help crack this place open. Gerard also knew that once the plan was in motion and the carefully constructed routine of prison life was beginning to disintegrate, more and more inmates would seize the chance to escape, meaning those prison guards who were still working on the right side of the law would be quickly outnumbered and overwhelmed. It seemed like everything was under control around here right now, but Gerard knew it would only take a few minutes for everything to fall apart, exposing the problem that always existed in a place like this. That problem was that while it might seem like a good idea to keep law-breakers locked up and ruled over by guards with keys and weapons, it was only good when the system worked. But should that system fall apart as Gerard intended to make it do today, then it was something else.  

It was a terrible idea. 

 In total, there were 1500 inmates locked up inside these walls, but thanks to budget cuts and rising costs, far fewer guards to watch over them. That meant it was a disaster waiting to happen, at least from the prison governor’s point of view anyway. But it wouldn’t just be the governor who was left reeling after what was about to go down today. The general public would be too because by the time the sun set this evening, there were going to be a lot of people back on the streets who shouldn’t be there.  
 It would be a scandal.  
 It would make international news.  
 And it would lead to inquiries and a demand for reform.  
 But Gerard didn’t care about any of that. All he was interested in was getting as far away from this place as possible because once he did, he knew he would have what it takes to disappear and never end up back here again. He wasn’t quite as predictable as to see himself sitting on a warm, sandy beach somewhere tropical sipping on a cocktail and watching the sun set with a bikini-clad beauty beside him, although he certainly wouldn’t say no to the chance of it if offered. But he was rather more old-school. He just wanted to have his time back to go where he pleased and do what he wanted, instead of being told what to do all day every day by people who were being paid a pittance to do it. There was a big world out there and plenty of opportunity in it for a man like Gerard. He could make money, he could have fun, and he could certainly be a lot more productive than if he spent the next several years sitting here in this chair looking out across a prison wing full of other men just like him, who all had potential but were all being denied the chance to prove it.  
 That was why Gerard felt like he had waited long enough.  
 It was time to get a move on, and after checking the clock on the wall again, he also saw that it was time for the next shift change. Some guards would be going home after finishing their daily duties, while others would just be arriving to start. But critically, all the guards who were in cahoots with Gerard were going to be on shift at the same time now, and that meant it was time for action.  
 Getting up from his chair and walking in the direction of the pool table, Gerard glanced at the inmate who was leaning on the wall with his arms folded. After making eye contact with Gerard, the inmate was on the move too, also walking in the direction of the pool table. Nobody watching would have had any idea that something important was about to happen, but it certainly was. This was the first step in what Gerard believed would end in many of the prisoners in here today escaping, as well as putting this prison at the top of every news bulletin in the UK and abroad, and that was a delicious thought to the man currently serving a twenty-two-year sentence.  
 As he reached the pool table, Gerard smiled at the three men currently playing a game, and while none of them smiled back, that was hardly an issue. Not many people smiled in here. But Gerard didn’t let their stoic expressions dissuade him from what he was about to do. He was far too confident to back out now. That was why he nonchalantly reached out and picked up one of the balls off the table before admiring it in his hand for a moment.  
 ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ one of the players demanded to know, but the only answer he got came in the form of Gerard tossing the ball onto the floor behind him, hearing it bouncing loudly across the hard surface and attracting the attention of everybody else on this wing. But Gerard was seeking the attention because he wanted everybody in this wing who was in on his plan to know that it was now in motion.  
 The bouncing pool ball meant that Gerard was ready, and, in turn, it meant all his accomplices had to be ready now too. Sure enough, they were, because as one of the pool players with a cue attempted to swing it in the direction of Gerard as punishment for disrupting the game, the inmate who had followed him over to the table caught the cue and pulled it from the player’s hands. Then he swung it down quickly, striking the player in the leg and causing him to howl in pain. That led to the other players at the table attempting to use their own pool cues in defence, and as all hell broke loose in this section of the wing, Gerard took a step back and gave the nod to the prison guard currently in charge of keeping Door 2A locked.  
 The gesture told the guard that it was time for the door to become unlocked, and once it was wide open, it would stay that way until several inmates, including Gerard, had been able to pass through it and move into a different part of the prison.  
 As the fight by the pool table continued, providing a necessary distraction for many of those in the area, the corrupt prison guard unlocked the door that should have stayed close in such circumstances.  
 That was when Gerard allowed himself another smile.  
 It was time for anybody in here who wanted to get out to make a break for it.  

And God help any of those who got in their way. 


 







Jelena *

   
   

10:00


 


 

 Jelena Petrovic kept her eyes on the prison guard who was standing in front of the door that she knew led to wherever they were keeping her husband. This was her third time coming to this prison as a visitor, and she was hating it just as much as the two previous occasions, but at least she was starting to become familiar with how things worked around here. For example, she knew that visiting hours were between 10-11 every Tuesday morning, and that she had to make sure that each of her visits were booked well in advance so that they could be documented and arrangements made for the movement of the prisoner she was here to see. She also knew that the prisoner would appear through the door currently being guard any minute now, and he would be accompanied by another guard, one who would remain very close to the criminal until this visit was over and he was returned to his cell.  
 But there were other things she had come to learn since her visits here, like the chairs she sat on in these rooms were extremely squeaky or the clock on the wall was two minutes fast, which irritated her because time was very important in a setting where she only got to see her loved one for sixty minutes. But just like all the people currently kept under lock and key here, there was not much Jelena could do about the things she noticed. They simply existed, and she had to live with it. But as the second hand on the fast clock continued to tick round, she felt as though she was missing out on valuable time with her husband.  
          Where was Bogdan? 

 She hoped he was okay, but in a place like this, it was all too easy for her imagination to run wild and make her think the worst.  
 Had he been attacked by another inmate?  
 Was he on his way to the hospital ward now rather than this visiting room?  
 Or had he decided that he didn’t want to see his wife anymore, a sign that he was feeling depressed about the fact that he had been sentenced to time behind bars for a crime he had committed to get revenge on a man who deserved it?  
 Jelena felt herself becoming increasingly paranoid as she sat and waited for her husband to appear in this small room, and to help distract her troubled mind, she looked around at some of the other people in here who were also waiting for their loved ones to arrive.  
 There were a few lone women like Jelena sitting at their own tables and watching the clock, but it was the table in the corner that got her attention the most because there was a young girl sitting at it with who Jelena presumed was her mother. Taking a guess, Jelena figured that this girl was here to see her father who was being kept in this prison, and that was a very sobering reminder of how devastating an impact crime can have on a family. It was hard enough for her as a grown woman to come here every week and see her loved one in this harsh environment, but she couldn’t even imagine how difficult it was for a child to have to do it. It was hard to feel too much sympathy for the prisoner the young girl was here to see without knowing what crime he was guilty of committing, but Jelena certainly felt plenty of sympathy for the child and hoped that this experience wouldn’t impact her too negatively as she grew up and became an adult. But that would be impossible to judge until a lot of time had passed, and just like in prison, time was the only thing that really mattered.  
 Feeling that familiar sickly feeling in her stomach as she considered her partner’s long sentence, Jelena wondered, as she often did, how she was going to possess the strength to get through these next ten years. That was how long Bogdan had been told he would have to spend behind bars for the murder of Laslo Kovacic in Romania, and while it could have been worse if Bogdan had been made to serve out that sentence in the country where he had committed the crime, it still wasn’t great. A decade was a long time for Jelena and Bogdan to be apart, and even a love as strong as theirs was going to struggle to survive that test. But both of them were determined to do their best to survive the sentence that the Serbian man had been given after Bogdan had inexplicably admitted to murder during the trial of Diego, one of the men who had attacked Jelena during her time in captivity.  
 Jelena knew that Bogdan had done what he had because he had been angry and frustrated, both at what had happened to his wife in her past, but also Diego’s refusal to provide more evidence that might have prevented even more sex traffickers being brought to justice. But those noble reasons hadn’t made it any easier when she had watched Bogdan being hauled away into police custody, and it certainly didn’t make her feel any better when she had gone back home to their mansion alone.  
 Being the honest man that he was, Bogdan had refused to change his story under police questioning and admitted his guilt surrounding Laslo’s death, but on one condition. He wanted to serve out whatever sentence he got in the UK, so he could be close to Jelena for visiting times. Thankfully, the police had agreed to that, and so Bogdan had told them everything about how he had come to shoot a man dead on the banks of a riverbed in Eastern Europe. Because of the speed and the content of the confession, Bogdan had been sentenced quickly, and it had been a very dark day when he was told how long he was going to have to serve out behind bars to pay for his sins. Jelena had wept when she had heard the news, fearing the worst that there would be no way they could last spending so long apart.  
 But Bogdan had remained strong enough for the both of them and made her believe that these weekly visits would be enough to keep them going, as would all the letters they could send each other to provide comfort on all the nights they would spend alone in their beds. So far, things had not been easy, but they were making it work, and Jelena was here again today to spend another precious hour with her husband before he was whisked back to his cell alongside the other prisoners in this place that she felt her partner did not deserve to be in.  
 Suddenly, the door to the room opened, and everybody seated at the tables looked in the direction of it because they knew what that meant.  
 The inmates were about to come in.  
 Visiting time had started.  

Better late than never. 

 Jelena sat up straight in her seat as she waited for Bogdan to appear, but the first prisoner through the door was not him. It was a bearded man in his fifties, and he smiled as he saw the woman sitting at the table beside Jelena. The Serbian woman watched as the pair embraced, but they were only allowed to hug for all of two seconds before the prison guard accompanying the man separated them and ordered them both to sit. Looking back to the door, Jelena watched a couple more inmates arriving, including the man who was being visited by the little girl. But as the man approached the child, Jelena noticed that she looked more nervous than happy, and it was obvious that their relationship was not as good as a typical father/daughter one was, which was only to be expected.  
 The room was filling up now, and most of the empty seats in here were being occupied with prisoners seated across the tables from their visiting families. But Bogdan still hadn’t appeared, and Jelena felt dreadfully lonely as she waited to see if he would.  

But then she saw him. 

 He walked into the room with his head bowed low and his shoulders slumped, looking even more exhausted than he had done the last time she had seen him seven days ago. It had obviously been a tough week for him, but Jelena hoped that she would be able to lift his spirits, and she stood up from her seat and put a big smile on her face to welcome him towards her. Sure enough, her appearance gave Bogdan a boost, and he was happy to see her as he wearily made his way towards the table to give her a hug. But the prison guard assigned to him was even more strict than the other one because he separated the pair of them almost immediately, presumably not taking any chances when it came to the possibility of the married couple exchanging something they shouldn’t have been. But Jelena hadn’t come here to smuggle something to her husband, she just wanted to see him and hear his voice, and as they took their seats, she also planned on making her voice heard. The way she would do that was with the iPad she had on the table, and she would type out any questions or answers she had on there and show them to Bogdan so that she could carry her side of the conversation. She was having to use a digital device because she had been told that pens were not allowed in the visitors’ room, and while she hadn’t asked why, she had been able to figure it out herself. It was presumably because a pen could be used as a weapon in the hands of a prisoner, and the staff here didn’t want to take any chances. But Jelena didn’t mind what she had to use as long as she could get her points across to her husband, and now they were together, she didn’t waste any time typing out the first thing she wanted her partner to inform her about.  

‘How are you?’ she asked him via the device, and Bogdan smiled weakly as he read the question on the screen.  

‘I’m okay,’ he said, but he didn’t sound convincing, and Jelena knew it, although Bogdan wasted no time in moving the conversation on. ‘How are you? Tell me about your week?’

 This was typical of him. He was the one in the awful situation, yet he was turning the conversation around and making sure that Jelena was alright rather than dwelling on his own predicament like he would have been entitled to do. But Jelena wasn’t the one living in a cramped cell with another inmate, she was living in a huge house that they had bought with their lottery winnings, so she was hardly going to waste time telling him about her life these days. She wanted to know more about his time in here, and most of all, she wanted to make sure that he wasn’t in any danger.  

‘Are you getting enough to eat?’ her next question read, and Bogdan nodded his head, although he looked like he had lost weight, and his bearded face was definitely not as full as it had been a month ago when he had been a free man.  

‘Are you sleeping better?’


‘Yeah, much better.’


‘You look tired.’


‘I’m fine.’


‘I’m worried about you.’


‘I told you not to worry.’

 Jelena was already busy typing her next sentence, but she felt a hand go on to hers, and she saw that it was Bogdan’s. He was stopping her from asking him another question about his health, and it was obvious he didn’t want her to worry. But the prison guard told him to remove his hand, and he reluctantly did so, denying both of them the comfort that came from the other’s touch.  

‘I loved your last letter,’ Bogdan said before Jelena could start typing again. ‘The part about the gardener made me laugh.’

 Jelena instantly knew what he was referring to. It was the bit in her last letter in which she had written about the gardener that had come to their mansion to trim the hedges but had accidentally fallen into the fishpond when he hadn’t been looking where he was going. To be fair to him, there was an awful lot of land for him to keep track of based on how big the estate was that Jelena and Bogdan had purchased with their lottery winnings earlier in the year. The whole place felt too big for Jelena, even when she had her husband to share it with, but now that he was gone, she really felt like it was less of a home and more of a monument to excess. She had been thinking of selling the place, giving most of the proceeds to charity and just buying a small apartment in the city for her to live in while she waited for Bogdan to get out. But he had dismissed that idea when she had written it and showed it to him during her last visit because he felt if anyone deserved a lovely home then it was Jelena, and besides, they had already given more than their fair share to charity since they came into their riches.  

‘Has there been any trouble this week?’ Jelena’s next question read, and Bogdan seemed to hesitate before answering that one, which gave away the fact that he was lying when he said no a moment later.  

‘Be honest with me,’ Jelena typed out, and when she showed her husband her words, he lowered his head and knew he couldn’t say no to that.  

‘There was a fight over the weekend between a couple of the guys on my wing,’ Bogdan admitted, and it did nothing to settle the nerves that Jelena was feeling about her beloved partner being kept in such a hostile environment.  

‘You shouldn’t be here with these people,’ Jelena wrote, but Bogdan just smiled at that suggestion.  

‘Yes, I should,’ he replied matter-of-factly. ‘I am a criminal, and criminals end up in places like this.’

 Jelena didn’t like that answer, and she showed it by stubbornly refusing to type anything else out until Bogdan at least admitted that he was different to the other people he was locked away with. The way she saw it, they had all chosen a life of crime, but Bogdan had not. He had simply been trying to do the right thing by ridding the world of an evil man who had done unspeakable things to the woman he loved. But the justice system didn’t care about that, and neither did the prison guard standing beside their table because he once again took a step closer to the married couple to make sure that they weren’t doing anything they shouldn’t be during this visit.  
 Jelena hated the fact that this was the only way she could spend time with her husband these days. But this was just how things worked, and as she glanced around at the other tables, she saw that everyone else in here was having just as much difficulty expressing their emotions in such a stale setting. But unbeknownst to Jelena, there was another room not too far from this one where another visit was taking place, only this one was between two people that both she and Bogdan knew very well.  
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 Lindsey Beattie regretted coming here the second she saw her ex-boyfriend walk into the room and head in the direction of her table. As she saw him get closer, she wondered why she had put herself in this stressful situation. She had plenty of reasons for doing so before she had arrived here at this prison, but now those reasons seemed stupid, and it just felt like she was torturing herself more than anything else.  
 Was it too late to back out now?  
 Could she tell the prison guard standing behind her that she had made a mistake and that she wanted to leave?  
 Who cares if it was embarrassing?  

It would surely be preferable to staying and talking to this man. 

 But Lindsey didn’t move, and, therefore, she didn’t leave. She just stayed where she was sat until her ex arrived at the table and thanked her for coming. Then he sat down, and as Lindsey observed the prisoner before her, he did the same to the woman who he almost married in the summer.  

‘You look well,’ Diego said, and Lindsey almost laughed because she knew that wasn’t the case. She didn’t look well at all. How could she? She had barely slept in months, and she hadn’t finished a proper meal in all that time either. Her loss of appetite and struggle to sleep was down to her fragile mental state, a state that she had been put into by the man sitting across the table from her now. That was why she almost laughed. But she stopped short and instead felt herself becoming angrier. After all, this was the architect of all her problems, and he was right in front of her.  
 She suddenly realised that she could just hit him. If she was lucky, she would get in at least one punch or slap before the prison guard dragged her off him. But before she could do that, Diego spoke again.  

‘How are things out there?’ he asked, referring to the world outside these prison walls and reminding Lindsey, as if she needed it, that he was cut off from everything beyond this place and would be for a very long time. But she hadn’t come here to pass the time updating Diego on any news or gossip from the society that she lived in and that he was banished from.  

‘Just tell me what you want to say so I can get out of here,’ Lindsey replied, and her stern tone removed any chance of the rest of this meeting being a pleasant, warm-hearted one.  
 Diego let out a deep sigh as he realised that, but Lindsey felt like he must have known this would be how this visit would go. She was never going to embrace him with open arms and ask him how he was getting on in prison as if she cared because she didn’t. She’d be happy enough if Diego was dead, but he wasn’t, and that was how he had been able to put out a request from this prison to Lindsey to let her know that he wanted to see her one last time to get something off his chest. Now she was here, the beleaguered ex-partner of this convicted sex offender just hoped she wasn’t about to hear more lies coming from the mouth of the man she had once loved.  
 But that remained to be seen.  

‘I understand how difficult this must be for you,’ Diego said.


‘No, you don’t. You have no idea.’


‘Okay, that’s fair enough.’ 


‘Just get on with it.’

 Lindsey continued to glare at Diego and hoped she was making it obvious that she was willing to get out of here as soon as possible, so he better make this fast.  

‘I wanted to see you because I felt you deserved an explanation,’ Diego went on. ‘But you deserve to hear it from me and not the media or some judge in a courtroom who doesn’t know me.’


‘Nobody knows you,’ Lindsey cut in. ‘I certainly didn’t know you, and it’s clear that none of your friends knew you too.’

 Diego seemed a little hurt by that, or he could have just been acting. Either way, Lindsey knew to stay on her guard and not trust anything this man said or did around her.  

‘I guess that’s true. I haven’t been honest with people.’


‘That’s the understatement of the year.’


‘But I want to be honest now.’


‘Why? Isn’t it a little late for that? You’re in prison.’

 Lindsey knew that Diego didn’t need a reminder of his current predicament, but she felt like giving him one anyway.  

‘I know where I am, and I can’t argue that I don’t deserve to be here,’ Diego replied solemnly. ‘I’ve done some bad things in my life and hurt some good people.’

 Lindsey wanted to continue to admonish her ex, but she paused because she had never heard him talking this way before. To her eternal surprise, it actually seemed like he was being honest with her instead of spinning her more lines to deceive her and get out of something like he had done for the majority of their ill-fated relationship.  

‘Why did you do it?’ Lindsey asked. ‘Why did you do any of it?’


‘That’s what I’m trying to figure out. I’m seeing somebody in here. A counsellor. They’re helping me talk through my issues and hopefully understand what it is that caused me to want to go to those kinds of places and see those kinds of women.’


‘Women like Jelena?’

 Lindsey knew mentioning the name of the Serbian woman who Diego had been convicted of trying to sexually assault would cut through him because they had both heard how harrowing Jelena’s account of her ordeal had been. Diego hadn’t shown any remorse in court at the time, but it seemed he was in a different headspace now, almost as if he had stopped trying to fight and deny everything, and instead was accepting what he had been found guilty of.  
 Unless it was just another act, of course.  

‘Yes, exactly,’ Diego replied. ‘I regret what happened to her, and I regret my actions in court. I should have apologised to her when I had the chance.’


‘Apologise? You think that would have made her feel better? You tried to rape her!’ 

 Lindsey banged the table with her fists, and that loud noise along with her raised voice was more than enough to get the attention of the prison guard standing by the wall in this otherwise empty room. The guard stepped towards the table looking as if he was either going to warn the visitor about her conduct or bring this meeting to an end completely, but before he could say anything, Diego raised his hand and let the guard know that he was okay.  

‘You’re right, apologising wouldn’t have made up for what I did to her,’ he admitted as the guard went back to his position a few feet away. ‘But I’m hoping that apologising to you might go some way to making it easier for you to move on.’

 Lindsey had heard exactly what Diego had said, but she wasn’t buying it. Based on what she knew about this despicable man, she had a feeling there was another reason why he was trying to apologise.  

‘You’re not doing this for me,’ she told him with a shake of her head. ‘You’re doing it because it will make it easier for you to move on, aren’t you?’


‘No, not at all!’


‘Stop lying! Is this what your counsellor suggested? Apologise and it’ll make you feel better? Pathetic!’

 Lindsey didn’t feel bad for shooting down Diego’s apology so abruptly because she knew exactly what he was like, and he was someone who only ever did something if it served him. He was the most selfish person she had ever met, so that only made her think that anything that came out of his mouth was designed for his benefit, not hers.  

‘Please, if you’ll just listen to me,’ Diego tried again, but Lindsey was having none of it.  

‘I came here today because I thought it might be good for me,’ she admitted. ‘I thought it might help me get past you and what you did to me. The lies. The cheating. The heartbreak. I hoped I would be able to feel better enough to start sleeping again instead of lying in bed all night wondering how I could have been so stupid. I thought it might have helped me get some confidence back so that I can go out into the world instead of hiding away at home.’


‘Lindsey, I-’


‘No, I’m talking!’ she snapped back. ‘I had hoped that coming here might have let me get on with my life, or at least what is left of it. Did you know I’ve lost my job? They let me go after I kept phoning in sick after your court case. But I wasn’t sick. I just couldn’t face anybody. I was too embarrassed about being associated with a man like you. The things you had done were being reported in the media, and I felt like everyone knew everything about me and the person I had almost married.’


‘I’m so sorry-’


‘You’re sorry? I’m sorry! I’m sorry for meeting you on that damn tube train! I’m sorry for going on a date with you! I’m sorry for ever believing a damn word you said! And I’m sorry that I’ve now lost a job I loved, and all my confidence, and not even seeing you in here behind bars has made it better. Nothing is going to make it better, is it? This is going to be with me forever. You’ve ruined my life!’


‘Lindsey, please-’


‘How am I supposed to trust anybody again? How can I ever believe anybody who tries to tell me that they love me or that they would never hurt me? And why would anybody want to be with me, the woman who was once with a monster like you?’

 Diego finally stopped trying to talk and instead just sat and listened. But the prison guard had heard enough because he moved in again, and this time, he was not interested when Diego tried to let him know that it was okay.  

‘I think it’s time for you to leave,’ the guard said to Lindsey, and she couldn’t agree more. But before she got up from her seat, she had one more thing to say to the man she hated more than anything else in this world. 

‘I hope you die in here,’ she told her ex as she jabbed her finger at him. ‘I hope somebody gets their hands on you and gives you the punishment you really deserve. I mean it! I hope you die!’

 Lindsey felt herself being lifted out of her seat, and she knew the guard was removing her before she got violent towards the prisoner, but she was done now, so she didn’t fight it. She had said what she needed to, and while she still didn’t feel any better about things, she at least knew that she had made Diego feel worse, and that was something. 
 She looked back over her shoulder at her ex-boyfriend as she was led from the room, and she saw that he was still sitting at the table, looking a little shell-shocked at the barrage of abuse he had just taken. This visit today had surely not gone as he had hoped it would, and instead of going back to his counsellor with good news about cleansing his conscience of his sins, he was going to have to admit that things had gone badly, and this visit had been a bad idea. But Lindsey didn’t care about that. She didn’t even care if Diego lied to his counsellor and pretended like the meeting had gone well to save face. All she cared about was the last thing she had said to her ex before she had been taken away.  

She cared that somebody in here would take justice into their own hands and rid this world of Diego. 

 She didn’t know who it might be, and she didn’t really care, but she did know that prison was a very dangerous place for people who were convicted of sexual assaults against women. There were stories in the media all the time about certain prisoners being attacked, maimed, and sometimes killed by other inmates who saw themselves as morally superior and wanted to administer some punishment on behalf of the prisoner’s victims in the outside world. Some would argue that nobody had the right to take matters into their own hands, especially not people who had also been convicted of a crime, but Lindsey wasn’t one of them. She would be more than happy for an inmate in here to do whatever they wanted to that evil man that she had almost married.  
 As she was led out of the room and back into the corridor that would take her out of this depressing place, Lindsey hoped that the next time she got word out of this prison, it wouldn’t be a meeting request from Diego.  
 It would be news about his grisly death at the hands of another inmate.  

Little did she know it at the time, but she might not have too long to wait. 
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 Diego Olivera continued to stare at the door that his ex-girlfriend had just been led out of, and by the time it opened again, he saw that she was really gone. In her place was another prison guard, and he was here to take Diego back to his cell.  
 This visit was over.  

And it had been a disaster. 

 Of course, Diego could have predicted that, and that was why he hadn’t wanted to do this in the first place. If it was up to him, he would happily have never seen Lindsey again and, therefore, never had to pretend to be sorry and give her a fake apology. It had been his counsellor’s idea to have this meeting because she felt that it would mark an important point in his ‘recovery and rehabilitation’, so Diego had gone along with it because he was willing to do anything that might help him get out of this place sooner in the future. But he had hated every second of it because a man like him didn’t really feel remorse for his actions or the need to apologise for his behaviour. He just did whatever he wanted, when he wanted, which was the main reason why he was finding prison life so frustrating.  
 Unlike in the outside world, he was not the one in control here. He couldn’t manipulate people as easily as he had out there, and he certainly couldn’t indulge any of the depraved fantasies he had because one thing this place was short of was women. The only females in here were the prison guards, but none of them worked on the wing where Diego was kept because that wing was the home of the people known as ‘sexual predators.’  
 Diego despised the fact that he was kept locked up in a part of this prison with people who had done far worse things than him. The way he saw it, he had just been an affluent city worker who had enjoyed pushing the boundaries a little bit, but here he was now kept locked up beside paedophiles and serial rapists, people who had done things that made Diego’s crimes look like misdemeanours. Of course, in his heart of hearts, Diego knew that the things he had done in his past were wrong, particularly what he had put Jelena through, but he didn’t like to admit that to himself because doing so would have gone against everything he believed in.  
 He believed in being confident and assertive and taking responsibility for your actions, so he was never going to feel sorry for himself and rue what he had done. He just wanted his counsellor to think that he was. That way, she might pass on good messages to his probation officer, and hopefully, Diego would be out early on good behaviour much faster than the length of time the judge in court had sentenced him to. There was no way Diego planned on seeing out the entirety of the five-year sentence he had been given. It was a long time, and it would mean he spent most of his thirties behind bars. That was not an option for Diego because he knew how important his relative youth was, and while one day, he would be the old, overweight guy in the club paying younger women for things, he still had age and beauty on his side now, so he didn’t want to waste it. He wanted to get out of here quickly, and the best way he had figured to do that was to make it look as if he was repentant and trying to turn his life around.  
 As the prison guard instructed him to stand so they could get moving back in the direction of B Wing, Diego hesitated for a moment because he wanted to enjoy every second he could before he was put back in his cell surrounded by those monsters he called ‘inmates’. He knew that it could be a while until he was in this visiting room again because there wasn’t exactly a queue of people on the outside world who were desperately trying to come here and see him. Not any family members, not any friends, and certainly not any of the colleagues he had worked with at the law firm where he had once dreamed of becoming a partner one day. All of them had abandoned him after his conviction, like rats off a sinking ship, but in Diego’s mind, it only confirmed what he had already suspected. None of them had been worth his time, and really, he had always known that because he had just used everybody in his life as a means to get closer to something he really wanted.  
 But he had been stunned that Lindsey had agreed to see him today because he had been sure that she would have declined the offer to meet, and prevented him from ticking a box on his rehab form with his counsellor. However, she had agreed, and they had met, although it hadn’t gone well, and Lindsey had made it clear that she hated Diego just as much as he expected she would do, and that she definitely wasn’t planning on forgiving him anytime soon either.  
 Diego didn’t care so much about the fact that Lindsey wasn’t doing particularly well in her personal life since his court case, but he was a little annoyed that he hadn’t been able to get her to accept his apology because that really would have been a gold star on his record when it came to meeting his probation officer in the future. If he could have demonstrated that he had got forgiveness, then it might have made his crimes seem less severe, and the justice system might have felt like he was somebody who deserved to have another chance back in the outside world. But Lindsey had definitely not forgiven him, and there had been enough prison guards in the room to witness it, meaning Diego had little chance of convincing any counsellor or probation officer that the visit with his ex had gone well. Oh well, Diego was just going to have to find another way of persuading those in power to release him earlier. Luckily, he still possessed all of his powers of persuasion, and he felt confident that he could manipulate whoever he needed into giving him what he wanted, just like he had been so successful in doing for most of his life outside of these prison walls.  
 As he was led out of the visitors room and down a long corridor towards a locked door at the far end, Diego tried to look on the bright side of things and reminded himself that things could have been much worse if only the British justice system wasn’t so shambolic. For some strange but fortuitous reason, the law in this country seemed to punish sex offenders much less than offenders of other crimes, and that had meant Diego’s sentence had been much less than many of the other prisoners serving time in this place.  
 It made no sense, but there were people in prison who were serving more time for burglary or fraud than people who had sexually abused another person, and for some reason, in the ranking order of crimes that passed through the courts, what Diego had done had scored much lower on the scale than things that seemed innocuous. A banker who had fiddled a few numbers on a spreadsheet to steal from a couple of wealthy customers once was serving more time than somebody who had actively preyed on young children for years, and that didn’t seem right, but Diego was grateful for the messed-up system. It was the system that had meant he was only given five years instead of fifty, and because of that, he would be back on the streets much sooner than those people convicted of white-collar crimes.  

And that was good news because the sooner he got out, the sooner he could go back to doing what he had done before. 

 As he was marched down the corridor by two burly prison guards that seemed like overkill considering that Diego was hardly the strongest and scariest man in the world, the prisoner felt heartened that he might not even have to wait the full five years to have some fun with the opposite sex again. That was because he had been the recipient of a couple of letters since he had been in prison, and they had been sent by women on the outside who had read about his case in the newspapers and felt compelled to contact him. But these weren’t women who were admonishing him for what he had done to other women just like them. No, they were women who were full of admiration for him and wanted to meet him. Not only that, but they wanted to be with him too.  

It seemed that Diego had fans. 

 The prisoner smiled as he waited for the door to be unlocked in front of him because he knew that even in his predicament here, he was still more popular with the opposite sex than either of the two ugly guards who were escorting him back to his cell. It was the cell where the letters he had received from his fans were waiting, and he decided that he would lie on his bed and read through a couple of them again to pass the time on what was otherwise going to be a very long and tedious day.  
 There was the letter from a woman called Stacey, who had written to Diego to tell him that she had seen his picture on the news and thought he was a very handsome man. She had then gone on to say that he reminded her of one of her exes, and that she had a thing for dangerous men who were confident enough to take what they wanted without worrying about hurting someone else’s feelings.  
 There was the letter from a woman called Megan, who had told Diego that she had just come out of a ten-year relationship with a childhood sweetheart and was looking for a little more adventure in her next romance. Was Diego interested in being her new boyfriend? 
 And then there was the letter from Hermione, a sixty-two-year-old woman from America, who had written to Diego to tell him that she loved him and that she wanted to marry him as soon as possible and have lots of babies, although due to her age, she couldn’t bear the children, but she was happy for him to impregnate other women for the sake of their family’s growth.  
 Out of all of the letters, the one from Hermione had been the craziest, and it seemed she wasn’t so much of a fan of his as she was a stalker. But Diego didn’t care about that and not just because this prison in South London was a long way away from America. It was because Hermione was entertaining him with her fantastical ideas about what their life together could be like, and entertainment was certainly hard to come by in a place like this. That’s why Diego was happy to keep receiving such letters, even if they were a little disturbing and hinted at a mental illness on the part of the person who had written them. He was even open to having visits with some of these women, although he wasn’t in any rush to have Hermione book a flight over from the States.  
 She could stay there.  

London was crazy enough without her in it. 

 Diego was taken through the first of two doors that would lead back to his cell, and he expected he would be passing through the second one just as quickly, but to his surprise, the guards stopped and told him to wait. Diego did as he was told, not because he wanted to but because he didn’t have much choice in this situation, so he waited while the guards listened to something being said over their radios.  
 Both officers shared a weary glance after they had finished listening to the message on the radio, and Diego assumed it was bad news, which made him smile because he was a fan of anything that irritated a prison guard. He was also happy about the fact that he wasn’t back on his wing yet because that meant a couple more seconds of not having to look at perverts and predators completely different to him.  

‘What are we doing?’ Diego asked when curiosity got the better of him, and the guards had failed to move him on.  

‘Just wait here,’ the first guard said. 

‘Why?’


‘Because I told you to.’

 Diego almost asked ‘why’ again just like an annoying child would, but he decided not to because he didn’t want to push his luck and antagonise the guards so much that they felt compelled to mention him in one of their duty reports and force him to explain himself to the people he was hoping would release him sooner.  
 But the longer he stood here with the guards, the more Diego felt like something must have gone wrong somewhere in the prison because this delay was unexpected, and nothing unexpected ever happened in a place like this. Everything was predictable. That was how the guards controlled the prisoners. But maybe something had happened to shake things up a little bit, and Diego wondered what it could be.  
 Was there a fight somewhere?  
 Had a prisoner been attacked, or better yet, a guard? 

Or was there a full-on riot going on somewhere that could lead to a prison break?

 It was all very exciting, but in this quiet corridor just outside the visiting rooms, it was all just very much a mystery too. But it wouldn’t be long until Diego found out what was going on, and when he did, he would wish that things had just stayed predictable.  

That way, he could have made it back to his cell safely.
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 Sol Burrows let out a weary sigh when he saw the alarm flashing that told him there was a problem in D Wing. As the prison governor, he was obligated to go and check on the disturbance because it would now become one of the many things that made it into his daily report. But as he got out of his seat and made his way to his office door, he carried himself with all the weariness of a man who had seen it all in his thirty-five years working in the prison system.  
 That was because he had.  

Or at least he thought he had. 

 But while this one alarm in one section of the prison didn’t seem particularly significant in the grand scheme of things, Sol was soon about to find out that it was actually the precursor to what was going to be the worst day of his working life.  
          That was saying a lot because a man like Sol had endured some truly terrible days in his line of work over the years. Like the time he had been serving as a prison warden for all of two days when he was attacked by an inmate and spent the next week of his employment in hospital recovering from his injuries. Like the time he witnessed a colleague of his get stabbed to death right in front of his eyes after a prisoner had successfully smuggled in a shiv and used it as part of a murderous revenge plot against the system that was holding him. And then there had been the time Sol had been forced to run for his life after an electronic door had accidentally unlocked itself and left him standing alone, face to face with a bunch of criminals who would have loved nothing more than to get their hands on him if only Sol hadn’t been able to flee behind another door just in time.  
          There was no doubt about it.  

Working in a prison was a dangerous way to earn a living. 

 But having ascended the career ladder in this grim industry, Sol had at least ensured that these days, he was being well remunerated for his troubles. But his wage was still something that he had to work extremely hard for, and there would surely be many people in society who would not wish to do a job like his, no matter the salary on offer. Why would they? Where was the pleasure in spending all day working in such a high-security environment surrounded by dangerous people who loved nothing more than to hurl abuse and make threats? There were definitely less risky and more peaceful ways to pay the bills. But Sol had spent his life working in prisons, and at fifty-seven years of age, he wasn’t going to make a career change now. Not only was he close to retirement, but he was far too exhausted to try and learn the ropes of another profession. This was all he knew, and it was why he was able to do his job so effectively.  
          He was experienced.  
 He was well-trained.  
          And he was also in for a shock. 

          But as he made his way through the prison corridors in the direction of where the alarm had sounded on D Wing, there was nothing that was making Sol think that this was anything more than just a routine problem in another regular day. He had already heard over the radio that a fight had broken out between at least four inmates by the pool table, and while such a thing wasn’t ideal, it was hardly the biggest of problems. Breaking up a fight between four prisoners was certainly going to be no trouble for the guards in that section of the prison. The only real problems came when all the prisoners rebelled at once, but that was extremely rare. It was so rare, in fact, that it had never happened in any of the prisons that Sol had been employed at. That didn’t mean it couldn’t happen, and it was something that Sol regularly had his team be on guard against but today was not that. It was just a fight between a small group of men who were obviously frustrated about their current living situation and felt the need to act out to let off some steam and, perhaps, get a little attention because one thing was for sure; nobody outside of these prison walls was giving them any.  
          Sol nodded at one of his colleagues as he passed by the window at which they sat, before unlocking a door and entering the corridor that led him directly to D Wing. He knew every inch of this building, just like he knew the story of every prisoner held within its walls, and that was the least he demanded of himself as the person in charge here. Some governors preferred to stay in their offices, pushing papers and leaving the tougher, more practical tasks to the other employees, but Sol wasn’t like that. He made sure he routinely got around to all areas of this prison and, most importantly, got involved in both the good and the bad sides of life in this environment. Of course, an alarm sounding in the building was always something that needed to be investigated further, but Sol would have made his way to this wing at some point of the day regardless because he always made sure to show his face and let both his colleagues and his prisoners know that he was there for them.  
          Using his security pass to access the door to D Wing, Sol nodded at the guard on the other side of it before immediately spotting the scuffle underway about fifteen yards from him, in the centre of the large wing where all the cells in this part of the prison were held. As the call over the radio had told him, the fight was by the pool table, and Sol spotted several discarded cues and balls on the floor as he made his way over to the scene of the disturbance.  
          ‘Get these out of here!’ Sol barked at one of the guards who was standing rather uselessly nearby, and the guard did as he was told, scooping up the objects from the floor and putting them somewhere they couldn’t be used to cause any harm. This was the only wing in this prison that Sol allowed to have a pool table because, obviously, things like cues and balls could be used as weapons in the wrong hands. But so far, there had been no trouble here because the prisoners understood how fortunate they were to have the chance at playing pool and passing the time in a much more fun way than just sitting staring at a tiny television set, or worse, the walls. Sol had warned the inmates here that one incident with the pool table would result in the removal of it, and now that had happened, he was determined to stick to his word. If these people couldn’t behave like responsible adults, then he was going to treat them like immature children. And as he watched three angry prisoners being dragged off each other by several of the guards, he realised that was nothing less than they deserved. But he also realised something else.  
 The radio report had said four people had been involved in this fight.  
 So where was the fourth person? 
          ‘There’s only three of them,’ Sol said to the nearest guard once he was confident that the fight was over. ‘The report said there were four inmates involved.’

          The guard seemed to need a second to check that what he had just heard was right, but sure enough, there were only three prisoners being restrained now, not four.  
          ‘Who was the other prisoner?’ Sol asked.  
          ‘Gerard Sonnen.’

          ‘So where is he?’

          ‘Erm, I don’t-’

          ‘Who started the fight?’

          ‘I think it was Gerard.’

          Sol didn’t like the sound of that because the only thing worse than a prisoner starting a disturbance was a prisoner starting one and then disappearing. That generally meant they had an ulterior motive for causing the fight.  
 They needed a distraction.  

But why?

          Sol didn’t want to waste any time speculating on that and instead sprung into action, grabbing his radio and talking into it.  
          ‘I need eyes on Gerard Sonnen. If anyone knows where he is, let me know.’

          Sol’s eyes darted around the wing as he stood in the centre of the busy area. 
          ‘Get everyone back to their cells!’ Sol cried, annoyed that he had to tell his staff what the best thing to do was when they should have already figured it out for themselves. This whole situation would be far easier to manage if there weren’t a hundred or so prisoners standing around getting in the way. But as the guards started to try and herd the inmates up and direct them back towards their cells, Sol noticed something else troubling.  
          The gate at the far end of the wing was wide open.  
          And there was no guard standing in front of it.  
          ‘What’s going on with gate Four? Why’s it open and unattended?’ Sol cried into his radio as he marched towards it, desperate to get there before any of the other prisoners noticed it too and attempted to get through it. The governor had absolutely no idea why the gate was wide open. It was inexplicable. It was disturbing. And it was another cause for concern with what was quickly becoming more than just a routine fight in Wing D.  
          ‘Have you found Gerard yet?’ Sol asked over the radio as he kept pacing towards the open gate, but all the voices he heard back told him that they still hadn’t been successful in locating the wanted prisoner.  
          ‘Damn it,’ Sol muttered to himself as he picked up his pace. ‘Where the hell is Jenkins?’

 Jenkins was the name of the guard who was usually posted to this side of the wing and should have been the guard making sure this gate was locked whenever prisoners were out of their cells. That was because this door led into the corridor that ran behind this wing and led to the main security room that controlled the rest of the prison. No prisoner should ever be allowed to get in that corridor, and so far, no prisoner ever had. But before Sol could reach the gate and lock it back up, he saw the one thing he did not want to see.  
 He saw several prisoners running towards the gate ahead of him.  
 They had seen that it was open too.  

And now they were going to get there before anybody could stop them. 

          ‘We’ve got a breach at Gate Four!’ Sol shouted into his radio before breaking into a sprint and doing his best to reach the gate even though it seemed like his efforts would be in vain. Some of the prisoners had already passed through the doorway, and all Sol could hope now was that there were enough guards in that corridor beyond to hold the criminals back before they got any further.  
          Before they got to the security room.

          As Sol and several other guards ran for the door to stem the flow of prisoners seeping through it, more and more of the inmates who should have been going back to their cells realised that something was wrong and that they might have a chance at getting one over on all the staff whose job it was to keep them under control. That was when most of them stopped obliging with the order to go back to their cells and instead started running for the door too, no doubt aware that they outnumbered the guards, so they had a good chance of getting through it if they could get there before it was locked again.  
          Sol had never been in as dangerous a situation as this one in all the time he had been in charge of a prison, and he knew that it wasn’t just his exemplary professional record that was under threat if the prisoners continued to breach the security systems that were supposed to hold them in place. It was the safety of every single employee in this building because the more they lost control, the more lives were in danger. And beyond that, the safety of the general public was under threat because if anybody got out of here before their scheduled release date, then that was something that Sol would have to take the blame for.  
          So many criminals. So many dangerous individuals. All desperate to get outside.  
          But not all of them just want to go home and see their families.  
          Some of them want to get out to commit more crimes.  

          That was why they had to be stopped and stopped at all costs. But before Sol could get back on the radio and let every one of his staff in this building know that things were spiralling out of control and that the highest level of alert had to be raised, he felt the ground give way beneath him.  
          As he fell and hit the floor hard, Sol realised that the ground hadn’t given way at all. Instead, he had been rugby tackled to the ground by another prisoner, and now that prisoner was on top of him, raining down several blows that were busting open the governor’s nose. 
          Sol did his best to defend himself from the barrage of punches, but he was outmatched by the strong inmate and struggled to regain any semblance of control. Meanwhile, the guards around him also faced their own battles in keeping the unruly prisoners at bay, and as the situation got worse by the second, Sol could only think one thing.  
          One of his staff must have left that gate open on purpose.  
          It was an inside job.  
          Had they been working with Gerard? Is that why the fight started?  
          Was all of this part of some larger plan?

          That was a terrifying thought, but as he lay there on the ground, trying to stop himself being hit in the face, Sol realised the frightening truth.  
 This wasn’t just a fight. It wasn’t even a riot.  
          It was a full-on escape attempt.  
          And it seemed to be working. 
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 Terry Jenkins knew there was no going back now. He had spent his entire life operating on the right side of the law. But today, he had crossed the line, and now he was just as guilty as the prisoners he had spent so long making sure were kept locked up. But that didn’t mean he was going to end up where criminals usually did. He hoped that he was a little smarter than that, and he had a plan in place that would ensure he remained a free man. But that would only be the case if the plan worked.  
          So far, it was working.  
          But things could change quickly. 

          Not wanting to get ahead of himself and scupper what he had put into motion, Terry was making sure that he was taking one thing at a time so that things had the best chance of going the way he wanted them to. First of all, he had unlocked the gate that Gerard had told him to, and that had allowed the prisoner to get through it and into the corridor at the back of D Wing. Once Gerard was safely through there, the plan had been for it to look like the prisoner had surprised Terry in the corridor and taken him hostage, leading the ‘stricken’ guard all the way down to the security room where all of the internal systems for the prison were monitored and controlled.  
 Gerard had done what was required of him, and now Terry was being led towards that control room where anybody watching on the CCTV cameras would think that the prisoner had got the better of the guard. But the two men were working as a team, and they had been doing so ever since Gerard had first realised that Terry was a man who could be persuaded to break the rules for a chance at a better life.  
          Terry had been working at this particular prison for eight years, and he had hated almost every single second of it. But that had nothing to do with the prison itself. After all, they were much the same wherever he worked. Instead, it was more to do with the fact that as Terry got older, progressing from his forties into his fifties, he had come to realise that he had not achieved anything that he had wanted to in his life, and now, time was quickly beginning to slip away from him. It had never been his dream to be a prison guard, but that was what he had ended up doing, and frighteningly, it had been what he had imagined he would end up doing for the rest of his life, or at least until he was so old that he couldn’t do the job and was politely let go. To make his life seem even bleaker, his wife of twenty years had recently left him, demanding a divorce after admitting she had been having an affair with a guy she met at the gym, the place she spent a lot of her time while Terry had been stuck working another dull shift. With no kids, no loving partner anymore and a divorce on the horizon that threatened to rob him of half of what little money he had in the world, it seemed like there wasn’t much for Terry to look forward to. 
          But it also seemed that somebody else had noticed that. 

          It had been an average Wednesday morning when Gerard had said the words that had led Terry to this dangerous situation right here. The prisoner had mentioned the fact that Terry looked glum, and after asking him why, Gerard had offered a solution to Terry’s mundane existence. He had told him that if he was to help him get out of this place, Gerard could see to it that Terry would be furnished with enough money for him to leave his job and leave the country, starting a new life somewhere abroad in sunnier climes, where his cheating wife and his financial worries were the last things on his mind. It hadn’t taken much for that to be appealing to Terry, but there was only one problem with the idea of it all.  
          It was illegal. 

          How could Terry, a prison guard paid to keep criminals behind bars, be part of a scheme to get some of those criminals out? It seemed crazy, it seemed almost suicidal, and it definitely seemed like a sure-fire way for Terry to end up in one of the cells he regularly monitored during his working day. But the more he thought about it, the more he realised that this was his only chance at changing his fortunes. Sure, he could get caught and change his fortunes for the worse, but he could also get away with it and change them for the better.  
          He decided it was a risk worth taking.  
          Then he had told Gerard that he was in. 

          The plan was a simple one, or at least as simple as a plan that involved breaking out of a high-security prison could be. Having helped assist Gerard in escaping the wing and making it to the security room, Terry was to make it look like he had been forced to access the room to save his own life, thus granting Gerard the opportunity to get inside and wreak havoc with the security systems. There were always three employees stationed inside the security room, but only two of them were going to be doing their job. The third was in on the plan too, another one of Gerard’s recruits, and that would be how one button would be pressed that would see this entire prison go into meltdown.  
          The button would release every single door in the place.  
          That would mean there was nothing keeping the criminals inside. 

          Terry knew that once that button was pressed, all hell would break loose as more and more inmates realised they had a once in a lifetime chance at breaking free of this place. Of course, not all of them would be successful in their escape attempt. There were a lot of guards in here, and some would be held back. But many of them would be able to escape, and in that ensuing chaos, Terry was going to make sure that Gerard was amongst them. That was because once they were on the outside world, Gerard was going to use his previous criminal connections to give Terry a lucrative payday, as well as safe passage into mainland Europe, from where Terry would be able to escape the authorities looking for him in the UK.  
          Even though Terry was going to do his best to make it look like he had been ambushed by Gerard and forced to open the door to the security room, he knew that it wouldn’t take long for someone to figure out that he was in on the plan. Besides leaving the first door open on the wing, there would also be the fact that he had allowed Gerard into the security room, something that every employee was told was never to be done. All the training had taught the prison guards here to only give into a prisoner’s demands if they wouldn’t lead to the endangerment of other employees or increase the odds of a prison break. That meant Terry was supposed to deny Gerard the chance to open the door to the security room even if it came at great personal cost to him.  
          But as the two men reached the room, Terry was going to break the rules again.  
          He put his card on the electronic access panel, and he saw the light go green. 
          Gerard was in.  
          And soon, most of the prisoners in this place would be out. 

          There was instant panic from the employees in the security room when they saw Terry and Gerard entering, but one of them was acting, and Terry made eye contact with the other inside man as he was pushed against a wall by the prisoner. Then he watched as Gerard demanded the doors be opened so that he could get out, but while the first two workers in here refused to do that, the third very discreetly looked in the direction of the button that Gerard would want to push to get his wish. Considering that there were dozens of control panels in here with hundreds of buttons on each one, there would have been no other way for Gerard to know which button to press to release all of the locked doors and send all of the prisoners in here racing for the exits. But thanks to the help of the inside man, Gerard knew which direction the button was located in, and he wasted no time in rushing to that particular panel and button-bashing everything upon it.  
          ‘No! Stop!’ cried one of the workers, clearly aware that the last thing she wanted to happen was about to happen, but it was already too late because Gerard had managed to hit the button he needed, and now it wasn’t just the door to the security room that had been breached.  
          Every single door in the place was wide open. 

          ‘What have you done?’ one of the workers shouted at Terry, but he ignored that question, trying to make it look like he had no other option. But, of course, he did. He just didn’t want anybody else to know it.  
          Having accomplished what he wanted to in here, Gerard headed straight back out of the door to make good on his escape, and Terry immediately ran after him to make it look like he was giving chase. But he wasn’t. He just wanted to get out of here too, before this prison was brought back under control and some even harsher questions could be asked of him. But it would be a while before the prison was under control because based on what Gerard had just put into motion when he pressed that button, there would be nothing but complete and utter chaos occurring between these walls for the next several hours as prisoners tried to escape, and guards tried to hold them back.  
          Terry kept running after Gerard, who was a good few paces ahead of him, but fortuitously, Gerard seemed to know exactly which way to run to ensure he encountered little resistance and made it to the exit. Of course, there was nothing fortuitous about it because Terry had already briefed Gerard on the exact route he needed to take through these corridors to ensure the quickest path outside, and Gerard had done an excellent job of memorising it. He was taking all the right turns and staying on track, and because of that, he was able to reach the door that led him out to the back of the prison that only employees were ever supposed to go through. The reason no prisoner should ever make it to this door is because there was nothing stopping them from disappearing onto the streets once they got through it. But Gerard was about to go through it now, and that made Terry happy because he had done what he needed to do.  
          He had held up his end of the bargain and got Gerard out of here.  
          And pretty soon, he would have the money to get out of here himself.  
          But as Gerard opened the door that was supposed to take him to freedom, he ran head-first into one of Terry’s colleagues who was coming in the other way. The impact of the two men sent them both tumbling to the floor, but as the prison employee got to his feet, it was obvious that Gerard had come off much worse in the collision. That was because he wasn’t moving, and as Terry got closer to the fallen criminal, he silently urged Gerard to get to his feet and get the hell out of here. But Gerard didn’t move.  
          He was out cold. 

          ‘What the hell is going on?’ the guard who had unwittingly prevented a prisoner from escaping asked as he stood beside Terry and looked down at the unconscious man at their feet.  
          But Terry didn’t answer that. That was because he was too busy worrying about what this turn of events meant for him and his plan. If Gerard didn’t get out of here, then Terry wouldn’t get paid, and if he didn’t get paid, then he wouldn’t be able to flee the country and evade the law. Terry desperately needed Gerard to wake up and start running again, but it was obvious that wasn’t going to happen, and that meant that Terry’s plans were in tatters. Barring dragging Gerard out of this building himself, there was no way the prisoner was going to get away now. But of course, Terry couldn’t do that because then it would make it obvious that he had been his accomplice, and besides, there was also the small matter of the prison guard standing next to Terry who could stop him anyway.  
          This had all gone wrong, and Terry was quickly regretting his life choices. He should never have been weak. He should never have agreed to go into business with a criminal. And he should never have been so stupid to think that this plan was going to work.  
          But barring the fact that Gerard had been accidentally knocked unconscious only inches away from freedom, everything else had worked. The security room had been breached. The button had been pressed. And all the doors had been opened. That meant that the rest of the prisoners in here would still be looking to escape right now, and because of that, Terry realised that there still might be a chance for things to work out well for him. There were bound to be more prisoners running through this corridor shortly, and perhaps some of them could help Gerard get away. That wouldn’t look suspicious, and it would mean that there would still be a chance of Terry getting paid.  
          All Terry needed was for an escapee to come down here, pull Gerard to his feet and drag the fallen man out of the door.  
          Was that too much to ask?

          It turned out that it wasn’t because it was only a few seconds later when Terry heard several loud voices around the corner, and when he went to look, he saw a frightening sight. Dozens of inmates were running straight towards him, having made it through one of the many unlocked doors now in this place.  
          That’s when Terry knew that he might as well just drag Gerard to his feet himself and help the prisoner out of here. That’s because he couldn’t hang around here. He had to run, as much for his own safety as anything else. 
          As of right now, every prison guard in the building who came face to face with a prisoner was dead meat.  
          And the same might be said for anybody else unlucky enough to be visiting this place at the same time. 
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 Harry Baxter had always believed this was going to be one of the most interesting days of his school life. After all, it wasn’t often a pupil like him got to swap the classroom and the maths questions for a chance to go into an actual prison and meet an actual criminal.  

But that is what had happened today. 

 Harry was inside this prison in South London along with the rest of his classmates, including Mustaf, his best friend, and their teacher, Miss Thompson, had brought them here to listen to the story of a man who had made some bad choices in his life and ended up breaking the law. That man was called Francis, although he had told the pupils that he had several unsavoury nicknames based on the fact that he used to commit all sorts of crimes in and around his council estate before he got arrested. That all sounded very scary to Harry, but also a little cool too, and the youngster had listened in rapt attention as the criminal had told him all about his unique life.  
 Or at least he had until the alarm had suddenly sounded in the corridor outside this meeting room and sent the probation officer accompanying Francis into a bit of a panic.  
          ‘Everybody stay where they are!’ the officer had cried before rushing to the door and looking out into the corridor. Harry and Mustaf had done as they had been told, which was more than could be said of them when they were at school. But this was not school, where the worst thing that could happen was that a detention could be given out. This was a much more intense environment, and the boys knew that here, things could get a lot more serious than what they were used to. They realised that when Miss Thompson went white as a sheet and rushed over to the officer by the door to ask him what was happening.  
          Harry couldn’t hear what was being said between them, but he could tell that something was wrong because an alarm was never a good thing, was it? Alarms usually went off when somebody broke into a place where they shouldn’t be, but this was a prison, so surely nobody would break in here. So what did the alarm mean? It took Harry a few seconds to figure it out, but when he did, he turned to Mustaf with wide eyes and a big smile.  
          ‘Do you think someone’s breaking out?’

          Mustaf frowned at the suggestion, but Harry was adamant that was what the alarm must mean.  
          ‘It must be! What else would it be?’

          ‘It could be anything!’ Mustaf replied.  
          ‘No, your friend’s right,’ came the voice at the front of the room, and both Harry and Mustaf looked in the direction of it. When they did, they realised that it was the prisoner who had just spoken to them.  
          Francis sat back in his chair and smiled as the alarm continued to blare before letting the boys and the rest of their classmates in on exactly what was happening now.  
          ‘I’ve heard this type of alarm before,’ Francis said with a knowing smile. ‘Not in this prison but in another one. And I know what it means. It means that there’s a riot going on right now somewhere in here.’

          Some of the pupils gasped, and Harry and Mustaf shared a worried glance, but it was their teacher who spoke first.  
          ‘A riot? What do you mean?’ she demanded to know.  
          ‘What do you think I mean?’ Francis replied nonchalantly, and Harry saw that this man carried none of the fear or respect for the teacher as he himself did. ‘I mean it’s a riot. Prisoners are rebelling. The guards have lost control. In other words, this prison is screwed.’ 

          Francis seemed to be enjoying that thought, but the probation officer by the door didn’t like it and told the prisoner to be quiet.  
          ‘You know I’m right,’ Francis called to the officer. ‘So the question is, what are you going to do to keep us all safe?’

          Harry looked between the prison and the probation officer, fascinated by this interaction, as well as the reason behind what was causing the loud alarm to keep blaring out.  
 Were the prisoners really rioting?  
 Had the guards lost control?  

And were they now in danger? 

          The longer this went on, the more Harry believed they were because the probation officer looked a lot more worried than the prisoner, and that couldn’t be a good sign. Miss Thompson also looked concerned, and it was obvious that the responsible adults in this environment were having difficulty knowing what to do.  
          There was suddenly chatter over the radio that the probation officer held in his hand, and while Harry couldn’t hear what was said, he didn’t fail to see what the officer did next.  
 He came back into the room.  
 Then he closed the door.  
          And then he locked it. 

          ‘What are you doing?’ the teacher asked.  
          ‘He’s trying to keep us safe,’ Francis answered for him. ‘He hopes that lock is going to keep out any prisoners who might come down here. But I think we might need more than that.’

          ‘Be quiet! I won’t tell you again!’ the probation officer barked at Francis, but he just laughed at that order.  
          Harry and Mustaf shared another worried glance, and Harry knew his friend must be sensing trouble because he hadn’t even taken out his mobile phone to film any of what was going on. It wasn’t often Mustaf forgot to try and get content for his social media pages or his YouTube channel, but he wasn’t even trying now. He was just sitting and staring at the door, the one that had just been locked by the man who works in this prison.  
          It was as if they were now the prisoners. 

          ‘We’re leaving,’ Miss Thompson said, taking the matter into her own hands when it seemed like she wasn’t happy with the way things were going here.  
          ‘No. You all stay here,’ the probation officer told her, moving in front of the door to show that he was serious about nobody leaving this room until he said so.  
          ‘Why? What’s happening?’

          ‘There’s been a security breach. Nothing serious but we need to stay where we are until I know things are back to normal.’

          ‘Nothing serious,’ Francis said with a chuckle. ‘You wish.’

          ‘Please just be honest with us,’ Miss Thompson demanded. ‘Tell us what is happening.’

          ‘Like I said, there has been a security breach, but this will be resolved soon enough. But until then, I am responsible for your safety while you are on the premises, and I am telling you that you need to stay in here until I say so.’

          That seemed fair enough, Harry thought, but it wasn’t enough to stop his classmates gossiping about what might be going on, nor was it enough for his teacher to stop pacing around the room looking worried. It also wasn’t enough for Francis to stop laughing to himself, and as a few of the children looked over to him, he took the chance to continue engaging with his audience.  
          ‘Let me tell you about the last time I heard that alarm,’ the prisoner said. ‘Like I said, it was in another prison, and when it went off, I was on my bed in my cell reading a magazine. But I went out of my cell to investigate, and when I did, I saw so many things.’

          ‘Like what?’ Mustaf asked.  
          ‘Oh, let me see. I saw a man being strangled by another man. I saw four guys kicking one guy who was lying on the ground with his hands over his head. And I saw a prison guard being attacked while he tried to defend an open door.’

          ‘Francis! That’s enough!’ the probation officer shouted, but it was too late because the youngsters in the room had already heard what the prisoner had to say, and it was certainly shocking.  
          ‘You saw someone being strangled?’ asked Eva, one of the girls in Harry’s class.  
          ‘That’s right.’

          ‘Did he die?’ Mustaf asked.  
          ‘I’m not sure. I didn’t hang around to watch. I was too busy trying to defend myself.’

          ‘From what?’ Harry wanted to know.  
          ‘From the other prisoners, of course. What do you think? That this is a safe place? Ha. Prisons are full of murderers, and when the guards lose control, they take their chance to kill.’

          ‘That’s it. I’m taking you next door,’ the probation officer said, and he marched towards Francis before ordering the prisoner to stand up and follow him out of the room.  
          ‘But I thought it wasn’t safe enough for us to go out there?’ Francis asked, obviously pretending to be scared.  
          ‘I’m not having you in here scaring everyone with your stories.’

          ‘But I thought that was the whole point of this? I thought I was supposed to tell the truth about prison life so none of these kids ever end up in here like me?’

          ‘Come on!’ the probation officer demanded, not backing down or paying attention to Francis’s sarcastic comments. ‘Let’s go!’

          Francis was led to the locked door, and Harry watched him as he went, almost sorry to see the prisoner leaving because as weird as it was, he almost felt safer having him here. If everything was going wrong out there then for some reason, Harry felt like Francis was the only one in this room who could protect them. Harry felt that way because he had been listening to Francis’s life experiences ever since this unusual ‘school day’ had begun, and during that time, the youngster had got a sense that while Francis had made many mistakes, he was extremely streetwise and was somebody you would rather have on your side than against you.  
          Harry had not been the only one in his class who had been enthralled by Francis’s stories of his life on the streets, selling drugs, and running a gang that had made a lot of money, even if that money had come from illegal means. That was because the world they had been told about was so different to the one Harry and his schoolfriends came from. While none of them were from a particularly desirable part of London, their neighbourhoods were nowhere near as dangerous as the one Francis had been brought up in, and that might partly explain why he was the one who had gone into a life of crime, and they hadn’t. While Harry had seen plenty of examples of poverty in his area, as well as a few shady characters and the odd police officer making investigations, he didn’t really know what it was like to exist in an environment every day where people literally had to do anything to survive.  
          But Francis did. 

          That was why Francis had told the pupils about how he felt abandoned by regular society and had taken to making money any way he could because the traditional route of going to school and getting a stable job had not applied to him. How could it when he spent most of his childhood just trying to eat or avoid being attacked by someone bigger and older than him whenever he left his family’s council flat? Harry had been in his fair share of risky situations in his time, most memorably when he had got lost in a system of tunnels in Las Vegas that were home to all sorts of nefarious characters, but that was very different. That was a one-off experience, and it had been thousands of miles away from his home, where he had been very much out of his depth. But he never recalled an occasion where he had been in such grave danger just walking the streets near his house.  
          He never needed to be as alert as Francis obviously had been. 

          Hearing the prisoner talking about firing a gun in the direction of the police one time had been shocking, but that was exactly what Francis had told them, and perhaps the craziest thing of all was that the criminal seemed proud to admit it. Harry, like most people his age, had a slight problem with authority, but Francis didn’t just dislike adults in power.  
          He tried to kill them. 

          That clearly meant that Francis was a very dangerous man, but as he was taken from the room, Harry wished he was staying. That was because as much as he had heard some scary things from the prisoner, he had never felt in danger in his presence. It didn’t seem like Francis was the kind of guy who lashed out or attacked unless he was provoked, and he wasn’t being provoked in here by this audience of school kids. But the probation officer was clearly antagonising the prisoner as he removed him from the room, and as the door closed behind them, leaving Harry with only his fellow pupils and his nervous teacher to protect him, the young boy wondered if not allowing Francis to stay here had been a mistake.  
 In here, Francis was doing some good. He was providing a word of warning to those listening to him, but he was also a potential bodyguard for them should any other prisoner come storming in here.  
 But out there, Francis was just like everybody else.  

He was desperate to escape. 
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 Francis Evans was a criminal, but he wasn’t a monster. That was why there was no way that he would have ever dared to try anything dangerous in a room full of school kids. But now he was out of that room and only in the company of a probation officer, he wasn’t feeling quite so respectful.  
 With the alarm still sounding that told him this prison was not operating as securely as it should be, the prisoner knew that he had a chance to do something about his current predicament. There was a window of opportunity here, but there was no saying when it would close. Eventually, the prison guards would get this place back under control again, and when they did, the prisoners within it would be locked up in their cells and made to serve out the remainder of their sentences. But until that window was closed, each and every prisoner in here had the opportunity to savour something that had been denied to them by the justice system.  
          Freedom.  
          And Francis definitely wanted to taste a bit of that. 

          As he was led through the corridor towards the room where he was presumably going to be locked up and made to wait by the probation officer beside him, Francis decided to seize his chance. With nobody else in this corridor other than the probation officer, Francis fancied his chances in a 50/50 fight, and that was why he decided to ignite one.  
 Without warning, he turned and drove his left fist into the stomach of the probation officer, easily winding him and causing him to double over in pain as he gripped his torso and tried to get his breath back. But Francis gave him no time to do that, and as he hit the officer again, the prison employee crumpled easily, falling to the floor and proving defenceless against the unprovoked attack that he was now the victim of.  
 After several more telling blows had landed on the man on the ground, Francis stood over the officer and felt satisfied that he was no longer a threat. With that assured, the prisoner took the keys from the officer’s belt and then ran towards the door at the end of the corridor, hoping that he would be able to quickly ascertain which key he needed to unlock it.  
 But as he reached the door and fumbled through the keys, he noticed something on the wall that made him realise he might not need these keys after all. The access panel that was usually displaying the colour red was now displaying the colour green.  

Did that mean it was already open?

 There was only one way to find out, and Francis put his hand on the door’s bars and pulled them towards him as hard as he could.  

And the door opened easily. 

 Francis could scarcely believe his luck. Here he was in prison, yet a door that should have been keeping him detained was as easy to open as the door to his council flat back on the estate.  
 Was it an anomaly? 

Or were all the other doors in this place now just as easy to open?

 The perplexed prisoner felt his heart almost skip a beat as he ran towards the next door in this place to see if he could get through it as effortlessly as he had done with the last one. But sure enough, this one was green too, and as Francis burst through it, he realised why the alarm was going off right now.  
 This prison wasn’t just compromised.  

It was crippled.

 Racing through the next corridor, Francis knew where he was, but he also knew that he wasn’t going to keep sticking to his familiar route. That was because going the way he knew would only lead him back to his wing and his cell. What he needed to do was go a different way.  

A way that would hopefully lead him to the outside.

 Taking a left turn instead of a right, Francis began that exploration, but no sooner had he done so, he was met with the sight of two prison guards coming the other way.  

‘Hey!’ one of them called out when he spotted the prisoner moving around unaccompanied, but Francis didn’t bother to hang around to see what else he had to say and instead sprinted around another corner before hiding under a desk in a room that was otherwise unoccupied. 
 Crouching in his hiding place, Francis stayed quiet until he was sure that the guards who had seen him had now moved on to another part of the prison. Then he got out from under the desk and peered out into the corridor, aware that he could very easily have been caught then, and his chance at escape would have been snuffed out before it had barely begun.  
 Francis realised that he needed to be a little more tactical in his approach if he was going to get out of here, rather than running around corners with no regard for who or what might be waiting for him on the other side. That was why he started to creep down the corridors now instead of sprinting, taking his time so that he would be better prepared to react efficiently if he did encounter any more obstacles.  
 Having passed through a third unlocked door, Francis could still scarcely believe that this prison that had once been so secure was now so open and vulnerable. He wondered how it could have happened, but try as he might, he couldn’t figure out what could have caused all of the doors in this place to be unlocked.  
 If it was a system malfunction, then it was pure luck on the part of the prisoners.  

But if it was a plan that had worked then it was sheer genius. 

 Francis hoped he would one day find out exactly what had caused this unprecedented event, but when he did, he wanted to find out while sipping a cold beer somewhere as a free man. If he could get out of here, then he felt confident about his chances of never having to come back because out there, he was king. He knew how to handle himself on the streets, and he knew he would be able to figure out how to stay hidden. But until he was out, Francis was just another statistic.  
 A prisoner.  
 A number.  

A problem to be kept hidden away.  

 Francis resented the fact that society dealt with people like him simply by banishing them to a tiny cell and locking the door behind them. It didn’t seem like a very productive way of reforming somebody who had been led astray. But that was how it worked, so it was why Francis wanted to get out of here. Maybe if his crimes had been treated differently then he wouldn’t have felt the need to run. But there was no hope for him if he stayed here in this place. It was dangerous. It was full of probation officers who didn’t have a clue. And most of all, it was full of prisoners who were even more deadly than Francis was.  
 Since coming here to serve his sentence, Francis had survived two attempts on his life from fellow inmates. The first one had occurred in the prison canteen when he had been rudely interrupted from eating his meal by another prisoner bashing his tray over Francis’s head, simply because Francis had got served before him. The attack had only stopped when a prison guard had intervened, but if he hadn’t then Francis’s skull would surely have ended up as mushed as the mashed potato that was spilt from his plate that day. The second attempt on his life had come when Francis had found himself accosted in his cell by two men who he had previously had a disagreement with out on the prison yard. Francis had been using a pull-up bar for some exercise until the two men had told him to get off it because they wanted to use it on their break instead. Francis had disagreed with that idea, and it had led to a brief, physical altercation that had been quickly resolved by the dozen guards watching nearby. But the two men had returned to continue their vendetta, and with Francis trapped alone in his cell with no guards around to help, it had seemed like he wouldn’t be able to fight them off so easily this time. That had become even clearer when one of the men had revealed a shiv and told the occupant of the cell that he was going to use it to cut him from ear to ear.  
 Everything in Francis’s life up until that point had taught him to fight, but that had been one particular occasion when it had been best to take flight instead and somehow, unbeknownst to him to this day, Francis had managed to make it past the two men and out of his cell without being stabbed by the deadly weapon. Having raced back into the populated prison wing, Francis had been able to attract the attention of one of the guards, who had quickly been able to diffuse the situation and confiscate the shiv before sending the two men to serve out their time in a different part of the prison. Francis resented the fact that he had been forced to run to a guard to solve his problems for him because out on the streets, Francis was used to solving them himself. But in here, it was all about survival, nothing more, nothing less, and Francis had done what he had needed to do to survive that potentially deadly encounter.  
 But those incidents were the reason why Francis wasn’t just moving through this prison now with only worries of the prison guards on his mind. He was also worried about which prisoners he might end up bumping into.  

While the guards would only put him in handcuffs, some of the prisoners might put him in a bodybag. 

 Moving through another door, Francis paused when he saw a group of four prisoners he didn’t recognise running ahead of him in the direction of an office. That office was occupied by a solitary prison guard, and when he looked up from his desk and saw the quartet of criminals heading towards him, he went as white as a sheet because he realised he was severely outnumbered and was now most likely going to die.  
 Francis realised that too, and that was why he moved past the office and carried on looking for a way out while the screams from the prison guard rang out behind him. The four prisoners were punishing that guard simply because he represented the side of the law that they disagreed with, and while it was all nonsense, it didn’t change the fact that those prisoners would not stop attacking him until he was gone. But Francis didn’t feel compelled to step in and try and save the guard. Why would he? He didn’t know the guard, and he didn’t know the prisoners. They were just more blank faces in this lonely place that didn’t care about things like friendship, loyalty, and sacrifice. In here, it was every man or woman for themselves.  
 Doing the right thing, being sentimental, or offering help in the outside world might be rewarded, but not in prison.  

In this world, things like that could get you killed. 

 As the screams from the officer behind him suddenly stopped, Francis entered another corridor, and when he did, he saw something that made him feel like he might actually be getting out sooner than expected. He saw the clear blue sky on the other side of a glass window, and as he got closer to it, he saw the window was located in a room that was normally only inhabited by prison employees. There were coats hanging on hooks and a couple of lunchboxes on the tables with half-eaten sandwiches inside them, and if he had to guess, Francis would say that this was the prison guard’s canteen. If he had to guess again, he would also say that the sight of the abandoned lunches on the tables suggested the guards who had been sitting in here a few minutes ago had left their food and rushed to offer their assistance when the alarm had sounded.  
 Because of that, the room was empty.  

And that meant there was nothing in between the prisoner and the door that led outside it. 

 Rushing into the canteen, Francis sprinted towards the door, ignoring the sandwiches on the tables because while he was hungry, he had more of an appetite for freedom than food. As he reached it, he didn’t see any panel showing a green or red colour that might have indicated whether this door was open. But all the others had been so far, so there was nothing that made Francis suspect this door would be any different.  
 Until he tried it.  

And that’s when he realised that it was locked. 

 Francis slammed his shoulder into the surface of the door, desperately trying to get it to open because he knew the outside world was on the other side, and he sincerely wanted to sample that fresh air as a free man. But the door wouldn’t budge. He was still locked in.  

‘Damn it!’ Francis cried as the door refused to comply with his wishes, but as he stopped trying and turned back into the canteen to find another way out of here, he realised the door behind him was now the least of his worries. That was because there were two prison guards standing in the canteen with him, and having just witnessed the prisoner so eagerly trying to escape, they didn’t look in the mood to allow Francis another chance at freedom.  
 Francis did his best to try and evade them as they moved towards him, but there were several tables in his way, and despite throwing a couple of lunchboxes at the guards, they were quickly able to apprehend him and put him in handcuffs. Francis was being taken back deeper into the prison, and despite the fact that the majority of the doors in this place seemed to be unlocked right now, he was one of the unlucky ones who wasn’t going to benefit from it.  
 But there were a few prisoners who were having a little more luck than he was.  

And they were prisoners who were a lot more dangerous than he was too. 
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 Paula Walsh had picked a very bad day to come and visit a man she had spent the majority of this year trying to put behind bars. If only she had come yesterday when this prison had been operating as it was supposed to then everything would have been fine. Or tomorrow, when order had been restored and any danger had been snuffed out.  
 But no, she had come today.  
          And that was why Valentin Morozov was now in a position to threaten her life.

          The detective was currently trapped inside a room with the Russian serial killer after an alarm had suddenly sounded and interrupted their conversation. That alarm had caused the prison guard stationed outside the room to go and investigate, and when he had left, Valentin had made his move, looking to attack Paula despite him being in handcuffs and with no weapons to hand.  
          Paula had not felt nervous when she had been sat across the table from the killer, but that had been back when they had been having a calm discussion in a quiet meeting room with a guard outside the door. But now there was a lot of noise, they were no longer seated, and the guard was gone, which meant everything had changed.  
          In a matter of minutes, it had gone from a safe situation to a potentially deadly one. 

          In the scuffle that had occurred shortly after the guard had vacated his post, Valentin had been able to block Paula’s path to the door, meaning she was unable to get past him and get out of here without having to go through him. The detective cursed the fact that she had turned down the chance to leave the room under the watchful eye of the guard before he went to investigate the alarm, instead opting to stay in here because she didn’t want to have to delay her talk with Valentin any more. If she had left the room when she had the chance then she would be safe now, but instead, she had remained, and now the prisoner had the upper hand, or at least he did until the guard returned. But there was no sign of the guard yet, and the alarm was still blaring out, meaning whatever had caused this disturbance didn’t appear to be getting resolved promptly.  
          And that was bad news for the detective. 

          Valentin smirked at the woman across the room from him, observing how she had her back against the wall as if she was trying to keep as much distance from him as possible. That was exactly what Paula was doing because she knew there was no chance that she could get past Valentin if she ran forward, and even though his hands were cuffed, she still didn’t want to take the risk of him finding a way to kill her. He could still strangle her if he got the chance, and despite her confidence as an experienced officer of the law, she didn’t feel confident about being able to overpower a man with murder on his mind.  
          ‘What’s the matter?’ Valentin asked with a grin. ‘Things not going as planned? Don’t you just hate it when that happens?’

          While Paula had come here to talk to the prisoner, she no longer wished to engage in conversation with him, which was why she said nothing and left Valentin to answer his own question for her.  
          ‘I know I hate it when things don’t go to plan,’ he mused as he remained in front of the door and made his voice just loud enough so that it could be heard over the noisy alarm. ‘I remember the day I left my apartment in Greenwich to dispose of a little luggage only to be rudely arrested on my way home by you of all people.’

          Paula knew that Valentin was referring to the day that she and her team of police officers had witnessed Valentin disposing of a body near his home before they swooped in to arrest the dangerous man before he could claim any more innocent lives. The arrest was just one of the things she had come to this prison to talk to him about today, but the time for talking seemed to be over.  
          Paula just wanted to get out of here.  
          Otherwise, she could end up being Valentin’s next victim.

          ‘Just let me leave,’ the detective said calmly to the killer before her.  
          ‘You’re free to go,’ Valentin replied, but he made no attempt to move away from the door, which in turn made Paula remain where she was, standing by the wall.  
          ‘Trying to intimidate me is not going to help you,’ she warned him. 
          ‘I’ve been sentenced to life in prison. I’m not sure much can help me now.’

          ‘So just let me go. Don’t make things worse.’

          ‘Things can only get worse for you here.’

          That sinister reply sent a shiver down Paula’s spine, but she knew it was true. At this point, Valentin was a man who had nothing to lose. He had already been caught and imprisoned, subjected to spending the rest of his days in this building. With that in mind, did it really matter if he tried to kill again? It wasn’t as if he stood any chance of getting out early on good behaviour if he was polite and law-abiding now. Therefore, the Russian was right.  

Only Paula stood to be the one whose situation got worse here. 

          In a predicament as dangerous as this one, it was impossible for Paula’s mind not to wander onto her daughter, Bella, and the fact that she might not ever get to see her again if this ended badly. While now separated from Bella’s father, Lee, Paula’s love for her child had not diminished like her love for the man she had married, and that was why she was so desperate to get out of here alive. She wanted to see her daughter again, lots of times, because Bella was only a child, and therefore, had a lot of years ahead of her. Paula wanted to be there for as many of those years as she could be because as her mother, it was her job to instil in her certain values and behaviours that would serve her well in later life. But there was a threat to that mother/daughter relationship now, and it came in the form of the dangerous man standing by the door.  
 Paula knew her job as a detective in the Metropolitan Police in London meant there would be times when she was in danger, but she hadn’t expected today to be one of them. She was inside a prison after all, and there weren’t many places in the capital city that were as secure as this one. If today’s meeting had gone as planned then she would have simply spoken to Valentin, ascertained if he was willing to cooperate with her, and then left peacefully once she had acquired the information she needed. But things had not gone to plan, and a simple conversation had taken a dramatic twist the second that alarm had sounded that had told the two people in this room that something was wrong somewhere inside this prison.  

‘I love the uncertainty,’ Valentin said a moment later. ‘The uncertainty of not knowing why that alarm is going off and the uncertainty of you not knowing what I am thinking of doing to you.’

 Paula really didn’t want to have to keep engaging with this unsavoury character now that she had lost the upper hand in the interaction, but other than a guard rushing in here and helping her, maybe talking was her only way out of this without coming to harm. With that in mind, she decided to humour the Russian.  
 At best, it would keep him occupied until the prison was back under control.  

At worst, it might just buy her a few more moments of life. 

 Taking a deep breath and stepping away from the wall slightly to hopefully show that she wasn’t as afraid externally as she felt internally, Paula looked Valentin in the eye and spoke.  

‘I get that you’re a man who thrives on chaos,’ the detective said. ‘I know you liked to project an image of being a calm, suave businessman with his life in order, but deep down, you like to disrupt, and you particularly like to see other people’s lives disrupted.’


‘That might be correct,’ Valentin replied. ‘But you’re a detective, not a psychiatrist, so I suggest you stick to things you are good at, while you still have the chance, that is.’

 Paula was intimidated, but she refused to give this man the pleasure of knowing that for sure, so she continued to engage with him.  

‘You disrupted your victim’s lives by killing them, and you disrupted their family’s lives by taking away their loved ones. Now you are enjoying the thought of doing the same thing to me and my family. But it’s too late. Everyone knows who you are now, so where’s the fun in it for you? Where’s the pleasure if you can’t get away with it?’


‘I kill because I can, not because I think I will get away with it,’ Valentin replied rather ominously. ‘If you think I would be willing to spare your life just because I can’t keep it a secret then you are sadly mistaken.’


‘Then what are you waiting for?’ Paula said, feigning confidence. ‘Take your best shot.’

 The detective knew she had no weapons on her to defend herself, nor did she think she was stronger than Valentin, but she was struggling to stay in suspense about when he would make his move towards her. At least if she got him to come towards her rather than the other way around then there might be enough of a gap to the door created for her to have a chance at getting out of here.  
 But Valentin didn’t move, instead choosing to remain eerily still and calm, as if he was most comfortable in a situation as tense as this one. Paula suspected that all hell was breaking loose in the rooms and corridors that surrounded them because that alarm was still going off, and the guard had not yet returned, yet here was Valentin acting as if he was living in blissful serenity, as if this was the eye of a hurricane.  

And maybe it was. 

 Paula waited a little longer for the dangerous Russian to make his move, but when he did, it was not the one she was expecting. Instead of him coming straight towards her, he took a step to his right, which wouldn’t have been all that significant if it were not for the fact that it now meant that Paula had a clear view of the door.  
 He had moved out of her escape route. 

But why?

 Sceptical about his intentions, Paula didn’t try and make it to the door immediately, instead opting to try and figure out what game Valentin was playing. But to make things easier for her, he came out and told her.  

‘I’m letting you go, but not because I’m worried about the consequences of killing you in here with my bare hands or not because I feel remorse and am a changed man,’ he said calmly.  

‘Then why?’ Paula wished to know.  

‘Because I can. Because I hold your life in my hands, and honestly, that’s enough for me. At least today, anyway. It’s enough for me to know that you will go home this evening aware that you are only alive because I deemed it so. It’s enough for me that you will enjoy your next meal so much more knowing that you could have been denied ever tasting something delicious again. And it’s enough for me to know that you will appreciate kissing your daughter goodnight even more the next time you visit her bedroom.’

 Paula was not only angry that this despicable figure had mentioned her child, but she was shocked too because she didn’t know how he knew about Bella. But before she could ask, and most importantly, ascertain if her daughter had ever been in any kind of danger from him, Valentin chose to enlighten her.  

‘Don’t look so surprised,’ he said. ‘I know everything about you. Of course I do. I had to. You were the woman hunting me, at least that’s what the newspapers had said. So I made it my business to learn as much about you as I could. That’s how I found out about Lee and Bella.’

 Hearing this man say the names that belonged to her estranged partner and their child was disturbing, but it proved that he really had done his research on her.  

‘Unfortunately, my investigation into your life wasn’t able to prevent me from ending up in here,’ Valentin added. ‘But the information I acquired could come in handy should I ever find myself out of this prison and back amongst the general public again.’


‘That’s never going to happen,’ Paula interjected there, confident that this was at least one thing she had him beat with. ‘You’re going to spend the rest of your life behind bars, and there’s nothing you can do about that.’


‘We’ll see about that,’ Valentin said with a surprising amount of confidence. ‘But in the meantime, you’re free to leave. Until the next time….’

 Paula watched as Valentin moved even further away from the door, and it did seem like she could get out easily now. She decided not to tempt fate by sticking around in here any longer than she had to, so she darted for the door and opened it, relieved to be leaving the murderous man behind. But before she could get back out into the currently unguarded corridor, she heard Valentin speak one last time.  

‘You better pray that I never make it out of here,’ Valentin said as Paula prepared to close the door behind her. ‘Because if I do, it won’t be you that I come after. It will be them.’

 The detective knew he was referring to her family, but she wasn’t going to dignify that disgusting threat with an answer. Instead, she just concentrated on making sure this door was closed properly so that the serial killer would be stuck inside until the prison was back under control and the guard returned to return the Russian to his cell.  
 But as she shut the door and walked away, she had failed to realise something.  
 She had failed to see that even though the door was shut, it had not automatically locked as it should do.  
 Paula didn’t know that all the internal locks in this place had failed, and by the time she did, it would be too late to go back and check on the man she had helped put behind bars.  
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 Valentin Morozov had been planning on taking a seat back at the table where Detective Walsh had just been speaking to him about several unsolved crimes in London that she, rather optimistically, wondered if she could connect him to. But that had been before he had noticed something shortly after the detective had left the room.                
          He had noticed that the door hadn’t made the electronic noise that it usually made when it was closed.  
          The noise it usually made when it locked. 

          Walking towards the door that the detective had just exited through, Valentin wasn’t allowing himself to get too excited about what the lack of noise had meant. It was thrilling to think that this door might be unlocked and that there was no one around to stop him walking out of here, but it was surely also folly. This was a prison, he was a convicted criminal, and criminals didn’t just walk out of prison, did they?  
 But then he reached the door, and when he tried to open it, something strange happened.  
          It actually opened. 

          Valentin realised in that moment that several wonderful and rather unexpected things had happened over the course of the last few minutes. Firstly, his usually boring time in solitary confinement had been broken up by the arrival of Detective Walsh, and he had enjoyed the chance to pass a little of his sentence in her company, even if he despised every fibre of her being. Secondly, an alarm had sounded that signalled something was wrong in the prison and sent the guard outside the door, scampering to look into it, providing Valentin with a very unique chance to scare Detective Walsh and let her know how much he knew about her family. And thirdly, he had shown considerable restraint not to try and attack the detective, even though he had the chance, instead preferring to leave her alone with her paranoid thoughts about what he would ever do if he got out. But Detective Walsh, and indeed, Valentin himself, had scarcely expected that to happen.  
 There was no way Valentin was ever getting out of here, after all. 
          But that led to the fourth wonderful and unexpected thing that had happened. It seemed that the alarm meant there was a problem with the security doors locking, and when Detective Walsh had left, she had failed to notice it, presumably because she had been in such a rush to get away from Valentin and get back to the outside world. But Valentin had just noticed it, and as he peered out into the empty corridor, he saw that he was alone in this part of the prison and, essentially, free to go where he wished.  
          Striding down the corridor while using his memory to recall the route in which he had been brought here from his usual place in solitary on Wing C, Valentin was quickly trying to ascertain the quickest and best route out of here before the security systems were fixed and the doors locked again. If he had still been in his cell when the alarm had sounded then he would have had a much smaller chance of escaping because that wing was so heavily guarded that it would have been impossible to get out without encountering guards. But Valentin wasn’t on his wing. He was here, in this quiet corridor, because Detective Walsh had wanted to see him, and that meant that he had a greater chance of escaping now.  
          Could it be that the woman who had put him in here might end up being the one who helped get him out?

          Valentin was certainly eager to find out, and if he was to be successful then he realised he could be seeing the detective a lot sooner than either of them had anticipated, only this time it would be in the outside world, and all bets were off there.  
          Moving through the prison like a child creeping through a house in search of a midnight snack, Valentin was able to avoid detection from the various guards he spotted in and around the corridors he was creeping in. He did so by various methods, including hiding behind furniture, diving around a couple of corners, and at one point, resorting to lying down flat on his back in the middle of a dark room after running out of time to find a better option and hoping that the guard didn’t just walk in and turn on the lights. But Valentin continued to evade capture, and the longer that was the case, coupled with the continuing sound of the alarm, meant that he was feeling even better about his chances of getting out of here and continuing his reign of terror in the capital.  
          Of course, Valentin could have already added to his victim count if he had just killed Detective Walsh in that room, but he had not felt the urge to, even though he had enjoyed making the member of the Met squirm. That was because he liked his murders to be the result of some kind of plan. It didn’t have to be a particularly elaborate plan, but there had to be a little more thinking behind it than simply attacking someone who just happened to come to visit him in prison by surprise.  

After all, the fun was in the anticipation of the kill rather than just the act of it. 

          That was why Paula had lived, at least for now, anyway. But Valentin also wanted her alive for another much darker reason. While killing her would be just revenge for her arresting him, he wanted her to suffer more than that, and what would cause her more pain than her own death?  

The death of her loved ones, of course, namely little Bella, the detective’s daughter. 

 Valentin had spent many a night in his cell alone, dreaming about meeting her and telling the child all about what her mummy had done before taking out a knife and showing her what he was capable of doing too.  
          That would really get back at the detective.  
          And now Valentin had never been closer to making that fantastical idea of revenge a reality. 

          Spotting a couple of inmates up ahead, Valentin paused for a moment and tried to figure out if they were worth following. Seeing them in this corridor was a good sign because it was further evidence that this prison was falling apart at the seams, but the prisoners wouldn’t be much use to him if they just uselessly led him back into the clutches of more guards. Either they genuinely knew how to get out of here before the prison was reinforced, or they were a waste of time, and Valentin was better on his own.  
          But then he saw the prisoners storm through a door, and on the other side of it was something so bright and so beautiful that it was as if the Russian man was reborn again.  
          It was sunlight.  
          It was the outside world. 

          Regaining his momentum, Valentin sprinted for the door as fast his legs would carry him, not prepared to miss this once in a lifetime chance at getting out of here and escaping the sentence a judge had so nonchalantly handed down to him. The world outside believed that Valentin was a condemned man, fated to spend the rest of his days languishing in a cell for the crimes he committed around the city of London. But the serial killer still felt like he had unfinished business on account of how abruptly his reign of terror had ended, and if he could get through the door that the other prisoners had just streamed through, he would never have a better chance at accomplishing the rest of his grand plans.  
          Valentin made it through that door a moment later, and when he did, he squinted as his eyes adjusted to the daylight all around him. Having spent so long inside the prison, it was getting harder and harder for him to adjust to seeing sunlight on account of only being allowed out very sparingly for daily exercise. But it sure did feel good to have the wind on his face, and it felt even better when he saw the prisoners running through the gate that clearly led to a street beyond the borders of this terrible place.  
          But before Valentin could go through that same gate and take his chances on the other side of it, he had to exercise caution because it wasn’t just prisoners who were out here.  

There were guards too and lots of them. 

          Some of the guards were running while some of them were more stationary as they wrestled an inmate to the ground, but all of them were doing the same thing. They were attempting to stop as many prisoners as possible from getting out of here.  
          Valentin watched on as he saw one particular prisoner almost make it through the gate, but a desperate lunge from the guard behind him meant that he fell at the last hurdle and was back in handcuffs instead of enjoying his freedom out on that prized street. Valentin couldn’t even begin to imagine how horrible it must feel to be that close to escaping only to have it snatched away at the last minute, and he was determined that he would not suffer the same fate as that unfortunate inmate. The problem was that the Russian man didn’t necessarily have full control of this crazy situation. The guards were everywhere, coming from all angles, and somehow, Valentin was going to have to weave his way around every single one of them if he was going to make good on his bid for freedom.  
          One thing that this situation did call for was speed, and Valentin knew that running was his best bet. He didn’t seem to have been spotted by any of the guards so far because he hadn’t been rugby tackled to the ground, but it was only a matter of time until one of them saw him and made a beeline for him. All of the guards here certainly knew who he was, considering that his face had been on the front page of every newspaper and his name mentioned on every news bulletin in this country in the days surrounding his arrest and conviction. Valentin knew that because he had seen a couple of those newspapers in prison, as well as caught a glimpse of the news on the television when he had been making his way through his wing after lunch.  
 The other inmates seemed to enjoy passing their time with newspapers and hours in front of a crappy television that looked like it belonged in a different era, but Valentin had never bothered with any of that because he had preferred lying on his bed, closing his eyes and reliving some of the memories from the nights he had committed heinous crimes. Or at least he had until he had seen himself in those papers and on those TV screens. Then he had read and watched with avid interest, eager to learn what the media had said about him.  
          They had been scathing, of course, but that was to be expected. No journalist could ever praise a serial killer, or at least not one who ever wanted to work again. But Valentin had hoped that one of them might have displayed a little begrudging respect and maybe a little insight into how brilliant the mind of the Russian investment banker was, especially in how he had managed to get away with his crimes for so long while living in plain sight. But no media report had highlighted Valentin’s strengths, instead focusing on all of the negative and leaving out any positive aspects of the case, of which Valentin felt there were many. But the serial killer knew that escaping here today would give him a chance to rewrite the narrative surrounding his crimes. He could write another chapter in his story, one that made him look better and, most of all, one that had a happier ending than the last one.  
          He was going to get out of here.  
          He felt like it was fate. 

          Running through the chaotic prison yard, dodging the flailing hands of the prison guards whilst also doing his best to avoid the prisoners who stumbled, fell, or got caught, Valentin was only a few feet away from freedom now. An inmate fell agonisingly close to escape as he dropped to the ground right beside the Russian, but Valentin was in no mood to offer his assistance and kept on running, focused on winning his own race rather than helping anybody else win theirs.  

It was that selfish attitude that had carried him through most of his life, and today, it was that same attitude that carried him through the unlocked prison gate. 

          Leaving the prison yard behind him, Valentin saw that the street beyond it was just as chaotic. Not only were there more inmates and guards out here doing battle beyond the borders of the prison, but there were members of the general public too, many of them running away scared but some of them standing and staring in disbelief. It seemed that this usually quiet corner of South London was fast becoming the top news story on the next bulletin due to go out across the nation, and to back that up, Valentin spotted a reporter and a cameraman a little further down the road who seemed to be trying to capture the crazy scene they were witnessing. But he couldn’t afford to hang around and see if they managed to get the job done in time for the midday news broadcasts. 
          He had to get out of here.  
          He had a lot to do now he was a free man again. 
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 Nina Hassan had come to this prison in South London today for the biggest interview of her journalist career. She was here to talk with Jamal Jasem, a notorious terrorist who had been sentenced to spend the rest of his life in this place for his part in the awful attack on Bonfire Night last year. For Nina, a woman with ambitions of anchoring the nightly news on terrestrial television and following in the footsteps of her father, Bikram, today represented an opportunity. It was an opportunity for her work to be showcased in millions of homes up and down the country because there was no doubting that anybody with a TV would be tuning in to see what Jamal had to say.  
 While the interest would be so high for the terrorist and not the journalist, it would still be Nina asking the questions, and like so many other famous interviews over the years, history showed that the general public tended to remember the interviewer just as much as the interviewee. If this went well today then Nina could not only introduce herself to a much larger audience than those who had already seen her work, but she could also edge ahead in the race to be the next newsreader on the six o’clock news.  
          But there was one problem, and it was a big one.  
          Nina was standing outside the prison with her cameraman, Jeff, after they had arrived here a moment ago to prepare for the interview. But they weren’t the only ones out on this street right now.  
          It seemed that half the inmates in the prison were too. 

          The two members of the media had been stunned to see the chaotic scene unfolding right in front of them as they had climbed out of their vehicle and prepared to enter the prison. Unusually for a high-security facility, there seemed to be several gates wide open, and even more unusual was the fact that people were pouring out of them as if they couldn’t believe their luck. There were prisoners everywhere, and most of them were being chased by prison employees, making this entire scene seem almost farcical if it wasn’t so terrifying.   
          It was obvious that there had been a severe breach of security at this prison, which meant this was big news.  
          And that meant Nina and Jeff had a job to do. 

          After realising the significance of the events that were unfolding around them, the pair of colleagues had sprung into action. Jeff had grabbed his camera and started filming, while Nina had picked up her microphone and started talking, doing her best to describe what was happening for this rolling piece of footage that would almost certainly end up on every major media outlet in the nation as soon as it was sent in. Nina was aware that she was the only journalist at the scene at present, a consequence of sheer luck, but it was one she wasn’t going to waste. It wouldn’t take long for this news story to break and send every other journalist in the city scrambling to this area to get the scoop, but Nina had the advantage of being first, and when it came to her industry, being first was everything.  
          It was frustrating that it appeared her exclusive interview with Jamal would not be happening today, but perhaps the situation could be retrieved, at least from Nina’s point of view, if she was to be the face of this unfolding news story that affected everybody in London and, potentially, everybody around the country.  

After all, was any member of the general public safe with so many escaped convicts now on the loose?

 It was difficult to stay focused on what she was reporting as the crazy scenes developed around her, but Nina did her best to convey what was happening in as professional a manner as possible, her many years as a journalist having taught her to keep a cool head in a situation where so many others are losing theirs.  
 It wasn’t her job to be emotional, or flustered, or biased about the news story.  
 It was her job to just report on it.  

‘As you can see, this scene continues to escalate rapidly, and it is clear that the authorities in this prison have lost control,’ Nina said into her microphone as Jeff continued to film the scenes before them. ‘It’s not clear exactly what has caused this colossal failing of the prison’s security systems, but it is clear that several prisoners have made it out of the grounds, and as of this moment, they are currently free.’

 What she was describing was almost incomprehensible, but importantly, it was the truth. She wasn’t embellishing things, or worse, making things up entirely. She was being honest, and that was the scary part. It really did look like several prisoners had escaped, and that was terrifying because it was looking unlikely that all of them would be caught.  

‘There is no news yet on exactly which part of the prison has been affected by this breach and which wing these prisoners came from. Therefore, it’s difficult to tell just how much of a threat these escaped convicts pose right now. What crimes were they being held for? And what does it mean now that they are on the loose?’

 Nina was aware that she was being very dramatic in her reporting of this event, but that was also part of her job. Bad news always attracted more attention than good, and while that wasn’t one of the more positive aspects of life, the sad truth was that the worse Nina made this situation seem, the higher the viewing figures it would get when it was eventually shown on television.  
 But unlike some stories she reported on in which she really had to go try and ‘spice up’ the story and make it seem worse than it was, this wasn’t exactly one of them. It was clear for all to see that this was an unmitigated disaster, and there was no telling what the fallout might be from it.  

‘Over there!’ Nina cried as she lowered her microphone and pointed down the street, letting her cameraman know that there was something that needed filming in case he was missing it.  
 Jeff swung his camera around and filmed the events Nina had just pointed out to him, events which were disturbing, to say the least. That’s because it appeared that one of the escaped prisoners had entered a parked car and successfully managed to ‘hot wire’ it, and now they were attempting to drive away down the busy street. But the prison guards who had seen this were doing their best to block the vehicle’s escape, although in a clash between a human being and a car, there was usually only going to be one winner. And so it proved as one prison guard was struck by the speeding vehicle as it sped away while the rest of the guards dived out of the way at the last second.  

‘Oh my God!’ Nina cried, and she took out her phone to call the emergency services to report the collision, temporarily abandoning her reporting duties because some things were more important than work.  
 It didn’t take long for her to report what she had seen and be assured that the emergency services were on route, but the person at the other end of the line also let Nina know that they had been inundated with calls from that area, and the police and ambulance services were aware there was a major incident underway.  
 Nina hung up when she felt confident help was on the way, and as she watched a couple of the prison guards checking on their injured colleague lying on the ground in the car’s wake, she also felt confident that the victim was going to survive his ordeal. That gave her the peace of mind she needed to refocus back on her job, and she decided to continue her reporting, although from a different vantage point.  

‘Let’s get closer,’ Nina said to Jeff, and she stepped towards the prison walls without waiting for her colleague to answer.  

‘Wait! Are you sure?’ her cameraman called after her, but Nina just signalled to him to follow her, which let him know that she was sure about this.  
 But Jeff’s concern was valid. Getting closer to a prison under siege perhaps wasn’t the most sensible thing to do.  

But it was the best thing to do to report the story. 

 Nina felt bold enough to keep pressing forward, not only because she was an intrepid and ambitious reporter, but because most of the prisoners who were escaping from inside the walls seemed to be heading in the opposite direction to her. That meant she wasn’t under any immediate threat from the convicts as they streamed out onto the street.  

But she also knew that could change very fast. 

 With Jeff back by her side, Nina pointed towards one of the open gates to let him know that she wanted to go towards it and see what footage they could capture from there. She knew that getting this footage from outside the prison was great, but it would be even better if they captured some video of what was going on inside the prison right now. This scene out here was bad enough, but Nina suspected it was even worse on the other side of these tall, barbed-wired walls, and she wanted to prove herself right.  

And so she did. 

 Reaching the gate, Nina saw what was beyond the walls, and when she did, she almost dropped the microphone from her hand. That was because she could barely believe her eyes. The entire prison yard was overrun, and it looked like a battlefield.  
 Prisoners punching guards. Prisoners punching other prisoners. And the guards who weren’t being attacked were busy trying to help those who were.  
 It was utter carnage. It was unfathomable.  

And it was all being filmed. 

 Nina saw that Jeff was dutifully recording, so she decided to get to work too, taking a moment to gather her thoughts before letting her colleague know she wanted to go in front of the camera and start reporting again.  

‘Make sure you get it all in the background,’ Nina told Jeff as she stepped in front of his lens, ensuring that while he could see her on camera, he could also see the drama unfolding behind her. She knew she didn’t have to tell the experienced camera operator how best to do his job, but she always did do anyway, as if it was her way of alleviating that feeling of paranoia that she always carried with her. It was the paranoia that reminded her that she was only ever as good as her last report, and she knew she could never rest on her laurels, no matter how much good work she had done before.  

‘This is the unbelievable scene unfolding right this moment behind the walls of one of London’s most notorious prisons,’ Nina said to the camera. ‘What should be an impenetrable place is now wide open, and I was able to access this gate, which is one of several that are currently unlocked and allowing the inmates inside to break out.’

 Nina glanced over her shoulder at the prison yard behind her, mainly to reinforce what she was talking about but also to make sure she was still not in any danger. When she saw that she was okay, she turned back to the camera and continued.  

‘This prison is supposed to be like any other. Secure. Well-manned. A place where dangerous members of society are kept under lock and key, a long way away from the law-abiding general public. But as you can see behind me, that is no longer the case, and it appears the staff here have lost all control over the prisoners.’

 Nina noticed as Jeff flinched at the sound of a loud bang on the street behind him, and while she couldn’t see what had caused the sudden noise, it was just another reminder that this was a very dangerous environment for them to both be working in. She wondered if she should quit while she was ahead, telling Jeff to lower his camera so they could both concentrate. But there was simply too much newsworthy action going on for her to seriously consider doing that.  

‘The reason for this staggering security failure is not yet known, but one thing is. There are going to be serious questions asked of how this could happen and undoubtedly repercussions for those in charge of keeping convicted criminals off the streets.’

 Nina felt sorry for whoever was responsible for this prison because they would likely be getting sacked at best and maybe even face criminal charges themselves at worst. But it was her job to state the facts, and it definitely was a fact that somebody in authority was going to pay for what was happening here.  
 Looking back into the prison yard, Nina saw that things were still just as bad there, but she also felt the temptation to try and get closer to the action. Being first on the scene to a news story like this was a once in a lifetime opportunity, and it could be the thing that really made a journalist’s career.  
 Could she afford to not capitalise on that chance?  

‘Let’s go inside,’ Nina said to Jeff after she had lowered her microphone again so that he knew this part wasn’t to be used in the final edit he would supply to the news channel.  

‘What? Are you crazy?’  

‘This is the biggest story we’re ever going to work on together,’ Nina replied quickly. ‘Pretty soon, this street will be filled with journalists and cameramen, and they’ll all be getting the same footage. But right now, we’re the only ones here, and that means we have the chance to do something truly special.’

 Nina’s sense of adventure and desire to give the British public as much information about a story as possible was perhaps overwhelming her common sense that nobody should enter an out-of-control prison, but she didn’t fight it and, in the end, neither did Jeff.  
 Instead, they decided to keep pursuing the story.  

They went inside the prison. 
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 Maya Wilkins locked the door on the toilet cubicle and as she did, she didn’t fail to see the irony that this was now the only lock in the building that was working as intended. Unlike all the other locks in this prison that were triggered by either specialised security software or the keys of a well-trained prison guard, this lock was extremely simple and could be operated by a child. All the user had to do was slide the bar across the lock, and it would go from open to closed. Now Maya was locked inside this toilet, she hoped the lock would hold, unlike all the other ones that had failed and reduced this once fairly safe workplace of hers into one of the most dangerous environments imaginable.  
          Maya did her best to control her heavy breathing as she stood in the cubicle but not because she was trying to calm herself down. It was because she needed to listen to what was going on outside this toilet on the third floor of the prison, and it was harder to do that when she was breathing so loud.  
          As her breaths slowed and her heart rate lowered to a more manageable rate, Maya was able to hear a little more clearly, although now she could, it was hardly going to set her troubled mind at ease. That’s because the noise coming from outside the toilets was terrifying.  
          There was shouting. 
          And there was screaming.

          Standing there alone, Maya felt terrible for what she was doing. There was no denying her actions. She was hiding, plain and simple, and she was doing so because she was scared. Maya was scared of what was happening in this prison right now because it was obvious that all control had been lost and that the prisoners were in charge. The problem with that was that Maya was employed here as one of the wardens tasked with keeping order and ensuring all the criminals held within these walls were not able to gain the upper hand and threaten either the employees’ lives or the lives of the general public outside. But she had deserted her post and was continuing to neglect her duties, hiding in this cubicle instead of bravely battling alongside the rest of her colleagues who were outside this toilet, fighting to restore order. She knew it would be extremely difficult to ever forgive herself for that, especially if some of the people she worked with ended up seriously hurt, or worse, dead, but she couldn’t help it. She was terrified, and that was why she had taken the decision to get herself out of the firing line and seek refuge somewhere she could hopefully ride out this prison break in safety until back-up arrived, and she could emerge from this cubicle no longer fearing for her life.  
          Did it make her a bad employee? 
          Undoubtedly so.  
          But did it also make her a coward? 
          That would be something she would have to decide on at a later date. 

          There was a loud bang on the roof above Maya’s head, and the hiding warden looked up instinctively, wondering what the hell was going on on the floor above her. Whatever it was, it was just another sign of how chaotic this place was now, and Maya took another deep breath as she thought about how quickly things had gone wrong here and some of the terrible things she had seen before she had been able to sneak away into this hidey-hole.  
          She had been standing at her usual post in Wing C when she had heard the alarm sound, and she had immediately known it wasn’t good. That was because the type of alarm that had been sounding had told her that a security breach of the highest severity had occurred and with it, a very sizeable chance that several prisoners may have been able to escape. All of her training in such an instance called for her to assist her colleagues in getting the prisoners back into their cells and ensuring everybody was safe. But Maya hadn’t done that, or rather, she hadn’t had a chance to do it. No sooner had the alarm sounded then she had noticed several troubling things, not least of which was that none of the doors in the wing were operating as they should. It was as if somebody with a magic key had gone around and unlocked everything because that had been how easy it was for the prisoners to open them and start running into areas of the prison that they shouldn’t have been allowed into. Maya had watched on in disbelief as every single defence barrier in the place had been breached effortlessly by all the criminals who usually found it impossible to get out of here, and it was at that point that she had known there was no way her and her colleagues could stem the flow. Like a river bursting its banks, the prison was overwhelmed, and so too were all the wardens whose job it was to keep things under control.  
          At that point, the wardens had a grim choice. Try and stop the fleeing prisoners but face certain violence. Or stand by helplessly and watch them go. If it had been up to Maya, she would have chosen the second option, even if it seemed a direct contradiction to what she had been employed to do. That’s because she didn’t want to be beaten up, or worse, end up leaving this place in a body bag. She had a daughter to go home to, and there was no way she was risking never seeing her just to keep some terrible men behind bars. That was why she had stayed standing by the wall and watching on. But several of her colleagues had other ideas, and they had sprung into action, rushing to try and close some of the doors and keep as many prisoners inside as possible. Because of that, Maya had been urged to join them too, and she had felt there was no way she could stand around and watch as the people she shared the staff room with every day were beaten black and blue doing what she should have been doing too.  
          As Maya had hesitated and deliberated on her actions, she had seen several of her colleagues pushed to the ground and beaten mercilessly, all their training and experience no match for the overwhelming tide of criminals who were refusing to miss out on their unique opportunity for freedom. They had been kicked and punched, bitten and scratched, and the blood and bruises that had sprung up quickly were as shocking to Maya as the fact that this prison was now compromised. It was the sight of the injuries being inflicted upon people whom she called friends that had ultimately seen her move away from the wall and go a little closer to try and help, but no sooner had she done that then she had been injured herself. The attack had come in the form of a swift punch to her stomach, one that had caused Maya to double over in pain and gasp for breath while the unseen attacker carried on their way. As her eyes had watered and her abdomen had ached, Maya had felt utterly powerless to stop any more blows coming down upon her. But mercifully, there had been no more forthcoming, and that was how she had been able to return to the outskirts of the wing and seek refuge by the wall as her breathing normalised.  

It was then she had made the critical decision that had led to her being in this cubicle now. 

          She had turned and ran as fast as she could into the toilet, fortunate that she hadn’t encountered any other hostile prisoners along the way. She felt much safer now she was locked in this cubicle, but still she couldn’t remove the mental pictures from her mind of all the scary things she had seen as she had got in here.  
          Maya tried to clear her mind of the negativity and focus on something good. Her daughter. Her reason for making it out of this place alive. She was all that mattered now, not the hundreds of despicable prisoners who were capable of anything. If she could get through this ordeal and get home in time to tuck her child into bed then that was all that mattered.  
          But no sooner had she thought that then she heard something that sent a chill right to the core of her body.  
          She heard the toilet door opening.  
          Somebody was coming in. 

          Maya held her breath and stayed as still as she could while listening to what was happening on the other side of her cubicle door, but that became a lot harder to do when she realised what it was that was happening out there. It sounded like there were two prisoners coming in, and she knew that because she could hear both of the men talking to each other. But she heard something else too. She heard a woman’s voice, and it was one that she recognised.  
 It belonged to Anna, her colleague.  

And she was begging for the men to let her go. 

 Maya put her hand over her mouth to stifle any sound that might escape it as she listened on in horror as she heard the two prisoners forcing Anna into the bathroom while she begged for them to leave her alone. But the criminals were clearly in no mood to give in to her demands, and that became even more obvious when one of them told Anna to get inside one of the cubicles so they could get to know her a little better.  
 The realisation of what was occurring only yards away from her made Maya feel sick to her stomach, but she was just about composed enough to remain quiet so that she didn’t give away her presence to the two dangerous men in her vicinity. But it was too late for Anna to escape and hide, and as the poor woman continued to beg for mercy, the men she was being held captive by continued to threaten her and tell her what they were going to do to her.  
 Their plan was a disgusting one, and it was one that made it clear why they were behind bars in the first place. They were rapists, sexual predators who preyed on the opposite sex for their own pleasure, and as Maya listened on, she knew they were just about to claim another victim.  

Unless she could stop them.

 But how she could do that? As much as she wanted to help, Maya didn’t see any way that she could leave this cubicle and overpower the two men to save her friend. Worse, leaving her hiding place might also mean subjecting herself to the same attack that Anna was unfortunately on the verge of falling victim to, and that didn’t make any sense to risk.  
 But perhaps staying where she was and doing nothing was even worse. It would mean she would not only have to listen to the attack occurring but also have to live with the fact that she had done nothing to try and stop it for the rest of her life. Could she do that? Could she live with the knowledge of her cowardice? And most of all, would she ever truly be able to look her daughter in the eyes again and believe that she was a mother that was worthy of being looked up to? 
 Maya knew she had to do something. She had to unlock this door and step outside and try and stop the attack. Maybe she could startle the two men and get them to abandon their plan and run away. It was optimistic, but it could happen.  Or maybe she could attack them herself, hitting them and using all of the anger that was inside of her and on behalf of her stricken friend, causing them to flee. Yes, they were most likely bigger and stronger than her, but sometimes, rage could defeat strength.  
 After another deep breath, and after Anna had screamed for the men to get off her one more terrifying time, Maya knew it was now or never. That was why she reached out a shaking hand and put it on the lock. All she had to do was slide it open and then she could leave this cubicle and take her chances out there. The best-case scenario was that she would save her friend. The worst-case scenario was that she would end up suffering just like her.  

But she had to do something. 

 Maya touched the lock and thought about Anna, who was still struggling out there. But then she also thought of her daughter at home and how she so desperately wanted to see her child again without coming to any harm.  
 That was why Maya removed her hand from the lock.  
 That was why she decided not to get involved.  
 That was why the attack continued as Maya cowered in her cubicle, closed her eyes, and put her fingers in her ears.  
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 Gary Carragher leaned back against the wall of the bathroom he had just entered and watched as his fellow inmate, Dev, forced the female prison warden into the vacant cubicle at the end of the row. He had come in here with Dev to rape this woman, but he was a patient man and was willing to wait his turn. That was why he was letting Dev go first, and that was why he was happy enough to spend the next few moments enjoying his newfound freedom before it was taken away from him again.  
          Gary was serving a six-year sentence for sexual assault, and he was only halfway through that sentence as of today. That meant he still had at least three more years to serve, and he expected to have to do every single day of it because he had already messed up his chances of getting out early on good behaviour after a fight with another prisoner last year. But what had started off as just another typical day behind bars had quickly developed into something much more exciting, and now Gary was looking at the prospect of getting to enjoy himself for once, a privilege that had been denied of him ever since a judge and jury had condemned him to spend part of his life in this awful place.  
          It had been a shock to learn that the security systems inside this prison had failed and that all of the doors were unlocked, allowing any prisoner who fancied their chances of escaping to give it a good go and hope for the best. But Gary was less concerned about breaking free because there was something else he valued more than that as of right now. It was Anna, the prison warden who had worked on his wing ever since he had arrived here. It was seeing her every day that had brightened up his time in this hellhole, and it was her who he had his sights set on when the alarm had gone off, and everybody had started running for the doors.  
 Gary wasn’t trying to escape with the rest of the criminals in here because in his mind, he had unfinished business in this prison. There was no way he wanted to leave here without first getting to be physical with the warden he had been admiring all this time. But it turned out that he hadn’t been the only one with desires on Anna. Dev, a fellow convicted sex offender, had made his intentions clear too, and after both men had successfully dragged the screaming warden into this toilet, it seemed they were now about to get what they wanted.  
 Dev was going first, not just out of the goodness of Gary’s heart, but because Gary had been reminded that he actually owed Dev a favour for something that happened in this prison a couple of weeks ago. A fortnight earlier, Dev had helped protect Gary when another inmate had threatened violence, and now it seemed it was the perfect opportunity for Gary to show his appreciation. Watching on as Dev continued to try and restrain the struggling warden, Gary hoped his friend wouldn’t take too long to get the job done so that he could also have his fun before the other wardens burst in here and spoilt the party.  

‘Hurry up, mate,’ Gary told his fellow convict as he watched Dev pushing Anna against the wall in the cubicle before proceeding to lower his trousers. ‘The screws in here are useless, but they won’t give us forever.’

 Dev made no attempt to reply to the man standing outside the cubicle, instead focusing on removing his clothes before starting to remove the clothes of the warden, who continued to protest about what was being done to her against her will. But Gary hadn’t really been expecting a reply. He had simply said what he had because he felt like it was wise to remind his fellow inmate about the fact that they didn’t have all day to get the job done.  
 Gary had used the term ‘screws’ to describe those in charge of the prison, and that was a derogatory but standard term that most prisoners had added to their vocabulary ever since finding themselves behind bars. ‘Screw’ had been a slang word for key in the sense of ‘turning the key’, so it made sense that it was a word that was chosen specifically for prison employees because they were the ones who turned the keys in the locks every night. Gary had certainly used that word many times since he had been serving his sentence, and he had just used it then without even having to think about it, almost as if he didn’t even see the wardens as real human beings anymore. He and Dev were certainly treating Anna as if she wasn’t a human being, and as Dev continued to try and get his sexual assault of her underway in quick fashion, it was clear that both men had long ago left behind any sense of decency they felt towards their fellow man or woman.  

‘Give us a little privacy, would ya?’ Dev suddenly said as he took one hand off the squirming Anna to close the cubicle door he was standing in front of, effectively shutting Gary out so that he couldn’t watch what was about to occur in there. But Gary didn’t mind his friend’s need for privacy because he appreciated that not everybody was comfortable partaking in a very intimate act in full view of somebody else. That was why Gary was happy enough to step away from the cubicle and make his way over to the window in the corner of the toilets where he planned on getting a good look at what was going on outside these prison walls right now.  
 The glass was frosted on this window, but Gary was able to reach up and open the top part of it, giving him a clear look outside. If this had been one of the toilets that the prisoners used then there would have been no way he would have been able to open a window, but this was an employees’ toilet, and their areas were much more pleasant than the ones the inmates were used to frequenting.  
 Opening the window as far as it would go, Gary put his head into the gap and looked through it to see what he could see. It turned out that he could see rather a lot because from this vantage point, he had a view of the entire prison yard.  

And things were certainly interesting down there. 

 Gary observed as he saw dozens of prisoners running for the open gates while being chased by wardens and anyone else who worked here and were now panicking about the monumental failure that they had been a part of. It was quite the scene, and as Gary looked down upon it, he couldn’t help but chuckle to himself, wondering just how many prisoners were making it out of here far ahead of the schedule that their sentences had kept them on. He was aware that he could have been amongst them now too if he had so wished, running out there in the fresh air towards freedom instead of loitering in this stale and smelly toilet waiting for his turn in the cubicle with the delicious prison warden who had suddenly stopped screaming and instead seemed to be crying. But Gary would not swap this position of his for the world because he knew it was only a matter of time until he got to lock himself in that cubicle with Anna, and when he did, it would literally be a dream come true. With that dream fresh on his mind, Gary decided to give his friend a little hurry up so that he wouldn’t have to wait too much longer to do what he had come in here to do.  

‘How’s it going in there, mate?’ Gary called out to Dev, but he got no response, presumably because Dev was far too distracted with the task at hand. Gary couldn’t really blame his friend for that because he knew he would be very distracted himself when the time came, but he also knew he couldn’t be too gracious and give Dev forever to get the job done. That was why Gary stepped away from the window and headed back to the row of cubicles, pausing outside the one on the end with the door closed.  

The one with the noises coming from inside it. 

 Pushing against the door gently with his hands to see if it would open, Gary noted that it was locked, and that made it clear that Dev really had been serious about his need for privacy. But Gary was starting to get a little concerned that things were taking too long, and if he wasn’t careful, only Dev would be the one to have any fun here, and Gary would be back in his cell before he knew it, lamenting his missed opportunity and cursed to forever spend his days regretting the one and only time he could have been with a woman like Anna.  

‘Hurry up! Or I’ll kick this door down!’ Gary shouted as he pounded on the frame of the cubicle, assured that he was leaving Dev in no doubt as to the need for speed in this situation.  
 Dev still didn’t reply though, and Gary hoped he wouldn’t actually have to make good on his threat and kick this door down, although he was prepared to do so if necessary. He was prepared to do anything to get some alone time with Anna. And there was nothing that was going to sway him from that frame of mind.  

Nothing except the thing he noticed at that very moment. 

 Having ceased banging on the closed cubicle door for a minute, Gary had looked to his left, and his line of vision had allowed him to cast his eyes over the other cubicles in this place. He hadn’t paid them much attention when he had first come in here because he had been too bothered about helping Dev restrain the tenacious warden who had been trying to escape from them. But now he was looking, he noticed something rather odd.  

He noticed that another one of the cubicle doors was closed. 

 Frowning as he considered what that might mean, Gary stepped away from the door that had Dev and Anna behind it and made his way past the open doors before reaching the second one that was closed.  
 Why was it closed?  
 Was it locked as well? 
 Was someone behind it? 

Was there somebody else in these toilets with them?

 Thinking about knocking to try and find out, Gary decided that would be ultimately pointless because even if there was anybody on the other side of this door, there was surely no chance they would be stupid enough to answer him. If there was someone in here then they were hiding and doing their best to stay quiet until the danger had passed. But the danger had not yet passed, and the more Gary thought about it, the more he realised his lucky day might be about to get even better. 
 This was the ladies’ toilets.  
 If there was somebody hiding in here then the chances were that it was another female.  

And that meant he might not have to wait for Dev to finish before he got to have his fun with somebody else.

 Walking away from the closed cubicle, Gary stepped into the empty cubicle beside it and put the lid down on the toilet before carefully stepping up onto it. As he raised himself off the ground and got higher, he knew this was what he needed to do in order to be able to look over the top of the cubicle wall and see if there really was anybody on the other side of it. And as he put his hands on the top of the wall and prepared to peer over, he felt increasingly confident that he was about to see somebody looking up at him from down below.  
 Moving his head over the top of the wall, Gary looked down, and sure enough, he got a nice surprise. There was somebody in this cubicle, and they were female. It was Maya, another one of the prison wardens here, and while she wasn’t anywhere near as attractive as Anna was, she was still okay for a man in Gary’s situation. After all, the saying went that “beggars can’t be choosers,” and Gary certainly had no intention of being fussy in a place like this.  

‘Well, well, well. What do we have here?’ Gary asked as he looked down at the cowering warden who was sitting on the toilet seat below him and looking up at him with frightened eyes.  
 Maya didn’t reply, and Gary figured it was because she was struck dumb with fear about the situation she had found herself in. Having presumably heard what was happening to Anna right now, Maya must have been in here praying that she would avoid a similar fate. But just like most people who passed through this God-forsaken place, her prayers had not been answered.  

‘Why are you hiding in here?’ Gary asked her with a grin on his face. ‘Why don’t you come out and have some fun? Unless you’d like me to come in there and give you a little company, that is.’

 Maya still seemed frozen by fear, but Gary took her lack of a response as an invitation for himself to take the initiative and invite himself into that same cubicle with her.  

‘I’ll be right with you,’ he said as he prepared to climb down off the toilet seat. ‘Why don’t you get yourself ready for me.’

 With that, Gary hopped down off the seat and walked out of the cubicle, a spring in his step as he contemplated what he was about to do with the warden. But just as he reached the locked door and prepared to kick it in, he got a surprise.  
 The door opened by itself.  
 Maya was coming to him.  

Or rather, she was running from him. 

 Darting past him with cat-like speed, Gary tried and failed to stop the warden as she fled, swiping a desperate hand in her direction but missing her and seeing her get past him and make it to the door that would lead out of these toilets.  

‘Get back here, you little bitch!’ he cried as he saw Maya make it through the door and leave the toilet, disappearing back out into the corridor where several prisoners and guards still seemed to be running around. 
 Gary thought about going after her, but he decided it wasn’t worth it.  

Why chase a woman like her when there was still a much nicer woman in here with him?

 Turning back to the cubicle that held Dev and Anna, Gary decided that time was up for the two ‘lovers’ inside. It was time for his turn. Dev would get out, and he would go in. And Anna would enjoy herself all over again.  
 But just before he could force his way inside and break up the action for a chance at his own pleasure, Gary heard something that gave him second thoughts.  
 He heard Dev cry out.  
 But it wasn’t in pleasure.  

It was in sheer pain. 
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 Anna Kennedy was a lot of things. She was a daughter. She was a sister. She was a friend. And she was a prison warden.  
 But she was also something else right now.  

She was very angry. 

 She was angry that she was being subjected to a sickening assault that never seemed like it would end, and while she had initially been far too afraid to do much about it, now her tears were drying up, and her fears were turning into something else. They were turning into such an intense need for revenge that she felt like she finally had the strength to fight back and do something about her horrible predicament.  
 Pushing back as hard as she could, Anna forced Dev away from her, halting the assault and giving her a chance to pull her trousers back up from around her ankles. But she wasn’t done there. She had to get out of this cubicle and out of this bathroom, and in order to do that, she had to really disable Dev.  

And there was only one way to stop a naked man. 

 Reaching down with her hand while keeping her eyes on Dev’s face, Anna pulled his appendage as hard as she could, causing him to let out a cry of pain so loud it was almost as if his suffering here had been much worse than hers. But, of course, it hadn’t, and with that mind, Anna continued to pull, twist and tug until she almost felt like she was going to rip the thing in her hands off.  
 Letting go as the whimpering Dev fell at her feet, Anna seized her opportunity to escape and unlocked the door before leaving the cubicle and rushing out back into the main bathroom. But there was still something standing in her way now, or rather, there was still someone.  

Gary. 

 Anna paused when she saw him standing a few yards away from her, his body blocking her path to the door and his puzzled face a sign that he was trying to figure out what had just happened. Anna was in no mood to stand around here and enlighten him, but she also knew that she had to get past him if she was going to end this horrible situation, and in order to do that, she needed him to move.  

‘Get back here, you crazy bitch!’ Dev cried from inside the cubicle, and Anna looked towards him to see that he was still on the floor, his hands between his legs and his face twisted in such a way that he could only be experiencing agonising pain that would take him a long time to get over.  
 But Anna didn’t care about that.  
 She only cared about getting out of here.  

‘What the hell did you do?’ Gary asked her as he noticed Dev’s distress and had reason to put a pause on this disgusting plan of his.  

‘I hurt him!’ Anna yelled back, her mind all over the place, but her body still intent on running out of here just as soon as the opportunity presented itself. ‘And I’ll hurt you too if you don’t let me leave!’

 Anna knew that such a threat didn’t necessarily mean that Gary would step aside and give her what she wanted, which was freedom, but she was willing to say and do anything to get away from him. Hopefully, having heard what pain she had just caused Dev, Gary would have the good sense to quit while he was ahead and let the warden go. But then he smiled, and it seemed he wasn’t going to make it that easy for her.  

‘It appears that Dev isn’t as much of a man as I thought he was,’ Gary said with a smirk as he looked from the guy on the floor to the woman standing in front of him. ‘But don’t worry. I like it rough. Now, why don’t you come here and show me how you like it?’

 Gary waited with a smile on his face, almost as if he actually believed that he was some charming man who a woman like Anna would actually be attracted to. But he wasn’t. He was nothing more than a convicted sex offender who preyed on people he thought were weaker than him. He was nothing but a sick person, a bully of the worst kind, and the kind of human being whose death would make the world a better place. That was why Anna decided to let her feelings about him be known, loud and clear, although she knew she had to do it quickly because there was no telling when Dev would be fit enough to climb back to his feet and when he did, there would be two people she had to get away from again instead of just one.  

‘You disgust me,’ Anna hissed at Gary with as much venom in her voice as she could muster, and as she did, she saw the smile on his face fade a little.  
 But he quickly recovered his composure, and when he did, Gary had clearly grown tired of trying to be patient with her.  

‘You’re mine now,’ he said to Anna as he stepped towards her, and as the gap between them closed, the prison warden felt like her opportunity to get out of this situation was shrinking just as much.  
 There was only one thing she could do now before she was attacked again.  

She had to go on the offensive first. 

 Suddenly rushing towards Gary, her body propelled forward by nothing but anger and frustration about what these men had put her through, Anna held out her hands and pushed as hard as she could.  
 The sudden attack caught Gary by surprise, and he was forced backwards, losing his balance and falling onto the floor, hitting the tiles hard as his back connected with the cold, unforgiving surface. Anna almost lost her balance too in her desperation to knock him off his feet, but she just about managed to stay upright, and because of that, she now stood a much better chance of running out of here and avoiding any further harm.  
 Rushing past the fallen Gary, Anna truly believed that she had done what she needed to do to get out of these toilets, but just before she could pull the bathroom door open and truly make good on her escape, she felt something wrapping around her ankle, and the strength of its grip caused her to not be able to go any further.  
 Looking down, she saw that Gary was holding onto her ankle, and it was clearly his last-ditch attempt at stopping her getting away from him.  

‘No! Get off me!’ Anna cried as she dragged her leg and tried to extricate herself from his clutches.  
 But Gary was holding on tight, his grip so strong that it didn’t bode well for what he would do to her if he was able to get back to his feet and really impose his will on her. Anna was desperate not to let that happen though, and to prove it, she used her free leg to kick out at the man on the ground, her foot striking him in the head and causing him to momentarily loosen his grasp.  
 Having first caused Dev to howl out in pain, Anna had now caused Gary to do the same thing, and as her ankle became free again, the warden knew she could not afford to give the men in this bathroom another chance to capture her. That was why she didn’t just run away from Gary even though she was now free from him. Instead, she decided to ensure that he would not get back to his feet and come after her.  

She did that by choosing to kick him again as hard as she could. 

 But just before her leg struck his skull, Gary shot out a hand and deflected her shot, surprising her and causing her to then be the one who lost her balance.  
 With another quick movement, Gary spun around on the floor and kicked out his own leg, striking Anna in her left shin and sending her falling backwards against the wall, her eyes blinded by the pain that surely every human being knows when their shinbone has just been dealt a terrible blow.  
 Hitting the wall, Anna felt herself sliding hopelessly against the smooth tiles, gravity and the slick surface of the wall getting the better of her and sending her down to the floor where Gary was already waiting for her.  
 Panicking as she realised that the tables had turned and she was now the one in the vulnerable position again, Anna tried desperately to scramble back to her feet, but Gary was clearly in no mood for giving her another chance at escape, and he was quickly on top of her, his heavy body pressing down upon hers and squeezing all the air out of her lungs.  

‘You’re going to regret trying to get away from me,’ Gary told her as he held her down, using his hands to pin her wrists while at the same time using his legs to nullify hers. ‘I was going to have fun before, but now I’m really going to enjoy myself.’

 Anna felt her attacker’s hot breath on her face and knew it was only a matter of time until he forced a kiss on her, pressing his lips against hers as if they were two lovers and not actually two people who should never be left in a situation like this one. The captive warden had no idea who the woman was who Gary had attacked to end up serving a prison sentence in here, but it seemed like she was now going to be another one of his victims and perhaps the reason why his sentence would end up being extended, not that the criminal on top of her seemed too worried about that at this moment in time.  
 There were many things wrong with this situation, but perhaps the worst was that Anna knew it would be her that carried the guilt and shame of this attack for the rest of her life and not the man on top of her. Even if Gary got another conviction and was told he would have to spend several more years behind bars for what he was about to do to her, it hardly seemed like he would care about that. In fact, it seemed like it was a price he was more than willing to pay. No, it would be Anna who would have to carry the guilt and shame with her after this event. It would be her who would never be able to get over it and her who would spend the rest of her life thinking about it and failing to ever feel like the woman she had been before the attack. That just wasn’t fair, but it was how things were.  
 Criminals got a prison term.  

But victims got a life sentence. 

 Maybe it was the injustice of that realisation that made Anna find the last bit of strength she possessed in her exhausted body and push up hard on Gary, getting him off the top of her surprisingly easily, as if she was one of those women in the stories that sometimes made the news, the ones where they were able to somehow lift a car that was trapping their child by a feat of seemingly superhuman strength.  
 With Gary off her, Anna had room to breathe again, but she didn’t waste too many breaths feeling like this was over. It most certainly was not, and now she had just expended her last bit of energy to get him off her, she knew she could not risk him regaining the upper hand one fatal, final time.  

That was why she decided to get on top of him. 

 Gary’s eyes widened as she straddled him, almost as if he believed that she was actually enjoying this encounter and felt like being the one to take charge. But while Anna was taking charge now, it was not in the way that the prisoner below her would have dared to dream. Instead, it was in a way that would very soon spell the end of the miserable existence that made up Gary Carragher’s life.  
 Grabbing a fistful of his hair, Anna lifted Gary’s head up off the tiled floor before slamming it back down again as hard as she could. Then she slammed it again. Then a third time. Then a fourth time. Then a fifth. 

 It was hard to say exactly which head bang was the one that cracked Gary’s skull, but the details didn’t matter and certainly not to the woman who had caused the severe injury. All that did matter was that there was suddenly a very large pool of blood pouring out from the back of Gary’s head, and he had gone very quiet. His eyes were still open, and they did still seem to be staring at Anna, but he was no longer talking to her and telling her what he was going to do to her. He was no longer smiling either, and as the blood drained out of him, it looked like his life was leaving him just as fast.  
 Anna let go of his hair and took a moment to regard the amount of blood that she had caused to pour from the man beneath her, almost marvelling at it before remembering that she really didn’t have the time to do such a thing because there was still another man in this toilet with her, and he could attack at any moment. But when she got back to her feet and turned around to check on Dev, she saw that she was in no more danger of future attacks. That was because while Dev had managed to get to his feet too and seemed to be doing a little better now than he had been when she had almost ripped his genitalia off a moment ago, he was not making any effort to get closer to her. Instead, he was just staring at the dead body on the ground by her feet and perhaps thinking about how he got off quite lightly in the grand scheme of things.  
 Anna opted to leave the criminal standing there in awe as she turned and headed for the door, pulling it open and stepping back out into the corridor that she knew so well. It was a corridor she often walked along on her many shifts in this place, just like the bathroom was one which she had frequented countless times on her breaks. But she made a vow at that moment that she would never, ever set foot in both the bathroom and this corridor again.  
 She was done with being a prison warden.  

Just like so many of the prisoners here today, she was out. 
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 Ronnie Larkhall had always known today was going to be the day when this prison was going to descend into chaos, and all the prisoners inside it would have a chance at freedom. He had known that because he had been a part of the plan that the prisoner, Gerard Sonnen, had concocted, and therefore, he had been given a heads-up as to exactly how things were going to go down. With that insider information, it had been possible then for Ronnie to ensure that he had been in a good position when the doors had suddenly unlocked and the alarm had sounded. He had also made sure that his trusted friend and former employee, Bulldog, had been in a good position too, right alongside him, so he had the best chance of escaping as well as his boss.  
          It had been a good plan, and it had worked for the most part.  
          But one thing had gone wrong, at least from Ronnie and Bulldog’s point of view anyway.  
          As of this moment, neither man had actually been able to make it out of this prison. 

          That was a galling fact made all the worse by the knowledge that every door lock in this place was compromised, and there really would never be a better time for somebody to escape from here. So why hadn’t Ronnie and Bulldog been able to make it out, particularly when they had been given advanced warning of what was going to happen today, unlike all the wardens who patrolled this prison?  
 It was because of one simple thing.  
          The two men had got lost. 

          Ronnie would never admit it out loud, and certainly not to his trusted former employee beside him, but he had got lost, plain and simple. He had taken a wrong turn somewhere on his way out of this prison, and because of that, he had inadvertently gone back deeper into this hellhole instead of making it outside where the rest of the prisoners were, presumably, running for freedom right now.  
          ‘Are you sure this is the right way, boss?’ Bulldog asked Ronnie as he had followed him through yet another corridor, one more long, winding passageway that just seemed to look exactly the same as all the other passageways they had moved through in the last five minutes or so.  
          ‘Yes, of course I am,’ Ronnie replied quickly whilst still pressing on, the gangster far too stubborn to admit that he was actually not sure at all because that would be showing weakness, and Ronnie never showed that to anybody, not even an old friend like Bulldog.  
          But perhaps it would have been wise in this situation to admit that he was lost because at least then, Bulldog could help him search for the right way out. As it was, Bulldog was just blindly following Ronnie, like the loyal animal he was nicknamed after, and while Ronnie appreciated that trust, it was certainly misguided in this case.  
          ‘Down here,’ Ronnie barked, making a right turn down another corridor, his body moving with assured confidence, yet his mind all too aware that he really was struggling and could very soon be running out of options. The problem was that the clock was ticking, and every second that passed by meant the window of opportunity for escaping here was closing. Gerard had done well to initiate the plan that had seen the security room breached and get every door in this place unlocked, but that good fortune wouldn’t last forever. The prison employees would be endeavouring to get this place back under tight control again, and it was only a matter of time until all the doors re-locked, and any prisoners left inside after that would be trapped again. Ronnie desperately wanted to be clear of this place before that happened because he knew the chances of ever getting an opportunity like this again were slim to none. But he didn’t just want to escape because of a desire to start enjoying the freedoms that a law-abiding citizen gets in the outside world. No, he wanted to get out because he had unfinished business. 
          He had to get revenge on his rat of a nephew, Damian. 

          It had been Damian who had turned against his uncle and helped the police get Ronnie in custody, working secretly with the officers of the law to first capture Ronnie, and then Bulldog, before helping them put together a bulletproof case that ensured they would be found guilty when they made it to court. Ronnie and Bulldog had been shocked at their arrest and shocked at their former colleague’s behaviour, but neither of them had been shocked when the jury had found them guilty, and the judge had sentenced them to serve time. That was because Damian had handed them over to the police on a silver platter with all the evidence they needed to secure a conviction, and Damian’s betrayal had worked, at least from his point of view anyway. The young man had traded secrets in order to avoid his own conviction, and now he was a free man while Ronnie and Bulldog languished in this place. As of this moment, Damian was out there now enjoying his life while the two men he had betrayed were behind bars and desperately searching for a way out.  
          Damian surely thought he was safe now, hidden away in the witness protection scheme while his uncle and bodyguard served several years for their crimes. But little did he know that Ronnie and Bulldog might be getting out a lot sooner than that. And when they did, they would make it their life’s mission to track Damian down and punish him for backstabbing them so badly.  
          Firstly, Ronnie and Bulldog had to actually get out, and as more time passed by without that happening, the prospect of this being a failed prison break for them only grew larger.  
          ‘This way,’ Ronnie said as he turned another corner, taking a left this time, but for the first time since they had started rushing through this maze of corridors, Bulldog voiced his concern.  
          ‘Didn’t we just come down here, boss?’ he asked Ronnie, highlighting the fact that he was clearly now starting to lose a little faith in his friend’s ability to take them the right way.  
          ‘No,’ Ronnie snapped back, determined not to admit his potential mistake, even if it was to his own detriment. He was a proud man, and he would rather get caught by the police again than admit that he was wrong about something. But while Bulldog was a loyal employee, that loyalty would only extend so far in a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity like this one.  
          ‘I think we need to go this way, boss,’ Bulldog said, suddenly stopping and pointing to a door to their left.  
          Ronnie stopped too, and while he had the feeling Bulldog was right, he had to at least make it look like he was still the one in charge here, so he couldn’t just agree to the suggestion instantly.  
          ‘Let me think,’ Ronnie said, pausing for a moment before nodding his head as if he had just figured it out on his own without the help of the man standing beside him.  
          Then he pressed ahead in the direction of the door, reinforcing the fact that he was still in charge here, even if it was Bulldog who had just allowed them to keep on moving in the right direction.  
          As he headed for the door, Ronnie again lamented the fact that he had taken a wrong turn. But it hadn’t been all his fault. He had kind of been forced into making the hasty decision to go left instead of right back there because he had seen several prisoners being accosted by a group of wardens, and he had tried to avoid a similar fate. That was why he had acted instinctively, leading Bulldog away from the danger, but at the same time, also leading them deeper into the prison instead of closer to the exits. But at least they were still technically free men, at least in the sense that they didn’t have handcuffs on and weren’t being marched back to their cells at this moment. But that would be what happened next if they found themselves coming face to face with more wardens, so they had to be careful as Ronnie opened the door and looked to see what was on the other side of it.  
          When he did, he saw yet another long corridor, but at least it was one they hadn’t been down yet, so both men passed through the doorway and rushed down the passageway, eager to see if this would be the way out that they were so desperately looking to find.  
          Ronnie wondered if Gerard had made it out already. He was the man who had put this whole plan into motion, and considering that he started it, it made sense that Gerard had already made it clear of the prison walls. Ronnie certainly hoped so, although he had to admit that he was very jealous if that was the case because even though Gerard had been the brains behind this whole operation, it wasn’t much good to Ronnie if he couldn’t make it out to join him.  
          Ronnie had got chatting to Gerard at a table in the prison canteen one lunchtime a couple of weeks ago, and the two men had instantly struck up a bond that was strengthened by the fact that they discovered they had mutual friends on the outside and had spent time engaging in illegal activities that were similar. It was that bond that had seemingly moved Gerard to tell Ronnie about his plan for getting out of here, and in doing so, he was giving Ronnie the best chance of getting out too. Ronnie had appreciated that, as any prisoner would do, and he had promised that he would reward Gerard handsomely if the two men were able to make it out of here and reconnect in the outside world. But those fantasies of sharing a glass of whiskey together in one of Ronnie’s clubs, surrounded by exotic dancers and reminiscing on their time behind bars, were fading fast the longer it took Ronnie to find his way out, and the way things were looking, it would only be Gerard who would be enjoying a glass of something strong this evening, while Ronnie returned to his cell with nothing more than a cup of water to help him get off to sleep.  
          Reaching the end of this corridor, Ronnie and Bulldog paused as they peered through a glass window that appeared to give them a view of what looked like some kind of CCTV surveillance room. There were a couple of prison officers standing over a control panel, and behind them were dozens of banks of TV screens, all of them showing various camera angles of the prison.  

And the images on those screens told Ronnie all he needed to know about how this prison break was going. 

          The gangster could see all the scenes of chaos that were ensuing around this place right now, from the fighting in the prison yard to the desperation of the inmates who were still on their wings and battling to get past the wardens to run through the open door. It all looked good and was a sure sign that this prison was far from being brought back under control any time soon, or at least it did until Ronnie saw something on one of the TV monitors that caused him concern.  
          He saw a large, armoured van park up before the back doors opened, and several figures in full riot gear climbed out of the back and headed into the prison. Their faces were covered by the visors on their helmets, and their hands were occupied by holding shields and batons, but it was clear they were here for one thing and one thing only.  
          They were here to get the prisoners back under control.  
          And they were prepared to use brute force to do it. 

          ‘You see that, boss?’ Bulldog said as he nodded towards one of the screens. ‘It looks like the cavalry has arrived.’

          Ronnie didn’t need to acknowledge his friend’s comments because he had already seen that back-up was here, and because of that, it meant their task of getting out of this prison had just got a lot harder. It was one thing to try and get out while hoping not to bump into a warden or two along the way who could give them a little resistance. But it was another thing altogether to encounter a large swarm of riot police who would not hesitate to strike any rebelling prisoners with their weapons, driving them back to their cells with their batons and their shields.  
          Ronnie knew they had to avoid coming face to face with those riot police, or they would never make it out of here. He also knew that they had to get back on the move again before their window of opportunity got any smaller. That was why he signalled for Bulldog to follow him again, and the two men started to move on in search of the next part of what they hoped would be their escape route.  
          As they hurried along their way, Ronnie silently said a prayer to whatever God might have been listening to him at this particular moment in time. He wasn’t a religious man at all and didn’t ever remember praying before, but desperate times called for desperate measures, and he was willing to give anything a go to get himself out of here. If it did turn out that his prayers were answered and some God gave him a way out of this mess, then perhaps he would consider going to church when he was a free man, at least one time anyway, before going back to a life of crime. But as he turned another corner, he realised that his lifetime of religious indifference had come back to bite him now.  
          That was because the rest of their way out was blocked.  
          There were half a dozen riot police standing right in front of them.  
          And it didn’t seem like there was any way past. 

  
  
  






Bulldog *

   
   

10:14

   
   
 Bulldog hadn’t used his real name in so long that he had almost forgotten it. He hadn’t, of course, but he still didn’t like to think of himself as a ‘Jim.’ He much preferred being referred to as a type of dog that was known for being tenacious and strong. That was why he possessed the nickname he did, and it was also why he was reminding himself of that fact right now. That’s because in this situation, he was going to have to possess all the tenacity of the dog he was named after if he was going to get out of this and still have a chance at freedom.  
          There were six police officers standing in front of both him and Ronnie, and they were decked out from head to toe in protective equipment. Not only that, but they had batons and shields to make them seem even more formidable, and it was obvious that it was going to take a lot more than just a couple of strong punches to break through their defences. But Bulldog was willing to fight these figures because he was standing beside his boss, and Ronnie was a man for whom he would do anything.  
          If he was going to help Ronnie get out of here then he was going to have to prove why he was a man with a very intriguing nickname. 

          Instinctively taking a step forward towards the riot police, Bulldog clenched his fists and gritted his teeth as he prepared to go into battle. He didn’t know if any of the faces behind the visors were showing signs of being intimidated by the scarred, bald-headed man snarling at them right now, but either way, Bulldog was doing his best to look intimidating and give his enemy second thoughts.  
          Yes, he was outnumbered, but he had been outnumbered before.  

How did people think he got all these scars? 

 Just because there were more of them, it didn’t mean he wouldn’t be able to beat them. He was confident that he would be the last man standing, despite the odds, and he was also confident that he was going to get out of here with Ronnie so the two of them could continue their lucrative business arrangement in the outside world. Bulldog loved being Ronnie Larkhall’s right-hand man. He felt proud to be his bodyguard and head of security, as well as loving the fact that by always being by Ronnie’s side, he got to experience so many wonderful things.  
 The parties. The drugs. The women.  
 Bulldog certainly had an interesting life, but that was only the case if he had Ronnie with him. That’s why he wasn’t just going to be selfish and focus on his own escape here today. He had to get Ronnie out too, otherwise he might as well stay in here because without his boss on the outside, there wasn’t much for a man like Bulldog to look forward to.  
          But just before Bulldog could go into battle for his boss and try and disarm as many of the riot police as he could, he noticed Ronnie starting to back away.  
          ‘What’s the matter, boss?’ Bulldog asked the gangster, even if it was fairly obvious what the matter was, and it was that they were staring down a load of heavily-armed figures in helmets who were blocking the exits.  
          ‘We’re not going to get through them all,’ Ronnie replied, which sounded sensible but also very unlike the formidable man Bulldog had served for so long.  
          ‘We can take them, boss.’

          ‘No, we can’t.’

          ‘What else can we do? We can’t go back.’

          ‘There has to be another way out.’

          ‘Yeah, I’m sure there is, but we don’t know how to find it.’ 

          Bulldog had never made a habit of disagreeing with his boss or showing any sign of going against his wishes, but in this circumstance, he was making an exception. That’s because this was easily one of the most dangerous and high-pressured situations they had ever been in and because of that, it called for a debate. Usually, on the outside, Bulldog would defer to Ronnie and follow any order, no matter how crazy it seemed at the time. But they weren’t on the outside now. They were in prison, and in here, different rules applied. This wasn’t about getting rich off a drug deal or getting revenge on some business associate who had crossed Ronnie. This was about something much more important than those things. This was about freedom, and the decisions that were made over the next few seconds would decide whether Bulldog and Ronnie ever got to call themselves free men again.  
          Ronnie seemed intent on retreating, while Bulldog felt the only way to proceed was to press ahead. Both options carried their own unique risks, but it was clear that something had to be done. The worst thing to do would be to just stand here and be captured again without even putting up a fight. But Ronnie was adamant that they should go back and try and find another way out, and while Bulldog disagreed with that idea, he also knew that splitting up would be extremely foolish. The pair of Cockneys had to stick together, so unless they could agree on doing the same thing as each other, it would all be a waste of time if they separated. 
          Looking over his shoulder before glancing back at the swarm of riot police who were advancing towards them, Bulldog knew he only had seconds to make his decision.  
 Would he go forward or back?  
          ‘Damn it, come on,’ he suddenly snarled, and he turned to show Ronnie that he was willing to follow his boss back deeper inside the prison instead of taking their chances with the big group of riot police.  
          Ronnie broke into a sprint as he raced down the corridor they had just passed through, and Bulldog ran to keep up, aware that they could be making a big mistake by retreating but hoping that this would have a good outcome, and they would be able to find another way out of here. But while they were now leaving the riot police behind, there was no telling what might be waiting for them this way, and as they turned another corner, they realised that going back carried just as much risk as going forward. That confirmation came in the form of the two wardens who were coming towards them, and the prison employees froze as soon as they saw the two criminals advancing on them.  
          Ronnie paused too, but this time, Bulldog was not for stopping, and he urged his boss to stick by his side and attack with him.  
          Rushing at the hesitant wardens, Bulldog punched the first one in the face, and he heard a crack so loud he suspected that he had just broken the prison guard’s nose with his blow. The first warden dropped to the ground easily, holding his bloodied nose and looking as dazed as any man would be who had just been hit in the face by a guy like Bulldog.  
          The gnarly henchman turned to attack the second warden with just as much intensity, but he saw that he didn’t have to because Ronnie was already on the case, raining down blows on the warden and causing him to crumple to the floor to avoid further injuries.  
          The two criminals had successfully nullified the threat from the wardens and so were able to advance on down the corridor, feeling good about what they had just done but also still feeling tentative about if any of their endeavours would actually bear fruit.  
           Turning another corner, Bulldog quickly put his hand on Ronnie’s chest to stop the crime boss going forward any further, and that was done because Bulldog had spotted another obstacle in their way. There were more riot police, and they were blocking a door. But there was one positive aspect of this situation.  
          The door was wide open.  
          And it led to the outside world. 

          Both Bulldog and Ronnie shared a knowing glance as they realised they were extremely close to getting out of here now. But before they could run through that open door and out into the fresh air, there was the small matter of the men with batons and shields standing in front of it.  
          ‘We’re not going back again, boss,’ Bulldog said before Ronnie could even suggest it. But this time, it seemed the gangster in charge was not entertaining that idea either.  
          ‘We go through them,’ Ronnie said with grim determination, and he looked as though he was about to set off running towards them right there and then.  
          But before he could, Bulldog had an idea.  
          ‘They haven’t seen us yet,’ he noted, and it was true. The men in helmets were facing in the opposite direction and hadn’t noticed the two prisoners standing at this end of the corridor.  
          ‘So?’ Ronnie asked.  
          ‘So we have an advantage,’ Bulldog replied before looking around the corridor and analysing how many different points of entry and exit there were on it.  
          He saw two doors, as well as another corner that suggested it led to another corridor. That was all he needed to see to come up with a suggestion.  
          ‘You go and hide in there, boss,’ Bulldog said to Ronnie while pointing at the nearest door to them.  
          ‘What are you talking about?’

          ‘You hide in there, and I’ll distract the guards.’

          Bulldog nodded his head to confirm that he was willing to do what he had just said, but Ronnie seemed less sure.  
          ‘No, we stick together,’ Ronnie replied, but Bulldog shook his head.  
          ‘I’ll create a diversion and lead the guards around that corner and away from the door. When I have done that, you can leave that room and run through the exit. I’ll loop around and join you a few minutes later. Then we’ll both be out of here.’

          Ronnie considered that plan, and while it was certainly a risky one, it did seem that Bulldog was bearing most of that risk.  
          ‘Are you sure?’ Ronnie asked his loyal friend, and Bulldog nodded.  
          ‘This will work. I promise.’

          Ronnie seemed to trust that professional opinion, and so he wasted no time opening the door nearest to him and ducking into the room, leaving Bulldog standing by himself opposite the men in helmets. 
          They still hadn’t seen him.  
          But that was about to change.

          Running forward towards them, his feet pounding on the corridor floor, Bulldog knew he was making enough noise now for them to notice him. As soon as they did, the guys in riot gear instructed him to stop, but Bulldog wasn’t planning on obeying any orders unless they came from Ronnie, so he kept going. That resulted in the riot police rushing towards him, but just before they could catch him, Bulldog darted down the second corridor, leading the police away from the exit they had been blocking and back into the prison.  
          Running as fast as he could so to create a bigger gap between himself and his pursuers, Bulldog was puffing and panting hard. He might have been a strong man, but he knew he wasn’t the fittest of men when it came to his cardiovascular performance, and that was most likely a result of all the cigars he often smoked with Ronnie over the years. But he was fit enough to keep running now, and by doing so, he was leading the guards further and further away from his boss.  
          Turning another corner, Bulldog noticed a half-open door, and he quickly darted inside it before closing it and leaning against the wall behind it, breathing hard but doing his best to stay quiet and still.  
          It was a moment later when he heard the footsteps of the riot police who had been giving chase, and it sounded like every single one of them had just ran straight past the room Bulldog was hiding in now. That was exactly what Bulldog hoped would happen, and as he carefully opened the door again, he saw that the corridor was clear.  
          His plan had worked.  
          He could now double back and return to the exit where hopefully, Ronnie was already waiting for him. 

          Rushing back down the corridor in the direction he had just ran in, Bulldog was really struggling to catch his breath, but he knew there would be plenty of time for rest and recuperation once he made it out of here. Knowing Ronnie as well as he did, Bulldog suspected that he would have quite a party planned should they make it out of here and become free men again, and it was the anticipation of all the drugs, alcohol, and escorts that awaited them that kept Bulldog sprinting as hard as he could.  
          Returning to the original corridor where he had last seen Ronnie, Bulldog saw that the exit door was still wide open, and he assumed Ronnie had already gone through it. Passing through it himself, Bulldog was immediately dazzled by the bright sunlight, but it was a beautiful moment because now it meant that he was in the fresh air and only yards away from freedom.  
          Looking around the yard he found himself in, Bulldog saw several prisoners as well as plenty more riot police, but he could also see the open gates beyond them, and that was all he needed to spot to know he was very close to getting out now. But he couldn’t see Ronnie anywhere, and that was a problem because Bulldog couldn’t leave without his boss.  
          Looking all over the yard for the infamous gangster, Bulldog’s head was on a swivel as he tried to spot Ronnie.  
          And then he saw him. He was about twenty yards away.  
          But he wasn’t alone.  
          He was being detained by a guy with a helmet and a baton. 

          Bulldog immediately started running towards his boss, desperate to offer his assistance and get Ronnie away from the prison employee who was trying to get him back in handcuffs.  
          Arriving on the scene, Bulldog threw his entire body weight into the side of the guy with the helmet on, and the member of the riot police fell to the floor, dropping his baton and losing his grip on Ronnie.  
          Bulldog fell to the floor too, but he was quickly up and grabbed the discarded baton before using it to beat the body of the man lying at his feet while Ronnie was able to get back up.  
          ‘You okay, boss?’ Bulldog asked after he had dished out a severe punishment to the guard below him, and Ronnie confirmed that he was before looking up at the nearest prison gate that was open.  
          ‘Let’s get the hell out of here,’ Ronnie said, and Bulldog couldn’t agree more, following his boss towards the gate while keeping the baton in his hand in case they encountered any more problems.  
          But it seemed like they had overcome every challenge they would need to in order to get out of here because they were only a few yards away from the gate now that would take them out of this prison and back onto the street where the free members of society roamed. That was until several guards in helmets noticed the two wannabe escapees and raced towards them with their own batons raised, ready to attack.  
          It was Bulldog who realised the danger before Ronnie did, and that was why he had to make a very hard decision.  
          If both men kept running then they would surely both get caught by the advancing guards. But if one of them was to stay back and fight then it would give the other the best chance at escape.  
          Bulldog knew what he had to do.  
          He stopped running and instead turned to face the advancing mob of guards. 

          As they reached him, Bulldog struck first, hitting two of the guards with his baton, the hard object striking their helmets and causing them to retreat a little. Then Bulldog swung his weapon wildly at the other guards as a way of keeping them back, but really, it was all just done to delay them and give Ronnie more time to reach the gate.  
          Looking back behind him, Bulldog saw that Ronnie had almost reached the open gate, but there was still one guard closing in on him, so Bulldog had one more job to do for his master.  
          Sprinting towards the guard who was closing in on Ronnie, Bulldog urged Ronnie to keep running before diving off the ground and leaping onto the guard, slamming him to the ground and causing both of them to lose their breath for a moment.  
          As Bulldog lay on the floor with his head spinning and his body aching from the exertion, he saw that Ronnie had reached the gate and was now looking back into the prison to see where Bulldog was. But there was no time for that. Only one of them could make it out now.  
          ‘Go!’ Bulldog cried to his boss. ‘Run!’ 

          Ronnie seemed hesitant, and it was surely because he didn’t want to leave his trusty friend behind. But Bulldog told him to go again, and as the prison guards swarmed the brave henchman, Ronnie nodded his head before disappearing through the gate.  
          As Bulldog’s arms were pulled behind his back and he was hauled back into the prison, he smiled to himself, displaying a few of his trademark gold teeth that contributed to his intimidating look.  
          He had failed to escape this prison today, but his boss had made it out.  
          For a loyal employee like Bulldog, that meant he had done his job.
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10:15

   
   
 Mick Tottington lay on his bed and used his pillow to try and drown out the sounds of the loud alarm that had been blaring for several minutes now. With the pillow folded over his ears, it definitely muffled the sound, but it was still audible, and, therefore, it was still a sign to Mick that this prison was even more of a dangerous place at this time than it usually was. While that was the case, Mick would continue to seek refuge in his cell, lying on his bed and keeping out of the way of all the chaos that was going on in the rest of this prison ever since all hell had broken loose during what had been an otherwise routine morning.  
          The prisoner with the pillow over his head had been woken up at the normal time of 07:30 when his cell door had been unlocked to signal the start of a new day. The sound of the keys in the lock and the call of the prison warden on the other side of the door was supposed to be the sign for Mick and his cellmate, Bob, to get out of bed and step out of their cell to show that they were ready for breakfast. Mick had been ready when his door had been unlocked, as he always was each and every day since he had arrived here to serve his sentence for causing death by dangerous driving. He was ready because he wanted to make sure every single warden in this place knew that he would give them no trouble, and he was here to simply serve his time peacefully and then leave when that time was up. But Mick wasn’t being so compliant as a tactical decision to hopefully get out early on grounds of good behaviour. He was simply being compliant because he was remorseful for what he had done in his past, and he just wanted to atone for his sins and try to become a better man for them.  
          It had been four months since Mick had fallen asleep at the wheel of his lorry and crashed his huge vehicle into several cars that had been sitting stationary on a busy stretch of motorway. Since then, he had been remanded in custody in hospital where he had been recovering from his injuries sustained in the crash before being declared fit enough to attend court for his hearing. It was there where he had been forced to listen to several victim impact statements from those who had been injured in the crash, or worse, the family members who were speaking on behalf of those who had sadly died in the tragic accident.  
          After that harrowing time in court, it had almost been a relief to Mick when the hearing had been over, and he had been sentenced for his crimes. He knew his misery would last him a lifetime, just like all the victims had to endure their pain for the rest of their days too, but at least in prison, he could focus on moving forward.  

And so it had proved. 

          It had been a very sobering day for Mick when he had begun his sentence, not least because everything was brand new to him. Prison structure. The routine. The rules. Everything had to be learned and fast if Mick hoped to survive in a place as unique as this.  
          The rules had been the first thing that Mick had endeavoured to memorise because it was important to him to abide by them and not do anything that might mark him out as a problem for the wardens who were tasked with keeping him under lock and key. That was why he did everything they asked of him, and it was why he had never put a foot wrong since he had been here. In fact, he had barely said a word to anybody since his sentence had begun a month ago, only making a little small talk with his cellmate on rare occasions, if only to test that his voice was still working. Other than keeping to himself as much as possible, Mick had been able to get a job in the library at this prison, and that kept him occupied for six hours a day, though they were still six, long, slow hours that were not as exciting as any that could be spent in the outside world.  
          But keeping out of trouble was Mick’s motto in here, and he had successfully achieved that, even now in the midst of this apparent prison break. By returning to his cell and lying on his bed with his pillow over his head, Mick was making it plainly clear to any warden that came to check on him that he was not one of the troublemakers who had caused this disturbance or tried to take advantage of it. He hoped when the dust had settled on this craziness today, then his behaviour here would be looked on favourably, but even if that wasn’t the case, at least he was keeping himself out of harm’s way. That was important too because he had a family on the outside, and it was imperative that he avoided any dangerous situations that might arise in here so that he could keep seeing them when they came to visit him each week.  
          He missed his wife and children terribly, and even though he was used to being away from them for long stretches when he had been employed as a long-distance lorry driver, this was hardly the same thing. It would be a long time until he was with his family properly again and able to spend quality time with them instead of just the few stolen moments he could get in that bland, depressing visitors room where he had to sit across a table from each of them and try to look them in the eye without bursting into tears.  
          It was hard to describe the pain and torment that Mick felt about the consequences of his actions that day he had fallen asleep at the wheel. There weren’t really any words strong enough to portray the inner turmoil he was battling on a daily basis whenever he thought of not only the innocent lives he had ruined, but also the lives of his family members who had been tarnished by association with him. He knew his wife had struggled to keep the news reporters from the door in the early days after the crash, and he also knew his children had been subjected to some pretty awful abuse on social media ever since the news had reported who was to blame for the crash on the motorway. Perhaps that was the hardest thing about all of this. If Mick had been the only one punished for his mistake, then that would have been fine, but that wasn’t the case. So many other people were punished too, including his loved ones, and that was much harder to take.  
          The alarm continued to sound as Mick held the pillow over his ears and started to count to ten again. It was an exercise he had started doing in here ever since a fellow inmate had passed on a few words of advice to Mick on one of the first days he had been a prisoner here. Mick never got the inmate’s name, but he was able to glean a useful tip from him as they had stood in the queue for lunch one day. The man had told Mick that if he ever found himself in an unbearable situation then the best thing to do was to close your eyes and count to ten. Then when you got to ten, return to the beginning and start again. Repeat the process over and over, and before you know, the hard times will be over, and you will have come through them.  
          Mick had been sceptical at first that such a simple thing as counting to ten could really make an arduous time more bearable, but he had given it a go, and so far, it had actually helped him. He had counted to ten several times one night when one of the prisoners in a neighbouring cell had been howling out in pain, clearly suffering some kind of psychotic episode, and keeping everybody on the wing awake into the early hours of the morning. He had used the same tactic when he had found himself struggling to pass the last few hours before visiting time the last time his wife had come to see him. And he was using the ‘count to ten’ method now as he lay on this bed and waited for order to be restored in this prison.  
          Breaking time down into these small, bite-size chunks really did seem to make a difference and helped Mick take his mind off all of his worries and fears and instead just focus on the task at hand.  
          One. 
          Two. 
          Three.  
          Four. 

          Mick was just about halfway through another of his exercises when he heard somebody entering his cell, and as much as he wanted to keep his eyes closed and the pillow over his head, he knew he needed to see who it was in case he was in any danger now.  
          Lifting the pillow off his head and looking towards the door, Mick saw that it was his cellmate who had returned, or rather he had been returned by one of the prison wardens.  
 Bob was back.  

But he didn’t look happy about it. 

          Mick watched as his cellmate banged on the cell door that had just been closed and locked behind him, and it was clear that Bob wanted to be allowed back out again.  
          ‘This isn’t fair!’ Bob cried at the top of his lungs. ‘Why am I locked up in here while everyone else gets to run around outside?’

          Mick didn’t say anything to his furious cellmate, wisely realising that it would be better to wait for him to calm down rather than try and engage him in conversation at this current time. Bob was a bit of a hothead, to put it lightly, and this was just another example of the temper that the fairly diminutive man possessed. Mick had met Bob on his first day when he had been placed in this cell, and he had initially thought that Bob seemed like a nice, mellow chap, and not at all like the scary figures that Mick had been imagining he might have been incarnated alongside when he had been preparing to leave hospital and go into prison. But as the days had passed, Mick realised that Bob was not quite as mild-mannered as he had thought, and it became worryingly apparent to the new prisoner that his cellmate was a man who had an explosive temper that could be ignited at any second.  
          The first time he had realised this had been when the two men had been lying on their beds at the end of a long day and chatting about their families. Bob had started off the conversation by asking Mick if he had a wife, and Mick had replied that he had before going on to talk all about how he had met his partner and how he had proposed to her back in the day. The conversation had been a fairly pleasant one up to that point, and it had only seemed natural when Mick had finished talking about his lover to then ask Bob if he had a lover of his own. But apparently, that had not been the right thing to do, and Bob had certainly let his cellmate know it, berating Mick for sticking his nose into another person’s business before getting off his bed and grabbing Mick’s t-shirt by the scruff of the neck and letting him know that he was never to ask about his personal life again.  
          Mick had been shocked and a little shaken up after that incident, but he had made sure he had never asked Bob about his life outside of prison after that and since then, he hadn’t said much of anything to him unless Bob spoke to him first. That was why Mick generally kept himself to himself as best he could. He never knew what he might say that could set Bob off. But Mick had done nothing to cause Bob’s temper tantrum today. Instead, it seemed that the source of Bob’s irritation was the warden who had just put him back in his cell. But the man had just been doing his job, although Bob seemed to care very little for that.  
          ‘Open this door! Let me out of here!’ Bob cried, hammering his fists on the door again and causing even more of a racket than the blaring alarm that was still sounding.  
          Mick knew it would be futile to try and drown out this new noise with his pillow, so he didn’t even bother trying, but he did choose to close his eyes again and try and count to ten. He hoped that Bob would calm down in a minute or two because he usually did once he had expended his energy, and then at least Mick could go back to having some semblance of peace and quiet in this place. But as the banging and shouting continued, Mick began to realise that this was one of Bob’s really bad episodes, and he didn’t recall ever seeing him this worked up before.  
          Opening his eyes again, Mick watched Bob and tried to figure out a way that he could diffuse the situation. Could he tell the man to calm down? Perhaps, but that was risky. Maybe it was best to just stay quiet and do nothing and wait for Bob to wear himself out. That certainly seemed to be the approach the warden on the other side of the door was taking.  
          But it was easy for him because he was out there. But Mick was stuck inside here with this lunatic, and as each new second passed by without any sign of Bob calming down, Mick began to feel more and more anxious that this situation was going to turn nasty.  
          And then he got confirmation of it. 

          Bob stopped banging on the door and turned around to face the beds, and when he did, he saw Mick lying there in front of him. 
          ‘Help me open this door,’ Bob said rather calmly, as if it would really be that easy for the pair of them to get out of here if they so wished.  
          Mick wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that request because while he wanted to say no, he didn’t want to do anything that might make Bob even angrier. But he didn’t want to do anything to irritate the warden outside either because that would go against Mick’s policy of staying out of trouble in here.  
          ‘Are you going to help me or not?’ Bob demanded to know, and Mick noticed that his cellmate was now clenching his fists and breathing very heavily.  
          ‘Errrm, okay,’ Mick said, getting off the bed slowly in the hope that his seemingly compliant behaviour would ease some of Bob’s stress.  
          Joining his cellmate by the door, Mick looked at Bob as if to say he wasn’t sure what he wanted him to do.  
          ‘Bang on it!’ Bob told him, jabbing at the door with an angry finger.  
          Mick weighed up his options but decided he could hit the door because the warden wouldn’t know who was doing it and would most likely just assume that it was still Bob.  
          Clenching his own fists, Mick proceeded to hit the door, although not in a hard fashion, and the banging didn’t produce anywhere near as much noise as the banging that Bob had been doing. Nevertheless, Mick was hoping that he was pacifying Bob’s temper with his actions, but it quickly became clear that was not the case.  
          ‘No, not like that!’ Bob cried. ‘Harder!’

          Mick really didn’t want to hit the door any harder than he already was doing, and not just because he was trying to be a good prisoner. It was also because the door was very rough on his hands, and the more he banged, the more he felt his bones aching.  
          Mick carried on hitting the door in much the same way as he had started, but Bob suddenly grew tired of his cellmates ‘assistance’ and made that clear by pushing Mick out of the way as hard as he could.  
          Mick felt himself losing his balance thanks to the heavy push from his cellmate, and he fell to the side, unable to put out his hands in time to break his fall as he toppled to his left. It was the surprise of the sudden movement that had caught him off guard, but there was another shock on its way for Mick as he fell. It came in the form of his head striking the side of the table that was in this cell for the prisoners to keep some of their belongings on.  
          Mick’s skull connected hard with the edge of the table, and as soon as it did, Mick knew he had done himself some serious harm. 

          As he lay on the floor, unable to move, he noticed that there was blood pouring out across the ground beside him. Was that from his head? It must be. But Mick couldn’t move. It was as if all the power had been shut off in his body, and he was completely helpless now. He couldn’t even hear Bob banging on the door or shouting again, but he could still see him.  
          He tried to get his cellmate’s attention and let him know that he was hurt so that he could seek help, but he couldn’t speak. He really was useless.  
          But as time passed by, he realised he was something else too.  
          He was dying.  
          And there was nobody who could help him in this room. 
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 Jeff Armstrong wasn’t the most physically imposing man in the world. He was actually quite slight and certainly didn’t look strong. But he was strong enough to carry his trusty camera around with him, and that was all the strength he usually needed on a day-to-day basis in his role as a cameraman for a national television channel.  
          His camera was where it always was, in his possession and aimed in the direction of his colleague, Nina, and he was recording footage that the pair of them would later pass onto their superiors at the channel so that it could be edited and dropped into the next news bulletin. Jeff had been doing this for years, and his experience meant he knew exactly what kind of camera shots were the best for his employers. But there was something very different about this particular job because unlike all of the other assignments in which Jeff had generally stood outside a place of interest and recorded Nina talking into his camera, this time he was more of a roving reporter.  
          He was with Nina, but they weren’t reporting the news from a safe place on the outskirts of the action.  
          Instead, they were right in the heart of the story themselves.  
          They were inside a prison that was in the midst of anarchy. 

          Jeff had not been entirely comfortable with Nina’s idea that they should enter through one of the open prison gates and try to get as much footage as they could from the inside. He had been perfectly happy standing on the other side of the prison walls out on the street and recording the action from there, and it hadn’t been as if that was without risk either. That street had been almost overrun with fleeing convicts, and it had been hard to comprehend that so many prisoners had been able to escape and disperse into the general population. But if the scene outside this prison had been unbelievable, it had been nothing compared to the scene that had awaited Jeff and Nina when they had gone inside.  
          No sooner had the pair of journalists passed through the gate then they had been struck with the unfathomable sight of hundreds of prisoners running towards them, almost as if they were fleeing from some terrible, unseen monster. But they weren’t running from a monster. They were just running from the law, and that was clear when Jeff had seen the numerous prison wardens chasing after the convicts and trying to detain them again before they reached the gates.  
          If that wasn’t enough drama for one news report then things had escalated even more a minute later when several vans had arrived in the prison yard and dozens of riot police had climbed out of the back of them, weapons raised to attack and body armour on to defend. Jeff had struggled to keep his shaking hands still as Nina had told him to aim his camera in the direction of the riot police so they could record the exact moment they went into battle with the rebelling prisoners.  
          But he was a true pro, and that was why Jeff had been able to record the footage despite his shaking hands and overall nervous disposition about the situation he found himself in. Nina had been the consummate pro too despite being very out of her depth, finding the composure to talk into her microphone and describe the incredible scenes so that the audience watching this footage later today could have a better understanding of what it was they were seeing. That meant that despite taking an incredible risk in entering this out-of-control prison here this morning, it seemed to be paying off for the two news messengers because there was no doubt the story they were capturing footage on was going to be the number one news story in the nation today.  
          Jeff knew that Nina had big ambitions in the media world and one day envisioned herself as the anchor of the six o’clock news broadcasts that pulled in millions of viewers every day because that was the job her father had held before her. But Jeff was a little less ambitious and merely saw this as a job he enjoyed but nothing more than that. As long as he got paid, he was able to go home, go to the pub, and go on a few dates with a few ‘lucky’ ladies in London, and that was enough for him. He wasn’t trying to be a big-shot cameraman in a cosy studio, nor was he dreaming of one day getting a job with a big television network out in Los Angeles like some of his other colleagues wished for. Although Jeff did quite like the idea of driving around the Hollywood Hills with a glamorous American woman in the passenger seat of his convertible car, he was quite happy to just carry on as he was here being a cameraman in London and working for a good friend like Nina. He was perfectly comfortable with leaving all the exhausting drive and ambition to her and was fine just lugging his heavy camera around and pointing it at her whenever she had something to say.  
          And she definitely had a lot to say today. 

          Jeff directed his camera lens away from the continuing scenes of disruption across the prison yard and onto the face of Nina as she spoke directly to him, reporting more details on what it was they were witnessing.  
          ‘Despite the arrival of reinforcements a few moments ago, it still appears that the disturbance at this prison is a long way from being resolved,’ Nina said, and Jeff thought that was the understatement of the year, but he knew better than to interrupt her when she was in full flow. ‘As you can see behind me, there still seems to be numerous prisoners who are making attempts to get out of this prison, and despite the best efforts of those trying to keep them in, worryingly, there appears to be many who are making it out.’

          Jeff kept his camera trained on his colleague and his eyes on the screen so that he ensured the shot was still perfect even though he was tempted to look away and observe some more of the crazy goings-on that were occurring all around him. The pair of journalists had tucked themselves away at the side of the prison yard, using the wall beside them as a ‘safe base’ where they could be stationed close enough to the action but also, hopefully, far enough away from it so as not to be in harm’s way.  
 So far, neither of them had been bothered by any of the prisoners who were trying to flee, nor had they been ordered to leave by any of the prison employees rushing past them, although they all assuredly had much more important things on their minds than Jeff and Nina. But it was, perhaps, the fact that the pair of them had not been disturbed yet that made Nina bold enough to suggest her next idea.  
          ‘We should try and get inside the prison,’ she said after ending her latest report and lowering her microphone as Jeff stopped recording.  
          ‘No way. That’s insane,’ Jeff said almost instinctively without self-regulating the words before he said them. But there were times when things just needed to be said without much thought behind them, and this sure did seem like one of those times.  
          ‘Come on. No one has told us to stop, and you know as well as I do that if no one tells us to stop then we keep on going.’

          Nina always did make a convincing argument, whatever it happened to be that she was trying to persuade her colleague about. Whether it was about going to a salad bar for lunch instead of the burger van that Jeff desired, or whether to hang around outside a courthouse for one more hour in case they got lucky and caught one of the lawyers leaving for an interview, Nina always had a way of getting her cameraman to do what she wanted him to. But this wasn’t as banal as what to have for lunch or whether or not to wait outside a quiet, calm courthouse. This was about whether or not to go deeper into a dangerous situation that was still evolving, and based on what he had seen so far, Jeff did not think there was any guarantee that this news story would have a happy ending.  
          If anything, it was most likely going to have a terrible one. 

          Studying the crazy scene before them one more time, Jeff shook his head, his mind made up about what it was he was going to do from this point on.  
          ‘We’re not going inside,’ Jeff said as he continued to shake his skull from side to side. ‘It’s too dangerous, and we’ve already pushed our luck enough. I say we get back outside these walls and just report on what is going on out there.’ 

          He gestured towards one of the open gates where an ungodly number of prisoners still seemed to be streaming through, and in his mind, it made perfect sense.  
 The main people affected by this story now weren’t the people inside the prison.  

They were the people outside it.  
 The general public. The everyday man in the street. Joe Bloggs.  
 They were the ones who would have to be on their guard now because it seemed there were several unsavoury characters who had made it out of this prison long before they were due to leave, and there was no saying what any of them were going to do now they had their unearned freedoms back. The prison wardens in here had had their chance to be on their guard, and they had failed. But the public still had a chance, and they deserved to see exactly what the streets around this prison looked like so they could really grasp the sheer scale of what was happening here today and prepare to defend themselves accordingly.  
          But it seemed that Nina had other ideas.  
          ‘No, we’ve already got the footage from outside the prison. Now we need to go inside. We need to get to the heart of what happened here, and the answers are in there.’

          Nina gestured towards the imposing prison building in the opposite direction to the walls that Jeff would much rather head towards. While she did make a salient point in that they could do with finding out what had caused this prison break so that their news story would be more well-rounded, there was one slight problem with her plan.  
          It meant going into an uncontrolled prison. 

          Jeff weighed the options up in his mind, but despite his best intentions as a journalist, he just couldn’t see any way in which it was safe enough for the pair of them to try and get inside the prison and report from in there.  
          ‘I’m sorry, Nina. You know I love you, but I can’t agree to that. It would be suicide.’

          Jeff hoped that by reminding his beloved colleague how fond he was of working with her then it might make her see sense and stop talking about going into the prison. He also hoped by using such a strong word as ‘suicide’ that he would relay the gravity of this situation and how risky it was to do what she was saying. But it didn’t work, and despite the risks, it seemed Nina was happy to take them.  

‘Fine, I’ll do it myself,’ she said, and she took out her mobile phone.  

‘What are you talking about?’


‘If I don’t have my cameraman then I’ll just have to get the footage myself,’ she told him, and Jeff realised she meant she was going to record a video on her mobile instead.  

‘Don’t be silly,’ Jeff tried, but he wasn’t talking about the fact that a small mobile phone was no match for his state-of-the-art camera. It was because Nina still seemed adamant on actually going inside the prison.  

‘We need to get the full story before the prison covers it up and feeds us a bunch of lies about what really happened here today,’ Nina told him, and while she might have been right about the prison staff most likely lying to the media after this event, it surely still didn’t warrant what she was planning.  

‘Nina, come on. This is madness,’ Jeff tried again.  

‘No, what’s madness is that such a thing like this was allowed to happen. We need to find out why, and we need to find out if it can happen in any other prison around the country.’

 With that, she turned and headed for the prison, rushing across the yard in the direction of one of the doors that led into the once formidable building.  

‘Nina! Wait!’ Jeff called after her, but the roving reporter didn’t stop, nor did she turn back.  
 She just kept on going.  

And that was why ultimately, Jeff decided to follow her. 

 He really did not want to go inside, but he also didn’t want to leave his friend and colleague by herself in this unpredictable place, and that was why he chased her down with his heavy camera and joined her as they reached the door. Nina smiled when she saw that he was going to accompany her after all, but that smile quickly faded when they entered the prison and saw the state of the place.  

It was as if a herd of wild animals had torn through this prison.

 Light fittings were hanging from the ceiling, there were holes in the walls, and every item of furniture had been upended, meaning table legs were sticking up in the air and chairs were on their side, discarded all over the place. Nina looked to Jeff, but he was already filming, capturing as much of this dramatic scene as he could. But as they moved deeper into the prison, there was nothing that could have prepared them for what they were about to see next.  
 There was a group of four prisoners being herded into a room by a trio of angry prison wardens, and while it would appear to the untrained eye like they were just doing their jobs, it became startlingly apparent that they weren’t just trying to keep the prisoners under control.  

They were actively enjoying the fact that they could punish them and get away with it in this chaotic environment. 

 Jeff kept filming as the full reality of the situation dawned on him, recording the wardens striking several prisoners who were not putting up any kind of a fight and should really have been left alone. But perhaps he would have been better served just putting his camera down and going to seek the assistance of the other more law-abiding wardens in this place.  
 That’s because by the time he realised the rogue wardens had spotted him and Nina, the pair of journalists were already being dragged into the room alongside the prisoners too.  
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 Bogdan Petrovic put his hand to his head and felt blood, a result of the heavy blow he had just suffered at the hands of one of the prison wardens who had just struck him unnecessarily before pushing him into this room and forcing him to get down on his knees. He had no idea why the warden had hit him because Bogdan had not been causing any trouble, nor had he been trying to escape like so many of the other prisoners in this place were right now. He had simply been caught standing in a corridor outside the visitors’ room, where he had been forced to say goodbye to his wife after the alarm had sounded unexpectedly and brought her visit to an abrupt ending.  
          Bogdan hated the fact that he hadn’t been able to spend as much time with Jelena as he would have done had the alarm not sounded, but that was prison life. It was strict, sometimes unfair, and most of the time, awful. Therefore, there hadn’t been much Bogdan could have done when a warden had told him that his visit was over, and he had to leave the room and return to his cell. But despite following orders, Bogdan had not been taken back to his cell. Instead, he had been left languishing in the corridor as the wardens he had been with had tried to figure out what was going on while more prisoners left the visitors’ rooms around him and joined him in that corridor.  
          That had been when Bogdan had laid eyes on a man he had never wanted to see again.  
          Diego. 

          Even though Bogdan had a feeling the two men might have been serving out their respective sentences in the same prison, they would have been in different wings and would never have expected to cross paths as long as they were prisoners in this place. But in all the confusion of the alarm sounding and the various visits being cut short, it had seemed that they had ended up in the same place.  
          But amazingly, Bogdan and Diego being so close to each other again wasn’t either of the two men’s biggest problem right now. 

          What was their biggest problem was the fact that the prison wardens who were currently in charge of their safekeeping seemed less intent on following rules and returning them to their cells and more interested in taking the law into their own hands. Just like all of the criminals who now called this prison home, there seemed to be a select group of wardens who were playing just as fast and loose with the law as they had, and that was a big problem.  
          It was a big problem because they had all the power in this situation, so effectively, they could do whatever they wanted to. 

          Bogdan checked on his head wound one more time and saw that the blood was still pouring from it, before looking up from his position on his knees on the floor and seeing a rather surprising thing. The wardens were dragging more people into the room, but they weren’t prisoners this time, like Bogdan, Diego, and the other two inmates kneeling beside them. Instead, they seemed like they didn’t belong here at all, and although Bogdan had no idea who they were, he saw that the man had a camera with him while the woman had a microphone.  
          The woman’s face seemed vaguely familiar, but Bogdan couldn’t figure out where he might have seen her before. But that didn’t really matter because whoever she was, her and the cameraman were now down on their knees opposite the prisoners while the wardens closed the door behind them.  
          Then they locked the door from the inside. 

          Bogdan had already known this was a dangerous situation to be in but seeing the wardens lock the door only made it seem worse, and the unease he had felt when the alarm had sounded and he had been forced to leave Jelena behind paled in comparison now to what he felt trying to figure out what these wardens were up to.  
          ‘What the hell are you doing?’ the guy with the camera asked one of the three wardens in the room, and he tried to keep filming, but that was quickly stopped.  
          ‘Give me that damn thing,’ the warden who had pushed Bogdan and Diego into this room said, and he grabbed the camera before throwing it against the wall as hard as he could, smashing the expensive-looking piece of equipment in one easy strike, and leaving the guy who owned it incredulous.  
          ‘What the hell did you do that for?’ the cameraman cried, but the warden’s answer was even more shocking than what he had just done with the camera.  
          He punched the owner of it in the face.  

Hard. 

          The woman beside him cried out as she saw her friend being struck, and she tried to go to his aid, but the warden who had thrown the punch dragged her off him and pushed her back against the wall.  
 As she sat there in a crumpled heap, Bogdan felt a rage intensifying inside him. If there was one thing he hated in this world then it was violence against women, and he really wanted to do something about the despicable man who had just put his hands on that woman. But what could he do? It was obvious that this was a very dangerous situation, and until he really understood what was going on here with these three rogue wardens, he felt it was best to try and stay calm and not do anything that could provoke another unpredictable response from them.  
 Looking at the woman in the corner sitting beside the cameraman who was tentatively touching his bloodied nose, Bogdan silently prayed that the pair of them would not say or do anything else that might draw the ire of the wardens. If they did then there was surely only going to be even more violence used against them, and that would make it even harder for Bogdan to stay quiet and not try to come to their aid.  

‘So, what do you want to do with them?’ the second warden asked the first one who had just been dishing out the violence.  

‘Let’s find out what they are in here for,’ the warden replied before turning to look at the four prisoners who were on their knees before them.  
 Bogdan looked down the line at his fellow inmates, and as well as Diego next to him, he saw two other men in prison clothes, neither of whom he recognised. Because of that, he suspected that all four of them had come from different wings and, therefore, were in prison serving sentences for very different crimes.  

But why did the warden seem keen on learning what those crimes were?

 Bogdan felt his head pounding and a drop of blood run through his hair as his wound showed no signs of getting better, but he decided that he wouldn’t touch his injury again because he didn’t want to draw any extra attention to himself with a sudden movement.  

‘You!’ the first warden said, pointing at the prisoner at the other end of the line to Bogdan. ‘What are you in for?’

 Everybody in the room looked at the first prisoner to see what he would do, but what could he do in this situation? He just had to answer the question, and when he did, it was a reminder that this really was a room filled for the most part with unsavoury characters.  

‘Arson,’ the first prisoner replied, and the warden seemed to consider that answer for a moment before moving on to the prisoner next to him.  

‘What about you?’

 Prisoner Two looked up at the warden with terrified eyes before taking his turn to speak.  

‘Tax evasion.’

 The warden scoffed at that answer before moving down the line, and now he was standing right in front of Diego.  
 As much as Bogdan hated the man to his left for what he had done to Jelena in the outside world during her sex-trafficking ordeal, he felt strangely worried for him in that moment. That was because he had the feeling that the warden wouldn’t be as happy learning about Diego’s crime as he had in learning about the first two prisoners’ indiscretions.  

‘What did you do?’ the warden asked Diego, but the man beside Bogdan kept his head bowed and didn’t seem like he wanted to answer that question.  

‘Hey! I’m talking to you!’ the warden barked, and he lifted Diego’s chin with his hand, forcing the sheepish prisoner to look up at the man who was asking him the question. ‘I said, what did you do?’

 Bogdan was looking straight ahead, doing his best not to turn and see Diego, but he noticed the prisoner next to him look in his direction in his peripheral vision, and he wondered why that was.  
 Was it because Diego knew that Bogdan was aware of who he was and what he had done? 

And therefore, was he looking at Bogdan because he knew he couldn’t get away with lying about his crime?

 Bogdan waited for Diego to answer the question, as did everybody else in the room, including the woman and the cameraman in the corner, who were seemingly being spared facing their own questions because they obviously weren’t prisoners. Nevertheless, they were still locked in this room like everybody else, and that meant they were still in danger.  

‘Tell me!’ the warden ordered Diego after the prisoner had once again failed to reply, and he clenched his fist to make it clear that he was willing to deliver a hammer blow to Diego’s face if he still refused to comply.  

‘Assault!’ Diego said before the warden could punch him. ‘I’m in for assault.’


‘An assault on who?’


‘Some guy in a pub. I hit him, and he pressed charges.’

 Bogdan frowned when he heard Diego’s story because it certainly wasn’t the truth. Diego wasn’t in here for assaulting some guy in a pub. He was in here for the attempted rape of Jelena. But based on the precarious nature of this situation, Bogdan could understand why Diego had not told the truth. It was because these wardens seemed like they were looking for something. They were looking for a good reason to punish one of these prisoners far beyond what the nature of their roles involved. With that in mind, it was perhaps wise of Diego to not let them know that he was in prison for such a serious crime because if there was one thing that was hated most in prison, as well as in wider society, it was a sex criminal.  

Therefore, there was no telling what the warden might have done to Diego if he had been honest. 

 The warden considered Diego’s answer for a very long and tense moment before seemingly accepting it and moving on to Bogdan. But just before he could ask the Serbian man what crime he was guilty of, one of the other wardens at the back of the room spoke up.  

‘Wait. He’s lying,’ the warden said, pointing at Diego. ‘I don’t know who he is, but I do know that he’s on B Wing.’

 The first warden who had been asking the questions suddenly turned away from Bogdan and looked back at Diego, who once again had his head bowed.  

‘Is that right?’ the warden asked Diego. ‘Are you on B wing with the paedophiles and the rapists?’

 But the prisoner refused to answer again.  

‘Answer me!’ the warden shouted, hitting Diego in the face and sending him from his knees down to the floor on his side, one hand on his injured face and the other stretched out in front of himself to prevent further blows being given to him.  

‘I told you. I’m in for assault,’ Diego tried again, but the warden wasn’t buying it now and knelt down beside the wounded prisoner to get closer to him.  

‘If you’re on B Wing, then it means you didn’t just hit some guy in a pub,’ the warden hissed at Diego. ‘It means you’re guilty of a sex crime. So, are you?’


‘No!’


‘Tell the truth!’

 The warden raised his fist again, and Diego covered up his face with his hands to defend himself, but before another punch could be thrown, Bogdan intervened.  

‘He’s not on B Wing,’ Bogdan said calmly.  
 The warden pulled his punch, his fist stopping only inches away from Diego before turning to look at Bogdan.  

‘He’s not?’ the warden asked, and Bogdan shook his head.  

‘How do you know?’ was the next question, but Bogdan had an answer for that one too.  

‘Because he’s on my wing. And I’m not on B Wing.’

 It was a lie that Diego was not on B Wing, but Bogdan was telling it because he felt like it was something that he needed to do. As much as he hated Diego, he knew the prisoner was in here to serve his sentence for his crimes. But the warden was evidently taking advantage of that situation and using his position of power to do whatever he wanted to do. And by the sounds of things, he wanted to seriously hurt anybody who he suspected of being guilty of a sex crime. That meant that Diego was in grave danger now, and while Bogdan had spent many a night fantasising about Diego being hurt, he knew this wasn’t right. Therefore, he had stepped in and tried to help his sworn enemy because it seemed it was either that or stand by and watch him get seriously hurt, and Bogdan was too much of a good man to do that.  

‘Are you telling the truth?’ the warden asked Bogdan, and the Serbian man nodded his head.  

‘What are you in for?’ the second warden asked him, and Bogdan was relieved that he could tell the truth this time. He was in for murder, and when they asked him who he had killed, he answered truthfully, telling them he had shot dead a man who had imprisoned his now-wife and forced her to partake in unspeakable things.  
 That answer seemed to garner some respect from the wardens in the room, and they stopped questioning Bogdan before convening over by the locked door and talking between themselves in hushed voices, seemingly making a plan as to how to proceed from here.  

‘What are you going to do to us?’ the woman in the corner asked, and as Bogdan looked back towards her, he finally realised where he knew her from. She was a TV reporter. That was it. He had seen her on the news.  

Well, she was certainly in the right place for a story here. 

 The wardens ignored her question and continued whispering amongst themselves before coming to some sort of a decision because they turned to look at everybody else in the room, who was either kneeling or lying before them, before telling them what the plan was.  

‘You can all leave,’ the first warden said, much to the relief of those who were imprisoned in here.  

‘You two first,’ the third warden said, and he pointed at the news reporter and her cameraman, who both got tentatively to their feet before being led towards the door that was now being unlocked.  

‘What about my camera?’ the guy whose expensive piece of technology had been thrown against the wall asked before he left. But the warden who had thrown the camera and seemingly destroyed it scoffed at the mention of the equipment before giving both journalists a word of warning. 

‘If this makes it into any of your news reports then I swear to God I will come after you, and you will pay for it,’ he said, and it was clear from his tone of voice that he meant every word of it.  
 The news reporter and her cameraman nodded solemnly before being allowed to leave, and once they were gone, it was the turn of the four prisoners to get to their feet and prepare to leave.  
 As they headed for the door in the order they had originally been spoken to, Bogdan followed Diego towards the exit, wondering if the man ahead of him was grateful for the lie the Serbian man had told. Bogdan assumed he would be, but as far as favours went, this would be where it ended. Bogdan might have helped Diego avoid a vicious beating from these rogue wardens, but he certainly hadn’t forgiven him for what he had done to Jelena, and he hoped that when they were back on their respective wings, they would never have to see each other again.  
 The first two prisoners exited the room, and that just left Diego and Bogdan to go. But before Diego could pass through the exit, the first warden stepped in front of him and looked the prisoner in the eye.  

‘It was a good job you aren’t on B Wing,’ the warden said to Diego as Bogdan stood behind him. ‘That’s because me and my friends here despise anybody who commits sex crimes against women or children, and we were looking for an opportunity to get some revenge on their behalf today.’

 Diego said nothing, nor did Bogdan, while the warden studied both of their faces.  

‘Off you go then,’ the warden suddenly said, stepping aside and allowing Diego to pass.  
 The prisoner took his chance to go through the door, closely followed by Bogdan, who noticed that the first warden was smirking at him as he went.  
 As he left the room they had been trapped inside, Bogdan felt huge relief at being back in the corridor, even if the rest of this prison was still in a state of disorder, and the alarm was still going off above his head. But before he could figure out which was the right way back to his wing, Bogdan heard Diego cry out, and as he turned around, he saw the prisoner being dragged back into the room by two of the wardens.  

‘Hey! Let me go!’ Diego cried as his arms were pulled behind his back, and he was manhandled back through the doorway and into the room where he had just come from.  
 But the wardens were showing no signs of letting Diego go again, and as the prisoner disappeared back into the room, Bogdan stepped towards the door to find out what was happening.  

‘What are you doing?’ he asked the first warden who was now blocking the doorway, behind which Diego was being pushed to the floor by the other two wardens.  

‘We know you were lying,’ the warden said to Bogdan ominously. ‘He is on B Wing, which means he gets to stay here. But you’re not, so you can go now.’


‘Wait.’

 But the warden did not wait, and a second later, he shut the door, locking Bogdan out and leaving Diego trapped inside with three men who clearly wanted to do him some serious harm.  

‘Hey! You can’t do this!’ Bogdan cried, hammering his fists on the door to try to get the men to stop whatever it was they were doing to Diego now.  

Were they going to kill him?  
 Bogdan had no idea, but he did know this was not right. These wardens were supposed to protect the prisoners and allow each criminal the chance to serve out their sentence peacefully. But that was not happening right now, and that was nothing short of a scandal.  
 Turning away from the door after realising there was no way he could get through it, Bogdan quickly went in search of another warden, hopefully one who operated by the rules and could bring a stop to this craziness. But he couldn’t find one in the corridor, and as he kept running along it, he ended up at a door that led out into the prison yard.  
 Squinting his eyes in the sunlight, Bogdan saw there were plenty of wardens out here, but every single one of them was currently occupied trying to stop other prisoners from getting away. As he ran out into the yard, Bogdan called for help from some of the wardens, but none of them seemed to hear him, his voice drowned out by both the alarm and the shouting from all the people around him.  
 The more he tried to get help, the less he seemed able to do so, and as he reached the middle of the yard, he realised he was going to fail in getting the attention of somebody who could go back to that locked room and help Diego. But the more he realised that, the more there was a voice in his head telling him that it didn’t matter. It was a voice that told him Diego hadn’t cared when Jelena had been trapped in a locked room, so why should Bogdan care about Diego now?  
 Of course, Bogdan was not as callous as Diego was but still, he was aware that if the tables were turned, Diego would most likely just walk away and leave Bogdan to suffer, so why should Bogdan try and help him? 
 Looking around the yard at all the chaos that surrounded him, Bogdan saw that this prison was still a long way from being brought back under control. But he also realised that even when things were returned to normal around here, he could never be able to trust any of the wardens again. Today had taught him that some of the people who kept order in this prison were just as dangerous as the prisoners they ruled over, and because of that, he knew he felt even less safe in this hostile environment than he had before. That extra element of danger that now made up his prison life meant that Bogdan felt even less assured that he would be able to serve out his sentence here peacefully and then be able to return home to his darling Jelena.  
 That was why he didn’t go back to the door he had just come out of. Instead, he turned and walked towards one of the open prison gates that led out onto the street. Technically, he was trying to escape, but he wasn’t running. He was walking, and if any warden tried to stop him then he would peacefully go with them and be returned to his cell. But if nobody stopped him then he would see how far he could get, and as he reached the gate, he realised he could actually get out of here today.  
 Pausing at the gate, he thought about what he was doing, but he only had to look back over his shoulder at the prison where Diego was currently being attacked to know that this was no place for a man like him.  
 He belonged somewhere far away from here.  

He belonged with Jelena. 

 And that was why he walked through the gate and down the street. 
 Bogdan was a free man again.  
 For now, anyway.  
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 Jamal Jasem carefully pulled open the curtain on the bedroom window and looked outside onto the street below. When he did, he saw that there were still several prisoners out there running around, and many of them were being chased by prison wardens or riot police. That meant that leaving this house he was currently hiding in would be a risky thing for him to do. At the very least, he would have to take the back exit instead of going out of the front, but even then, it would still be a tall task to get away from this place without being put back in handcuffs and dragged back into that prison.  
          Looking up from the street below the window, Jamal stared through the glass at the walls of the prison opposite this house. The walls contained the place where he had very recently been serving a life sentence for masterminding the attack in Battersea Park last year, an attack that had led to him being labelled a terrorist, a title he disagreed with but had been made to accept by the courts. But Jamal was no longer inside that prison, having been able to escape his cell after a massive security breach had seen all the doors unlock, allowing all the prisoners to make their own bids for freedom.  
          Jamal had made his bid to break clear of the walls, and he had succeeded, getting out of prison and crossing this street before breaking into this house and going in search of a change of clothes to better disguise himself. He had known that staying out on the street in prison clothes was a sure-fire way of getting caught quickly and being taken back into custody, so he had spotted the first house on this street without a car parked outside it and gambled that the homeowners were not in.  
 Having smashed a window at the back of the house, Jamal had been able to get inside, and while he had been pleased to find that the house was indeed empty, he had been surprised to learn that the homeowner had not installed an alarm that could have sounded to signal that an intruder had just got in. 
          What kind of person lives opposite a prison and doesn’t install an alarm in their house? Jamal had wondered with a wry smile as he had climbed the stairs in search of a bedroom. But he didn’t care too much about why this homeowner had not secured their property a little better because it was their mistake that had led to Jamal having a better chance at escaping the prison wardens who were looking for him now.  
          Having found a bedroom, Jamal had quickly gone into the wardrobe in the hope that at least one of the people who lived here was a male so that he might be able to find some suitable clothes he could change into. Again, he had been in luck because Jamal had been able to find plenty of men’s clothes to choose from, changing out of his prison uniform and switching into a t-shirt, jacket and jeans, and a rather trendy pair of size-nine sneakers.  
          Now he was better disguised, Jamal was looking out of the window and plotting his next move. But before he dared venture outside again, he knew he needed a couple more things to complete his new look.  
          Rushing back to the wardrobe, Jamal searched around in the bottom of it for any kind of a hat that the homeowner might possess. It didn’t take him long to procure a woolly winter hat, and as he pulled it on over his scalp, he knew he was becoming more disguised by the minute.  
 But he needed one more thing.  

He needed something to cover his eyes. 

          Turning away from the wardrobe and going over to the dressing table, Jamal started opening up various drawers in search of the final item that his new look demanded. It was in the third drawer where he found it.  
          Putting the sunglasses on over his eyes, Jamal checked his appearance in a mirror and saw that he really did look very different now to how he had looked when he had first entered this house. But that was the whole point, and as he left the bedroom, he felt confident that he would be able to get out of this area with his true identity undetected.  
          Rushing down the stairs, Jamal passed by various photo frames that displayed the people who called this property their home. It seemed it was owned by a couple in their twenties, and they had a young son too. As Jamal stopped on the staircase and studied one particular photo, he noted that they really were a picture-perfect family, in every sense of the term. But that only made him bitter because Jamal had once been as happy as the little boy in the photo, smiling widely while supported by his parents. But that had all changed over the years as Jamal’s homeland had been torn apart by British forces, and while there might be a happy ending for the boy in this photo, Jamal knew there would be no happy ending for him. Therefore, he was still hell-bent on getting revenge on the people of Britain, and after today’s unexpected opportunity, it seemed like he might be getting another chance at that revenge a lot sooner than anticipated.  
          Passing by the front door and opting to keep walking until he reached the back one, Jamal was just about to leave the house and take his chances outside again when he decided to check inside the fridge to see if there was anything in there he could eat. He hadn’t been eating well at all in prison, and he was absolutely starving, but he knew he would need plenty of energy for the days to come, so he opened the fridge and cast his eyes over the treats inside.  
          Having satisfied his appetite with some kind of vegetarian dish that the homeowners had most likely been saving for when they finished work tonight, Jamal put down the empty bowl he had been eating out of for the last few minutes and then headed for the back door. Passing by the window he had broken to get inside here in the first place, Jamal found it much easier to travel via the door this time, sliding the bolt on the back of it across until the door opened and he could step outside.  
          Pulling his newly-acquired hat down a little further over his head and adjusting his sunglasses slightly, Jamal surveyed the back garden and considered which of the fences it would be easiest to climb over. But they were all pretty tall, and they all carried with them the risk that he wouldn’t know what was waiting for him on the other side until he was already over them, and it would be too late to change course then.  
          That was why he decided to go a different way.  
          He was going to walk down the side of the house and then out onto the street he had left a few moments ago.  
          The street that was crawling with prisoners and wardens. 
          It was time to test out his disguise. 

          Moving quickly down the side of the house, Jamal reached a gate and unlocked it easily before opening it and looking out towards the street. The sound of sirens filled the air, and several police vans hurtled past in pursuit of more escaped convicts, and it seemed like nobody would notice a man in a hat and sunglasses leaving a house and walking down the street amongst it all. 
          So Jamal started walking. 

          He walked away from the house and onto the pavement.  
          He walked down the pavement and past several prison wardens who were busy shouting into radios and shaking their heads in disbelief.  
          And he walked past several prisoners who were running wildly in all directions, doing their best to get away but trying to do it without the benefit of the sneaky disguise that Jamal possessed.  
          Jamal kept walking until he was a good half a mile or so away from the prison that he had just escaped from, and he was planning on continuing to walk until he saw something in the distance that made him stop for a moment.  
          It was the London city centre skyline. 

          From his vantage point on this hilly street in the south of the capital, Jamal had a surprisingly good view of the tall buildings that were monuments to London being one of the biggest financial and business hubs in the world.  
 He saw The Shard. He saw The Gherkin. And while he couldn’t quite make out the domed roof of St Paul’s Cathedral from here, he knew that building was over there too, nestled amongst some of its taller counterparts.  
          London.  
 A city that has been through so much but always seemed to survive and thrive in the end.  
          Great fires. World wars. Terrorist attacks.

          London had seen it all and beaten it all. But there was a fresh enemy lurking now, one that threatened this city and everybody that called it home.  
          Jamal was back on the streets again.  
          And that meant he was going to attack again. 

          But this time, he was going to show even less mercy than he had before.   
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20 MINUTES TO MIDNIGHT


 

   
 It’s New Year’s Eve in London and that usually only means one thing. 
 Fireworks. 

And lots of them. 

   
   
 As the citizens of England’s capital crowd onto the banks of the Thames for the best view of the explosive celebrations, there is an enemy lurking amongst them. An enemy who has already struck before and an enemy who has already been caught for his crimes. 

   
   
 It’s an enemy who got lucky and got away, and now stands on the verge of striking at the nation’s heart one more time. But while there will be fireworks tonight, this will be nothing like Bonfire Night, where the attacker did so much damage before.  
   

 

 This attack will be bigger.  

This attack has the potential to bring London to its knees. 
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