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Jelena *
09:00
Jelena Petrovic had been in plenty of places where she felt like she didn’t belong before, but this place right here was up there with them all. The suits. The stern expressions. The stone walls. And the seriousness of what they all represented. 
She was in court. 
And she knew somebody would be sentenced here today. 
Smoothing out a crease in her smart grey suit that she had bought especially for this court case, Jelena took a deep breath and looked around the expansive room that she was currently sitting in. There was much to take in, and none of it was helping to settle her considerable nerves as she waited in her seat for proceedings to begin. To her right was a collection of lawyers, all of them looking resplendent in their robes and wigs; that peculiar dress code of the British justice system that saw certain courts look more like a vision of the past rather than a modern-day glimpse of English law. The lawyers were representing both sides, the prosecution and the defence, but at this stage, neither party looked particularly confident about the task that was ahead of them today. 
To Jelena’s left were the members of the jury, a dozen men and women, who had been selected at random from the general public and were now legally obliged to attend this courtroom every day until a verdict had been reached. Some jury members were young, others were much older, but they were all diligently carrying out their important duties, ready to listen to everything that was said in this room today so that they could make a well-informed decision without distraction from any of the things that regular society was distracted by all the time. There were no mobile phones in this room, or televisions, or anything that could divert the eyes or the minds of the people who had a very important decision to make, and it was surely the most important decision of all. 
They would be deciding on the fate of the accused. 
Innocent. 
Or guilty. 
Looking away from the jurors in the large box to her left, Jelena’s eyes flitted across the room until they were looking at the stand directly opposite her. It was the stand that was emblazoned with the Royal coat of arms that was on display in all British courtrooms and served as the official coat of arms for the British monarch. The historic emblem only added to the feeling of history in this old courtroom that had no doubt been in use for decades and had been the site of many a legal battle over the years. Beneath the regal coat of arms was an empty chair, but Jelena knew that it would not be staying empty for long. It would be occupied any second now, and the person occupying it would be the woman overseeing the proceedings here today. This was the judge’s seat, the vantage point from which she would cast her eyes over all those before her in the courtroom, from the lawyers to the jurors, the witnesses to the defendants, while making sure that everything was being conducted to the letter of the law. 
Slightly to the left of where the judge would be stationed was another vacant space, and this was known as the witness box. Just like the judge’s seat, this space would soon be occupied too, but unlike everybody else currently in this room, Jelena would know the person in that box shortly. It would be Bogdan, her husband and the man now currently fighting alongside her to prove the guilt of the accused, as well as to hopefully shed more light on the sex trafficking scandal that was now being reported on in the national news. 
It had been two months since Jelena and Bogdan’s wedding day, but it had been a day that had been overshadowed by the pair of them ending up in the same place as one of the men who had ‘visited’ Jelena while she had been in captivity at the hands of the Serbian sex-traffickers. The newly-married couple had both been out on a lake in a boat when they had seen the groom at the second wedding taking place at the same venue, and that had been when all hell had broken loose. Bogdan and Jelena had rushed to stop the second wedding before it could go ahead, and they had been successful, Bogdan with his punches to the groom’s face and Jelena by later pushing the groom into the lake. Sure, it had seen the pair of them end their wedding day by being separated and taken to a police station in handcuffs for assault and causing a public nuisance, but neither of them had cared too much about that. All they had wanted to do was make sure that the guilty groom was unmasked for the man he really was and was hauled off to the police station alongside them. 
And they had got their way. 
The groom, a man by the name of Diego, had also been arrested that day, but the charges against him were much more serious. He had been detained on suspicion of serious sex crimes after Bogdan’s accusations had been voiced at the interrupted wedding ceremony, and while the Serbian pair hadn’t had too much evidence at the time, things had changed once the police had conducted a search of Diego’s home. It was there that they had been able to find evidence of Diego visiting the kinds of places that Bogdan was accusing him of. 
Illicit and illegal venues. Underground clubs. Seedy sex dens. And most importantly of all, there was evidence of Diego having known the address of the place where Jelena had been taken and forced to be with paying customers, back when she had been in captivity. 
The evidence had been located after a thorough search on one of Diego’s personal devices, a laptop that had been hidden at the back of a bookcase in his bedroom, but it hadn’t taken the searching police officers too long to find it. Having uncovered the evidence that linked Diego to an address associated with sex crimes, as well as plenty more evidence proving that Diego was a man with a sexual appetite far beyond what was deemed healthy and even legal in normal society, the police had enough to detain him for longer and force him into giving them information on what it was they really wanted to know. Diego had just been a customer of the sex traffickers, but what the police and Jelena and Bogdan really wanted were the sex traffickers themselves. If the evil men who had conspired to force Jelena and countless other women into a life of imprisonment and sexual servitude could be brought to justice, then that would really be a good result. 
But it was contingent on one thing. 
Diego had to not only confess to his crimes, but also offer as much information as he could about the sex traffickers because while the two men who had kept Jelena in a room were now dead, he might know something about the other people they were working with.
The whole case hinged on Diego helping the police, as well as the two people who had attacked him and ruined his own wedding day. If that seemed unlikely, then it was. But Jelena knew lots of things were unlikely, yet they still seemed to happen. Her bumping into Bogdan in the London Underground and being rescued had been unlikely. Her winning the lottery and going from a penniless person to a wealthy woman had been unlikely. And her spotting one of the vile men who had tried to rape her in the past had been unlikely too, but that had happened, not once but twice. She had seen Diego in Hyde Park last year, and she had ended up seeing him again on both of their wedding days. ‘Unlikely’ seemed to be fast becoming Jelena’s middle name, and she didn’t mind her association with what appeared to be random luck and chance. It was working out well for her so far, ever since that day in the London Underground, and she was hoping that it would continue to work for her now, as she sat here in this courtroom and crossed her fingers to see justice prevail. 
Jelena, and everybody else who was currently in this room, was waiting for Diego, the defendant, to arrive, as well as the judge and those who would be summoned as witnesses today, Bogdan amongst them. Diego was on trial for attempted rape, and he only had two ways of getting out of his predicament. One was if his lawyers could somehow convince the jury that he was innocent, which would require a lot of fortune and was extremely unlikely even by Jelena’s lofty luck standards. The other was for Diego to plead guilty to his crimes but blow the lid off the whole sordid and secretive sex trafficking game he had been a part of and, in doing so, bring even worse men than him to justice. If he was to do that then the judge, the jury and maybe even Jelena herself would feel like being more lenient with him, but only if he helped, not hindered this investigation. So far, Diego had stubbornly refused to acknowledge his crimes, as well as the crimes of others, and that was why this court case was going ahead. It was also why several police officers were now filing into the room. 
The defendant was being brought in.
Jelena and the other members of the courtroom watched as Diego entered the room with his head bowed and his shoulders hunched before being led into the dock, the place where all defendants were stationed throughout their hearings. The accused man, who was surrounded by all the officers, didn’t glance up at any of the other people in this busy room as he went, but that was no surprise to Jelena because he had failed to do the same thing on the other occasions she had seen him in court. This was day three of the proceedings, and so far, Diego had only spoken to confirm his name, address and his plea, which had consistently been that of ‘Not Guilty.’ Jelena didn’t know if today was going to be any different to the other days that had gone before, but she was as hopeful for a happy ending as she had been when she had been tied up in those rooms and surviving on a meagre diet delivered to her by her captors. 
Jelena’s eyes bored into the back of Diego’s head as he sat still and silent and waited for the judge to arrive to kick things off, and while she hated the man she was looking at, she was at least grateful to him for dropping the charges that he had initially wanted to press against her and her husband. Jelena and Bogdan could very easily have been sitting in the dock too, after what they had done to Diego on the wedding day, defending themselves against charges of assault that had been witnessed by dozens of other people, if Diego himself hadn’t decided to not press charges in the end. It had been a surprise, but Jelena knew that Diego’s lawyers had tried to convince their client that dropping the charges might gain them some favour with the Serbian couple and help him get leniency in his own case, and so Diego had obliged. That was why Jelena and Bogdan were outside of the dock, in much more comfortable seats and without having to have their futures lie in the hands of a dozen jurors. 
Looking away from the dock and to her left, Jelena saw the arrival of the one person in this room who she trusted more than anybody else to do the right thing here today. It was Bogdan, and he was making his way to a seat near her, but not next to her, because he had a very important task to undertake soon. He would be going to the witness box and telling everybody in here what had happened between himself and Diego back in Hyde Park, when the two had encountered each other on that fateful day last summer, and Bogdan had been able to get a confession out of the younger man. It was a key part of the prosecution’s case, and Jelena knew that Bogdan was focused and determined to not let Diego worm his way out of this, like he had done on that day in the park when he had been able to escape from Bogdan and disappear into the crowd. 
Feeling proud of her husband for having the confidence to stand up in a scary setting such as this one and speak the truth, Jelena only wished she herself was able to do the same thing. Alas, she was not quite able to do that due to the injuries she had suffered whilst in captivity, and the loss of her tongue prevented her from telling everybody here exactly what she had been through and what part Diego had played in that. At least verbally anyway. But Jelena had been able to write down her own witness statement, and it was the one that had been read out yesterday by an assistant, who had recited Jelena’s statement word for word for the benefit of the judge and jury. It was a statement that contained many shocking elements, like how Jelena had left her homeland in the back of a lorry in search of a better life only to be deceived and held against her will once reaching English shores. And it also contained the story of when Jelena had bitten Diego’s ear during his assault upon on, her desperate attempt to fend him off succeeding in the short term but not in the long term because Jelena had still had to endure many more visits from many more awful men before she had ultimately tasted freedom again. The statement had been a confronting depiction of a seedy underbelly of society that surely none of the members of the jury had ever thought could exist in the country they called their home. Now the truth was out there, at least Jelena’s truth anyway, and soon it would be followed by Bogdan’s. But the only truth that really mattered here was Diego’s because without it, there was little hope of the whole sex trafficking organisation being brought down. 
Jelena had escaped. But what about the other women who had been in the lorry with her on that night it left Belgrade? Were they still in captivity? Were they still being tortured by other men? And were more women being sent to similarly grim fates? If so, the truth had to be told in this room, and the chances of that happening would be helped by the person who was about to enter the room now. 
‘All rise,’ came the cry in the courtroom, and everybody in attendance immediately left their seats and stood up to signal the arrival of the powerful woman walking through the doorway. 
The judge was here. 
Court was now in session. 



Trudy
09:01
Trudy Smith made her way quietly to her seat as all those in the courtroom waited patiently for her. This was her courtroom, and that meant it ran on her time, and she wouldn’t be rushed. She did things at her own pace, and it was a pace that suited her. But Trudy, or Judge Smith as she was known at present, was not being deliberately slow or milking the fact that she was the most important person in the room. She was merely taking her seat at the head of a courtroom that she had spent her entire life earning the right to preside over. 
As Judge Smith took her seat, all those in her court took their own too, and she allowed a few moments to pass by before speaking. That was to give the spare couple of police officers in the room the opportunity to leave via the exits, while two of their colleagues remained, positioned near to the defendant in the dock in case the man tried to escape or cause trouble, not that it was to be expected. It also gave a chance for the members of the jury to be fully prepared for the proceedings when they commenced because it was vital that they were concentrating and not daydreaming. This was going to be a long day, and there would be much discussed in this court as both the prosecution and the defence laid out their cases and continued to call on witnesses. Every single thing that was said in this room was important, however small or insignificant it might seem at the time, and there was a requirement of each jury member to make sure they processed all of it so they could use it when it came time to make their final verdicts. That was why Judge Smith made a cursory glance in the direction of the jurors as she settled into her seat, and she was satisfied when she saw that they were all looking at her and seemingly focused on the task ahead of them. That was all she needed to give a nod to the defence team, whose turn it was now to start speaking and get this new day underway. 
As the lead lawyer in charge of defending the accused, a Mr Diego Olivera, began speaking, Judge Smith glanced across at the prosecution on the opposing bench, all of whom had already had their turn to speak since this trial got underway two days ago. Now it was currently the turn of the defence, and Judge Smith was intrigued to see what they would come up with to fight back against the accusations that had been made and give their defendant the best possible chance at leaving this courtroom and not go straight into a prison cell for the next several years. It would have to be quite a compelling defence because the prosecution certainly had a compelling case against Mr Olivera, and the evidence that had so far been presented in this courtroom almost made it seem like the defendant’s guilt was undeniable. 
Almost. 
That was the thing with court cases. Nobody could predict them, and nobody knew what was going to happen until the lead juror stood up and read out the verdict that the other jurors had come to. Judge Smith had seen it all in her forty years in the British justice system, from defendants defying the odds and walking free thanks to a last-minute ‘Hail Mary’ from their lawyer to a seemingly innocent man or woman crumbling at the last second and admitting their guilt when it had appeared to everybody in attendance that they were set to get away. Judge Smith was far too wise and far too experienced to ever try and predict any trial that she was involved in, not that it was her job to do so anyway because her role was far more sophisticated than that. She was here to ensure that the case was conducted in accordance with the law and that best practice was used at all times by all those who entered her courtroom. It was an important role because the threat of a criminal walking free due to an allegation of a mistrial was very real, and while it had never happened to Judge Smith personally, it was a risk that had to be acknowledged and defended against. Judge Smith would lend a keen ear and a keen eye to any and all proceedings, however long they would take, because that was what she had vowed to do when she had taken up her lofty position, and she respected the institution she was representing so gallantly. A judge was not just somebody who wore a funny wig or banged a gavel when things got loud, shouting for ‘order’ and controlling the voices of the people below them. The television shows and the films might like to make the audience members think that, but Judge Smith knew the truth, and the fact was a lot different to the fiction. 
A judge played a very active role in each court case they presided over, but it was less about ruling with an iron fist and making lawyers cower in fear, and more about analysing all the evidence that was presented during a trial and making sure all of it was admissible in court. Believe it or not, not everything that came out of a lawyer’s mouth was the truth, but it wasn’t lies that Judge Smith and her fellow judges had to guard against. It was techniques and tactics that weren’t allowed to be used in a courtroom because they were the kinds of things that could see a guilty party walk away scot-free and leave the judge in charge of the case having some serious explaining to do to her superiors. 
As a sixty-year-old woman with a high-powered job, Judge Smith could be forgiven for occasionally letting her mind wander onto thoughts of retirement, and she had certainly accrued quite the pension pot over her career, a lot of which could be spent on fun things like cruises with her partner, golfing holidays with the girls and plenty of presents for the grandkids. But Judge Smith was not thinking about hanging up her robes just yet. Not one bit. She loved her job, and while she loved the life it had afforded her in her advancing years, she loved the idea of justice even more. To Judge Smith, there was nothing more important than the difference between right and wrong and ensuring that guilty people were punished, while innocent people maintained their right to freedom. Everybody deserved a fair trial, and that was always what they got in Judge Smith’s courtroom but, critically, the truth always came out along the way. This was no place for lawyers using underhand tactics and devious defendants using every trick in the book to trick a jury into believing their story over the words of a more honest party. Judge Smith could spot a lie a mile away, and that was a skill she had honed over her forty years of legal experience, which had begun back when she had first attended law school as a fresh-faced twenty-year-old with an ambition to make the world a better place. 
It was also why she had the feeling that the defendant in front of her now had been lying when he had given his plea at the beginning of the case two days ago. Diego Olivera seemed like an intelligent, articulate and well-rounded young man, but in the judge’s opinion, he also seemed like a liar too. His ‘Not Guilty’ plea had been made for the record, but Judge Smith was not convinced. Not only was the evidence against him overwhelming, but she could see in his eyes that he was hiding something, and she had a pretty good idea what that could be. He was hiding the fact that he had done everything that he was accused of doing, and now he was trying to get away with it. But despite her own personal opinion, it was not up to Judge Smith to voice it and sway the opinion of anybody else in this courtroom. She was to remain impartial and let the jurors come to their own conclusions, and she would make sure she did that because she was a consummate professional. Whatever verdict was given out at the end of this case would be the one that she accepted, regardless of whether or not she felt it was the correct one. This was the way the justice system in this country worked, and she was merely a custodian of that until she did eventually step down and let somebody else take over her role. With over a thousand years of legal history in this country overseen by those who had gone before her weighing down on her shoulders, Judge Smith was determined to do the right thing in this historic building, and she had full confidence in herself that she would. 
As the defence lawyer continued to speak, opting to run through an assessment of the defendant’s character for the benefit of the jury, Judge Smith listened intently, hearing all about how Diego was himself a lawyer in his day job and had worked hard for the justice system during his fledgling career. There was also mention of him being earmarked for a promotion to become a Partner at the law firm in which he was employed at, and the defence was making it clear that such a promotion was evidence of the fine character that Diego possessed. However, as Judge Smith knew and as she hoped the members of the jury knew too, a person’s guilt or innocence was not linked to what they happened to do in their day job. Just because somebody wore a fancy suit and earned a good wage, it didn’t mean that they weren’t capable of doing immoral and illegal things. It probably just meant that they were very good at covering it up, and the jurors’ job was to figure out if Diego and his defence team were trying to cover it up right now. 
The accusations against Diego were that he had paid money to have sex with Jelena Petrovic, formerly Jelena Markovic, a Serbian woman who had attempted to enter the UK illegally, only to be held by sex traffickers and forced to be with paying customers. Diego was alleged to be one of those customers, and while he apparently didn’t have non-consensual sex with Jelena, that was only because she had bitten his ear before he could. It was quite the story, and Judge Smith had heard it all from the prosecution’s side over the past two days. But now it was time for the other side because there were always two sides to every story, and both of them had to be aired fully in this room before any decisions could be made. 
Diego would either walk out of here a free man and be able to return to his impressive career, or he would be sentenced to imprisonment and lose all of his freedoms until that sentence was complete, upon which time he would be released and be reintegrated into society, although it would surely be a difficult reintegration considering the criminal record he would carry around with him forever. There would be no career as a lawyer waiting for him when he got out, nor would there be many of the people who he had been close to before his true character had been revealed. He would have to rebuild his entire life, and even then, it would surely never be as successful and accomplished as it would have been had he not been found guilty of the offences of which he was accused. 
That was why it was so vital that the truth came out here. Condemning an innocent man to prison was just as devastating as letting a guilty man go free, but even if the right verdict was reached and justice was done, several people’s lives would never be the same again. It was enough to send anybody into a world of doubt and fear, not least of all a poor jury member who wasn’t used to having so much responsibility thrust upon them, but again, that was where Judge Smith came in. As well as being here to ensure the lawyers did their duty, she was here to guide the members of the jury and help them tackle their difficult task one piece at a time. She would not rush them, nor would she allow them to be coerced or led down avenues that were of no benefit to them or the truth they were seeking to find. She would simply allow them all the time and space they needed to come to a considered decision, and then she would walk away and move onto the next court case because there was always another one, and it did no good to worry about previous cases once the verdict had been arrived at. 
This was just one of the many court cases scheduled to be taking place in this prestigious building today, and several rooms adjacent to this one were also currently filled with lawyers and jurors and witnesses and judges, all going through the motions and all providing British citizens with their right to a fair trial. Judge Smith knew she had a difficult case on her hands here today, but she was also aware that some of her colleagues had much more high-profile cases to contend with, and perhaps there was none more high-profile than the case of the man alleged to have orchestrated the terror attack in Battersea Park on Bonfire Night last year. The accused in that particular case was due at these courts today to begin his trial, and it would be a trial that the British media would be covering every step of the way. Judge Smith had already seen several members of the media gathered outside the court when she had arrived for work this morning; journalists, camera operators and photographers assembling in their numbers to document every single aspect of the proceedings. 
It was shaping up to be a typically busy day in the British justice system, and Judge Smith was right at the heart of it. But she wouldn’t want it any other way. She was exactly where she wanted to be and where her passion had led her to be, just like the same could be said of all the journalists gathered outside. 
They were here to do a job just as the judge was. 
And just like Trudy Smith and her colleagues, some of them were better at their job than others. 



Nina *
09:02
Nina Hassan glanced up at the grey sky above her head and prayed that the rain would stay away just long enough for her to record the footage she needed outside this court. The man she and every other journalist was waiting for was due to pass by them any minute now, and when he did, the camera would be rolling, and Nina would be talking directly into it. She would prefer to do that part of her job without looking like a drowned rat, but as the first few drops of rain started to land on her shoulders, she realised that she needed to take shelter and fast.
‘Where’s the umbrella?’ she asked Jeff, her intrepid cameraman, who always accompanied her whenever she was out on the streets reporting on the latest news in the English capital. But the look she got back from Jeff did not fill her with confidence. 
‘Please don’t tell me you forgot it,’ Nina said rather anxiously, but Jeff rather sheepishly confirmed her worst fears. 
‘Sorry. I could have sworn that I put it in the van before we left this morning, but I guess not.’
‘Great. Now I’m going to have to do this piece with wet hair.’
‘The viewers won’t mind. It will make you look more relatable.’
‘It will make me look terrible, more like.’
Nina rolled her eyes as Jeff laughed, but she knew he hadn’t forgotten the umbrella on purpose. He was just as busy and rushed off his feet as she was, and the reason for that was because of the task they had been assigned to today. Any minute now, the most notorious criminal currently held within the British justice system would be going past them in a van that would be escorted by several vehicles occupied by several heavily armed police officers. The van would be housing Jamal Jasem, the man accused of masterminding the atrocity that took place on Bonfire Night last year, when seventeen people were killed and dozens of others injured when a bomb was detonated in the middle of Battersea Park. 
The trial of the alleged terrorist was finally due to begin after almost a year of delays, and that was a relief to the families of the victims who were desperate for answers and to see the perpetrator sentenced. But it was also a relief to the British media, who had been reporting on Jamal and the events in the park for several months without much in the way of updates. But now the court case was scheduled to begin, there would be plenty of updates for the rabid journalists to sink their teeth into. 
The incessant battle between television stations for viewing figures was as frenzied as it had ever been, and Nina and Jeff were as caught up in it as any other member of the media. Both of them were under strict instructions to be in a prime location outside the court so that they would be able to capture every single second of the van passing them by and entering the underground car park. Jeff had to get the best footage he could while Nina had to report on what was happening, which would be fairly self-explanatory to anybody watching at home but still had to be relayed anyway. But because of the high-profile nature of this case, it seemed like every journalist in London was standing outside this court too, and Nina and Jeff had their work cut out to get the best footage and deliver the best report. 
It was a good job then, that they both considered themselves to be the best in the business. 
Nina was still harbouring dreams of becoming the newsreader for the six o’clock bulletins that went out across the nation every weekday, which was the exact same job her father, Bikram, had occupied back when she had been a child. Jeff, meanwhile, had aspirations of being in charge of his very own camera crew and, hopefully, one day working in much more exotic locations than a dreary London street. The pair of colleagues were well on their way to realising their dreams, but the problem with having a dream was that it never seemed to be happening quickly enough, and both of them were growing impatient with days like today. Nina had enjoyed being a roving reporter out on ‘the beat’ in her youth, but now she longed to be delivering the news from behind a desk, underneath the bright lights of a studio, while Jeff was ready to stop lugging a heavy piece of equipment around on his shoulder and instead, orchestrate other people to do that job for him. Their dreams would surely be realised one day, but today was not that day. They had a job to do here, and as the rain started to get heavier, they both gritted their teeth and vowed to get on with it. 
Nina glanced up the street for any sign of the police van and the escort vehicles arriving, but there was still none, so she took the opportunity to leave her spot on the pavement and duck underneath the doorway of a building opposite the court. Jeff remained in his position out in the rain, working quickly to get his camera covered with the waterproof coat he would wrap around his piece of technology whenever he was using it out in intermittent weather. 
It was while Nina was sheltering in the doorway and trying to protect her immaculate hair and make-up that she noticed another journalist rushing to join her out of the rain. The doorway was big enough to accommodate more than one person, so it wouldn’t normally have been a problem to share the space, but this wasn’t just any journalist. It was Tamara, a blonde journalist of just twenty-five years of age, with looks so good she had already graced the cover of several men’s magazines in this country ever since she had begun appearing on television screens reporting on the news around London. It wasn’t that Nina was necessarily jealous of a younger woman with better looks than her. It was more the fact that since bursting onto the scene, Tamara was now considered to be Nina’s biggest rival for the coveted position of newsreader on the six o’clock news when the regular host was planning to step down in the coming weeks. 
Nina knew exactly how much of a threat Tamara was to her career aspirations, although she always did her best not to show this and instead opted to give a polite smile whenever their paths crossed, which they inevitably did considering the line of work they were both in. But it was going to be difficult to get away with just a smile now that they were both huddled in the same doorway as each other, and as Tamara noticed Nina beside her, the two women prepared for a very awkward interaction. 
‘Oh, hi,’ Tamara said, kicking things off right away by pretending like she hadn’t noticed Nina already in this doorway before she got here. 
‘Hi,’ Nina replied, showcasing that polite smile once again before silently praying that the rain would stop so they could both leave this doorway and return to their respective cameramen on the pavement, where it would be a lot less awkward. 
‘Nice day for it,’ Tamara offered.
‘Sure is.’
‘My cameraman forgot the umbrella.’
‘Mine too.’
‘Got to love this job.’
‘Sure do.’
The rain was still showing no signs of abating, so the cringeworthy conversation would have to keep going unless either woman preferred to stand in awkward silence instead, and neither of them wanted that, particularly when they were stood only inches apart. With that in mind, Nina was just about to make a ‘witty’ comment about the good, old British weather when Tamara bit the bullet and brought up the topic that was on both of their sharp minds.
‘I hear there is going to be a decision on the new six o’clock news reporter within the next couple of weeks,’ the blonde journalist said without looking at the woman beside her. 
‘Really? You heard that?’ Nina asked because it was certainly news to her, and for a woman that made a living from keeping people up to date, it now seemed that she herself was a little behind on current affairs that greatly affected her.
‘Yeah, I heard it from Steve over at Mogul7 Media. He had lunch with Chris, you know, the head of Terrestrial Titan TV? Well, apparently, they are going to choose somebody from their shortlist any day now.’
Nina knew who both of those people were, and she also knew that this was most likely valid information because both Steve and Chris were well respected in the industry, and nothing like this would leak out unless there was some truth to it. But it was slightly concerning that Nina hadn’t heard about it, yet Tamara had. Did that mean that Tamara was ahead of her in the race? Was Tamara’s name the one that had been selected from the shortlist, leaving Nina dead and buried with the other unlucky hopefuls, resigned to standing out on the wet streets with cameramen who forget umbrellas for the rest of her career? Or was Tamara merely stirring up a little trouble between the pair of them and trying to feed Nina’s paranoia? It was unclear, so Nina told herself to stay calm and let the process play out at its own pace. Somebody had to be the new host of the six o’clock news, and it was just as likely to be her as it was anybody else. At least that’s what she tried to tell herself anyway. 
‘Anyway, I just wanted to say good luck,’ Tamara said as the rain increased in volume and bounced off the concrete floor only a couple of yards away from the dry doorway. 
‘Thanks,’ Nina replied, surprised at her rival’s graciousness. 
‘And I hope there won’t be any hard feelings between us when I get the job,’ Tamara went on. ‘You would have made a great host, but you know what the media is like these days. They want a pretty face, and we all know that I have you beaten in that department.’
Tamara shrugged as Nina tried to process what the woman had just said to her. Had she really just been that cocky and rude all at the same time? So much for being gracious. Now the gloves were off, and to prove it, Nina decided to let her rival know that she was not out of the game yet. 
‘You’re right,’ Nina said as she played along by agreeing with Tamara’s last comment. ‘You do have me beaten in the looks department. Well, most of the time anyway.’
Tamara seemed confused by that last part and was just about to ask for further explanation when Nina demonstrated exactly what she had meant by reaching out and pushing Tamara out of the doorway and into the driving rain beyond. 
‘Hey!’ the rude journalist cried as her perfect hair, make-up and clothes were instantly soaked by the water that was lashing down from the heavens above, and she scurried away to find another doorway as quickly as possible before her appearance really was ruined for the day. 
Nina smiled to herself as she watched her rival running away down the street, and even though she knew that what she had just done had been incredibly childish, she also felt like it had been well deserved. That will teach Tamara for being so rude, and it will also show her that Nina was not going to be dismissed so easily. She was willing to put up a fight in the race to be the new six o’clock news presenter, and while she wanted it to be a fair fight, she was more than willing to get her hands dirty if need be. That was something that her father had instilled in her from a young age when she had shown an interest in following in his footsteps in the media. Bikram had told his daughter that while the media was a great industry to work in, it was also a very cut-throat one, and every journalist had to be on their toes at all times to carve out the career that their hard work and dedication deserved. Nina had certainly put in the work over the years to get to the position she was in now, and there was no way she was going to let somebody like Tamara step over her on her way to the top. 
If it turned out that Tamara was to beat her, then that was fair enough. But until the decision was made, the coveted job was very much up for grabs, and Nina was going to try and grab it with both hands. 
The rain unexpectedly stopped a few seconds later, and that allowed Nina to emerge from her shelter and re-join a very wet Jeff back on the pavement where he was now removing the waterproof covering from his precious camera. 
‘I saw what you did there,’ he said to his colleague as she looked up the street again for any sign of the police van. ‘And I have to say, I approve.’
Nina laughed at her friend’s support and was just about to tell him why she had deemed it necessary to push a fellow journalist out into the rain when she spotted the large white van coming down the street towards her. 
‘He’s here!’ she called to Jeff, and the cameraman instantly sprang into action, swivelling his piece of technology in the direction of the approaching vehicle and starting to record. 
Nina grabbed her microphone and prepared to begin speaking as the other journalists around her, who had also been waiting for this moment, got to work too. Tamara was in place in front of her own camera, looking very dishevelled, which was to be expected considering she had just ‘braved’ a rainstorm, but this was no time for Nina to be distracted by her rival now. 
This was time for business. 
Jamal Jasem was here. 
And so were several police cars, all of which were escorting the highly dangerous suspect as he made his way into court to face the despicable charges against him. 
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Jamal Jasem ignored the advice from the police officers who were travelling in the back of the van with him about keeping his head down from the windows. They weren’t telling him to do so because they were worried about any objects being thrown in the suspect’s direction, though. This was a heavily armoured vehicle, and anything thrown at the van would merely bounce off the side of it harmlessly. Rather, they were telling him he might want to keep his head down to avoid having his image captured by the throngs of journalists outside, who were now lifting their cameras up to the edge of the window as the van passed them by and taking as many photos as they could in the hope that they would capture an image of Jamal in custody that they could sell to the highest bidding news outlet. The police seemed to prefer it if Jamal’s image was not splashed all over the British tabloids while he was in their care, but the suspect himself didn’t care about that one bit. He wasn’t afraid of all the extra attention he was receiving, nor was he afraid of being known as the most hated man in Britain right now. 
Let them put my picture on the front pages of the papers and on all the news bulletins, Jamal thought to himself as the van moved on through the hectic street outside. Let the world know who I am and what I am standing up for, and let everybody know that I will never stop, no matter what happens here today.
If Jamal seemed surprisingly bold for somebody currently in handcuffs in the back of a police van on his way to most likely being sentenced to a lifetime behind bars, it was simply because he had trained his mind to block out all doubt and feelings of guilt, leaving him free to continue on with his beliefs that what he had done had been the right thing to do. He had befriended a young English woman by the name of Melanie Greeves, and he had convinced her to take an explosive device to a packed park on Bonfire Night last year before she had detonated it and killed seventeen innocent people. He had done that because he wanted to get revenge on the people of Britain for what he blamed their government for doing in his home country of Syria, and as far as he was concerned, the operation had been a success. Melanie had died, but she had taken several people with her, and while Jamal had been caught that same night, things had gone as planned. The attack had not been stopped in time, and the damage had been done, and that was mission accomplished for the dangerous young man from the Middle East.
Having spent almost a year in police custody while awaiting trial, now the time was here for Jamal to face the consequences of his actions. He was pleading ‘Not Guilty’, not because he was innocent but because he wanted his story to get the maximum amount of attention from the media, and he knew that he would accomplish that by forcing a trial and making the British justice system work for their conviction. It was clearly working too, judging by how many camera flashes he saw going off outside the police van as it continued on its way into the court, and all the shouting and banging on the side of the van also told Jamal that there were other people out there alongside the journalists. Presumably, the angry voices belonged to protestors furious about what Jamal had come to this country to do on their soil, and all the objects thudding against the side of the van were being thrown by the angry mob as a way of trying to hurt him like he had hurt them. But Jamal didn’t mind all those people outside showing their hatred of him. He believed it was healthy to show hatred for something. He had certainly shown his hatred for England on Bonfire Night when he had turned a peaceful family event into a devastating crime scene. 
The van suddenly slowed down, and Jamal shifted forward in his seat before the police officer sitting beside him put out his arm and held the suspect so that he didn’t fall any further forward. It was difficult for Jamal to keep his balance himself with his hands and feet restrained, but this was just how he was transported around these days. Everywhere he went, he was treated like some kind of wild animal that had to be tied down and kept away from other people for their own safety, but Jamal wasn’t exactly sure how much trouble they thought he could cause now that he was handcuffed for several hours a day and locked inside tiny cells that barely offered him enough room to stand up. But the police officers in charge of looking after him knew exactly how dangerous he could be if given a chance, so that was why they stayed close to him, and they looked a little nervous whenever they were given the task of transporting him from one location to another. 
All the attention, from the police, the media and the general public had left Jamal feeling as though he was some kind of celebrity, and he figured he was in a way. He also felt like he was in one of his favourite movies, and it was a film he had watched several times in his youth and had inspired him to one day become a notorious criminal figure himself. The film was called ‘Con Air’ and was a 1990’s action movie about a planeload of dangerous criminals being transported to various prisons, only for them to deceive the prison guards and plot their escape. Not only was the film entertaining with its action scenes, but Jamal had taken great inspiration from the idea that somebody being locked up by the law could one day fight for their freedom and get their revenge on their captors, and that film was very much at the forefront of the suspected terrorist’s mind as the van came to a stop outside the court. Jamal didn’t know if he would be able to escape police custody today or tomorrow, but he did believe that he would be able to do so one day, and when he did, he would waste no time in getting his revenge on the people of Britain once again.   
‘Why have we stopped?’ Jamal heard one of the police officers in the back of the van with him ask another officer. 
The second officer simply shrugged, which suggested that he had no idea either, and Jamal was now intrigued as to why the van was no longer moving when the police officers who he was travelling with expected it to be doing so. 
‘What’s going on?’ the first officer called out to the driver in the front, who was only partially visible through a small gap in the security partition that kept the driver separate from the suspect in the rear of the vehicle. 
‘The street is blocked,’ came the reply from the driver. ‘Protestors everywhere. We’re going to have to wait until it’s cleared.’
A wry smile curled up at the edges of Jamal’s lips as he heard the update and realised that his arrival into court today was being delayed by what was, presumably, hundreds of people standing in front of the van and demonstrating against what he had done in Battersea Park last year. But the police officer beside Jamal must have noticed the suspect’s smile because he tugged hard on Jamal’s handcuffs and caused the suspect to almost fall forward out of his seat. 
‘Don’t think this is good news,’ the police officer said as Jamal felt a searing pain in his wrists from where his handcuffs had cut into his skin. ‘We’ll still get you into that court eventually, and you’ll still be spending the rest of your miserable life in a prison cell.’
Then it was the turn of the police officer to display a wry smile, and Jamal noticed that a couple of the other officers in the back of the van were also smiling too. They all clearly hated him and were eager to see him pay for his crimes, and that explained the pleasure they seemed to be taking in getting him to court today. But Jamal felt like he took energy from their hatred of him, and he basked in the glow of their smug smiles, believing that he was the winner in this situation, whatever happened from here, because he had already achieved what he had set out to do. Likewise, the police had already failed to stop him, and no amount of smiling now could change that fact. 
But there was one police officer in the back of this van who wasn’t smiling, and that was the young male officer who Jamal had already noticed was looking extremely nervous about his task today. The officer in question looked to be in his early twenties and was therefore extremely inexperienced when it came to being around dangerous criminals like Jamal. The other officers in this van were clearly a little more well-versed in being around unsavoury characters, and that explained why they felt confident enough to taunt Jamal and tug on his handcuffs. To them, they were like the zookeeper, and Jamal was the animal in the cage, and they were more than happy to remind him of the hierarchy here. But Jamal was also more than happy to keep believing that this wouldn’t be his fate forever. One day, he would be free again, and this time, there would be no putting him back in his cage. 
The van started to move again a few seconds later, and that must have meant that some of the protestors who had been blocking the vehicle had been dispersed by the police officers outside. The van lurched forward as it carried on its journey into court, and the flashes from the cameras became less frequent, while the shouting from outside got quieter until everything seemed to go very dark and very quiet. 
‘We’re here,’ the driver called out from the front, and the police officers in the back with Jamal immediately leapt into action, getting up from their seats and heading for the back door, which was pulled open by two more officers outside, highlighting again just how heavily guarded this vehicle currently was. 
Jamal looked out of the back of the van as some of the police officers disembarked before he was suddenly pulled from his seat and marched towards the exit door too. It was difficult for him to move quickly and not just because of his restraints. He was being deliberately slow, purely to tease the police officers tasked with transporting him, and he knew that every second he could delay his arrival in court meant the later it was that a judge would get the satisfaction of giving him his sentence. But eventually, Jamal was removed from the back of the van and led through the parking bay beneath the courthouse, before being led into a brightly lit room that left the suspect squinting while his eyes adjusted to the new environment. 
Jamal’s time of arrival in court was processed by an officer sitting behind a Perspex screen with a very old-fashioned notepad in front of him before the suspect was moved on into another room that was just as bright as the one he had been in before. But Jamal made sure to keep his head up and his eyes forward because he knew that he would be taken into the courtroom any second now, and when he did, he wanted to make sure that everybody in there saw that he was not feeling dismayed about being here. He was planning to enter court with his shoulders rolled back and his head held high, and that was for the benefit of all the lawyers, judges, jurors and family members of the victims, so they could see that being caught did not mean he was feeling remorseful about his actions. 
It didn’t take long for Jamal to get his moment in front of his audience because after another heavy door was opened, the suspect was marched into a very large and very crowded courtroom, which was clearly going to be the scene of his impending trial. But the suspect had barely managed to make it a couple of yards before somebody shouted out an abusive word in the public gallery, and Jamal watched as a middle-aged man was removed from the court, angry and upset at the appearance of Jamal and clearly wanting to cause the suspect some harm. But this was actually a very safe place for Jamal to be because even though he was now coming face to face with some of the victim’s families from that fateful night in the park, he was well protected by dozens of police officers as well as various screens and barriers. That was the thing with the law in this country. No matter what somebody was accused of doing to other people, they were still afforded a safe and fair trial, and as long as Jamal was in custody, he knew he was at least protected from all the members of the general public who wished to hurt him. 
And there were plenty of them. 
At least one more person in the public gallery was removed from the courtroom for being abusive towards the defendant before Jamal was able to take his place in the dock and look the members of the jury in the eye. Some of them looked away when he made eye contact with them while others did their best to hold his gaze for a few seconds longer than that but, in the end, Jamal made each and every one of them avert their eyes. 
That made him smile. 
He knew he was better than these people. 
In fact, he knew he was better than everybody in this room. 
All he needed was another chance to prove it and, one day, he felt he would get that very chance. But not today. Today was about handing down punishments, and while Jamal was willing to accept his with good grace, he knew that not everybody in this building might be preparing for a prison sentence with quite as much confidence. 
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Mick Tottington looked down at his shaking, sweating palms and did his best to tell himself to calm down and not freak out. But that was much easier said than done because he was currently standing in a place where no sane person ever wanted to find themselves standing. He was in the dock in a courtroom, in front of a coroner and preparing to hear yet another sorry story about the devastation his actions had caused on a small stretch of motorway only three months ago. 
Mick watched as a diminutive lady in her sixties made her way to the witness box beside the coroner, and he braced himself for what was to come. He didn’t know exactly what the woman was going to say, but he could tell from the look on her face that it wasn’t going to be pleasant. She looked distraught, not yet crying but worse than that; it seemed like she had already cried out every possible tear she had inside of her. Now she just seemed exhausted, but she was summoning up her last reserves of energy to have her say here today. 
She was going to put another nail in Mick’s coffin, and the worst part of it all was that he knew he deserved it. 
There hadn’t been a day that had gone by in these last three months when Mick hadn’t regretted falling asleep at the wheel of his lorry and sending his huge vehicle ploughing into several stationary cars on the motorway. The reason for the cars being stationary was because they had come to a standstill after a couple of kids had been throwing bricks from a bridge, but that didn’t excuse what Mick did. He made the situation so much worse, and he did that by doing a stupid thing. He allowed himself to get so tired that sleep was inevitable, and he closed his eyes while still behind the wheel of a moving vehicle going nearly seventy miles per hour. 
‘Can you state your name, please,’ the prosecution lawyer said to the woman in the witness box, and she solemnly nodded her head before speaking. 
‘Margaret Brown. I’m the mother of Annette Brown.’ 
Mick bowed his head as he heard the name given because he knew exactly who Annette was. She was one of the victims of the crash on the motorway, the crash that he had caused. Now Annette’s mother was here to have her say in court, making a witness impact statement to describe how Mick’s actions that day had affected her life and giving all those in this courtroom a more detailed description of the devastation that Mick was responsible for. 
This wasn’t a classic court case, although it was being held in what was technically a court. Rather, it was an inquest, and the purpose of it was for a coroner to establish exactly what had happened on that stretch of motorway and how the victims had died, as well as lay out all the facts so that Mick’s punishment could be awarded correctly. There was no denying that Mick was going to be punished for his actions that day and not just because he had admitted to the offence of falling asleep at the wheel. It was also because the evidence was undeniable. His lorry had been driven straight into stationary traffic, but there had been nothing wrong with his brakes. Therefore, the only logical conclusion could be that it was driver error, and that meant that all of the deaths and injuries caused could be attributed to the person behind the wheel. 
Mick was behind that wheel. 
And pretty soon, he would be in a prison cell.
Margaret cleared her throat before starting to say what she had so bravely come here to say today, and while it was extremely difficult for Mick to hear it, he forced himself to look the woman in the eye as she spoke, as if that small measure of respect could somehow make up for the fact that he had taken this woman’s daughter from her. 
‘Annette and I were sitting in our vehicle, stuck in the traffic jam and listening to the radio,’ Margaret said while looking at Mick and making him feel queasy beneath her stare. ‘There was a Tina Turner song playing, and it was one of our favourites. My daughter was only in her forties, but she enjoyed the music from my era much more than recent music, and she knew all the words to this particular song.’
Margaret took a moment to smile as she recalled the memory, which was, sadly, the last pleasant memory she would ever have of her daughter. 
‘I’ve never been much of a singer myself, so I didn’t join in, but Annette was singing away to the song on the radio, and she sounded brilliant as she always did. She had a great voice, and she had never lost her desire to express it even as she had got older. She used to sing to me as a child, and she would sing to me throughout her life, all the way up until that day.’
Margaret wiped a tear from her eye as Mick kept watching her, all the while wishing that he could turn back the hands of time and open his eyes at that wheel before it was too late. But of course, he couldn’t do that. All he had control of was this moment happening right here, and it was an excruciating one for him and everybody else in this room. 
‘Annette was singing right up until the moment we heard the first crash behind us,’ Margaret went on, and that was when she finally looked away from Mick and lowered her eyes to the floor, almost as if she could no longer bring herself to look at the man who had taken everything from her. 
‘The noise was deafening, and it made both of us jump, but there was only a split second before our car was hit. Then everything went black.’
Mick’s hands gripped the wooden edge of the booth he was standing in as he processed Margaret’s words, and her depiction of the events that day were not too dissimilar to his own experience of the crash. He had also heard an almighty sound when his lorry had made impact with the first vehicle, and that was the noise that had woken him up but only for a few, brief seconds. Everything had gone black a moment later for Mick too, as his out-of-control lorry had continued on, plunging into several more vehicles before eventually coming to a stop, having crushed several drivers and passengers and leaving the section of motorway resembling a warzone.
Mick hadn’t remembered anything from that time until he woke up in a hospital bed with a bandage wrapped around his head and one of his legs in a cast. He had shattered his left fibula in the smash and banged his head on the wheel, but other than that, he had escaped the chaos relatively unscathed. Sadly, the same could not be said for many other people who had been caught up in the tragic accident, and Annette Brown was just one of them. She was dead now, and her mother had just finished telling the story of how she had died. 
It was all Mick’s fault.
And nobody knew that more than Mick himself. 
Margaret finished up her short speech by talking about the kind of woman her daughter was and all the things she still had to accomplish in her life, before leaving the witness box and making her way back to her seat, which was located beside several other people who had been on the motorway that day. Many of them had lost people in the accident, while others had merely witnessed it and escaped unscathed but were here to pass on what they saw so that the coroner could make a full judgement on the precise order of events. Mick knew listening to all of them have their say would be painful, and it would prolong his suffering as well as their own, but it had to be done with respect to the law. An inquiry like this would not only give answers to those who needed them but potentially flag up any ways that a tragedy like this one could be avoided again in the future. It was simple to say that it could easily be avoided as long as a driver didn’t fall asleep at the wheel, but as was often the case in life, there was far more to it than that. Everything had to be considered and looked into because the blame for this incident might not just lie at Mick’s feet. Yes, he had been tired, and yes, he had fallen asleep, but the question was why? Why had he been working to the point of exhaustion? How long had he been on the road? When was his last rest? And was he tired because he made a bad judgement call personally, or was he tired because his employer had been working him far too hard, leading him to keep going when he should have stopped several hours earlier?
All of that would come out over the course of this inquiry, and several representatives from Mick’s employers were here in the courtroom too to give their own version of events and presumably try to avoid incurring any heavy fines or worse, the entire blame for this event. Mick knew it was his fault, and he couldn’t really blame it on his bosses because he was in charge of his own vehicle, not them, so he could have pulled into a service station at any time and got some rest before carrying on along his way more safely. But the coroner would be the one to decide that, not Mick, so this process would keep going until everything was laid out in the open. 
There was a brief pause in the proceedings at that moment as somebody handed a piece of paper to the coroner, and he took a second to read it. As he did, Mick glanced up in the direction of the gallery where he knew his wife was seated, and sure enough, he was able to see her sitting on the front row with a blank expression on her face. She was here today to support her husband even though what he had done was indefensible, and it meant a lot for Mick to have his partner here with him. There was no doubt that they were going to have to spend a lot of time apart over the next couple of years or so when Mick was inevitably given a prison sentence and forced to pay for his crime behind bars, away from his wife, his children and all the comforts of home. Then all he would have to get himself through would be the weekly visits from his partner, and that seemed like nowhere near enough, but it was surely more than he deserved. At least he would get to see his loved ones again. Margaret and several other people in this room would never have that privilege, and that was why this was such a serious occasion. 
Mick saw his wife make eye contact with him, but he was careful not to smile in her direction because he didn’t want to offend the witnesses here today who might mistake that for him being happy and nonchalant about his situation. If he did smile, it would only be as a way of showing his partner that she was to stay strong for him and the kids and that all of this would be over one day. But he didn’t smile because it wasn’t worth incurring the wrath of any of the witnesses, or the coroner, who had the power to add as many months and years onto Mick’s final sentence as he deemed fit. Therefore, Mick just bowed his head again and waited for the next part of these painstaking proceedings to get underway. 
It didn’t take long for another witness to stand up out of her seat and make her way to the box where she would have her turn to give her version of events. Mick glanced up at this particular witness and saw that it was a woman in her late fifties who looked fairly downcast about things but nowhere near as much as the woman who had just spoken before her. Mick didn’t know if that was a good or a bad sign until the woman actually started talking, but he was hopeful that this particular person had been spared losing one of their loved ones in the tragedy. 
The woman took her place in front of the packed room and cleared her throat before giving her name. It was Carol, and she confirmed that she had been in one of the vehicles that had been affected by Mick’s out of control lorry on the motorway three months ago. Then everybody in the room waited with bated breath to hear exactly what had happened to Carol but none more so than Mick himself, who hoped that despite the sorry story that was sure to come out of this witness’s mouth, there might be some form of redemption for him to be found somewhere. 
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Carol Heath didn’t feel nervous as she began giving her evidence to the inquiry in this busy courtroom here today. That was because she had already spent considerable time rehearsing what she was going to say, so all she had to do now was recite what she had memorised. That didn’t make her task easy because she was still having to speak to a large audience about a very distressing subject, but it did at least mean that her nerves were kept at bay enough for her to get across everything that she wanted to say here. 
‘I was travelling with my daughter, Francesca, in a minibus at the time of the accident,’ Carol began, and she wondered if Mick, the lorry driver, would be grateful that she was describing what had happened in those terms. 
Some other witnesses that had spoken at this inquiry had used much more unsavoury words to describe the events that Mick had caused, but ‘accident’ was perhaps the nicest way of summing it up, not that Carol owed Mick the courtesy of being nice. But she also didn’t want to pile on the woes for the man who would shortly be sentenced to a lengthy spell in prison because as much as he was in the wrong, it was obvious that he wasn’t a bad man. He had just made a very grave mistake that day, and people had lost their lives because of it. 
‘Francesca survived, but she is not here today,’ Carol went on. ‘But it was her who suffered the most serious of injuries out of the two of us. I was lucky to get away with only a few minor cuts and bruises, but Francesca was knocked unconscious when the minibus was struck and rolled over, and there was a moment when I genuinely thought that I had lost her.’
Carol paused for a moment as she dabbed a tissue at her eyes, but she wasn’t doing this for dramatic effect. She was genuinely on the verge of being overwhelmed by her emotions, and that was understandable after what she had been through. Just because Francesca was well today, it didn’t mean that she had been well back on that motorway when all hell had broken loose, and Carol would never get the image out of her mind of her daughter lying unconscious beside her. 
‘Thankfully, Francesca woke up, and she is okay today,’ Carol continued, putting her tissue away in her pocket, more as a way of telling herself that she was determined not to need it again rather than for anything else. ‘But I am aware how lucky we both were because other people did not walk away from that accident. Lives have been ruined by what happened, and for that, somebody has to pay.’
Carol looked at Mick opposite her and took a moment to regard the man, who was surely quite impressive when he was stood at his full height, but today, he was cowering and trying to make himself as small as possible, and that just gave him a very pathetic appearance. 
‘I understand that you are deeply sorry for your actions, Mick, and I just want you to know that I don’t just blame you for what happened,’ Carol said, which prompted one of the lawyers in the room to ask her who else she might blame for this.
‘Mick’s employers,’ Carol went on, turning to look at the representatives from Mick’s haulage firm. ‘There should be ways of monitoring lorries and drivers to make sure they aren’t out on the road for so long. It shouldn’t solely be on the driver to decide if they are fit to keep going or not, especially if they are feeling under pressure to reach deadlines. It needs to be taken out of the driver’s hands, and more should be done from the management side.’
Carol felt assured in what she was saying and not just based on what had happened that day on the motorway. Since then, she had done a lot of research into Mick’s line of work, and she had discovered that while some long-distance haulage companies had things like trackers on their vehicles that prohibited their drivers from going too long without a break, some did not. 
And Mick’s company was one of those that did not. 
Carol was bringing this up because she felt it was important for everybody here, but especially Mick, to know that the blame was not just with one man. It was a multitude of failures and mistakes that had led to something like this happening, and lessons had to be learned to stop it happening again. Mick would most certainly learn his lesson because not only would he go to prison and lose his job, but he would have to live with the knowledge of what he had done for the rest of his life. But it wasn’t guaranteed that his employers would learn their lessons because it was a different world for them in their office buildings, far away from the motorways of Europe where their precious cargo was being transported. Carol’s biggest reason for speaking here today was to try and enforce change, and she believed that she had helped to do that by saying her piece. 
Once she had said it all, Carol made her way down from where she stood and walked back to her seat, which was located amongst the other witnesses who had been unlucky enough to be stuck on the same part of the motorway at the same time on that dramatic day. As Carol sat back down, she looked around at the faces beside her and thought about how it was strange that these were all just random people who had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. So much of life seemed to be about random chance, and this was just another example of that. If any of these people around her had started their journey one minute later or one minute earlier, then they wouldn’t be here now because they would have missed the lorry by mere seconds. As it was, they had set off at exactly the time required of them by the strange laws of the universe, which meant they had been caught up in the tragedy and would now have it as part of their lives forever. 
Was it plain bad luck? Fate? Destiny? Whatever it was, it was an awful lot to comprehend, but, fortunately, Carol now felt like she was in a position to deal with it all. She had spent an awful lot of time this year learning how to turn negative emotions into positive ones, and the journey it had taken her on had led to her being much better at handling the thoughts that passed through her head on a daily basis. A year ago, being caught up in a scary event like a motorway crash would have most likely left her afraid to ever get in a vehicle again, but now she was much better at processing the past and turning something bad into something good. She was grateful for having survived, as she was grateful for the survival of her daughter too, and she was also grateful for the reminder that the tragedy had given her of how fragile life can be. It was not an easy task to find things to be grateful about after a lorry has ploughed into several vehicles, but Carol was managing it, and that was the best way of moving on with her life without dwelling on what might have been if things hadn’t turned out so well for her and Francesca. 
But she was also aware that not everybody here was feeling grateful and positive, and it would take a whole lot more than thinking nice thoughts to get their lives back on track. But this was life. Everybody was on their own journey, and everybody had their own experiences and challenges. Carol had overcome her fair share in her time, from the death of her son years ago, to a recent cancer scare, to being in the same park as a terrorist when they detonated a bomb, to surviving this lorry accident. That was quite enough for anybody to have to deal with, but Carol was now old enough and wise enough to know that there would be plenty more obstacles to come in the future. It was simply how things were. Nothing ever stayed the same, and good was often followed by bad and vice versa. All anybody could do, Carol included, was try and hang on and enjoy the ride until it was over. 
As yet another witness made their way to the front, Carol thought about how being here today had meant that she hadn’t been able to attend the trial of Jamal Jasem, which was also going on in this court right now. Her reason for opting to be here instead of in that other room was because she felt like it was important for her to be here because this was an environment where something positive could come from a negative. If Carol and enough other people told their stories and voiced their concerns about lorries like Mick’s not being tracked, then something might change, and lives could be saved. But there was surely no good to come out of being in the room where Jamal was because he was a terrorist, and unlike Mick, he had left his home one day planning to cause pain and suffering. Mick had been careless, yes, but not murderous, unlike Jamal, who had plotted to take other human lives with a coldness and callousness that almost defied belief. 
Carol had been in Battersea Park with her husband, Steve, when the bomb had gone off, but they had been lucky enough to be far enough from the devastation to not suffer any injuries. But that didn’t mean she wanted to be anywhere near the terrorist again, and she never wanted to be in the presence of such evil for as long as she lived. This inquiry right here was stressful enough, but it was surely a lot different to the trial going on nearby, where Jamal was expected to plead ‘Not Guilty’ and cause several lawyers, as well as jury members and witnesses, to go through the whole sickening affair again before justice was done. 
As another witness took the stand and talked about her personal experiences on the motorway, Carol found her attention wandering slightly, and she started to look in the direction of the public gallery. There were around two dozen people up there, but it was the sight of the two young boys amongst them that really caught Carol’s attention. She didn’t know who they were, but she could give a good guess. She suspected that they were the two boys who had been arrested on suspicion of throwing the bricks off the motorway bridge that had caused the traffic to come to a stop in the first place. They were too young to be named by the police publicly, so their identities had remained a secret, but it had been reported in the news that a pair of twelve-year-olds had been detained in connection with the incident, and Carol suspected these were the culprits right here. It might make sense for them to be present at this inquiry because while they were not responsible for Mick falling asleep at the wheel of his lorry, it was they who were responsible for him hitting so many parked cars. If the traffic had been flowing freely, then Mick’s lorry might have ‘only’ hit one or two cars instead of hitting several stationary vehicles, and who knows how many lives might have been spared then? 
Carol didn’t know for sure if the two youngsters in the gallery were really the kids who had been stupid enough to throw bricks onto a busy carriageway, but as she kept watching them, she saw one of them suddenly stand up and run from the room. The second boy looked shocked at what had just happened, but he stayed in his seat while a woman who was with them got up and went after the departing youngster, presumably to check if he was okay. 
There was a brief pause in the proceedings as everybody waited for the noise to settle down again but eventually, it did, and the witness who had been interrupted was able to start speaking again. But it had been her account of what she had experienced on the motorway that had caused the boy to run from the room, clearly unwilling or just unable to listen to any more, and Carol wondered how he was getting on out in the corridor now. If it was one of the boys who had thrown the bricks, then it would explain why he had been so uncomfortable at sitting and listening to what an unintended consequence of his actions had been. The boy was just like Mick, a foolish person who didn’t realise how serious their actions could be until it was too late. But that wasn’t much good now. These courts were most likely full every day with people who hadn’t realised how dangerous their behaviour could be until it had already occurred and somebody had been hurt. It was easy for a judge or a jury to sit in here and feel righteous while somebody else suffered the ignominy of being guilty, but really, anybody was capable of finding themselves on the wrong side of the law, be it through intention, stupidity or just plain bad luck. 
Carol hoped that she would never find herself in trouble with the police in her life because she couldn’t bear the thought of having to defend her actions in a courtroom, but who knew what the future held? She suspected that Mick would never have imagined he would end up here either, but there he was, looking like a beaten man, which he most definitely was. Carol hoped that the only time she would ever see a courtroom again was when she was watching one of the dramas on television from the comfort of her sofa. That was about as close as she wanted to get to illegal matters after today. 
But what about that twelve-year-old boy who had just ran from the room?
Was he the one responsible for throwing the bricks onto the motorway? 
And if so, was he destined for a life of crime?



Shane *
09:06
Shane Lonsdale burst out into the corridor on the other side of the door to the courtroom, where he had just been forced to sit and listen to more sorry tales from people who had lost loved ones in a motorway crash. He hadn’t been the one who had crashed that day. That was Mick, the lorry driver, who was still in the courtroom now and still waiting to find out how long he would be going to prison for.  But Shane knew that he was partly responsible for which cars had been hit by Mick’s lorry because it was he who had thrown the brick from the bridge that had hit a bus and caused a traffic pile-up only minutes before. 
Shane undid the top button of the stupid shirt that he had been forced to wear today, while at the same time wishing that he could just take the whole thing off entirely and go back to wearing something that he was much more comfortable in. He was more accustomed to wearing t-shirts and baggy jeans than he was shirts and trousers, and don’t even get him started on the horrid black shoes he had on his feet right now. His mum had made him buy these shoes with the money she had found stashed away in his bedroom, money he had gained from selling drugs at his school, and now he was dressed like a twelve-year-old office worker, which explained why he felt ridiculous. He didn’t want to be here today, and he had told his mother as much, but she hadn’t listened to him, and now here he was. 
But at least he wasn’t alone. 
Besides his mum, his best friend, Gaz, was here too, because he had been forced to attend as well. That was because Gaz had been with Shane on the day that he had thrown bricks from the motorway bridge, and they were both, therefore, as much to blame for what happened as each other. But the difference between Shane and Gaz right now was that Gaz was still in that stuffy room, while Shane had just left it. 
Continuing to walk away from the place he had just escaped from, Shane carried on walking through the expansive corridor of this courthouse, looking for an exit, any exit, that would allow him to get back out onto the streets and into the fresh air again. It had only been around an hour ago when he had come inside here, but he had already had enough, and he was ready to go home. Hell, he was even ready to go to school if need be. Even that place was better than here. But Shane knew he wouldn’t be going to school today, and he hadn’t been there for some time. That was because he had been suspended ever since he had been arrested for throwing the bricks off the bridge, and besides spending a lot of time talking to police officers since, there had been stupid things like this to attend today as well. 
Shane and Gaz had both been forced to be here to listen to what everybody involved in the motorway accident had to say, by the people in charge of processing their case. Both boys were only twelve, so they had known they wouldn’t just be arrested and thrown in prison with a load of adults, even when the police had turned up at their doors and demanded to speak to them. But just because they were young, it didn’t mean that they could get away with their crimes scot-free and being at this inquiry today was just one of the many things that Shane and Gaz now had to do as part of their supposed ‘rehabilitation.’ Along with the stupid shirt, stupid trousers and stupid shoes, Shane and Gaz had to ‘show remorse’ for their actions and ‘show respect’ to the victims of the incident on the motorway by listening to them at this inquiry and doing their best to ‘look sorry’ about the part that they had played in causing it. But Shane wasn’t too happy about this, and he knew that Gaz wasn’t happy either. Okay, so they had both thrown bricks off the bridge, and okay, one of the bricks had hit a bus, which had then gone on to crash. But that was all the two boys did. They hadn’t fallen asleep at the wheel of a massive lorry like Mick had. They hadn’t driven into a load of stationary cars and crushed all those people sitting within them. And they certainly weren’t going to be spending several years in prison like Mick was going to have to do, so with all that said, why did the two boys have to be here?
Shane had had enough. 
It was time to go home. 
The problem was, Shane had absolutely no idea how to get out of this massive building he was now stuck in, and the more he tried to find the exit, the more he seemed to get lost. Everywhere looked the same in here. There was just a lot of marble floors and big stone walls and old people hurrying past him in even worse clothing than what he was wearing. 
What was with all the stupid wigs here and robes here? 
And why did everybody look so stressed and serious? 
They all looked like they needed to chill out and have a cigarette, and Shane felt like doing the same thing, only his mum had already confiscated his cigarettes after she had found them in his bedroom alongside his secret stash of money. 
That woman was so annoying. He couldn’t wait to get a bit older so he could move out and get his own place. Then he could do whatever he wanted, and nobody would be around to stop him. Smoke cigarettes. Sell drugs. Get rich. Escape the estate. That was all Shane really wanted to do. He just wanted to get away. But the problem was, he never seemed able to.
‘Shane! Stop right there!’
The youngster heard the cry from his mother behind him and realised she had come out of the courtroom in pursuit of him now. That was annoying, but it was to be expected, but it didn’t mean that Shane had to stop and listen to her. He refused to turn around and acknowledge her order and instead just kept going, still trying in vain to find the damn exit door. It had to be around here somewhere. He didn’t remember going this far from the street to the courtroom. He must be close to getting back outside, and when he was, he could disappear down the street, and nobody would be able to catch him then. Not his mum. Not a police officer. Not anybody. 
He would be free. 
He would be-
‘Get back here!’
Shane felt the sharp tug on his left arm and spun around to see his mother standing over him, her hand gripping his arm and pulling him back towards her. 
‘Get off me!’ the boy cried loudly, and several people in the busy corridor turned to look at the drama nearby, but Shane’s mum refused to loosen her grip. 
‘No, I will not let go. Now get back in that room and listen to all those people whose lives you ruined!’
‘I didn’t ruin them! The lorry driver did!’
‘You threw bricks onto a motorway! Bricks! You caused this accident! You and that so-called friend of yours in there!’
Shane’s mum jabbed an aggressive finger in the direction of the courtroom, and Shane knew it was meant to be for Gaz, the boy who was still apparently in that room. Shane’s mum hated Gaz with a passion because she believed that it was he who had led her little boy astray over recent times and led him down a path towards a life of crime. But Shane knew that was ridiculous, and he didn’t agree. There was only one person who had led Shane down this path, and that was Shane’s father, who wasn’t here today, although he had definitely been here a few times in the past.
Shane’s dad was currently serving yet another prison sentence, this time for aggravated assault after he had beaten somebody up in a local pub last month, and the man had a long and colourful history with the London police. But it was that history that had almost certainly doomed his son to follow in his footsteps, and Shane certainly believed that he had little choice in life coming from the environment in which he was raised. He blamed his dad, his estate and plain bad luck for the life he had now, and despite his mum’s pleas to abide by the law and try and do something good with his life, Shane felt like he was doomed to failure. With that in mind, why not just try to have as much fun as he could while he was free because it was only inevitable that he would eventually find himself locked up in a cell like his father was.
Shane liked to think that he was going to be a little more cunning than his old man and not get caught so many times, but then again, he hadn’t thought he would be caught after throwing the bricks, and look what happened there. It had been quite the shock when Shane had heard the knocking on his front door and had come downstairs to find two police officers on the doorstep asking to speak with him. He had been convinced that he and Gaz had escaped the scene of the crime quickly on their bikes and without being seen by anybody important, but apparently not. There had been a witness, a dogwalker they had passed, and it turned out that the silly old fool had reported the two boys after hearing about what had happened at the motorway nearby. But at the time, Shane still felt confident because he was sure there wouldn’t be much evidence. But then again, he was only twelve, and so he wasn’t quite as clever as he thought he was. 
He certainly wasn’t as clever as the local police. 
After being taken to the station for questioning, both Shane and Gaz had been allowed to go back home but not before having their fingerprints taken. That was all that was needed for the police to prove that it was they who had thrown the bricks a short while later after they had examined the pieces of brick found on the motorway and matched the fingerprints on them to those of the boys. Of course, both Shane and Gaz had protested their innocence and said that they had touched the bricks before, but they hadn’t thrown them, but that was a silly story, and the police knew it. Fortunately, considering their age, they couldn’t be charged easily with any serious crime, and every conversation the police wanted to have with them had to be conducted in the presence of several ‘Appropriate Adults’, whose job it was to ensure the young suspects’ rights were upheld, and their welfare was protected at all times. Shane had hated being assigned an Appropriate Adult because it sounded very boring and very demeaning to a grown-up like him, but they had been useful and had known plenty of ways for Shane to avoid having to answer questions that he didn’t really want to answer. 
In the end, Shane and Gaz had been told they would be facing some time in a Young Offenders Institute, as well as being ordered to complete several ‘rehabilitation’ courses and exercises, and one of those was supposed to be right here today, listening to all the witnesses who had been on the motorway that day. But Shane had got bored of this, and that was because he didn’t feel like rehabilitation was something that could be achieved for him. It was all well and good being told what he needed to do by some adult and putting on a smart shirt and doing his best to look sorry about his actions, but it was all ultimately pointless if Shane had to keep going home back to that estate and back to that house where the police were always coming to speak to his dad whenever he was around. 
Shane was surrounded by criminals and crime in his daily life, and that meant he was surrounded by the opportunity to commit his own crimes. Unless his rehab was going to involve moving him to a nice big house on a nice big estate with a law-abiding family, miles away from where he currently lived, then it just wasn’t going to work. Shane had told his mum as much, and while she had been upset that he felt like he had to move away if he wanted a better chance at life, she had insisted that he could still turn out better than his dad if he just did what she said, like go back into that courtroom now, and listen to what the people are saying in there. 
Shane knew he could keep protesting, but it would be ultimately pointless, so, in the end, he conceded and told his mum he would go back in. But first, he said he needed to visit the bathroom, and his mum waited for him outside the door as he went into the toilets and hoped to find himself an empty cubicle to sit in and kill a few more minutes. 
He saw several empty cubicles when he entered, and he was just about to make a beeline for the first one when he accidentally bumped shoulders with somebody else who had just walked around the corner in these large toilets. 
‘Hey! Watch it!’ Shane instantly cried, and he pushed the other person away from him instinctively, used to always being on his guard from his time spent on the estate when trouble was often lurking around every corner. 
But then he saw that the person who had bumped into him was just another boy of a similar age to him, and that boy said ‘Sorry’ right away, putting his hands out in front of himself to show that it had simply been an accident. 
Shane could have apologised there for his overreaction, but he didn’t because he never made a habit of apologising to anybody, and he was just about to carry on and go into the cubicle when the boy he had bumped into asked him a question. 



Harry *
09:07
Harry Baxter had been surprised to bump into the young boy after he had just walked around the corner in these toilets, but he was also surprised to see that there was somebody else here of a similar age to him, who he didn’t recognise from his class. 
‘Are you on a school trip as well?’ Harry asked the youngster in front of him after apologising for walking into him. 
‘What are you talking about?’ the boy replied rather rudely.
‘I’m here with my school. We’re here to learn about how the justice system works. Are you doing the same thing?’
‘No, I’m not.’
‘Oh. What are you here for then?’
Harry was genuinely intrigued as to why somebody of a similar age to him would be in a place like this if they weren’t here on a school trip. That was Harry’s reason for being here, and he had momentarily left all of his classmates in one of the courtrooms because he had really needed to go to the toilet. He had been on his way back there to take his seat beside his best friend, Mustaf, when he had bumped into this other boy, and now he wanted to know what he was here for if it wasn’t the same reason as him. 
‘None of your business,’ the boy replied gruffly and went on towards one of the empty cubicles, clearly in no mood to stand around and have a chat.
Harry should probably have left it at that, but he was an inquisitive soul, as well as a friendly one to everybody he met, so he tried asking one more time. 
‘Are you on trial?’ Harry asked, curious to find out if this boy was somehow a lot more interesting than the people he had encountered today on his school trip in court. So far, all Harry had got to do here had been listen to a very old and very boring man talking about the history of the court they were sitting in, and it hadn’t half been as exciting as Harry had hoped it would be when he had arrived here today. He was hoping to witness all sorts of cool things like seeing a murder trial unfold or hear about some shocking crimes that had taken place in the local area. But as of yet, there hadn’t been any of that. But maybe this boy here had a more interesting tale to tell. 
‘You think I’m on trial?’ the boy scoffed, and Harry shrugged because it had only been an idea. 
‘I don’t know. I’m just wondering what you’re doing here.’
‘I told you. It’s none of your business.’
‘Fine. I’m just trying to be nice. I’m bored out there, but I guess I’ll be going then.’
Harry turned to leave, disappointed that the boy he had just met didn’t want to chat with him anymore, but before he could leave, he was called back. 
‘Wait. I’ll tell you why I’m here. But you can’t tell anybody else.’
Harry was intrigued, so he waited to hear it. 
‘I’m here because I’m dangerous. You hear me? Dangerous.’
Harry suddenly felt very nervous and started to wish that he hadn’t tried to talk to this boy because now it seemed like he had gotten himself into yet another precarious predicament. From accidentally taking drugs in a park last year to finding himself lost in an underground tunnel in Las Vegas, Harry had made a habit of finding himself in sticky situations, and now he could very well be in another one.
‘What do you mean?’ he asked nervously as the other boy took a few steps towards him. 
‘I mean that people have died because of me,’ the boy went on, and Harry swallowed hard because he really was in trouble now. 
‘I need to go,’ Harry said, and he turned back for the door again, but before he could open it, a hand shot out to keep it closed. 
Harry was trapped. 
‘What are you doing?’ he asked the boy, who was still holding the door shut. 
‘What’s the matter? Are you scared?’
‘No.’
‘Then why are you trying to leave?’
‘I need to get back to my class.’
‘Why? Are you scared of getting in trouble with your teacher?’
The boy snorted at the thought of that, and even though Harry was a little nervous about getting in trouble with his teacher, he didn’t want to admit it. 
‘No, I’m not,’ he said with a shake of the head. 
‘Then stay and chat for a minute then,’ the boy said, and he waited for Harry to step away from the door before he stopped holding it himself. 
‘What do you want to chat about?’ Harry asked, silently wishing for somebody else to come into this bathroom so that he wouldn’t be alone with this potentially dangerous kid. 
‘What’s your name?’
‘Harry.’
‘I’m Shane.’
With that, Shane stuck out a hand in Harry’s direction, presumably because he wanted to shake, so Harry went to do the same thing only for Shane to whip his hand away at the last second and laugh at him. 
‘Too slow!’ he said with a wide grin, and Harry felt annoyed at himself for falling for one of the oldest tricks in the book. 
He had lost count of how many times he had seen that same trick pulled on the school playground, and he thought he was old enough now not to get caught out by it but apparently not. 
‘Have you ever been in trouble with the police, Harry?’ Shane asked him after that, and Harry shook his head in reply before remembering the park incident last year when he had found the packet of sweets that had turned out to be something else. 
‘There was one time. The police spoke to me about some sweets I found in the park.’
‘Sweets? Are you kidding me?’
Harry suddenly felt stupid for saying anything, even though they were definitely more than just sweets, so he decided to shut up again and just let Shane speak. 
‘I mean actual trouble. Like have you ever been arrested?’
Harry shook his head.
‘I have,’ Shane replied with a smug grin. ‘And it was for something a lot more than eating sweets. Do you want to know what I did?’
Harry wasn’t sure that he wanted to find out, but he felt like he didn’t really have a choice, so he nodded his head while trying to edge closer to the door again. 
‘I caused a massive crash on the motorway by throwing a brick at a bus!’
Shane seemed very pleased with himself about that, but Harry wasn’t sure what there was to be proud about. It just sounded very stupid and very dangerous.
‘Did anybody die?’
‘Lots of people,’ Shane replied, much to Harry’s shock. ‘But that was more because a massive lorry crashed into the back of them all a few minutes later. Some stupid driver fell asleep at the wheel.’
Harry was horrified about what he was hearing, and he was so shocked that he had almost forgotten about trying to get out of here. 
‘Why did you throw the brick?’ Harry asked because as naughty as he was himself, he couldn’t comprehend doing anything to put another person’s life in danger.
‘Why not? There wasn’t anything to do.’
‘But do you not feel bad?’
‘Why should I? Nobody else feels bad for me.’
Shane suddenly looked very angry, and Harry realised that he was dealing with a kid who was like some of the bullies at his school. They always seemed mad at the world and were looking to take it out on other people, and Shane was clearly no different. Harry remembered what his mother had told him about bullies and how they only tried to make other people feel bad because they themselves felt bad too, and that had made Harry understand their behaviour a little better, although he still didn’t like or respect it. But Shane was obviously a troubled young boy and had a lot more problems than Harry, and whatever Harry was to do next, he knew he wouldn’t get out of this situation by being rude or confrontational. Instead, he needed to be nice. 
‘What football team do you support?’ Harry asked, suddenly changing the subject from a serious topic to a more sensible one for a couple of youngsters to be talking about. 
‘Arsenal,’ Shane replied gruffly, seemingly able to switch between motorway crashes and sport as easily as that. ‘You?’
Harry had another problem now because he knew that his favourite team, West Ham, were one of Arsenal’s London rivals, so it might annoy Shane even more if Harry was to say which team he liked the most. But at least they had established some common ground in that they both liked football, so there was hope there. Anything to keep this conversation calm until Harry could leave the bathroom without being punched in the face by this boy. 
‘I play for West Ham’s academy,’ Harry replied, not answering the question outright but hoping he might spark Shane’s interest by letting him know that he was good at football and might even have met a few of the professional players. 
‘How did you get in the academy?’
‘There was a tournament between local schools, and a scout saw me playing.’
‘Oh.’
Shane suddenly seemed a little envious of Harry. 
‘Do you play for your school team?’ Harry asked optimistically. 
‘No. My school doesn’t have a team.’
‘Why not?’
‘Cos it’s rubbish. I never go anyway.’
Harry didn’t know what to say to that other than agree that all schools were rubbish.
‘Yeah, I hate school. I can’t wait to leave.’
‘I suppose you want to be a footballer when you’re older, don’t you, Harry?’
Harry thought about it for a second, but he had to nod because it was the only honest answer he could give. 
‘Lucky you. I wish I could be a footballer. But I don’t have a dad to take me to training and kick a ball around with me in the garden.’
‘I don’t have a dad either,’ Harry cut in, and that surprised Shane a little.
‘Why not?’
‘He died.’
‘How did he die?’
‘He got hit by a train in the London Underground. I didn’t really know him when I was growing up, but I found out who he was, and I’d been trying to meet him that day. But I was too late.’
Shane was uncharacteristically quiet then, and it gave Harry the opportunity to ask a question of his own.
‘Where’s your dad?’
‘He’s in prison. Again.’
The way Shane said ‘again’ let Harry know that this was a dad who most likely spent more time behind bars than at home with his son. 
‘What is he in prison for?’
‘Assault. But he’s done all sorts over the years. He’s always in trouble with the police. That’s why I am too.’
‘You don’t have to be like your dad,’ Harry suggested, but Shane just scoffed at that. 
‘Yes, I do. I don’t have a choice. It’s not just my dad. Everybody on my estate has been in prison at one time or another. That’s just what happens where I’m from. I’m not from a posh estate like you.’
‘I’m not from a posh estate,’ Harry replied, but Shane just said ‘whatever’, and now it looked like he had finally had enough of this conversation. 
‘Have a nice life,’ Shane muttered to Harry as he walked away from the door and went into one of the cubicles before locking it behind himself and leaving Harry standing alone. 
Harry knew he could just leave the bathroom now and return to the courtroom, where the rest of his classmates were sitting, but for some reason, he didn’t want to. He realised it was because he felt bad about what Shane had just been saying to him. Shane seemed to think that Harry was just luckier than him because he hadn’t been born on the same estate where he had, and that was why Harry was in a football academy while Shane was in trouble with the police. Harry didn’t know if that was true or not, but he was now wondering how different his life might have been if he didn’t have such a good mum and if he didn’t go to what was a good school in a relatively nice area, at least by East London standards anyway. 
‘It was nice to meet you,’ Harry said to the closed cubicle door before leaving the bathroom, at least wanting to end their chat on good terms. But there was no response from inside the cubicle, and Harry eventually just walked away, heading back out into the corridor where he saw one of his teachers coming towards him, no doubt to hurry him up so he could get back to where he was supposed to be. 
‘There you are! Come on!’ the teacher cried as he saw Harry, and the youngster was rushed back into his seat in the gallery of one of the courtrooms where the rest of his classmates were still listening to the dour old man harping on about the justice system. 
Harry smiled at Mustaf as he retook his seat, but he didn’t dare try and speak to his friend because it was way too quiet in the room, and everybody would look at him if they heard him whispering. The old man was halfway through some kind of speech, but he seemed to be talking very slowly, and most members of the room looked like they were falling asleep with every word. 
Harry did his best to concentrate on what was being said, but he didn’t really understand any of it, and besides, he was still thinking about the boy he had just met in the bathroom. Shane had seemed like a bully at first, but like all bullies, he had just been unhappy with his own life. Harry wondered if Shane would get happier as he got older or if he would just carry on getting in trouble and end up back in places like this. Only time would tell, but Harry hoped not. But as he sat there in the courtroom and watched the old man talk about what happens to criminals who pass through here, Harry wondered how many people ended up in places like this because of their upbringing. Harry had been lucky to not be around crime when he was younger, but Shane hadn’t been quite as fortunate, and that might really be the only difference between the way their lives were today. 
That was quite a troubling thought, so Harry decided to stop thinking about it and instead went back to daydreaming about playing for the West Ham first team one day. That always made him feel better, and that was important because in a place like this, it wasn’t so easy to feel good about life. 



Louise *
09:08
Louise Robertson glared at the two men in the dock, eyeballing each of them in turn because she wanted them both to know exactly what she thought of them. To her, they were scumbags, the lowest of the low, and the reason for her harsh opinion was for what they were accused of. The two men were in court and standing trial accused of multiple crimes around London, not least of which was arson. These men were alleged to be the ones who had orchestrated the fire that had ripped through Starlight Studios and killed Andrew Ayata, the head of the studio and the manager of Will Robertson, Louise’s brother, earlier in the year.
Will was in court here today but not in this particular room, so that was why Louise was here in his absence, listening intently to proceedings, eager to find out exactly why the fire had started and why an innocent life had been taken so needlessly. The lawyers in court today were doing their best to get to the truth, and they were also helped in their honest endeavour by the fact that they were able to call on a key witness who seemed to have all the information that could put the two men in the dock behind bars for a very long time. 
The witness was called Damian, and he was the nephew of one of the accused, a notorious London gangster by the name of Ronnie Larkhall. Ronnie was in the dock standing alongside his ‘business partner’, Jim, although Jim was more commonly known by the nickname ‘Bulldog’, which seemed rather apt because Louise thought he did actually resemble a bulldog in appearance, what with his large, round head and his gnarly expression.
So far, this had been a very tense session in court, and the reason for that was not just because there were some serious charges being discussed. It was because Ronnie and Bulldog had spent the whole time since the trial began staring at Damian in the witness box and presumably plotting all sorts of revenge on the young man who had betrayed them. Damian seemed to be aware of this because he had spent most of the time looking down at his feet whenever he had spoken to give evidence, and he was doing his best not to look at his uncle in the dock, or the burly henchman beside him, both of whom would undoubtedly tear him limb from limb if they could get their hands on him in a more private setting than this one. Thankfully, there were plenty of police officers standing between the men in this courtroom, and that was keeping Damian safe, for now anyway. But there was no doubt that Damian would have to go into a witness protection scheme once he had finished giving his evidence against Ronnie and Bulldog, and Louise wondered what kind of life the young man would have after this. It seemed very brave of Damian to be helping the police bring Ronnie and Bulldog to justice, or very stupid, but Louise wasn’t exactly in awe of the young man in the witness box. That was because she knew he was just as much a criminal as the two defendants, and it had been Damian who had actually started the fire that had killed Andrew and brought her brother, Will, to tears earlier in the year. 
The only reason Damian was not in the dock too and being charged with all sorts of heinous crimes was because he had agreed to cooperate fully with the police in exchange for immunity from all his crimes. The police had apparently agreed to that because while Damian was definitely a criminal, he was nothing compared to Ronnie and Bulldog. They were the men that the police really wanted to bring down because they had been terrorising the streets of London for years with their drug deals and their intimidation tactics, and that was why Damian had this opportunity to seek his freedom by putting the nails in the other two men’s coffins. 
Louise looked away from Ronnie and Bulldog as they continued to be read more criminal acts that they were accused of and turned to look at the small girl sitting to her right. This girl was Ronnie’s daughter, Lucy, and what one of the prosecutors working here today seemed to be now insinuating was that Ronnie had ordered the music studio to be burnt down after Andrew had refused to give the little girl a recording deal. If giving the order to set fire to a building and burn whoever was inside it at the time seemed like a very drastic overreaction to some bad news, then that would be right, but Ronnie didn’t seem at all affected by what he was being accused of. If it had been him who had ordered Damian to burn the studio down, then he was giving nothing away about it. He was just standing very still and continuing to stare at his nephew, who had been the one who had told the police why the fire had started in the first place. 
It had been three weeks ago when news had first come through to Louise and Will that there was now a suspect in the arson attack that had killed Andrew. Apparently, three men had been arrested in London a few months ago in connection with other charges, but during interrogation, one of them had admitted to the arson attack and told the police who had ordered it. It had been good news for Will because he had been desperate for somebody to be brought to justice for the loss of his manager, and Louise had been hopeful that it would be at least one traumatic event in her brother’s recent life that could have some closure to it. But Will’s life had been so eventful recently that amazingly, this was not the only trial going on in these courts today that was linked to the young musician. There was another trial going on right now in a room not far away from this one, and Will was present at that one because the person who had died in that particular crime was much closer to his heart than even Andrew had been. 
The trial in that other room was of the man suspected of killing Will’s mother, Ruth, last year on Halloween, and Will was watching that trial unfold with his wife, Chantelle, nearby, while Louise kept up to date on proceedings in here. The man on trial in that particular case was called Valentin, and he was, allegedly, the serial killer who had been tormenting the English capital for several months, responsible for numerous murders all over the city. It was difficult for somebody to be more despicable than Ronnie and Bulldog, Louise thought, but Valentin surely had them beat there, and Louise really hoped that there would be plenty of harsh prison sentences handed out here today in this old and imposing building. But she wasn’t here to concern herself with what might be going on in Valentin’s trial. Instead, she was to focus on what was happening to Ronnie and Bulldog so that she could tell Will all about it when she saw him at the end of the day. 
‘The evidence against the pair of you is undeniable,’ said the prosecuting lawyer to Ronnie and Bulldog as Louise watched on with the rest of the members of the viewing gallery. ‘Why don’t you spare us all the games and the lies and just tell us the truth?’
Everybody looked to Ronnie and Bulldog to see what their response to that would be, but neither man seemed particularly bothered about dignifying that question with an answer. Instead, they just continued to stare in the direction of Damian until eventually, Ronnie spoke. 
‘You’re going to pay for this,’ Ronnie said to his nephew, who was still keeping his eyes lowered so as not to make eye contact with the uncle he had betrayed. ‘Whatever happens here, you know you’re going to pay for this one day.’
Louise felt the tension in the room, and despite what Damian had done in his past regarding the fire that killed Andrew, she surprisingly felt a tiny bit of sympathy for the young man. It can’t be easy to have an intimidating figure like Ronnie Larkhall making threats towards you, and Louise couldn’t help but think that the police should have, perhaps, done a better job of keeping Damian away from his uncle today. Maybe Damian could have given his evidence via a video link instead or, best of all, he could have given it anonymously so that Ronnie or Bulldog might never have known who was betraying them. But the police obviously hadn’t cared enough to protect Damian’s identity in this case, and even if they were going to help him with disappearing into witness protection after this trial, there was no doubting that Ronnie would never give up trying to find his nephew again and make him pay for choosing to help the police over a family member. 
‘Making threats in full view of the courtroom is not helping your case,’ the prosecutor told Ronnie, which was stating the obvious but had to be said anyway, not that Ronnie cared. 
‘I just want him to know that he won’t be able to get away with this,’ the powerful gangster went on, shaking his head and smiling in his nephew’s direction. ‘You’re going to be looking over your shoulder for the rest of your life, Damian, and one day, everything will suddenly go black.’
‘I think we should leave it there,’ the judge interjected at that point, probably for fear of having his courtroom turned into a place of threats rather than a place of sensible legal argument. ‘Unless you have anything else to add?’
The judge looked at the prosecuting lawyer, who shook his head and made his way back to his seat. Then it was the turn of the defence lawyer to stand up and somehow try and complete the impossible task of getting Ronnie and Bulldog out of this mess despite the overwhelming evidence in front of them. 
It seemed like a task that no lawyer would be up to, but then Louise saw who it was who was defending Ronnie and Bulldog, and she remembered now why she had felt she had recognised the female lawyer from somewhere before. This was a woman who had been on TV several times giving opinions on various legal cases that were of interest to the British public, and now here she was working on trying to keep Ronnie and Damian out of prison. Her name was Cassandra Clarkson, and presumably, she was being paid a hell of a lot of money by Ronnie to be on his side today. 
But surely all the money in the world combined with one of the sharpest legal minds in Britain wouldn’t be enough to see the gangster walk free, would it? But as Louise waited for Cassandra to start her defence, she wondered if the lawyer might have an ace up her sleeve. 
‘It’s obvious that my clients have been set up,’ Cassandra began, wasting no time in trying to dismiss Damian and the evidence he had already given. ‘Everything that Damian has said can be put down to nothing more than him doing anything he can to avoid prison.’
‘Objection,’ said the prosecuting lawyer, rising up from his seat again. ‘The witness has provided irrefutable evidence of wrongdoing on both the defendant’s parts, and saying otherwise is just conjecture.’
The judge nodded his head before telling Cassandra that she better have something better than this to work on for her defence, or it would be a very short trial. But Cassandra stayed calm, almost as if she had been expecting this to be how it went and had merely been testing the waters before she tried another approach. ‘Let’s go back to the day when the defendants were arrested. It was at an abandoned warehouse in East London, and the reason the police knew to be there was because they had already been tipped off by Damian. But it could also be argued that the defendants were set up.’
‘Objection,’ the prosecution cried again. ‘The defence cannot seriously be arguing that the defendants were set up. They weren’t forced to be at that warehouse with a bag of money that was the proceeds from the sale of drugs.’
‘I disagree,’ Cassandra went on. ‘The defendants were told the time and place to be, and they would never have been there were it not for Damian asking for their presence. So it seems to me like they were set up.’ 
Louise knew the defence wasn’t perfect, but she also knew what Cassandra was doing. She was throwing out suggestions and opinions for the sole purpose of putting ideas in the jury members’ heads. If a few of them started thinking about the idea that Ronnie and Bulldog were set up, then it might make them less likely to see the situation for what it really was, which was that Ronnie and Bulldog had been at that warehouse to collect money gained by illegal means. There didn’t really need to be any more to it than that, but, of course, it was the defence’s job to try and turn a simple fact into a complicated one, and that was what Cassandra was doing now. She was trying to cast some doubt over this whole case and make it seem like the defendants had been entrapped, which, if successful, would put this whole case in jeopardy and mean much of the evidence that came after it could be dismissed. 
Louise looked back at Damian then to see how the young man was doing because he was surely afraid of all of this being for nothing and Ronnie and Bulldog walking free. He was risking his life, but things would be a little easier if Ronnie and Bulldog were in prison for the next several years because they would have a hard time coming after him from there. But things would be much harder if both men were free and able to walk the streets trying to track down the man who had betrayed them. Then Damian would certainly have a lot more to worry about, and that worry was written plainly all over his face, right up until the moment when the young man suddenly bolted from the witness box and ran for the exit doors, much to the delight of Ronnie and Bulldog who mocked him mercilessly as he went. 
Damian had left the room, and the judge was forced into halting proceedings until he was brought back in, so while they waited, Louise wondered what was going on with the witness outside the room right now. 



Damian *
09:09
Damian Chadwick tore off the tie he had been told to wear for his court appearance today and tossed it onto an empty seat in the corridor outside the courtroom that he had just escaped from. Then he slumped down in the seat and held his head in his hands, wondering how his life had come to be as messed up as it currently was right now. 
It was not supposed to be like this. It was supposed to be easier. 
No threats. No intimidation. No looking over his shoulder for the rest of his life. 
But the police had betrayed him, and now Damian was screwed. 
There were two police officers standing over Damian to make sure that he didn’t get any further than he had already gotten, and they maintained their close proximity to him to remind him that he was still under their control. But he didn’t care about them at the moment. They weren’t his biggest problem. 
The men in the dock were the problem. 
The nervous energy was just pouring out of Damian as he sat in the chair and lamented the life choices that had led to him being in this awful place, having to give evidence against two men who he had once been close to. Not even the appearance of the prosecuting lawyer out in this corridor could calm him down and convince him to get back in there and get this all over with. 
He needed a minute. 
He needed a little space. 
But most of all, he needed to know that Ronnie was not going to be able to wriggle out of these charges and remain outside of prison, where he would be free to hunt down Damian and kill him with his bare hands. 
‘This is all going wrong,’ Damian lamented to the lawyer who had just taken a seat next to him and asked him if he was okay. ‘He’s going to get out of here, and then he’s going to kill me.’
‘No, he’s not,’ the lawyer replied, but that was easier for him to say. Only his professional reputation was on the line here, not his life, but Damian could not say the same. 
‘Don’t worry about whatever the defence comes up with. There’s no way any jury is going to let men like those two walk free. Not in the face of all this evidence and certainly not after what you have helped give us.’
‘I should never have helped you. I knew this was a bad idea.’
‘You’re doing great.’
‘No, I’m not! I shouldn’t be here. Ronnie shouldn’t know it’s me who is helping the police.’
‘Try not to worry about him.’
Damian laughed at that last comment because it was a ludicrous thing to say. Telling somebody who had betrayed a man like Ronnie Larkhall not to worry was like telling a parent not to worry when their infant child disappeared from view in a busy public place. 
‘I am worried about him. And you should be worried about him too.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I mean that you’re the lawyer trying to put him behind bars. How do you think he feels about you? It’s not just me he hates now.’
‘I help put dangerous criminals behind bars every day, and I’ve never had a problem so far.’
‘But have you ever tried to prosecute a man like Ronnie Larkhall before?’
The lawyer had to admit that he had not. 
‘Well, this is a whole different ball game. I know my uncle, and believe me, he will have already been coming up with ways he can get back at you, whether or not you successfully get a conviction against him.’  
‘Like what?’
‘Like how he can hurt you, or if not you, then your family.’
‘My family? He wouldn’t do that, would he?’
‘You’re talking about a man who ordered me to burn down a music studio just because the guy inside it had refused to give his daughter a record deal. I think what you’re doing to Ronnie is way worse than telling him that his little girl can’t sing, so imagine what he will want to do to you after this.’
The lawyer suddenly went very quiet after that, and Damian was pleased that they were now at least on the same page. 
‘I need to go into witness protection right now. We can’t waste any more time,’ Damian said after giving it a little more thought, and he turned to the lawyer as if the man would be able to help him with that immediately. 
‘You can’t do that yet. We need you to help in this trial.’
‘I’ve already helped as much as I can. Now I’m just a sitting duck waiting for one of Ronnie’s men to attack me. I need to get out of here, and I need to go now.’
‘No, not until the trial is over.’
‘This is crazy. You’re going to get me killed!’
‘You need to calm down.’
‘No, you need to start listening to me!’
The conversation was going nowhere fast, and Damian saw the lawyer acknowledge that by looking to the two police officers to step in here and help him. The officers were only too happy to oblige, and they both instructed Damian to stand, taking him by an arm each and pulling him to his feet when he failed to comply. 
‘Get off me!’ Damian protested, but the officers didn’t loosen their grip as they told Damian that he was going back in that courtroom one way or another. Either he went willingly, or he was dragged back in there, but either way, he would return to that witness box and be ready to testify when called upon. 
Damian knew that resistance was futile, so he stopped struggling, but the main reason for giving up was because he knew the real damage was already done. Even if he could get away from Ronnie and Bulldog again and not have to carry on in court with them over the rest of this trial, they still knew he was to blame for them being in handcuffs today. They were hardly likely to forget that if Damian didn’t reappear, and they were even less likely to stop hatching plans for all the different ways they could get revenge on him. 
As Damian re-entered court with a police officer on each arm, he perhaps foolishly took a glance in Ronnie and Bulldog’s direction. However, he instantly regretted it because he saw that both men were sneering at him, and it sent a shiver down his spine as he reached the witness box again. 
‘So that’s what a dead man walking looks like,’ Bulldog muttered to Ronnie, just loud enough for Damian to hear. 
‘I guess it is,’ Ronnie replied with a satisfied nod of the head. ‘I guess it is.’
The intention had obviously been to intimidate Damian even more, and it had worked because as the young man retook his place in the witness box, he noticed that his hands were shaking. There surely weren’t many fates worse than death, but having to stand in a crowded courtroom across from the men who were the most likely to bring about your death might just be one of them, or so Damian thought as the trial got back underway again. 
Cassandra, the defence lawyer, picked up where she had left off before Damian had fled the room and as uncomfortable as it was for him to listen to her get back to work on helping Ronnie and Bulldog walk free, he forced himself to do it, purely because it would get this over with quicker. He knew he couldn’t control the outcome of the trial, only the jury could do that, so delaying wasn’t going to do him much good anymore. The police were clearly not interested in helping him in any way until it was over either, so he might as well stop wishing for witness protection until the trial had reached its conclusion. Hopefully, Ronnie and Bulldog would be given a large jail term, at least ten years with some luck, and that would buy Damian plenty of time to start his new life under his new identity and not worry about any immediate reprisals. 
The clock would always be ticking until the two men’s release date, of course, but it was better to have a ticking clock than no clock at all. 
The charges against Ronnie and Bulldog were lengthy and ranged from murder to drug dealing to money laundering and kidnapping, and most of the evidence that had been assembled to put those cases together had come from Damian’s mouth. Being on the inside of Ronnie’s multiple illegal operations had meant that Damian had plenty of information that the police were interested in, and much of it had been divulged in a bid to keep himself out of prison. If only Damian hadn’t been caught with a load of drugs and been looking at spending several years behind bars himself then he would never have been forced to betray Ronnie, but he couldn’t turn back the clock. What’s done was done, and now all the men involved had to face the consequences of that. Ronnie and Bulldog had to face whatever prison sentence they might get, and Damian had to face whatever repercussions might come from his actions in the future. 
And there would most certainly be some. 
‘I’d like to ask the witness a question,’ said Cassandra as she turned to Damian, and everybody else in the courtroom did the same thing, barring Ronnie and Bulldog because they had stubbornly refused to take their eyes off the young man ever since he had walked back in here. 
‘I’d like the witness to tell me exactly why he decided to tell the police about the defendants’ alleged crimes recently and not at any point over the last several years when the witness was working for the defendants.’ 
The judge and members of the jury waited for Damian’s answer while the young man tried to think of a way of replying honestly without it looking bad on him and better for the two men he needed to be jailed. 
‘I don’t know. It was just the right thing to do,’ Damian offered rather weakly, and Cassandra knew she had him because a small smile curled up at the corners of her mouth. 
‘It didn’t have anything to do with the fact that you were staring a long prison sentence in the face and decided to say anything that you could think of to get yourself out of that sentence, would it?’
Damian didn’t answer that, but the judge reminded him that he was obligated to, so he ended up having no choice. 
‘Yes, I was trying to get my possible sentence reduced. But that doesn’t change the facts of what these two have done.’
‘I think it changes them a lot,’ Cassandra cut in without skipping a beat. ‘It changes them because wouldn’t it make sense for a man in your position to need to give the police something really good. Something really juicy, so juicy that it would overshadow the charges against you and make it less likely that the police would be interested in pursuing you and instead go after the defendants instead?’
‘Yeah, but of course the police were more interested in Ronnie. He’s the boss.’
‘But he hadn’t been caught. You had. And so you told them anything you could to save your skin, regardless of if it was the truth or not.’
‘It was all true!’
‘Was it?’ Cassandra asked, and the speed at which the question left her lips made Damian doubt himself for just a second. But it was a second in which the jury had time to see the witness hesitate, and that was surely all Cassandra had been hoping to achieve with that. 
This lawyer was good, and she was showing it by turning this whole trial around and making it less about Ronnie and Bulldog and more about Damian. She obviously knew that if she could get the jury wondering if the things Damian told the police had just been done under pressure, then it might be reasonable to assume that Damian had embellished a few things as well as told a couple of lies in there too. It didn’t really matter that Damian had told the truth. What mattered was whether the jury believed he had or not, and Cassandra was clearly keen to get to work on disparaging everything he had said while under questioning. 
Wiping a couple of beads of sweat from his forehead, Damian glanced in the direction of the jury to see if he could gauge their mood and whether or not they were taking his side now or the lawyer’s. But none of them were giving anything away, and that was a problem because it meant Damian would still be a bag of nerves all the way until the time when the verdict was read out at the end of this trial, whenever that may be. 
He hoped it wouldn’t go on for too long, for his sanity if nothing else, but with lawyers like Cassandra around, there was no saying how many tactics she had up her sleeve to stall what had seemed like an inevitable conviction when this trial had commenced. As long as the defence lawyer was speaking, then Ronnie and Bulldog had a chance at getting out of this, and the only defence against that was the prosecuting lawyer who Damian had just put the fear of God into by saying the man’s family might be in danger if the gangsters get sentenced to a decade or two behind bars. Perhaps that had been a mistake because now Damian was worried how desperate the prosecution would be to get a long sentence, and the less committed they were, the more chance there was of the defence coming out on top instead. 
Would Ronnie and Bulldog get the punishment their crimes deserved?
Or would Damian end up being the one who paid the biggest price of all here?
All would be revealed in this courtroom where so many truths and lies had been told over the years, and the only thing that really counted was which jury member was able to tell between the two of them. 
Truth or lie?
That was all that mattered in this building. 



Joslyn
09:10
Joslyn Ferdinand had been given the very important task of separating truths and lies and facts and fiction, and she was taking such a role as seriously as it deserved to be treated. As one of twelve jurors who had been selected at random, Joslyn was in court today to serve her civic duty as a UK citizen by being here after a letter had come through her front door requesting her attendance. 
It had been quite a thrill for Joslyn when she had opened the letter on a wet Wednesday morning before going to work because she usually just received bills or junk mail from the postman who delivered to her area every day. But on this particular occasion, Joslyn saw that she had been contacted by the very ominously named Jury Central Summoning Bureau, and the letter told her where she was required to be and when. The reason for Joslyn’s excitement when she realised it was so much more than just another bill was because she knew that the letter was her ticket to get several days off work on full pay. 
As an admin assistant for an organisation that was so boring and so complicated that she didn’t even know what the actual purpose of the company was if pushed on the matter, Joslyn was always keen to get some time off. The problem with time off in her position was that she didn’t get much of it; only twenty days of annual leave a year, in fact. Joslyn had already used all of that by June of this year on various dalliances abroad, so she had been staring down the barrel of several long months without any break from her place of employment. 
Until she was summoned by Her Majesty’s Government. 
Joslyn had punched the air with glee when she had realised that the letter meant she had been selected for jury service because she had been hoping to be called for many years, but that call had never come. It had been annoying because several colleagues in Joslyn’s office had been summoned in the past, and they had all got to enjoy at least a fortnight away from work while serving their civic duty in the courts. There was even one woman who Joslyn worked with called Babs, who had been selected for jury service three times, which was almost unheard of, not that Babs ever seemed to mind. She just skipped out of the office every time with a big grin on her face while everybody else continued to slave away at their desks. 
But now it was Joslyn’s turn to escape work for a while. 
Now it was Joslyn’s turn to be a juror. 
There had been butterflies in the thirty-eight-year-old woman’s stomach when she had first arrived at the courthouse today and made her way up the tall flight of steps that rose up from the pavement where she had just disembarked the bus. Joslyn had been past this court many times over the years on various modes of transport, as well as seen numerous journalists reporting live from outside in various TV bulletins over the years. But it had been a different experience entirely to actually get to walk inside the old building and know that she was in a place where so many lives had been changed forever by jury members finding them ‘Guilty’ or ‘Not Guilty.’
Joslyn had spent a lot of time counting down to her first day in court while also wondering what kind of trial she would be assigned to. A jury member never knew the kind of crimes they would be listening to being read out in court until they arrived, and they didn’t even know if they would get to hear any at all. That was because there was no guarantee that somebody who had been picked for jury service would ever take part in a proper trial because to do so meant that they also had to get picked from amongst the pool of potential jurors when they arrived at court. 
Joslyn had arrived in the jury assembly area where everybody else who had been summoned was waiting, before twelve people were selected to go on to the next part. Fortunately, Joslyn had been in that initial twelve, and she had left the room, while the other people had to wait and wonder if they would be needed or if they would be back at their respective workplaces much sooner than they thought. 
In Joslyn’s wildest dreams, she had been hoping to be on a big trial, one that would last for several weeks, simply because the longer it went on, the longer she wouldn’t have to go to work. A murder case would do the job, as well as be very interesting, and Joslyn had crossed her fingers as she had joined the other eleven people who were now part of her ‘team’ to hear what their case would be. But there was no guarantee that Joslyn’s case would be a lengthy one, nor was there any guarantee that it would be an interesting one either. She had as much chance of being put on a two-day parking ticket dispute case as she did being assigned to a six-month murder trial that captured the wider public’s imagination. 
One thing that Joslyn did know as she had arrived at court today, was that this was also the day when the trial of Jamal Jasem was due to begin, and she hadn’t been able to stop herself from wondering if she was going to be part of that notorious terrorist’s hearing. The chance to be one of the people who could help get justice for all those who had died on Bonfire Night last year was an appealing one, and while it would undoubtedly have been a distressing trial to be a part of, it would also have been an intriguing one. But it turned out that Joslyn was not going to be serving on that particular court case. Instead, she had been assigned to the case of two men who the prosecution had described as ‘two of the most infamous gangsters in London.’
The trial of Ronnie Larkhall and Jim Brown, aka ‘Bulldog’, had been what Joslyn and the other eleven jurors had been tasked with today, and while it hadn’t seemed particularly exciting at first when they had got a look at the men in the dock, that had all changed when the charges had begun to be read out. 
Drug trafficking. Money laundering. Murder.
This was certainly much more interesting than a day in the office.
Joslyn had listened with her mouth agape as the trial had begun, and the offences of the defendants had been listed, and not just because it was all very shocking. It was also because it sounded like this could be a trial that could run for several weeks, and that meant more time off work for the lucky members of the jury. However, some of them didn’t seem to be as thrilled about that prospect as Joslyn was because she had already heard a few tuts and grumbles from her fellow members when they were initially selected this morning, and she had heard a few more when those same members had realised that they hadn’t been assigned to a simple case. Clearly, some of these jurors were feeling hard done by about being randomly selected to be here today and would much rather be left to get on with their normal routines than sit in this courtroom and listen to a bunch of lawyers. But Joslyn was in her element and not just because she was relaxing here instead of typing away on her keyboard in the office. It was also because she had spent the last few weeks watching as many episodes of the American legal drama Law & Order so that she would have a better understanding of some of the jargon that the lawyers themselves might use over the course of the trial. 
There were obviously a few differences between the way the British justice system did things as opposed to the American one, but even so, Joslyn had learnt a lot from binge-watching several series’ of the long-running drama, and she was putting that knowledge to good use now. She knew exactly what was meant when one lawyer objected to something another one said, and she also understood some of the reasoning behind it. She wondered if her fellow jurors were as up to speed as she was when it came to legal matters, but if not, Joslyn felt like she would be happy to answer any questions they might have whenever they adjourned to have their discussions at the trial’s conclusion. She was very much looking forward to the time when she and the other eleven jurors would be told to retire to come up with their verdicts because she knew that would be when she would have her chance to get her say on whether the defendants were innocent or guilty. There would likely be some interesting debates in that room as a verdict was reached, especially if some of the jurors disagreed with others. But Joslyn knew that was a long way off yet, or at least she hoped it was. First, all the facts had to be laid out, and both the prosecution and the defence were in the process of doing just that. 
The wildcard factor in this particular trial, as if it wasn’t already fascinating enough, was that one of the defendant’s former employees had betrayed his boss and was now helping the prosecution try and put the men behind bars. The witness was called Damian, and he was present in court too, which Joslyn thought was very surprising and very risky because surely Damian was in a lot of danger by being in the presence of the men he had turned against. But it did make the whole thing even more of a spectacle, and Joslyn felt like the only thing that could make this better right now was if she had a big bowl of popcorn to chomp on as the trial continued in front of her. Alas, bringing popcorn into a courtroom was frowned upon, so she hadn’t even bothered to try, plus she definitely hadn’t seen that in any of the episodes of Law and Order she had watched, so it must be a big no-no. She would have to make do with getting some snacks from the vending machine in the corridor outside this room when they got a lunch break. 
Joslyn watched as Cassandra, the lawyer defending Ronnie and Bulldog, started speaking again, and this was a woman who Joslyn was a little bit in awe of as she watched her work. It wasn’t just the air of confidence that she had about her as she went about trying to defend two men who looked like they were guilty as sin, but also the way she addressed the members of the jury as she spoke. She made good eye contact with each and every one of the twelve people sitting in the box to the right of the judge, and Joslyn had certainly noticed whenever Cassandra had looked in her direction during the course of this trial. It was a simple thing, but Joslyn knew that how the lawyers came across to the jury members could have a big bearing on the verdict that was eventually reached. If a lawyer seemed smarmy or just plain nervous, then it would not endear them to the jury and make their task more difficult. On the other hand, if a lawyer seemed certain of everything they were saying, even if it was a pack of lies designed to get a guilty person out of trouble, it did make it difficult for a jury to doubt them. 
There was no doubting which camp Cassandra was in, and the more she spoke, the more Joslyn felt like this might not be such an open and shut case after all. If Cassandra could cast doubt on the prosecution and, in particular, Damian’s statements, then there was a chance Ronnie and Bulldog might not be found guilty on all charges and therefore get a much lesser sentence than they could otherwise have got. Joslyn knew she would do her best to think about the facts rather than be swayed by a persuasive lawyer, but that was easier said than done when a lawyer was as good at their job as Cassandra was. 
Joslyn made a couple of notes on the small notepad she had been allowed to bring in with her today as the defence continued to make their argument, and she knew that she would be referring to these notes at a later time when she was trying to decide which verdict to give. She wasn’t the head juror, so she wouldn’t have to be the one to stand up at the end of this trial and tell the judge what the final verdict was, but she was equal in all other aspects with the people sitting around her. Every single one of them would get their say, and unless they were unanimous in their decision, the judge would give them more time to deliberate because a unanimous verdict was always sought out first. But sometimes, not every juror could agree, and eventually, a lawyer could accept a majority verdict in the interests of bringing the case to a timely conclusion. Joslyn didn’t mind if this particular case was not unanimous because it would mean more time away from work, but as she sat there and glanced in the direction of the two defendants, she suddenly felt a new feeling passing through her body. 
Instead of excitement and pleasure at being here today, she suddenly felt something new.
Fear. 
That was because one of the defendants, Ronnie Larkhall, was staring right at her, and for a second, she had no idea why. All she knew was that she didn’t like it one bit, and she was just about to look away from him when she saw him do something that sent a shiver down her spine. 
She saw Ronnie make a slow, cutting gesture across his throat. 
Joslyn looked around the courtroom to see if anybody else had noticed what the defendant had just done, but it didn’t seem like it because everything was carrying on as normal. But there was no doubting what had happened, and as Joslyn looked back at Ronnie, she saw that he was now smirking at her. 
It took a few seconds for Joslyn to figure out what he had meant by his action, but when she did, she was suddenly no longer quite so happy about being here and getting out of work. That was because she knew what Ronnie had been implying. 
He had implied that she was in danger if she was to give the verdict that he didn’t want. 



Ronnie *
09:11
Ronnie Larkhall continued to stare at the various members of the jury, who were here to decide his fate, with so much tenacity that it was as if he was participating in a game of ‘who will blink first.’ But this was no game. Ronnie was making such intense eye contact with the jurors simply because he was looking to intimidate them and let them know that there would be problems for them should they decide that he and his colleague, Bulldog, were guilty of the charges laid against them. 
The formidable gangster had even just made a ‘cut-throat’ sign to one of the jurors, a fairly attractive woman in her late thirties, and he knew she had seen it because she had now gone very pale and looked as if she had just seen a ghost. But nobody else had seen it, so Ronnie hadn’t been admonished by the judge or the prosecution, which was good because he wanted to be able to do it several times throughout this case so that the jurors were left in no doubt about what course of action they should take when they retired to make their verdicts. 
Ronnie knew he was going to get some kind of prison sentence at the end of this trial; there was simply too much evidence against him because his rat of a nephew, Damian, had seen to that. But he was experienced enough to know that there were certain things that he could do to ensure that the sentence was as lenient as possible, and one of those ways was to intimidate the people making the decision. Ronnie had once managed to turn what would have surely been a five-year stretch behind bars into an eighteen-month one in his past simply by stating a simple fact while he had been on the stand in court, which was that he had a very large organisation of dangerous employees, and they would be very disappointed if their boss was not free within two years. 
The implication had been clear for both judge and jury:
Give me a lesser sentence, or those employees might just be paying you a visit. 
Now, Ronnie was up to his old tricks again, but he knew that he was going to have to do a lot more than just make some stern eye contact and a few threatening gestures with his hands. The charges against him now were so serious that they threatened to see him spend the rest of his life behind bars, so he was going to have to take more extreme measures if he was going to avoid the worst fate for a criminal like him. 
He was going to have to demonstrate how easily he could get to the jurors on the outside world. 
In order to do that, Ronnie had already seen to it that each member of the jury would be followed home after court adjourned this afternoon by one of his men. Those men would then learn where each juror lived, as well as other important information like who they were married to and how many children they might have. 
Then each of those jurors at the addresses would be receiving a ‘warning.’ 
The warning would come in various ways but would leave the target of it in little doubt as to the danger they were in. Some of the jurors would be confronted on their doorstep and told, in no uncertain terms, that they were being watched and that the safety of their family was at stake should they make the ‘wrong’ decision when it came time to making a verdict. Others would find their property damaged, whether it was a smashed windscreen on their car or a brick through a bedroom window, and the hostile tactics would only increase as the day of the verdict drew nearer. And others would simply receive a small letter in the post which, when opened, would contain nothing but a single sheet of blank paper and one tiny object. 
A bullet. 
No jury member in their right mind would want to find Ronnie and Bulldog guilty on all charges after the dirty tactics had been employed against them, and the gangsters were confident that they would only be serving time for some of the lesser crimes that they were accused of and not all of the serious ones. 
Of course, there was always the risk that one particularly stupid jury member would raise their concerns to the police, telling the officers that they believed they were being harassed and intimidated. But what could the police do in that situation? Arrest Ronnie and Bulldog again? They were already in police custody, and they were already accused of much worse crimes than threatening behaviour. Therefore, it was a risk worth taking because it could shave years off their potential sentence and leave the men with plenty of time in their lives to get out of prison and continue their criminal ways. 
But there was an even more pressing reason that Ronnie wanted to avoid a long prison sentence, and it was about much more than just making money and enjoying being at the top of a criminal organisation and all the luxuries that provided him. 
It was about something very simple. 
It was about revenge. 
At that moment, Ronnie turned his attention away from the jury members and back onto the despicable figure in the witness box. Glaring at Damian with an intense anger burning behind his eyes, Ronnie went back to plotting all the ways he was going to make his young nephew pay when he finally got a chance to have his revenge, when all of this was over. 
Damian might have been a grass, but he was no fool, and that was why he was making sure not to look directly at Ronnie or Bulldog in the dock as the court case continued. But that wouldn’t stop Ronnie from spending a large portion of this trial staring at Damian on the off-chance that the younger man did look up and make eye contact with his betrayed uncle. 
Sure enough, Damian couldn’t resist glancing in his relative’s direction, and when he did, Ronnie made sure to let his nephew know exactly what he thought about his actions. Ronnie gave a small shake of the head, but such a simple gesture contained so much meaning that would leave Damian wondering what was next for him. 
Ronnie knew that Damian was banking on the witness protection scheme to get him out of this mess once the court case was over, but that was just folly. There was nowhere Damian could go and no identity he could assume that would ever prevent the people he had betrayed from getting their revenge on him. Ronnie and Bulldog would go to the ends of the earth to find the ‘rat’ and make him pay for what he had done to them because if one thing was gospel in a criminal’s world, it was that no criminal should ever help the police with an investigation, especially if that help meant landing other people in trouble. 
‘I’d like to point out at this stage that one of the defendants seems to be making threatening gestures to both the witness and members of the jury.’
Ronnie suddenly turned to the prosecuting lawyer who was pointing right at him, having just told the judge what he had seen. 
Damn it. Ronnie had been spotted. Oh well, it didn’t really change anything. 
‘May I remind both defendants that they are not in any way allowed to try and communicate with anybody in this court, other than the members of their defence team,’ the stern judge said to Ronnie and Bulldog. 
Neither man acknowledged the warning however, and instead, decided to let everybody in the courtroom know that they were the ones in control here and not the lawyers with the fancy degrees. 
‘What do you think, Bulldog?’ Ronnie asked the man standing beside him in the dock. ‘Will our business continue to thrive even if we end up going to prison?’
‘Of course it will, boss,’ Bulldog replied gruffly. 
‘And what do you think will happen to all the people who work for us if we are found guilty?’
‘They will want some answers.’
‘Answers from whom?’ 
‘From the people who found us guilty.’
Ronnie and Bulldog made sure to look at the jury after that little ditty, and when they did, they saw that each and every jury member looked like they wanted the ground to open up and swallow them whole. 
‘Objection! This is blatant jury intimidation!’ the prosecution cried, and the judge was compelled to agree. 
‘This will not be tolerated in my court!’ the judge barked, and he looked furious, which only made him look even more ridiculous in his silly outfit sitting behind his silly desk. 
Ronnie smirked at the rise he had been able to get out of the judge, but he wasn’t done yet. There were still a couple more things that he wanted to say, and now he turned his attention to Damian.
‘And tell me, Bulldog. What do you think our employees will have to say when they find out that it was my own nephew who caused us to go to prison because he turned out to be a rat?’
‘I’d think they would be very angry about that,’ Bulldog replied with a nod of the head. 
‘I’d say they would be more than angry, Bulldog. I’d say they would be hell-bent on revenge, wouldn’t you?’
‘Yes, I would, boss.’
‘Silence!’ the judge barked, but Ronnie was only just warming up now. 
He had sat here for long enough listening to other people telling him what he had and hadn’t done, but now it was time for him to have his say, and he wasn’t going to shut his mouth until he had said his piece. 
‘And what kind of punishment does a rat deserve, Bulldog?’
‘The worst kind, boss.’ 
‘Be specific, Bulldog.’
‘Objection!’
‘Silence!’
But the defendants just carried on playing their little game as Damian cowered before them in the witness box. 
‘Okay, if I was being specific,’ Bulldog started, ‘I would say that the first punishment would be for the rat to have their tongue cut out, so they couldn’t grass anybody else up and spread more lies.’
‘That’s a good start,’ Ronnie mused. ‘Then what?’
‘Silence!’
‘Then whoever was administering the punishment would probably get to work on the rat’s kneecaps, so that rat wouldn’t ever be able to walk again.’
‘Interesting,’ Ronnie replied with a slow nod of the head, and now Damian really did look worried.
‘Any more words from you two and you will be held in contempt of court!’ the judge cried, but such a threat was hardly likely to stop the two defendants from making any more threats of their own, and so it proved. 
‘Then what?’ Ronnie asked, and Bulldog wasted no time in coming up with another punishment.
‘Then I imagine the rat would have to watch as every single one of their fingers was cut off with a bolt cutter. Very slowly and very precisely.’
‘Right, that’s it! Have these two men held in contempt of court!’ the judge ordered, and that was the cue for the police officers in the room to move towards the defendants and haul them away so that they couldn’t cause any more of a disturbance. 
But before Ronnie and Bulldog could be dragged out of the room and taken back to a prison cell, the two men were able to get a few more threats off in the direction of Damian. 
‘What would happen to the rat after that?’ Ronnie asked loudly as he was grabbed by one of the officers and manhandled out of the box he stood in. 
‘Then it would be time for the rat to be put out of his misery,’ Bulldog replied, doing well to do speak considering there were two officers currently wrestling him now. 
‘And how would that happen?’ Ronnie helpfully asked as he was hauled past the jurors in the direction of the door.
‘He would be tied upside down and cut open all the way from his waist to his throat before being left to bleed out all over the floor!’ Bulldog snarled as he was dragged past the witness box where Damian was watching and listening on with a look of sheer dread on his face. 
‘I like the sound of that!’ Ronnie cried just before he was removed from the courtroom amidst a cacophony of gasps from the jury members and the public gallery and amidst even more demands for silence by the exasperated judge. 
As Ronnie was led down a small corridor that was separate to the main corridors that surrounded the courtroom, designed to keep the accused away from members of the public, he smiled to himself at the thought of what he and Bulldog had just done. Sure, their behaviour just then would not have helped their case, but that wasn’t of their utmost concern at this time. What was important was that they had left everybody in that room in no doubt as to how powerful and dangerous they were and what would happen to anybody who went against them. 
The judge. The jury. The prosecution. 
And most of all, the witness. 
Everybody in that courtroom, other than Cassandra, the defence lawyer, would now be living in fear of future reprisals if they were to continue with trying to bring the two defendants to justice. And best of all, Damian would go to bed every night from now on, vividly imagining being punished in the same manner that Bulldog had so eloquently described in court. 
Damian might have a few more weeks, or even a few more months to live, depending on how good his new identity was. But there was no doubt that he was living on borrowed time now, and Ronnie would personally see to it that when the time came for the rat to be eliminated, it would be done slowly and painfully. All Ronnie could hope was that he was the one to do it himself, but the order could come from behind bars if needed.
There was nobody who could stop that from happening. Not a judge. Not a jury. And certainly not any of the police officers who were in this court today, all of whom would one day get their comeuppance for being on the side of the law that Ronnie despised the most. 



Paula *
09:12
Paula Walsh took a sip from her coffee cup and instantly noticed how much nicer it tasted than the coffee she was used to drinking back at the police station. This beverage was by no means perfect, but it wasn’t bad considering it had been purchased at a café inside a courthouse, which was hardly the kind of place any ambitious barista would be most likely to showcase their skills. But it was just what the weary detective needed to help get her through the morning, and as she continued to sip her hot drink, she looked around the café and observed some of the other people in here today. 
There were numerous lawyers sitting at various tables, some of them alone while others were deep in conversation with their colleagues, presumably going over some salient details in whatever trial they were currently working on. Paula noticed several older lawyers conversing with much younger ones, most likely passing on the experience and wisdom they had accumulated over several decades of working in a place like this. 
Alongside the coffee-guzzling lawyers were people who were dressed much less imposingly, and Paula assumed these were either jurors or members of the public who were taking the chance to get some refreshment before heading back into a stuffy courtroom. The detective watched as all these people milled around, filling their cups with sugar and carrying them over to a vacant seat, all on their best behaviour because they were currently inside a place that was a monument to the upholding of the law. 
Paula didn’t feel nervous about being here, or excited, or anything at all, really. This was just another day in the life of a woman who had dedicated her time on this earth to putting bad people behind bars, and today, she was here to hopefully see another criminal get the comeuppance they deserved. 
Leaving the busy café behind and heading back out into the corridor, Paula continued to sup her drink as she walked, having long ago perfected the art of drinking caffeine on the move because there always seemed to be such little time to do anything without a rush for a woman in her profession. As well as being in court today, Paula had a mountain of paperwork to complete back at the station, while also needing to give a briefing to the members of the Major Investigation Team that she was in charge of. But all that would have to wait until she was done here because right now, she was about to be present at the beginning of a trial of the latest criminal she had helped to apprehend. 
This particular criminal had been tormenting Paula and her team for several long months, not just because of how difficult it had been to catch them, but because the media had been increasing the pressure on the Met Police to make an arrest quickly. The reason for the pressure was because the criminal at large had been murdering several members of the public, seemingly at random, so it was easy to see why there had been a ticking clock hanging over Paula’s head until the killer was taken off the streets. Every day that had gone by without an arrest had increased the pressure on the detective and her beleaguered colleagues, who had all worked from dawn to dusk to crack the case but had spent most of the time just chasing their tails. Thankfully, they had been given the bit of luck that their hard work deserved, and now a suspect had been apprehended.
The suspect’s name was Valentin Morozov, and he was a Russian man in his early thirties who had been living and working in London for a number of years as a trader and investment specialist for a company in Canary Wharf. At first glance, he didn’t seem like a serial killer, what with his smart suits, high-flying job description and trendy apartment in Greenwich overlooking the Thames. If anything, he just looked like another wealthy inhabitant of one of the most expensive cities in the world. But lurking beneath the affluent exterior was an evil man who was singlehandedly responsible for terrorising the city of London via a series of shocking crimes that had destroyed families and left millions of residents looking over their shoulders in fear. 
The crimes that Valentin was accused of perpetrating were so vile and so brutal that only those with a strong stomach could read them without feeling sick and, unfortunately, Paula was now one of those people. She had been around enough death and destruction during her long career in the police force to have become de-sensitised to the kinds of extreme violence that one human being could inflict upon another. But even with her wealth of experience, Paula did have to admit that there had been a few things about Valentin’s case that had shocked her. Like how he had been able to stroll so calmly through Greenwich on a sunny afternoon while wheeling a suitcase full of chopped-up body parts behind him as if he was simply a tourist heading to the airport for a holiday. It had been that suitcase and the gruesome evidence it contained that had been how Paula and her team had been able to arrest Valentin and prevent him from taking any more innocent lives. But it beggared belief that someone could be so calm and confident as to walk through a busy part of London with a dead body and feel as though they were going to get away with it. 
The very fact that Valentin had done so only increased the probability that he had gotten away with it before. 
But now the dangerous Russian was in custody, and Paula was here in court to see the man stand trial on several counts of murder. The reason for the trial was because Valentin had defiantly pleaded ‘Not Guilty’ to the charges against him, despite the fact that he had been caught red-handed, depositing a dead body into a bin near his home. It was disrespectful to the victims and their families that he was going to waste taxpayer’s money by forcing an expensive trial that would only serve to increase the pain of the families even more as all the grim details of his crimes were laid bare. But that was the route that Valentin had chosen to take, and it was a route that he was entitled to take as a resident of the UK, who was allowed to be seen as innocent until proven guilty. The fact that it would be very easy to prove that Valentin was guilty didn’t change the fact that he was able to commence the trial under the presumption of innocence, and that was how things would begin today. 
Valentin was due to appear in court this morning, and Paula had made sure to be here to see how things began. Depending on how much detail the prosecution went into and depending on the standard of defence that the wealthy suspect had procured for himself, this trial could last for several weeks, which would be to the media’s delight but less to Paula’s and the families of the victims. The detective wasn’t planning on being here for every step of the trial because she had already done her part of the job, which was to make an arrest. Now it was up to the prosecution to cement that arrest by proving beyond doubt that Valentin was guilty of several crimes and sentencing him to a lifetime behind bars without any possibility of release. 
Reaching the door beyond which the trail of Valentin Morozov was due to take place, Paula showed her I.D. to the police officer standing guard before he stepped aside and allowed her to enter. Once the door was open, Paula was free to make her way to her seat, and she did so with little fuss, stepping past some of those who were already in their seats before sitting down and taking another sip of her coffee.
It might have looked like she was just another representative of the law in this room that was full of police officers and prosecutors, but Paula was so much more than that. She was the woman who had dedicated the last year of her professional life to trying to bring the defendant in this trial to justice, and because of that sacrifice, she had suffered in her personal life. 
Being a high-flying detective such as she was might have meant that she commanded respect from her peers and even members of the public, but it didn’t always mean that she got the same respect in her own home with the people who mattered the most to her. Those people were her husband, Lee, and her daughter, Bella, and they were the ones who had suffered while Paula had been busy working all hours at the station. She had known that she had been neglecting them and not spending enough quality time with them both as she had worked, but she had seen no other way around it if she wanted to bring a killer to justice. Therefore, Paula had worked as hard as she possibly could over the course of the investigation that had led to this courtroom today and because of that, she had missed countless important things at home. 
Bedtimes with Bella. 
Weekends with Bella. 
And even a birthday with Bella. 
If that wasn’t bad enough to make a mother feel guilty, Paula had also missed several important things with her husband over the past year, which had only served to widen the gulf that had been growing between them as he battled to bring their daughter up while she went out to work and didn’t get home until they were already asleep. Paula had tried to tell herself that things would change once she had caught the killer and that she may even consider stepping down from her high-pressure role as a Detective so that she would have more time to spend with her loved ones and less time with her exhausted colleagues. But deep down, she knew that was never going to happen because she loved her job, and while she loved her family too, she wasn’t willing to give up her career for them. Unfortunately, her husband had realised that too, and that was why he had engaged in a very difficult conversation with her only a few days ago. 
Lee wanted a divorce. 
And he wanted custody of Bella too. 
Paula had been shocked at the words that had come out of her partner’s mouth, and she had begged him to reconsider, promising him that things would change and that she would be around a lot more to help out, both with their daughter and with their flagging relationship. But Lee had been adamant that he had given her enough time and enough chances to put her family before her job, and she had failed to make any kind of positive change in that regard, so it was now time for Lee to make the change for her. 
Divorce proceedings hadn’t quite begun yet, but they would do very soon, and Paula knew that she stood very little chance of convincing anybody that she should have custody of her daughter over her husband. It wasn’t that she was a bad mother; it was just that she was never around to provide the full love and support that a parent should be able to offer their child, whereas Lee could provide that and, more importantly, had proven it over the last several years of Bella’s life. That meant that the detective was facing up to a very bleak future, where she would only have her job and little else, limited to seeing her daughter every other weekend while going home to an empty home at the end of another long and dreary shift. It was frightening, and it was frustrating to Paula, but it was also something else. 
It was inevitable. 
Paula knew too well how high divorce rates were amongst police officers, and they were so high that it almost seemed like it should actually be a warning that came with the job on day one. Far too many in her profession found themselves separating from their partners, a consequence of the long and unsociable hours that would put any loving relationship to the test. Affairs amongst colleagues were one of the reasons why so many police officers ended up divorced, but Paula knew that she had never been unfaithful in her marriage. 
She had just been neglectful. 
Paula had always put her work first, and now her work was the only thing she had. She had been given plenty of time to change her ways, but she hadn’t taken any of the opportunities, and now she had nobody to blame but herself. As she sat here in the court, she tried to console herself with the fact that her sacrifices had all been worth it when she looked over at the distraught families who were present here today to see the trial of the man who had taken the life of their loved ones. But that was only a small consolation now because as noble a job as the detective had done, she was no different to those people.
She had lost her loved ones too, but worse, she could have avoided it. 
Those poor people in this courtroom had lost parents, children and siblings, as well as best friends, just like April, the young woman sitting on the third row who had been the one to bring Valentin’s name to the attention of the police in the first place. They would never again get to speak with those people, or hold their hands, or tell them how much they meant to them. That wasn’t fair. But what was happening to Paula now was not about fairness. Instead, it was about stupidity. Her loved ones were still alive, and she had always had ample opportunity to be with them and express how much they meant to her. But she had chosen to miss those opportunities by sitting at a police station, miles away from where they ate their dinner alone and tucked themselves into bed alone, and that was something she would have to live with forever. 
As Paula sat in her seat and looked across at the grieving friends and family members of the victims, she made eye contact with April, and the younger woman nodded her head when she did. It was a simple expression of respect and thanks to the detective for taking the information that April had given her and running an investigation that had, ultimately, resulted in the capture of a dangerous man. But, at that moment, Paula didn’t feel proud, or respected, or grateful. 
She felt just as alone as the woman who had nodded at her.  



April *
09:13
April Adams had recognised the detective sitting across the courtroom from her, and she had also not failed to detect a hint of sadness about the woman. But sadness was an all too familiar emotion for April of late, so she wasn’t sure if she was just projecting her own thoughts and feelings onto other people. 
Looking away from Detective Walsh across the room, the same detective who had, thankfully, taken April’s list of ‘Valentins’ and managed to somehow turn it into the arrest of a suspect, April’s eyes moved to cover the dock. It was the place where that suspect would shortly be standing once he came into this courtroom any second now, and April was surely not the only one in here that was feeling nervous about his imminent arrival. 
Surrounding her were several family and friends of the suspect’s alleged victims, including a famous face who was sitting three seats to April’s left. Latest music sensation, Will Robertson, was in this courtroom today, and April knew from reading various news articles online that Will now believed that Valentin was the man who had killed his mother on Halloween last year. 
But the famous pop star wasn’t the only one here today seeking answers and hoping for justice. Everyone else here in this section of the court, including April herself, were all hoping to find out for sure if this Russian suspected serial killer had been the one to take the lives of the person they had once held dear. It had been almost ten months since April’s best friend, Katie, had been murdered at Christmas, and April had spent most of that time trying to find out what had happened to her friend. She had employed some very unorthodox methods in her quest for the truth, including taking the word of a spiritual medium in Las Vegas who had given her the first name ‘Valentin’, which she had then managed to turn into a list of suspects in the London area for the police to look into. Amazingly, that had worked, and now there was a man in custody called Valentin, who had not only been caught disposing of a dead body in Greenwich recently, but had also hinted that it wasn’t the first body he had dealt with. 
The fact that Valentin had then decided to stop answering any questions and pleaded ‘Not Guilty’ seemed to suggest that he was saving all the information for his day in court, where he would have the spotlight and get the maximum attention. That day was now here, and when a door opened at the back of the courtroom, April saw that the suspect was now here too. 
Valentin had arrived. 
A deathly silence fell across the courtroom as a man was led in with his wrists bound together by handcuffs and two burly police officers escorting him on either side. Nobody said a word, or perhaps nobody dared to in the presence of such evil, and it stayed that way until the suspect was put into the dock. 
That seemed to be the cue for a woman behind April to suddenly let her feelings be known. 
‘Murderer! Did you take my boy? You tell me the truth!’
April and everybody else in the court turned to see who was making all the noise, and it looked to be a middle-aged woman whose face was now contorted into an angry snarl and who was jabbing her finger in the suspect’s direction. 
‘What did you do to Lucas? Tell me!’
The woman continued to demand answers, despite being warned by the judge that she would have to be removed if she kept going, but in the end, there was no choice but to remove her from the court. 
April felt terrible for the poor woman as she watched her go, not least because she had recognised the name that the woman had said and so had figured out who she must be. Lucas was the name of the young man whose garrotted body had been found in Battersea Park last Bonfire Night, a death that had been separate from the terrorist attack that had taken place shortly afterwards. This woman must be Lucas’s mum, and she wanted to know for sure if it had been Valentin who had strangled her son to death while he had been taking a break during his shift on a burger van. But her long wait to know the truth would have to go on because she was no longer in the courtroom, and she, presumably, wouldn’t be allowed back in again unless she could promise that she would stay quiet next time. 
With order restored, the judge began the proceedings, which involved him stating the reason why this trial was taking place and the crimes that the defendant was accused of. This was just a formality before the real trial began, which would involve Valentin being cross-examined by a number of highly-skilled prosecutors who would look to determine the suspect’s potential involvement in a series of unsolved murders that had left London reeling over the last year. It was likely to be a very long and drawn-out trial, not least because Valentin seemed to want to maximise his infamy, but April was prepared to be here every day until she learnt the truth about what had happened to Katie. If that meant using all of her annual leave from her job and even having to take some unpaid time off work, then so be it. The memory of her best friend was far more important than saving up holidays and making a little bit more money. 
She needed the truth. 
And suddenly, Valentin seemed like he wanted to give it. 
The suspect raised his left hand as the judge was still speaking, but it didn’t take long for the man overseeing this trial to stop talking when he noticed the gesture from the dock. 
‘May I remind the suspect that he is not to try and interfere with the actions of this court in any way, and that includes making gestures while somebody else is speaking,’ the judge said with a very cross look on his face. 
He clearly wasn’t a man who was used to being interrupted when he was mid-flow but then Valentin clearly wasn’t the kind of guy who wanted to let others do the talking for him. And what the suspect said next shocked everybody. 
‘Sorry to interrupt, Your Honour, but I thought you and everybody else in this courtroom might be interested to know that I would like to clear up a few things.’
‘What do you mean?’ the judge asked as the defence team took frantic looks at their notes before realising that their defendant was going off-script here.
‘I mean, I am ready to admit to what I have done.’
There were gasps around the courtroom as everybody realised what Valentin was saying, or at least what he was hinting at. 
Was he going to tell the truth about the murders? 
Would it be this easy?
The defence team seemed to hope not because all of them leapt up from their seats and rushed towards the dock, obviously trying to get Valentin to stop talking while they still had some semblance of a case to work with. But Valentin waved them away dismissively and reiterated his desire to tell the judge and everybody else here what he wanted to get off his chest. 
The judge was hardly going to instruct him not to tell the truth if he so wished, so he told the defence team to allow Valentin to speak. They weren’t happy about it, but they weren’t the boss here, the judge was, although on the evidence so far, maybe Valentin was really the one pulling the strings in this courtroom now. 
April felt her heart thudding in her chest as she stared at Valentin and waited to hear what he had to say, wondering if this was all just some silly game that he was playing, designed to slow things down even further or whether he really was going to make things easier for not only the prosecution but also the victim’s loved ones. If it was the latter, then that poor mother who had just been thrown out should be allowed back in because she might be about to get what she demanded. 
Answers. 
Once the commotion in the courtroom had died down, the suspect now had the platform to begin, and when he did, April realised he had been deadly serious about admitting to what he had done. 
‘My first victim was Olivia Harringay,’ Valentin said very calmly and very precisely, which prompted a cry from an elderly woman at the end of April’s aisle; the victim’s grandmother, perhaps. The name also sent the prosecution team into action, and they hurriedly cross-referenced their notes to see where this name fit into their case. 
‘I would see her on my train every morning, and there was just something about her that irritated me,’ Valentin went on nonchalantly. ‘Maybe it was the way she was always texting on her phone, or perhaps it was just because she seemed like she didn’t have a single worry in her stupidly pretty little head. Either way, I followed her home one evening, and I broke her neck with my bare hands before stuffing her body into a suitcase and dumping it in the Thames.’
The only noise in the courtroom after Valentin had finished telling that sorry story was from the sounds of the old woman sobbing near April. The younger woman looked down towards her to see if anybody had offered her a tissue and one kind person had, as if that was going to make this news any easier for the devastated grandmother to process. 
‘Wait, we need an exact location on the body and more details about how and when you did this,’ one of the prosecutors said, but Valentin batted his hand at him as if to shut him up. 
‘Please don’t interrupt me again while I’m talking,’ the seriously dangerous suspect said, and the lawyer looked terrified as he retook his seat and allowed Valentin to continue. The judge also seemed a little hesitant to stop the suspect while he was in full-flow and simply became just another spectator in this hushed room. 
‘My second victim was the homeless woman who I would see sitting outside an office in Canary Wharf, bringing down the glamour of the area and annoying me with her blatant disregard for doing something more productive with her life. Killing her was easy. I just offered her some money to come back to mine, and when she accepted, I stabbed her to death in my shower.’
There were no cries of anguish, or uncontrollable tears from any of the people sitting around April at that latest piece of news, and the young woman wondered if that poor homeless woman was unrepresented here in court today. 
Stabbed in the shower? How utterly terrifying it must have been for her, April thought as she processed what the despicable man in the dock had just said. 
But he wasn’t done there.
‘My third victim was the woman who used to clean my office. I killed her on Halloween, playing a decidedly twisted game of trick or treat with her in which she opened her door to me only for me to shove a knife through her stomach. I believe her name was Ruth.’
April gasped then and not just because of the explicit nature of what the suspect had just said. It was because she knew that Ruth was the name of Will Robertson’s mother and that now meant that the young musician finally knew who had killed her. 
Looking towards Will, April knew that he was blind, but she also knew that he possessed a powerful set of lungs that had helped propel him to the top of the music charts, and she wondered if he was going to use those lungs to give Valentin a piece of his mind right now. But Will just stared silently ahead, saying nothing and barely moving a muscle, save for a single tear that began to roll down his cheek from his right eye. 
The poor pop star was probably in shock, or maybe he was just relieved to finally have a little closure. But just before Valentin could go on, Will finally mustered up the strength to say one word. 
‘Why?’
April watched as Valentin looked in the musician’s direction, and she felt a chill run down her spine as the murderous man’s eyes moved across her before settling on the famous member of the crowd. 
‘I don’t know. Because I could, I guess. It was easy. And I enjoyed it.’
That was a disgraceful explanation to give to a poor son who just wanted to know why his mother had been butchered in her own home by a deranged killer, but that was the only explanation Valentin was willing to offer at this time before he moved on. 
‘My next victim came on Bonfire Night, and as the woman who was just removed from the court so helpfully explained, his name was Lucas, and I killed him by strangling him to death with a wire in the bushes at the back of the park while he was on a smoking break.’
April gritted her teeth and clenched her fists as she heard that sad tale but not just because of how bad it was. It was also because she knew they were getting close to Christmas now, and this might be when Valentin admitted to what he had done to Katie. 
But before the suspect spoke again, he paused for a moment and carefully studied each and every member of the public gallery, running his eyes over them all, April included. The young woman tried her best not to show any kind of emotion when he looked at her, but it was difficult, and she had to look away for a second when Valentin tried to hold her gaze. But when she looked back, she saw that Valentin was still staring at her and right then, it was as if time stood still. 
‘My fifth victim came to me rather randomly on Christmas Eve,’ Valentin said with his eyes still on April as if he somehow knew that she would be the one who was most affected by this particular story. ‘My victim actually bumped into me while she was drunk and wandering the streets, and after helping her pick up the mobile phone she had dropped in the accidental collision, I suggested a bar for the two of us to get a drink in. Rather stupidly, the drunk woman agreed to go with me. I guess she was feeling lonely. Apparently, her friend had left her to go home with another guy.’
Valentin smirked at that part, and April realised he was trying to get a reaction out of her. 
He knew who she was. 
But how?
‘I led Katie into a dark alleyway, and instead of helping her find a place to get another drink as the clock counted down to Christmas, I stabbed her to death with a knife and left her body lying beside a bin, as if she was just a piece of rubbish that needed to be collected and taken to the dump.’  
April had tears in her eyes as she listened to the words coming out of the suspect’s mouth, but her overriding emotion was more one of shock when Valentin said the next part of his little speech. 
‘Little did I know it at the time, but it was that particular victim that would eventually lead to my arrest,’ the serial killer said while still looking at April. ‘It turned out that her best friend was going to get on the case, and she would be the one to help the police catch me. Truth be told, they needed all the help they could get. So, thank you for that, April Adams, but I’m afraid this is where the fun ends for you.’
Valentin laughed to himself as he said that last part, but April was definitely not laughing. 
She was just wondering what the hell he meant by that.  
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Valentin Morozov was rather enjoying his time in court so far, and in particular, he was enjoying the fact that he was managing to surprise all these people who probably already felt like they knew him before he got here today. Plenty of journalists in this country had been very eager to try and sum up Valentin in various news articles, as if he was just a simple man with simple motives that could be explained away in a few paragraphs amongst other news stories like who’s winning the election and how much exercise doctors are recommending these days. But, of course, it wasn’t that easy. Valentin knew that he was a complex man, and his actions over this past year deserved to be explained in a better way than any two-bit journalist could ever do it. 
That was why today was so important to the serial killer.
This was his time to shine. 
One of the reasons for such shock in this courtroom right now, as Valentin continued to run through his long list of victims, was because nobody had been expecting him to admit to his crimes so easily, if at all. Not the prosecution, not the victims’ families, not the jury members, and certainly not Valentin’s defence team, who were now sitting behind their benches with their heads in their hands as their client continued to dig himself into an ever-deeper hole. But Valentin was not shocked because he had known exactly what he was going to do when he had woken up in a high-security prison cell this morning and prepared himself for court. 
Just like he had been doing for most of his life, he was going to defy expectations once again. 
It had been a surprise to Valentin when he had been caught two months ago on the way back to his apartment after disposing of his latest victim. But he had remained calm as he had been taken into police custody, and the reason for that was that he had always known the day of his arrest would eventually come. He had never expected to be able to keep on killing without punishment forever, nor had he wanted that to be the case, so when the time for the handcuffs came, it was almost as if a weight had been lifted off the Russian man’s shoulders. No longer did he have to spend his days making money for rich clients in Canary Wharf and his evenings plotting his next crime. Now his life was moving into a new and interesting stage, and it was a stage that Valentin was excited about. He had always wanted to kill, and he had done that several times, but now he wanted the world to know two things. 
One, what he had already accomplished. 
And two, that he was a long way from being finished yet. 
Despite what it might look like with him standing here in this dock with handcuffs around his wrists and several police officers on guard nearby, Valentin didn’t feel like this was the end for him. Sure, doing whatever he wanted to do would be a little trickier now that he was in custody, but it did not have to signal the end of his villainous ways. If anything, it might only be the real beginning of them. But all of that was for the future. Here, in the present, Valentin still had a little clearing up to do regarding his past. 
‘The new year started quietly for me before I decided to strike again,’ Valentin said as he reflected back on what had gone before. ‘It was Valentine’s Day before I attempted to add my sixth victim to my list, but alas, it was not to be because the sex worker I had targeted that night ended up escaping from me rather fortuitously and lived to tell the tale.’
That escape was still a source of irritation for the Russian, but he wasn’t going to let it show on his face as he glanced at the woman sitting on one of the benches behind the prosecution team. This woman was a key part of the prosecution’s case and had been expected to take the stand as a witness and tell the members of the court all about the night she had cheated death after coming face to face with the infamous Valentin Morozov. That woman was called Tiffany, and she was now looking at the serial killer rather nervously as he talked about their fateful night together. 
‘Congratulations, Tiffany,’ Valentin said with a respectful nod of the head in her direction. ‘You are the only person to go up against me and live to tell the tale. I hope you enjoy the rest of your life. What’s left of it, anyway.’
Valentin had purposely chosen to make an intimidating statement there, and it was one that he hoped would leave Tiffany nervously looking over her shoulder for fear of future reprisals from him one day. Valentin definitely wanted to right the wrong that had occurred on the night she had escaped his clutches, and while he wasn’t sure when he would get around to correcting that aberration on his record, he knew he would do it one day. 
And now Tiffany knew it too. 
The judge didn’t like the fact that Valentin was making sly threats to a witness and called the Russian up on it, but it was hardly the worst thing that Valentin had done in his time, so he just shrugged off the warning and carried on doing what he wanted to do. 
‘I took a little break after that disappointment on Valentine’s Day,’ the killer went on, using the best word to describe how he had felt after not getting to kill Tiffany on the most romantic night of the year. ‘During that time, I took a business trip out to Las Vegas and while I hadn’t been planning on going on a killing spree while there, there was something about being in Sin City that made me want to, well, sin.’
Valentin smirked as he thought back to those Spring days he spent in the desert, where the skies were blue, the neon lights were bright, and his body count ended up increasing by two after he realised that he was being followed by a couple of busy-bodies who would soon regret sticking their nose into the Russian man’s affairs. 
‘I already knew that the police in London were trying to find me,’ Valentin said, and he made sure to look in the direction of the detective in the public gallery at this point. ‘Detective Paula Walsh, I’m glad you could be here today to witness my triumphant speech.’
The detective, who had ultimately been the one to detain Valentin, didn’t seem too thrilled about being called out by name in this court, but Valentin was making sure not to leave anybody out here today. After all, he planned to be free again one day, however unlikely that seemed right now, and Detective Walsh was right up there on his list of future victims who he needed to cross off, along with April and Tiffany. 
‘But I had no idea that one intrepid police officer was on my tail in Las Vegas. Therefore, it was quite the surprise when I realised that somebody was following me but not as much of a surprise as it was for the poor man who wasn’t doing a very good job of it.’
There were a few furrowed brows around the courtroom as Valentin spoke, including on Detective Walsh’s face, and he knew that was because they were all trying to figure out what he was talking about now. Presumably, nobody here thought Valentin’s killing spree had extended beyond London’s borders, but they were about to find out that it had. 
‘Me and that plucky Englishman ended up having a bit of a scuffle on the roof of a Las Vegas hotel, and, well, one thing led to another, and I ended up pushing him off to his death.’
There were more gasps around the courtroom, noises that were quickly becoming music to Valentin’s ears, and noises that only made him want to carry on shocking his rapt audience. 
‘But as if that wasn’t enough fun for one night in Las Vegas, it turned out that the ex-wife of the man who I had pushed off the roof was right there behind me, and she had seen everything. So, of course, she had to go too, and I gave chase, all the way back inside and down several flights of stairs until the silly woman ended up tripping and breaking her own neck at the bottom.’
Then Valentin turned to the judge to ask him a question. 
‘I don’t know if I can count her as one of my victims because technically, I didn’t kill her, but what do you think, Judge?’
The judge, rather predictably, didn’t answer that one, which left Valentin to simply shrug his shoulders and say that he was going to count it anyway.
Both the members of the prosecution team and the defence team were unsure whether to write down everything that Valentin was saying or just sit back in their chairs and let him say his piece because either way, it was obvious that the suspect was no longer a suspect. 
He had admitted to everything. 
Or almost everything.
‘That was the last time that I killed because I fancied taking more of a break then. A sabbatical from murder, if you will. My main reason for wanting to do that was because I knew how frustrating it would be for the police if I just suddenly stopped and left them clutching at straws. Unfortunately, I still had a body to dispose of. It was the body of a sex worker who I killed a while ago, although I can’t be sure on the exact date and time because I was a little drunk when I took her life. Still, it was fun from what I can remember of it.’
Valentin let out a deep sigh when he was done talking because he was finished now, and it was time for somebody else to say a few words. But who would that be? 
The judge? The prosecution? The now hapless defence? 
It turned out that it wasn’t any of them though, and Valentin looked up to see a member of the jury stand up and tell him what he thought of the Russian killer in no uncertain terms. 
‘You’re an animal, and you deserve to be put down!’
The judge might have agreed with the sentiment, but he still had to reprimand the jury member for speaking up in court, which was not what the jury’s job entailed, at least until the end of the trial anyway. But the trial was as good as over now because Valentin had blown it to bits with his honesty and his disregard for the consequences. 
If claiming responsibility for several murders that he might not have been linked to seemed like a strange thing to do from an outsider’s perspective, then Valentin didn’t care for other people’s opinions because they didn’t know what he did. He was going to be sentenced soon, most likely to the rest of his life behind bars, but that didn’t mean he was actually going to eke out his remaining days in prison. 
Not with the contacts he had in his phonebook. 
One of those contacts had been a man who had come in very useful before. His name was Ronnie Larkhall, and Valentin had first used his services when he needed to find a doctor to remove the bullet from his shoulder that Tiffany had fired into him during their ill-fated ‘date’ on Valentine’s Day. After being arrested by Detective Walsh and her team, Valentin had figured that he could use Ronnie’s help again, but unfortunately, it turned out that he too had been arrested on the same day as the Russian. That was unfortunate, but it didn’t mean that there still hadn’t been a way for Valentin to use the gangster’s connections. 
After the Russian instructed his lawyer to deal with a member of Ronnie’s crew, who was helping keep the business going in Ronnie’s absence, Valentin had arranged for a little ‘inside help’ once he was sentenced to prison, which had always been inevitable but was even more so now. That promise of help had been expensive, but it not only meant that Valentin would be well looked after when he was behind bars, but that he would also be somebody who the other incarcerated criminals in Ronnie’s gang would look to help when it came to plotting their own escape. 
Valentin didn’t know how long it would take to get him out, and he was told to be patient, but for the money he had transferred to Ronnie’s organisation, he expected to see some fast results. That was why he had taken the decision to put a stop to this silly trial today and just admit to everything rather than drag it out for several long and tedious months. Valentin knew that he would still get his fame and recognition from the media reporting on his case, but he also knew that the sooner he went to prison, the sooner a plan could be put into motion to get him out again. 
That was why Valentin felt confident as he stood there and surveyed the scene before him, where the judge was now quietly discussing what to do next with the lead prosecutor and the head of the defence team. A life sentence was going to be given to the Russian man, maybe not today, but very soon, and that was fine with Valentin because he knew he wouldn’t be serving the majority of it. He was going to be a free man very soon, and this time, he wasn’t going to entertain the silly notion of taking a break from killing. 
He was going to seize his opportunities in future and make the most of his freedom as soon as he had it back again. 
He was going to kill those who had wronged him in the past, as well as take a few new victims from the general population. 
And most of all, he was going to finish what he had already started. 
He wanted to be the world’s most notorious serial killer, and to do so meant his body count had to be a lot higher than it was right now. 
It was a good job then, that he hadn’t yet run out of ways to kill. 
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Belinda Donnelly had experienced plenty of interesting days in court during her long and storied career as a court reporter. In her line of work, which mostly required her to type down every single thing that was uttered in a legal proceeding, she had heard from all sorts of colourful characters. 
Drug dealers. Gun runners. Even couples who had tried to fake their own deaths. 
But in all that time, she couldn’t ever remember being in the presence of somebody quite like the man standing across from her in this courtroom now. He was mild-mannered yet intimidating. He was reserved yet brash. And most of all, he was being the one thing that very few suspects ever seemed to be. 
Honest. 
The suspect’s name was Valentin, and he had just spent the last few minutes telling everybody in here about all the various murders he had committed in his time as a serial killer. There had been a lot of talking and a lot of shocking things said, and it would have been easy to simply sit and listen to it all with a wide open mouth and a disbelieving stare. But while everyone else in this courtroom had been able to do that, Belinda hadn’t. Instead, she had been forced into action, and her fingers had never worked so hard as she had done her best to document every word that was passing through the suspect’s lips. That was what she was paid to be here for, after all, and she was a skilled professional, so she had been able to manage it. 
But it definitely hadn’t been easy. 
Belinda had been a court reporter, or stenographer, as it was also known, for over twenty years, and there had been two main reasons why she had gone into this line of work. The first had been because she had a genuine interest in the British judicial system, and she had wanted to be on the inside of several court cases to hear exactly what went on when the doors were closed, and the suspect took the stand. But the second reason she had found herself in this particular career was because she had always been a very fast writer, and that was the number one skill required for somebody to perform her job most effectively. 
From writing handwritten stories in her childhood to typing out newspaper articles as a journalist in early adulthood, Belinda had always been lost in words. She loved the feeling of her fingers flying across the keyboard or furiously scribbling down something that she might need to remember for a later date, and that was why the job she did now was so perfect for her. She had to be fast to keep up with everything that was being said in a highly-pressurised environment such as a courtroom, but she also had to enjoy her work otherwise it would quickly become stale, and her mind would wander, leading her to miss things and, ultimately, fail at her job. But there had been no failures so far since Belinda had left her career as a journalist and began training in earnest to be a court reporter. 
The training itself had taken her two years to complete and had encompassed all manner of different skill tests that would give her the certification she required to be trusted enough to sit in on a court case and document every aspect of it with precise accuracy. There had been the exams in which Belinda had been forced to demonstrate her writing speed, which was traditionally calculated as how many words she could type in a minute, or ‘WPM’ as it was known in the industry. She had always been a speedy writer, but she had needed to take it up a notch or two as she went through the exams, progressing from 180 wpm all the way to 250 wpm. To put that top speed in context, if Belinda was to apply it to an author career, she would have been able to produce a 50,000 word story in just over three hours. But Belinda was not writing fiction, although that was one of the dreams she harboured as she got older and started to ponder other things she wanted to achieve in her life before retiring and giving her hands a much needed rest. Instead, Belinda was recording everything that was said in a courtroom, from the judge to the prosecution and defence, as well as the witness and the suspects. It was an important job because the transcript that a court reporter ultimately produced was the only physical record of what had occurred in the legal case, so it had to be accurate, and it had to be easily readable should it need to be analysed and verified. 
One of the many reasons why a person like Belinda had to be present at every court proceeding was to ensure that everything was done to the letter of the law so that there could be no accusations of a mistrial and no fear that a suspect might not have got the fair trial that they were entitled to. That was why everything had to be recorded, no matter how seemingly insignificant it might have seemed, and Belinda’s fast fingers were so well trained that she never failed to meet her end of the bargain. There hadn’t been any issues at her end during her career, even when she had started out and been incredibly nervous on her first full day in court. Back then, that case had been a short one that had only lasted a day, but Belinda had treated it as seriously as she did now, where she was more accustomed to sitting for several weeks at a time and reporting on lengthy trials that just seemed to run and run. 
Belinda had arrived at court today expecting this to be another such trial that would last a long time, which was just one of the many reasons why she had been shocked about what had come out of Valentin’s mouth. The suspected serial killer had just admitted to everything, and thankfully, Belinda had been able to get it all down in writing for teams of lawyers to pore over at a later date. But now Valentin had stopped speaking, Belinda had a small window of opportunity to give her hands a break, and she took it by interlinking her fingers and giving them a quick stretch. 
Footballers needed to stretch their hamstrings before a big game, singers needed to warm up their vocal cords before a performance, and court reporters were no different in that they had to get their most important body part ready for action ahead of its time of use. Belinda’s hands were how she made her money, just like an author or a guitarist or racing car driver. Therefore, she had to take good care of them before, during and after a court case in which her digits would be getting a good workout. There were many ways for her to do such a thing, from simple stretching exercises to wearing therapeutic wrist supports and making sure that she didn’t spend too much of her time outside of work overextending her fingers with too much texting or typing in her personal life. Those latter things were not always easy for Belinda to adhere to because she loved to write stories in her spare time, as well as keep abreast of all the text messages that came through in her family’s mobile phone chats. But Belinda did just about enough to take care of her most precious assets, and because of that, they always seemed to take care of her. 
So far, her hands had not let her down yet, and this court case here today was just another example of that. She had captured everything that had been said in this room, including all the grim details of what Valentin Morozov had got up to in his own private life, and that meant that she would be able to carry on doing this demanding job for a little while yet. She knew the day would eventually come when she fancied doing something else with her life other than jotting down what other people were saying, but that day hadn’t arrived yet, and that was good because, for some people, they didn’t always get a choice in the matter. 
Belinda had got to know several other fast-fingered typists like herself during her career, either in the courthouses where she herself worked or through professional groups where other skilful speedsters shared their tips and tricks for getting fast at writing and staying fast. It was during some of those interactions that she had come to know of several people who had been in her same line of work, who had been forced to move into another role when the pace of the job had become too much for them to handle. Getting fast at writing was one thing but staying that way was another, particularly as a person aged and lost some of their speed. But it wasn’t always the hands that could let a court reporter down. It was often the mind, the pesky brain cells inside the skull that controlled everything a person did and had a bad habit of slowing down as a human being aged and headed into what was affectionately known as their ‘twilight years.’ Several ageing court reporters had been given little choice but to move into a less demanding role when they had found that they were starting to miss recording things because they hadn’t been able to keep up as they once had, and that was a shame but a necessity in such an important role. Belinda was only fifty-six, so she wasn’t worried about getting too old yet, but she did know that there would eventually come a time when her mind would not be able to keep up with what she wanted her hands to type, and her pace would inevitably slow down from that point on. All she could hope was that she would realise it in a less serious setting as a courtroom because she would hate to discover that she had lost her speed right in the middle of a very tense and very fast-paced court case. 
But not today. Belinda was still at the top of her game, and she had the lengthy transcript written down in front of her to prove it. It was a transcript that would shortly be read by somebody other than her, but for now, all eyes in this room were on the judge, who was still in deep conversation with the prosecution and the defence about what they had just heard. The suspect had confessed to his crimes, so there was no longer a need for a trial. This court would be terminated, and a new plan would have to be made in how to deal with Valentin, but it was up to the judge to confirm that, and that was why Belinda waited patiently with her weary hands in her lap along with everybody else in this room. 
The court reporter knew the person in charge of this particular trial here today, and he was a judge she knew well, although Belinda would never dare to call the powerful man by his first name while they were in this environment. But Belinda had been a court reporter on many cases that this experienced judge had overseen, so that was how she had known that he was most likely having a difficult time right now. Just like Belinda and everybody else in this room, the judge would have expected to be coming here for weeks before the truth came out, and a verdict was reached. But Valentin had clearly had other ideas, and now it seemed like everybody’s work was almost done. 
Belinda was a master of concentration because that trait was just as vital to her success in her job as fast typing, so she didn’t allow herself to entertain any daydreams about what she might be able to do if she ended up getting most of today off duty. She would not allow her mind to wander onto thoughts of going shopping or going visiting a friend or even just going home and having a lie down. She would stay focused on the present because the present was a court reporter’s best friend. 
Not what had happened. Not what might happen next. But what was happening right now. 
As the lead member of both the prosecution and defence teams stepped away from the judge and made their way back to their seats, Belinda moved her hands from her lap to the keyboard before her, in preparation to document whatever the judge might say now. She didn’t need to look down at the keyboard because her hands already knew exactly where each letter was, and her fingers knew the most efficient way of reaching them. It was a far cry from the first time Belinda had used a keyboard back in her youth, where she had done what many other novices did when met with a piece of unfamiliar technology and stared intently at each letter as her fingers tentatively touched it. That experience allowed her to keep her eyes on the judge and see the exact moment when his mouth opened, and fresh words were about to be delivered to the room. 
‘Well, this has been a rather unexpected opening to the trial,’ the judge said as Belinda’s fingers began moving again. ‘It was a trial that was called because the suspect had pleaded not guilty. But as that is no longer the case, we are not able to carry on as planned here today.’
Belinda heard what sounded like a tut coming from the jurors’ box, and she presumed that was because one of the members had been rather looking forward to a long and juicy trial. But those hopes were dashed now. This trial was over, and the judge was confirming it. 
‘There will be a hearing at a later date after what we have heard here today has been properly examined for authenticity. The suspect will be remanded in custody until that time. That is all.’
With that, the judge rose up from his seat, and Belinda stopped typing because her work today was now done. Only now could she allow her mind to wander to what she wanted to do for the rest of the day, and now that she was able to give it some thought, she had an idea. 
She was going to go home and watch her favourite reality TV show, the one she had all the episodes of recorded, just waiting for her to press play on them. It was a show that was a little different to her day job in that it wasn’t very serious. Rather, it was a little trashy, which was why Belinda didn’t tell too many people that she liked to watch it. The reason she liked it was because it was full of lots of sex and lots of scandal, and that excited a woman like Belinda because she loved anything where a man and a woman had a dramatic relationship full of juicy stories. 
But it turned out that she wasn’t the only woman currently being subjected to that kind of thing today. In an adjacent courtroom at that exact moment was a relationship being discussed that was even more scandalous than anything Belinda could hope to see on her favourite TV show. 



Jill *
09:16
Jill Kearl had initially been frustrated when she had received the summons telling her that she had to change her plans for the near future and head to her nearest courthouse, where she was required for jury service. For a woman who had spent much of this year travelling the world and getting into all sorts of adventures, being told that she had to stay closer to home and be present for a boring court case hadn’t appealed at all. But that was until she had arrived at court two days ago to begin her jury service because as soon as she had, she realised she was going to be witness to a very juicy legal case that would open her eyes to the world far more than any travelling could do. 
Jill was one of the twelve jury members who would eventually deliver the verdict on whether or not the suspect, Diego Olivera, was guilty. That suspect was currently standing in the dock, and Jill had spent most of the last forty-eight hours staring at him and trying to figure out if he was really capable of the crimes he was accused of. There were several of them, but by far the worst one was the accusation that he had paid money to have sex with a female prisoner who had been abducted by sex traffickers. It was hardly the kind of thing Jill ever had to contemplate in her normal life, but here she was now with these other eleven people, listening to both sides of the argument and trying to form a balanced opinion of their own in case they made the wrong decision when the judge eventually called on them to act.  
No pressure. 
So far in this court case, Jill had heard how Diego was a man who had been living a double life. He was a high-flying lawyer who had been engaged to a lovely woman called Lindsey, but secretly, he was a man who liked to engage in all sorts of sordid and despicable acts, not least of which was attempting to rape a poor Serbian woman called Jelena. But bizarrely, that wasn’t all the people in this courtroom were here to discuss. What many of the prosecution lawyers were trying to get to wasn’t just a conviction against Diego, but more information about the sex traffickers who had led to him meeting Jelena in the first place. It seemed that if Diego cooperated, then he would get a lesser sentence. But if he kept pleading his innocence despite the overwhelming evidence against him, then he was most likely going to get a very long stretch behind bars. Jill, just like everybody else in here, was eager to see what the defendant would do, and it seemed like there wouldn’t be too long to wait to find out now. That was because it was finally time for the moment everyone in this trial had been waiting for. 
Diego was about to take the stand. 
The only noise in the courtroom now was the sound of Diego’s footsteps moving across the hard wooden floor as he made his way from the dock and took the witness stand, all eyes on him, including those of Lindsey and Jelena, Jill noticed. The intrigued jury member almost felt like there was too much to try and take in as this trial progressed because she was having to manage watching whoever was speaking while also glancing at the various characters around the room to see what their reaction was to what was being said. Jill didn’t want to miss anything, so she was doing her best job of keeping her head on a swivel, looking from the imperious Judge Smith to the stoic Jelena, to the exhausted-looking Lindsey, and lastly, back to the man on the stand now. 
Diego cleared his throat as he prepared to begin answering the questions that were inevitably going to be fired at him, and Jill hoped that the truth was about to come out, while also silently praying for there to be plenty more drama in this court case yet. 
It was the turn of the defence to go first because the prosecution had already had one go at Diego earlier in the trial that hadn’t led to much. That first time, Diego had barely spoken while a prosecutor listed out everything that he was accused of and all the evidence they had to back it up. To be fair to the defendant, there hadn’t been much that he could have said in the face of such overwhelming information against him. But presumably, his defence was now going to give him a good chance at talking his way out of it all. 
‘Mr Olivera. Do you deny that you are a man with a rather large sexual appetite?’
Diego simply shook his head. 
‘Do you deny that you have visited various underground sex clubs and frequented places that more strait-laced members of society might consider to be a bit too much?’
Diego shook his head again.
‘And lastly, do you deny ever meeting Jelena Petrovic, formerly Jelena Markovic, in one of the adult entertainment venues that you admit to visiting?’
Diego stuck to the script and shook his head again, which was obviously what the defence lawyer was expecting, so he got to the point.
‘So you’ll see, ladies and gentlemen of the courtroom, that the defendant does not deny his sexual desires, nor does he deny visiting places that might make other people seem uncomfortable, but that does not mean that he is a criminal.’
‘Objection!’ cried the prosecutor, and Jill’s head swivelled to her left as she looked from one lawyer to another. ‘The defence are trying to make out that the defendant’s actions are nothing more than those of a man with an adventurous appetite. But that is clearly not the case.’
Jill watched as the judge instructed the defence team to change their tactics, and the lawyer who had just been speaking seemed to be expecting that, so he just nodded his head and prepared to try something else. 
‘The point is that my defendant isn’t trying to make out like he is some kind of saint. But there is a big difference between sneaking off to underground clubs and paying for consensual sex and being accused of attempted rape by a woman who was brought to this country illegally.’
‘Objection again,’ the prosecution cried. ‘The defence cannot be allowed to try and persuade the jury that the defendant didn’t know exactly what he was doing when he entered that room and forced himself on top of Jelena. He knew it was illegal, and he knew she was being held there against her will.’
‘How do you know that?’ the defence counter-argued, and Jill found herself leaning a little further forward in her seat as she watched these two lawyers on opposing sides going back and forth while the defendant stood in between them. 
‘Oh, come on, this is ridiculous,’ the prosecution lamented. ‘You’re trying to convince this court that the defendant had no idea that he was helping facilitate a sex trafficking operation by visiting a secretive location, handing over money and entering a heavily locked and heavily guarded room where a defenceless woman was tied to the bed?’
‘The defendant had unconventional desires and visited many places that might be considered unusual. But that doesn’t mean he knew they were illegal. There are plenty of places in this country where a client can pay to either be tied up or visit someone who is already tied up. How can you prove that the defendant knew Jelena was being held against her will? He could have just thought it was another club just like all the others.’
‘He knew exactly where he was!’
Everyone in court, including Jill, turned to look at the person who had just shouted out that last comment, and they saw that the voice had belonged to Bogdan, Jelena’s husband, and the man who undoubtedly wanted to see Diego admit the truth. 
‘Silence, or I will have you removed from this courtroom,’ Judge Smith warned Bogdan, and the Serbian man quietened down again, although Jill could tell that he was struggling to do so, fidgeting in his seat and clearly battling to keep his anger and frustration inside. 
The judge then asked the defence if they had any other way of looking to prove their client’s innocence that just didn’t rely on the speculative idea that Diego hadn’t known that Jelena was being held against her will. 
Jill watched as the defence team took a moment to assess their options before the lead lawyer spoke again. 
‘Mr Olivera. Have you ever been accused of a serious crime before, be it attempted rape or otherwise?’
‘No,’ Diego answered. 
‘That’s correct, and that is why you were able to hold down such an upstanding job as a lawyer at one of the biggest firms in London,’ the defence said. ‘It’s also why your marriage proposal to Lindsey Beattie was accepted. Because you are not the vile, evil man that the prosecution are trying to make everyone in here think you are. If you were, then your life would have been very different. Therefore, one can only conclude that while you are not a perfect man, you are not a dangerous sex attacker who willingly subjects women to things they don’t wish to be a part of. Instead, you are just a wealthy professional who had a very normal life besides the occasional visit to slightly seedy clubs that most people who went to would try and keep a secret.’
Jill could see that the defence were doing their best to highlight how Diego had been an upstanding member of society until this case had come to court, and by doing so, it was supposed to make it seem less likely that he could be as despicable as the prosecution were making out. It wasn’t a perfect defence, but it was making Jill a little unsure as to whether Diego really did know that Jelena was being held by sex traffickers. The defendant might just be guilty of visiting places he shouldn’t have, but could what he tried to do to Jelena be considered rape if he hadn’t known her being tied up wasn’t just part of the game he had paid to play? 
Jill knew that if she was unsure then the other members of the jury were likely to be unsure too and that meant the defence were doing their job. But Jill felt like she would like to hear more from the man on the stand because ultimately, the best way to figure out who was lying and who was telling the truth was to hear it straight from the horse’s mouth. That meant that Diego offered the best chance of the jury figuring out who was right and who was wrong here today. Fortunately, the defence had more questions for Diego, and they began to fire them at him thick and fast. 
‘Do you acknowledge that you have an unorthodox preoccupation with visiting sex clubs and need to seek help with your addiction?’
‘Yes, I do,’ Diego answered rather matter-of-factly.
‘Do you acknowledge that you have made mistakes and that you have hurt some people, whether intentionally or not, including Jelena Petrovic and the woman you were due to marry, Miss Lindsey Beattie?’
‘Yes, I do,’ Diego replied, and he glanced in the direction of the two women who had just been referred to, although neither of them made any eye contact with him, Jill noted. 
‘And do you acknowledge that you may be found guilty of certain crimes like possessing illegal material and frequenting illegal places but that despite that, you are not guilty of the much more serious crime of attempted rape?’
‘I do,’ Diego said solemnly, which was either a heartfelt expression or a very good acting job. Jill didn’t know which, and that was annoying because her coming to the right verdict hinged on her figuring out if Diego was being sincere or if he was lying.
‘That is all for now,’ the defence lawyer said as he stepped away from the stand and made his way back to his seat, and it seemed to Jill like it had actually been a very productive part of the trial for that side of the courtroom. In a very short space of time, the defence had been able to make Diego look less of a sexual predator and more like a man who just had an addiction and had unwittingly gone to one sex club too many and ended up stumbling across a poor woman who had been brought to the UK by sex traffickers. 
Was that really all there was to it? Was Diego guilty of lesser crimes but innocent of the alleged sexual attack on Jelena? And did he have no information at all to offer about the identity of any sex traffickers, which was something that the prosecution seemed most interested in when this court case had begun?
As Diego stood in the stand and looked around the room, Jill studied him intently. But despite her best efforts, she really had no idea what was going on behind those blue eyes of his, and that was a problem because if she didn’t know, then nobody else knew either. 
So how could anybody determine if he was really guilty or not?



Diego *
09:17
Diego Olivera had spent countless hours ahead of this trial perfecting what he liked to call his ‘innocent look.’ It was a look that was quite easy for a man like him to showcase because he had certainly spent enough time in his life pretending to be something that he was not. But just to be sure, he had put in plenty of practise ahead of this trial, and because of that, he was confident that anybody who was looking at him throughout these proceedings would have a very hard time trying to figure out if he was really as guilty as the prosecutors were saying he was. 
The expression consisted of him trying to give as little emotion away as possible but with just enough of a hint of nervousness so that he didn’t seem nonchalant or uncaring. It was important he seemed worried about what might happen, but not as if he was a man already condemned to his fate, and that was the look he was giving off now. But he wasn’t doing it for the judge, or the lawyers, or Jelena, the woman he was accused of sexually assaulting. He wasn’t even doing it for Lindsey, the woman he had been due to marry before she had discovered that he was not the perfect man she thought he was. He was simply doing it for the twelve members of the jury because they were the only people that he was bothered about in this room. That’s because they were the only people who could decide whether or not he went to prison and, depending on which things they found him guilty of, whether or not it would be for a short time or a long one behind bars. He didn’t necessarily need the jury to like him, but he did need them to be unsure as to how bad of a person he really was. The defence’s job was to create doubt in the prosecution’s case, and Diego’s job was to help them do that. So far, it seemed to be going okay, but it was hard to tell. Annoyingly, it would most likely be hard to tell right up until the verdicts were read out. 
Of course, Diego knew he was guilty of everything that he was accused of. Yes, he had tried to rape that Serbian woman called Jelena, and yes, he had known that she was being held in that room illegally and not just as part of some underground sex club game like the defence lawyer had just made out. But just being guilty didn’t mean that he had to go to prison. Why couldn’t he walk free? After all, life was a game, and Diego didn’t view this trial any differently. The game was for him to try and get away with what he had done, and right now, he was very much playing that game. But it remained to be seen whether he would win this game like he had won so many other ones in his life. 
For a man who had done as much as he had in the past, Diego was aware of how successful he actually was considering it all. He had a great career, he had plenty of money, and up until a couple of months ago, he had been due to get married to a beautiful young woman who worshipped the ground that he walked on. Okay, so all of that was in limbo these days, but that didn’t take away from the fact that Diego had demonstrated a talent for getting what he wanted and keeping it a secret from everybody else. Sadly, that secret had eventually come to light when his wedding day had been very rudely interrupted by a Serbian couple who had been hellbent on stopping his ceremony before it could be completed. 
The couple, Jelena and Bogdan, had physically assaulted Diego, although Bogdan’s punches had been a lot worse than Jelena’s shoving of him into a lake, and they had been arrested at the same time as he was. If it had been up to Diego, then he would happily have let that Serbian pair go to prison for what they had done on his big day with Lindsey, but his defence team had perhaps rather astutely advised him that he should drop the charges so that he would look better. He had done as they had advised him, as much as it had irritated him to do so, and that meant that Jelena and Bogdan weren’t facing their own charges now. But they were both present in this courtroom as witnesses, Jelena having provided a written statement, and Bogdan still to take the stand and get his side of the story across. That was Diego’s biggest problem right now. He knew that the Serbian couple were very believable, and that meant the jury could easily take their side over his. Jelena’s written statement about what she had endured in captivity at the hands of the sex traffickers had been harrowing, but it had been the part where she had described the visit she had received from Diego that had really made the defendant sweat. That depiction of events had been brutal, raw and entirely accurate, not that Diego would ever admit to that in a place like this, and it was that account that so far seemed to be the one that this whole trial was hanging on. But Bogdan was still to take the stand and give his evidence, and when he did, Diego’s situation was only likely to get even worse. That was because Bogdan had already made Diego admit the truth once before, back when their paths had crossed so dramatically in Hyde Park at a music festival, and the Serbian man would only be too happy to recount that story again to the members of the jury. Diego and his defence team knew that they wouldn’t be able to stop him doing that. All they could do was try and poke holes in that story and discredit it as much as they could. 
But there was one other option for Diego to get out of all this. He could just give up all the information he had on the men he had paid to visit Jelena in that locked room over a year ago. The prosecution had made it clear that he was to provide evidence that might help catch the sex traffickers and their ringleader, then he would get a considerably shorter sentence from this judge. But doing so would be admitting the truth, and Diego had never been a fan of the truth. He much preferred secrets and lies and deception. He lived in the grey area, that murky section of life where nothing was as it seemed, and nobody really knew what was going on in his head. Giving that information up freely and shining the spotlight on who he really was and what he knew would mean going against everything that he had ever tried to do before. That was why he felt like he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t help the prosecutors catch the other sex traffickers beyond the two men who had held Jelena, and he couldn’t help the Serbian woman or Bogdan get the full sense of justice that they felt they deserved. Instead, he was going to keep trying his best to get out of his predicament by revealing as little about the truth as possible, hoping that his defence team’s case was strong enough for the jury to struggle to find him guilty on all charges. 
Diego knew that if he was fortunate enough to be found not guilty and leave this courtroom an innocent man, then almost everything he had worked so hard to achieve in his life would still be waiting for him on the outside. He could get his job back as a lawyer if he avoided a criminal record, and that would mean he would not only return to earning his sizeable salary but also still command enough respect to one day be considered to become a partner at the law firm and continue his ascent up the career ladder. Okay, so he would still have lost his partner, Lindsey, whatever happens, because now she knew who he really was, but that was just a minor irritation. He knew he was only ever using her to make himself look better in the eyes of his employers, and getting married to her had just been something to tick off a list rather than anything to be emotionally invested in. 
He felt a little bad for breaking the young woman’s heart but not devastated, and he already felt like he had moved on from her easily enough. But the same could not be said for Lindsey because she was here today in court and clearly emotionally invested enough to want to know everything that was being discussed in this room, and what the final outcome of it all would be. Diego had tried not to spend too much time looking in the direction of his ex-partner during this trial, not because he felt sheepish over the lies that he had told her, but because he didn’t want to risk doing anything that might break the careful façade he was demonstrating right now. He knew that if he was to look at Lindsey, then some form of emotion may wash over his face, and that might be enough for a jury member to see what he was really thinking. Him looking at Lindsey was just a reminder of how many lies he had told in the past, but those lies were best kept buried down deep while he was on the stand facing several years behind bars. Instead, Diego was careful to only look at the people in this courtroom who could actually help him. 
His defence team, the judge, and the members of the jury. 
Everybody else here was, effectively, useless to him, so he wouldn’t bother giving them the time of day. 
But as Diego stood in place and waited for the next part of the trial to unfold, he felt the unmistakable feeling that he was being watched. That wouldn’t have been unusual in itself, considering that he was standing in front of a packed courtroom, but the more he stood there, the more he felt like somebody’s eyes were burning into him. Diego glanced towards the jury box to see if it was any of them, but all the members there were looking at the judge, who had just mentioned something about calling another witness unless the defence had any more questions for Diego. The defendant then looked across at his team of lawyers to see if any of them were glaring at him, but they were either looking at the judge or had their heads buried in piles of legal documents on the benches in front of them. That told Diego that whoever was looking at him must be sitting at the back of the courtroom, amongst the witnesses and the members of the public. 
A slight chill ran down Diego’s spine as he stood there and tried to tell himself not to bother to keep looking around the room because it didn’t really matter who was staring at him and giving him this sixth sense of being watched. But as the seconds ticked by, he found himself unable to resist the urge to glance beyond the prosecution and the defence and look at the people sitting beyond. 
Amongst the sea of faces there he saw Jelena and Bogdan, but they weren’t looking at him. Neither were the few family and friends of his who were here to see what Diego’s fate would be. The defendant knew that he should just stop snooping and return his gaze to somebody who really mattered, like the judge or a jury member. But he didn’t. He kept looking around. 
And that was when he saw Lindsey. 
Just as he had suspected, he was being stared at, and she was the one watching him. But before he could avert his gaze away from the woman whose heart he had shattered into a million pieces, he noticed her shake her head at him. 
What did that mean? Was she disapproving? Disgusted? Or telling him that she couldn’t believe all of this and that maybe she didn’t think he was as bad as the prosecution were making him out to be. 
Diego wasn’t quite sure for all of two seconds. 
But then he got his answer. 
He got his answer when Lindsey stood up, pointed a finger at him and told the court exactly what she thought of the man she had almost got married to. 



Lindsey *
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Lindsey Beattie knew she was going to be in contempt of court by doing what she was about to do, but she just couldn’t deny it any longer. She had sat for too long in this courtroom and watched Diego as he had told lie after lie while showing no remorse for anything that he was accused of doing. It was hard to believe that this was the same man that she had been prepared to marry only two months earlier, the man she had loved with all of her heart, and the man she had expected to one day raise a family with. But all those plans and feelings were dead and buried now after what had happened on their wedding day and everything that had come to light since. 
In all that time, Lindsey had done her best to be quiet and respectful as she had been willing to let the court case play out. But she had had enough. It was impossible for her to be silent any longer, particularly when Diego was still not admitting to what he had done, nor was he in any way willing to help the poor Serbian woman called Jelena. That was deplorable, and Lindsey had seen and heard enough. But she had also had enough of something else. She had had enough of everybody else in this courtroom giving their story about what Diego had done to them. But nobody knew what he had done to Lindsey, at least not below a very obvious level. Sure, everybody knew he had cheated on her multiple times, broken her heart and left her looking like a fool. That much was clear. But nobody really knew how that was making Lindsey feel deep down, far below the surface where she had spent so long keeping her true feelings hidden away for fear of shame, embarrassment and recrimination. 
But enough was enough. 
It was time to let everybody in this room know exactly what Diego had done to her life. 
With one of her fingers pointing in the direction of the defendant on the stand, Lindsey took a deep breath as she rose from her seat before saying what was on her mind. 
‘You’re a liar and a cheat, and you deserve to spend the rest of your life in a prison cell!’ she screamed at her former fiancé. 
Everybody in the courtroom turned to look at the loud woman who was speaking out of turn. Everybody except Diego that was, because he had already been looking at her just before she started speaking. 
‘How could you tell so many lies on a daily basis? How could you get into bed beside me every night knowing that you’d already been in bed with another woman that day? And how could you visit such despicable places where poor, defenceless women were held against their will?’
The judge called for order, but Lindsey wasn’t stopping yet. She wanted to make sure that every single member of the jury knew that the man they were here to make a verdict on was a professional liar, and they were not to believe a word that came out of his mouth. 
‘Diego is good at deceiving people. He’s so good that he got me to agree to marry him because I thought he was the perfect man. But he’s a liar, and that is all he is. Do the right thing and find him guilty because I have no doubt that he is guilty, and I know that because as crazy as it sounds, I knew him best.’
Lindsey expected to be dragged out of this courtroom any second now by a couple of police officers who were operating under the instruction of the exasperated judge, but before she was, she took the opportunity to say one more thing to the man she had once loved. 
‘If there is one decent bone left in that disgusting body of yours, then do the right thing and help Jelena catch the people who might have put her in the back of that lorry. You owe it to her, and you owe it to me to at least do one thing right in your miserable life.’
That was all Lindsey was able to say before her arms were pulled behind her, and she was hauled in the direction of the doorway at the back of the courtroom. But that was okay because she had said everything she had needed to say, and as she went, it seemed like a few people agreed with her words. There was a smattering of applause from a few members of the public gallery, and while Lindsey wasn’t able to see who it was that was clapping, she appreciated the show of support. Unfortunately, the judge didn’t quite appreciate it in the same way, and she quickly nipped the applause in the bud before it could become anything more than sporadic. 
Moving her feet quickly over the wooden floor so that she didn’t lose her balance whilst being dragged from the court, Lindsey was able to stay upright until she was outside the room and back in the corridor. But the police officers didn’t let go of her arms until she was a considerable distance away from the court, presumably because they feared that if they let go too soon, then she would just run back inside and say something else that would disrupt the trial. But Lindsey had said enough, and, more significantly, she was done with being in the presence of Diego. In this moment, she decided that she never wanted to see his face ever again, and that should be easy enough, particularly if he was sentenced to several years behind bars. Lindsey had already got rid of every photo she had of him on her social media pages, as well as around her home, so as long as he never popped up in person again, she would never have to be reminded of his stupid, smug face and all the things that he had done to her. 
But of course it wasn’t as simple as that. Out of sight didn’t mean out of mind, and Lindsey knew that she had a hard road ahead of her in moving on with her life after the heartbreaks she had suffered at Diego’s hands. She would still see other couples together, walking hand in hand and happy, and that would remind her of the love she had lost. She would still be invited to weddings to celebrate the matrimony of two people who were going to be spending the rest of their lives together, and that would remind her of the future that she had been robbed of. And she would one day have to re-enter the dating game, daring to find love again whilst aware how fragile her broken heart will always be now, and that would only remind her of how unlucky she had been to be betrayed by a man she loved. 
There was no doubt that poor Lindsey had many difficult times ahead of her, but at least she could find some comfort in the fact that surely none of those times would ever be as bad as the time she had been standing at the altar about to say her vows when her husband-to-be had been punched and accused of all manner of sinful things. That day would take some serious beating as the worst day of her life, and whatever happened next, Lindsey felt confident that it could never be as galling as that. 
The police officers finally let go of her arms once they were far enough away from the courtroom, and Lindsey just hoped that they would leave her be to exit this building and be on her way home. She wasn’t sure how much trouble she was actually in now after interrupting a criminal trial, but she really hoped that she wasn’t going to get anything more than a warning. Thankfully, that was all she got, and Lindsey wasted no time in assuring the police officers that she was going to vacate the premises before she scurried for the large exit doors that would take her back out into the fresh air. 
Pushing through the doors, Lindsey squinted in the pale autumn sunlight that was peeking through the gloomy-looking clouds overhead as she walked to the top of the huge flight of steps that would take her back down to the pavement, from which she could hail a taxi and get out of this part of the city. But as she made her way down those steps, Lindsey noticed the crowd of journalists at the bottom of the steps, and several of them turned to look in her direction as she approached them, as if she was somehow going to be of any interest to the story that they were here to report on. But of course, she wasn’t, and they all quickly turned away when they realised that she was of no use to them. 
Lindsey reached the bottom of the steps and made her way through the throng of journalists, annoyed at the presence of them because she knew that she was going to have to get further away from them before she would have any hope of attracting the attention of a passing taxi driver. But she knew why all these members of the media were here. They were here to report on the trial of the terrorist who had planned the shocking attack in Battersea Park last Bonfire Night that had killed several Londoners and left many more injured. Lindsey had been at the park herself that fateful evening, accompanied by Diego, back when the two of them seemed to be the perfect couple and with so many exciting things to look forward to in their relationship. The pair had been lucky that they had been far enough away from the bomb’s blast so as not to be injured that night, but many weren’t, and Lindsey felt a wave of sadness as she passed through the journalists because she knew that many families of the victims would be inside the court now, facing the man who had helped take the life of their loved one.
It had been hard for Lindsey to face Diego, but she could scarcely imagine how difficult it must be for those people in there facing Jamal Jasem. But somehow, they were finding the strength to brave a difficult future, so Lindsey knew she had to also find the strength to brave her own. The first step in that future was getting a taxi, and Lindsey looked up and down the road beside her to see if she could see any black cabs headed in her direction. Unusually for London city centre, the street was devoid of all cabs, but that was just typical of the kind of luck that had seemed to follow Lindsey around recently. Not to be deterred, she took out her mobile phone from her handbag and decided to use one of the many apps that would help her locate a taxi and get her home as quickly as possible. 
The distraction of scrolling through her phone helped take her mind off both the reason for the journalists being behind her and the events that were still underway in the building they were all standing in front of. Lindsey had no interest in knowing what was happening in court anymore, not with Diego’s case or Jamal’s or any other criminal for that matter. She was innocent of all crimes, so she didn’t need to be clouding her mind with concerns about the less savoury members of society. But as she found a taxi on the app and ordered it to her current location, Lindsey had no idea what she was about to miss in the courtroom that she had just walked out of. 
A man was about to get up and speak and blow the whole case wide open. 
But it wasn’t Diego. 
It was somebody else instead. 



Bogdan *
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Bogdan Petrovic ran a hand over his facial hair as he pondered the best way to proceed. He had come to realise during this trial that the defendant, Diego Olivera, was not going to help him or Jelena by giving up any information that he had on about the sex trafficking operation. Maybe he had been naïve, but Bogdan had rather hoped that Diego was going to be open and honest during this trial, remorseful of his actions and willing to do his best to put things as right as he could now. 
But that had not happened. 
The defendant was not being cooperative, and the longer this went on, the more Bogdan could feel his frustrations building. All he wanted was justice for Jelena, and while nothing could make up for all the pain and suffering that she had endured in her troubled past, it would be something if those who so badly wronged her were made accountable for their actions. But unless Diego told the truth about his dealings with the sex traffickers, it was virtually guaranteed that those criminals still at large, either here in England or back in Serbia, were going to get away with what they had done to Jelena and other women just like her. 
Unless Bogdan could do something about it. 
Leaning forward in his seat and keeping his voice low so as not to disrupt the tense proceedings and draw the ire of the formidable judge, Bogdan whispered in the ear of one of the members of the prosecution team. 
‘Put me on the stand. I have something to say.’
The prosecutor glanced back at Bogdan behind him with a furrowed brow, but the Serbian man just nodded his head to demonstrate that he was serious. Bogdan knew that the prosecution liked to have every single part of their day mapped out ahead of time because every part of a trial was painstakingly produced, and surprises were never good, but he had to try something. Things weren’t going well, and while Diego might eventually be found guilty and sentenced to prison, that wasn’t enough for Bogdan or Jelena. They needed to get every single man that was involved in putting Jelena in the back of that lorry from Belgrade, and their best chance of that now was to make it impossible for Diego not to give them better answers. 
‘What are you going to say?’ the prosecutor whispered back to Bogdan.
‘The truth,’ came the reply. ‘The question is, will Diego do the same?’
Bogdan could tell that the prosecutor was not keen on the idea of sending Bogdan to the stand without knowing exactly what the Serbian man was going to say, but Bogdan asked him to trust him and assured the prosecutor that he wouldn’t do anything that would hinder the chances of convicting Diego. Unfortunately, Bogdan knew that what he might say could end up increasing the chances of somebody else here today being convicted, but he had to take the risk. It was either this or let Diego keep standing there and smirking at them. 
Bogdan waited in his seat for a couple more moments as the trial continued, but eventually, there was an opportunity for the prosecutor to stand up and make a request to the judge.
‘I’d like to call a witness if I may,’ the prosecutor said, which instantly got the members of the defence team looking concerned, and they were on the verge of trying to delay things when the prosecutor assured them that the witness was already on the approved list which they had vetted before the trial had begun. That meant the defence wouldn’t be able to object to Bogdan taking the stand, which in turn made it less likely that the judge would have any problem with it either. Sure enough, the judge was happy for the prosecution to call Bogdan up, and as the Serbian man rose from his seat, he made sure to glance at Jelena and let her know with his expression that she was not to worry. Of course, knowing his new wife as well as he did, Bogdan knew that Jelena would be worrying anyway because that was just the kind of person that she was, but he still made the effort to make her feel confident as he made his way past the prosecutors and defence lawyers in the direction of the witness box. 
Bogdan felt like it was important to glance in Diego’s direction as well as he went, so he did just that, casting his eyes over the man in the dock and feeling a little pleased when he detected a hint of worry on Diego’s face. These two men had already encountered each other quite dramatically in Hyde Park last year, and while this particular interaction was a lot more peaceful than that one had been, Bogdan still enjoyed the fact that he could make the guilty man squirm for what he had done in his past. It was also that day in Hyde Park that Bogdan was planning on talking about now because that had been when Diego had given up the name ‘Laslo’ to him, which to Bogdan proved that Diego knew a lot more about the sex traffickers than he was letting on in court right now. 
Reaching the witness box, Bogdan cleared his throat before looking up at the judge, not because he had to but because he was respectful towards the powerful woman presiding over this case. Bogdan had always respected authority in adulthood, whether it had been his bosses at the various construction sites where he had worked over the years or the managers who ran the security company where he used to be employed as a guard at various places around London. He was a millionaire now after winning the lottery, so he would never have to have a boss again if he chose not to, but that didn’t mean that he felt better than anybody else and was incapable of respecting others. 
He certainly knew who the boss was in this room. It was Judge Smith, and Bogdan was hoping that she would be the one to give Diego a very long sentence, as well as, potentially, one day sentence some of the other despicable men who had done unspeakable things to women like Jelena. 
After confirming his name and his relationship with Jelena to allow everybody in the courtroom to understand who this witness was and why they were here today, Bogdan was finally able to explain how he knew Diego and, more importantly, how he knew that Diego was guilty. 
‘That man,’ Bogdan said as he pointed at Diego with a venomous look in his eye. ‘That man raped my wife. I know that not only because she told me and because she identified him to me, but because I got an admission of guilt out of him when I confronted him.’
‘You’re referring to the day in May of last year in Hyde Park, London, when you and the defendant came into contact at a music festival?’
‘Yes, I am.’
‘And what was this admission of guilt that the defendant gave you?’
‘He told me a name.’
‘Who’s name?’
‘Laslo.’
‘Who is Laslo?’
‘Laslo was one of the two men that kept Jelena locked up.’
‘Objection!’ cried one of the defence lawyers. ‘While a man by the name of Laslo Kovacic was identified by Jelena Petrovic, as a suspect via CCTV images recorded at Kings Cross station in London shortly after her escape, the police never got to speak to the suspect, so therefore, this court cannot be told, with any certainty, that the name the defendant gave in Hyde Park is connected to any sex trafficking scheme.’
‘The police didn’t get to speak to him because he turned up dead in a riverbed in Romania,’ the prosecuting lawyer added, and Bogdan noticed that the members of the jury were looking more and more intrigued by how this was developing. ‘Laslo Kovacic was found with a bullet hole in his body. This would suggest he was a man with several enemies and almost certainly connected to other criminals.’
‘He could have been shot for any reason,’ the defence lawyer cried. ‘Being gunned down does not prove he was a criminal or involved with other criminals. He might just have been unlucky.’
‘No. Laslo was guilty,’ Bogdan said before anybody could speak, even Judge Smith, who seemed surprised that the quiet Serbian man would voice his thoughts again before letting her have her say. 
‘How do you know he was guilty?’ the judge asked, voicing the question that surely any other lawyer in the room would have asked if they had been given the chance. 
This was a tricky situation for Bogdan to be in now because while he was sure of Laslo’s guilt, he was also sure of another thing. 
He had shot and killed the guilty man by a river in Romania last year, and as of yet, nobody knew that Bogdan was the killer. 
Obviously, Bogdan did not want to admit to murder, but he also needed to explain how he knew of Laslo’s guilt. He knew because Laslo himself had apologised for everything he had done to Jelena after Bogdan had shown the criminal a photo of her just before he pulled the trigger and shot him, sending him tumbling down the riverbank and into the murky depths of that fast-flowing river in Eastern Europe. In hindsight, Bogdan wished he had pressed Laslo for the name of the man who had orchestrated the whole sex trafficking operation before killing him. After all, Laslo had merely been an employee, a cog in the wheel of a bigger operation. Somewhere, presumably still in Belgrade, there was another man who was running the show and possibly sending other women off to terrible fates in the back of various lorries that were leaving the city bound for various destinations around Europe under the cover of darkness. 
Alas, Bogdan had been consumed by rage and so had enacted his revenge on Laslo, murdering him without hesitation or regret in the name of Jelena and every other woman that the evil man had put through hell in the past. Since then, Laslo’s body had been found in the river, but nobody knew who had killed the man, and Bogdan had seemingly got away with murder. 
But only if he kept quiet. 
The problem was that Laslo held the key to proving Diego’s guilt and also proving that Diego knew more about the sex trafficking scheme than he was letting on. Diego must have visited other places that were holding women just like Jelena, and they were probably connected in some way. If that connection could be found, and a few more arrests could be made at various locations around London, then the police might be able to question more suspects and find out who was in charge of the whole sex trafficking system in Belgrade. But for that to happen, Diego had to admit he knew a person called Laslo and that person was guilty, and annoyingly, Diego was hardly likely to do that. 
Bogdan had to do something. He was getting desperate, and more than that, he was starting to feel that same feeling of anger and desire for revenge that he had felt back on that Romanian riverbank when he had shot Laslo and made himself feel a little better about things. That was a dangerous way for the Serbian man to be feeling, particularly when he was standing in a room full of judges, jury members and countless police officers. But Diego was right there, in front of him, only yards away, and worst of all, he was smirking. The defendant clearly felt like he was going to get away with having to give up any more information about the underground sex trafficking dens in London, and that was a minor victory for him. But Bogdan couldn’t have that. 
He had to prove that Diego knew more, and the only way to do that was to prove that Laslo was guilty. 
‘I’ll ask again,’ Judge Smith said to Bogdan with a stern tone because her first question had gone unanswered. ‘How do you know that Laslo was guilty?’
‘Because he admitted it to me,’ Bogdan said, and that drew a few gasps from the members of the courtroom as well as several puzzled looks from the two teams of lawyers.
‘I don’t understand,’ Judge Smith said. ‘When did he admit it to you?’
Bogdan bit his tongue while looking at Jelena, who was staring at him with a confused look on her face. 
He had to do it for her.
He did everything for her. 
‘I found him,’ Bogdan admitted. ‘In Romania.’
‘How did you find him?’
‘It doesn’t matter. But I showed him a photo of Jelena, and he apologised for everything that he had done to her and begged for forgiveness.’ 
‘Why didn’t you go to the police?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘What happened after that?’
‘I don’t want to say. But Laslo was guilty, and Diego knew him. I believe that Diego knows more than he is letting on about the sex traffickers, and I think he can help catch even more of them if only he would help.’
‘Why don’t you want to say?’ Judge Smith pressed Bogdan, and now the Serbian man was beginning to sweat. 
‘Wait, Romania is where Laslo was found dead,’ the defence lawyer said, and a few people in the courtroom were clearly now starting to make some assumptions about who had shot him, including Judge Smith. 
‘Did you kill Laslo Kovacic?’ she asked the man in the witness box, and Bogdan looked helplessly at Jelena. He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t feel like he could deny it either. 
‘This man should be arrested on suspicion of murder!’ the defence argued, and unless Bogdan came up with something fast, it seemed like the police officers nearby were ready to move in with handcuffs. 
‘I’ll admit to everything if he does,’ Bogdan suddenly said, pointing at Diego. ‘Tell us everything, and let’s catch the rest of the bastards who are causing so many women so much misery! Do it, and I’ll tell the truth too!’
Diego seemed just as shocked at Bogdan’s outburst as everybody else in the courtroom, but things weren’t getting any better for the Serbian man, and Judge Smith had apparently heard enough to make her believe that the witness might also be a criminal too. 
‘Arrest this man,’ she told the police officers in the court, and they made a move towards Bogdan, who could do nothing but look at his wife as they wrapped his hands in cuffs and pulled him from the stand. 
As he was led away, Bogdan knew that he had just risked everything in a desperate bid to get Diego to tell the truth, but he also knew that he would have regretted it if he hadn’t tried. But as he was led towards an open doorway that would presumably take him straight out of this building and into the back of a police vehicle, Bogdan worried that he had gone too far.   
He had been arrested before, on his own wedding day, but this was for something much worse. 
Now he was being arrested for murder, and if he was found guilty then he wouldn’t be seeing Jelena for a while. 
He would be serving a very long sentence as a convicted killer. 
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