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			1. The Wait

			 

			 

			 

			He has dark tattoos covering almost every inch of his visible body, including his face, where the ink forms a terrifying mask: one half black as tar, the other half white like a crescent moon, broken only by thick black lines that run from the bridge of his nose to his temple. The darkness makes his eyes stand out shockingly bright. 

			I turn my eyes away from the photograph, not wanting to catch that gaze. The thought that I will have to see him for real in just a few minutes makes my hands clammy. Right now, Harry Dartes is still in the courtroom, giving his testimony. But he’ll be alright; Harry is a big, strong man. I saw a lot of anger in his eyes this morning, when we were welcomed by three court attendants of the Justice House. A lot of anger, but no fear.

			I don’t know whether I will be alright. The nightmares became a recurring dread each night, with the date of the hearing creeping closer. And now I’m finally here, and I wish I had never agreed to this. 

			The room that I’m waiting in is small, and barely comfortable. I’m sitting in one of the two chairs, braiding my fingers together on the tabletop in front of me. There’s a cup of cold tea next to me; I have barely sipped from it. The other chair is occupied by a currently silent court attendant. 

			I don’t like the room. I hate the silence. 

			Somewhere down the hall, I hear the faint noise of a door opening and closing. I look up expectantly, but the court attendant shakes her head. 

			‘You’re due 3 o’clock; don’t count on anything earlier. Do you want more tea?’ she adds, dropping that brisk tone, as if she suddenly remembers that I am not the one on trial today. I’m just one of the few lucky ones to survive the robbery of Fallhallow National Bank, on the day that the criminal known as the Half Face decided to try his luck there. The silence, the empty room, they’re all just to guarantee a fair trial – or so they’ve told me. They wouldn’t want any of the witnesses to be influenced before giving their testimony in court. Personally, I can’t imagine why it would matter. The Half Face was caught with the hot blood of his victims still on his hands. I’d seen it myself, just as I had seen the woman whose blood it was tumble to the ground.

			‘No, thank you,’ I mutter. I shift in my chair, uncomfortably aware that my clothes are clinging to my back. I’m wearing a knee-length skirt and a long-sleeved blouse, the most formal look I could muster with the temperature outside the building rising to tropical standards. Even here in this room, hidden away between cold stone hallways and marble pillars, the heat seems to make gravity feel thicker. 

			I glance at my watch. Fifteen minutes to go. It seems both too fast and too slow.

			I go over the rehearsed words in my head. What if I forget everything I need to say? What if I black out, or cry? I don’t want to cry where he can see me. No, that cannot happen.

			In an attempt to distract myself, I slide my phone out of my pocket and mindlessly scroll through the menu. I freeze when I come across the news feed.

			Liveblog: trial of top-criminal known as “the Half Face” continuing today.

			Someone in that courtroom is twittering the events, and I’m locked up in this miserable room until they can bring me out like the next circus act. 

			‘I must ask you to put your phone away for now,’ the woman says. When I look up, I find her looking at me with a pitying gaze. ‘We don’t want you to read anything that can influence your statement.’

			Of course. ‘I’m just nervous,’ I say, and put my phone back in my pocket. 

			‘You will be absolutely fine. If you find you don’t want to look at him, you don’t have to. Remember that you’re doing this to help us put him away for good. That is why you choose to testify, isn’t it?’

			‘Right.’

			She nods, and we fall into silence again, until there’s a brief knock on our door. The woman smiles, rises from her chair and beckons me. 

			Suddenly, my heart is racing even harder than before. ‘Can...can I go to the bathroom real quick?’

			‘Sure. Just this way.’ She leads me over to another door and remains outside as I enter. 

			The tiles are shiny and clean. I hear the buzzing of air conditioning. 

			After I flush, I take a quick moment to splash a handful of cold water in my face. It helps a little. I lean my hands on the sink and stare at my reflection in the round mirror. I’m very pale. My eyes are wide open, like a frightened animal. Strands of dark brown hair are falling from the bun that had been so tightly secured this morning. They cling to my sweaty face. I brush them away.

			The woman knocks on the door. ‘Juliet? It’s time.’

			I’m on the verge of calling out: No! Leave me alone, I’m not going! There’s a thick feeling in my throat that I try to get rid of by swallowing. When it doesn’t work, I settle for a deep breath before wiping my palms on my skirt and exiting the bathroom. 

			‘There’s no need to be nervous,’ the woman says again. But what does she know? She didn’t have to drop to the ground, pretending to be a dead body, while a monster was standing mere feet away from her and filled the hall with laughter.

			We make our way across the building, all the way to the end of the long corridor, and make a right turn. The entire building is so clean. We pass a large, square painting on the wall; we pass a mirror where I briefly catch my pale reflection, we pass a man with a cell phone pressed to his ear, giving us a curious glance.

			Then the woman stops in front of a dark, polished door. The small plate next to the door reads Courtroom 14.

			We’re here. 

			The woman gives me an encouraging smile. I pull up the corners of my mouth, just enough to make it look like I’m smiling back. 

			‘Remember, you just have to answer a few questions. I’ll be here to escort you back.’

			‘I know.’

			She looks like she wants to say something else, but before she does, the door opens. I automatically step back, creating some space for Harry Dartes. He sees me, undoubtedly registers the worry in my eyes, and gives my shoulder a brief squeeze. ‘It’s worse just before you go in, girl.’

			I nod. He smiles one last time before another court attendant urges him on, and mine gestures to me, indicating that I will have to enter Courtroom 14 at last.

			I check my posture, make sure my shoulders are straight and my jaw is set. Then I relax my fists, which I’m clenching without really noticing it. 

			‘Good luck,’ the woman says. 

			And then I take a step inside. The door closes behind me. 

			 

		

		
			 

		

		
			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			2. Testimony 

			 

			 

			 

			I have only a few short seconds to take in my new surroundings.

			The room is much smaller than I had imagined. A man in a black robe is sitting behind a bench on a dais. That’s the judge, of course, and the woman in the middle of the room must be the prosecutor. The jury is on my far left side and then there are a couple of people in the gallery at the other side of the room. Journalists, I am guessing. One of them is tweeting the liveblog. I can already imagine what he is writing: Witness number 3 has just entered the hearing. She looks like she is about to puke.

			‘Right this way, Miss Cunningham,’ says another woman, taking over the job of my previous attendant and leading me to a place between the judge and the jury. I mutter a thank-you and sit down, uneasily aware that all eyes are turned to me. I swallow, and slowly turn my own eyes to where I irrevocably will have to look.

			He is sitting far away from me, almost at the other side of the courtroom. The only person next to him is a pretty woman in her mid-thirties. His attorney, I realize. I’m confused to see a flushed look on her face when she leans close to him as he mutters something in her ear. She nods, then leaves him sitting there, all on his own, while she takes her own place close to the prosecutor. 

			Suddenly, his eyes flash away from her and lock with mine. I’m caught off-guard, not quick enough to look away. He is closer to me now than he was in Fallhallow National Bank and I can see him very well. His tattooed face is a perfect yin and yang. My mouth dries up. 

			‘Our third witness today is Miss Juliet Eva Cunningham. Born on the third of October, 1994. Miss Cunningham, are these facts correct?’

			I need a moment to realize that the person speaking is waiting for my answer. The mouth of the Half Face lifts up in a lazy smile as I tear my gaze away, feeling the heat rise to my cheeks. He can’t move, I remind myself, steadying my breath. Even if he fights, he can’t break free of those handcuffs. ‘Yes. Ma’am.’

			‘Alright then, Miss Cunningham,’ says the prosecutor. ‘I will be asking you a few questions during this hearing. I ask you to listen well, and answer with as much detail as you can remember. It is important that you state only what you can remember. If you feel that you cannot clearly recall something, you should tell us so rather than express your best guess. Is anything unclear at this point?’

			I shake my head.

			She gives me the tiniest of smiles. ‘Then we’ll proceed.’ She pauses to straighten her microphone. ‘Miss Cunningham, you were present during the entire robbery of Fallhallow National Bank.’

			This is a fact that hardly needs acknowledgement, but I still nod.

			‘Can you tell me what you were doing at said place at that time of day?’

			I lick my dry lips. I will have to speak now, and it feels like there is a whole bucket of sand in my throat. ‘I needed stamps,’ I croak, realizing that I’m barely audible at all. I clear my throat and try again. ‘The bank has a post office. I’d been sent to buy thirty sheets of stamps, for letters to the parents. The…the kids have head lice.’

			‘You mean the children of the Expedition Fallhallow Elementary School, where you are currently doing an internship.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			‘And how long had you been inside when you noticed the first signs of an attack?’

			‘I…I think it must have been five minutes.’

			‘Now, Miss Cunningham, can you give me an account of what transpired from the moment that the attackers entered the building?’

			‘I don’t know when they entered,’ I say truthfully. ‘I think…maybe they were inside before I got there. But I heard screaming, and people suddenly panicked, so I looked around and heard the gunshots.’ My voice falters.

			‘What did you see at that point?’ the prosecutor urges me on. ‘Take your time to think.’

			I brave another look at the Half Face. I can’t tell if he is listening to my words or not. He doesn’t look so worried. He looks quite relaxed actually, stretching his legs in front of him as if this courtroom is his home; as if he’s simply watching something mildly interesting. 

			It’s not just his face that is tattooed. He has the same black ink on his broad arms. It reaches down to his wrists, like tattooed sleeves without warmth. The war paint doesn’t end there: the letters F U C K adorn the knuckles of his left hand, which he now puts in front of him awkwardly, the handcuff giving him little room to move. Y O U is written on his other hand. 

			I stare at those hands.  Did he say FUCK YOU when he strangled the woman with the blond braid? Did he say it when he pulled the trigger of that jet black gun; did he think it as he laughed and laughed as the screams rose up around us?

			No, you can’t let him distract you. Focus on the question, Juliet, I tell myself sternly. 

			I had only dropped by the stately bank in the middle of town because it has a post office, and it was closest to the elementary school where I had just started my internship. My first day, a scorching 29 degrees Celsius, and me a bundle of nerves. Before I’d had the chance to come face to face with the group I would be teaching, before I could even be introduced to all of the staff in the teacher’s room, someone had stuffed a few coins into my sweaty palm. Go buy stamps, they’d told me. Make sure you get, like, thirty sheets; we need to send out letters. The kids have head lice.

			I’d been scratching my own head during my entire walk down to the bank.

			And then, the world had just shattered. The humid air pierced by the high-pitched screaming of a woman, followed by a pandemonium of voices, and a rush of people trying to get to the exit. Their feet had made the floor of Fallhollow National Bank vibrate, like an earthquake. For a moment, I had really believed it was an earthquake.

			Then something had exploded close to my ear, and the high-pitched screaming had stopped so abruptly that I’d automatically turned my head to see where the woman had gone.

			On her belly, as it had turned out, with her arms spread out. The floor around her had been weirdly red, and wet, and she had been very still.

			As I recount all of these things aloud in the courtroom, my voice seems strangely distant. I can hear myself as though I’m an outsider.

			‘Did he shoot this woman directly, Miss Cunningham?’ asks the prosecutor, interrupting the images that flash before my eyes.

			Recalling the look on her face as the woman crumpled to the ground ignites a spark of angry courage in me. I turn my head to glare at the Half Face, who is still looking at me with that lazy smile. ‘You would have to ask him that,’ I say venomously.

			‘But what was your perception?’

			‘He shot her and she fell down at once.’

			The woman nods. ‘What did you do then?’

			‘I was scared.’ Slowly, I had started to comprehend what was going on. What the loud banging noises all around me had meant. What was being shouted at us in a rain of commands: get the fuck down on the floor!

			I’d dropped down next to the dead woman, just in time to avoid two men brushing past me, both with loaded guns pointing at something – someone – that I hadn’t seen.

			I had covered my head with my arms and had tried not to breathe at all, while the blood was rushing in my ears just like the questions that were tumbling through my mind like a storm. Was this a robbery? An attack – Jihad? I had not even been sure what the attackers looked like, how many of them had been there, or if someone had been pointing a gun at me. I’d have had to look up in order to figure all of that out, which meant having to move, and I couldn’t have thought of anything that I’d desired less. My whole body had been weak from fear.

			But then, I’d heard his voice. It was a raspy, unpolished sound, which carried through the entire building. The sound had seemed to originate from somewhere left of the dead woman, eerily close to where I had been pretending to be shot.

			“I’m here to make a la-a-a-arge withdrawal,” the voice had said. “No? Aw, come now, Fallhollow bankers! One of you will have to do it. You see, this is a game-ah!” The way he said it made the last consonant bounce. When nothing had happened, I’d heard a chuckle. “You mean I get to choose? Why, thank you, gen-tle-men. Okay, alright, I’m gonna pick – you live, you die.”

			Immediately after: the sound of a gun being fired; close, too close to me. It left a beeping sound in my left ear. When that beeping sound had faded, I had registered heavy footsteps circling me and the nameless woman beside me, pausing just once. 

			I had been breathing shallowly for long minutes, dying to take a full breath of air. The footsteps continued. I had opened my mouth, inhaling the air as quietly as possible. 

			With the new breath had come a little bit of new courage, and I had gingerly lifted my head just high enough that I could see over my own arms. The floor had been scattered with people. Some were still sitting. Others didn’t move at all.

			I had watched a handful of masked men run around with large bags, but my attention had been drawn to the silent figure standing in the middle of the hall.

			I had known, without doubt, that it had been his footsteps that I had heard. That the raspy voice belonged to him.

			The man had glanced sideways, and I thought that he had been wearing a mask like the others, covering up all the features of his face. Even when he moved, I’d thought that his mask had been somehow torn, because the other half of his face had been clearly visible, even if it was ghostly white.

			It felt like hours that I had stared at that face, too transfixed and too horrified to remember to lower my head again. Finally, I had realized that I was not staring at a tattered mask, but that the face of the man before me was all solid ink. 

			That face set him apart from the common species of man. It had made him a monster.

			The smile on that same face dies away when I finish that last thought aloud, and my voice trails off. Even though the Half Face is cuffed and guarded, I feel exposed to danger.

			Don’t be a coward now, Juliet. You chose to see him today. Besides, this isn’t Fallhallow Bank. We’re safe in here – I’m safe in here. 

			Still, my heart is hammering away in my chest. I want to rush out of the courtroom now that I’ve told my story, run down the stairs and make my way home. Why should I testify that this man, this monster, killed a dozen people with a smile on his face? He doesn’t even want to deny it. 

			The Half Face moves in his chair, whispering something to his attorney. Before she can give a reply, I’m startled to hear his voice, well audible in the silent courtroom. It’s as raspy and low as I remember. ‘I would just like to say, Juliet, that I’m not a monster. I’m not-ah.’

			I stare at him, my mouth hanging slightly open. Is he allowed to talk to me? 

			‘I would ask you to refrain from speaking at this time, sir,’ the judge says at once, answering my question.

			‘I think Juliet should understand –’

			‘Sir, you will have a chance to speak later.’

			The Half Face leans back in his chair, his eyes steadily on me. He doesn’t speak anymore, but his smile doesn’t return either.

			‘Please, tell us what happened after the masked men had obtained the money from the bank,’ asks the prosecutor. She sounds unperturbed, as if the Half Face has not interrupted us and turned my cheeks scarlet. 

			I collect my thoughts. ‘He…The Half Face, he told the others to go. Then he – he bowed.’

			‘Did he or his men shoot any more people on their way out?’

			‘No, but a lot of them were dead at that point.’

			The prosecutor nods. ‘What did you do after they had left?’

			‘I waited until the other survivors started talking,’ I admit, remembering how I had remained quietly on the floor, my limbs too weak to move properly. I had tasted vomit in my mouth. ‘By the time I stood up, Harry – Mister Dartes – had called 911.’

			‘Were you familiar with Mister Dartes at that time?’

			‘No, he just took care of me. He is the strongest one.’

			‘Miss Cunningham, thank you.’ The prosecutor smiles at me. ‘I have no more questions.’

			Relief washes over me, and for the first time I find that I’m able to relax my muscles. ‘Can I leave now?’

			‘You may.’

			My attendant on this side of the door crosses over to where I’m sitting. I stand up, following him to the polished door. My heart settles into its usual steady rhythm. I’ve done it – I got through the hearing without crying, and I will never have to see that black-and-white mask again. Maybe the nightmares won’t visit me tonight.

			Before I can step out, I hear his voice trailing after me: ‘Ju-lie, where’re you going?’

			A shiver runs down my spine, but I don’t stop. Two seconds later, my attendant closes the door and I am out in the hallway, where the air conditioner blows cold air in my face. 

			 

		

		
			 

		

	
		
			 

		

		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			3. Taken

			 

			 

			 

			I’m taken back to that same glum waiting room where I began. While I was in the courtroom, someone must have come and removed the untouched cup of tea, because it is no longer there. Without sitting down, I turn to my attendant. ‘Am I allowed to go home?’

			‘Not yet,’ he says. ‘There’s some information we need you to fill in. If you could wait here, I will get you the forms. It will take only a minute or two,’ he adds, seeing my face fall into an exhausted expression. ‘You have been brave, Juliet. Facing him today is what will help us remove him from society for a long time.’

			I nod and lower myself onto the chair. The attendant walks out, leaving the door open a crack. I wonder what is going to happen to the Half Face now. I’m not a doctor, but this man seems to have a few bolts and screws loose. Maybe I should stick around and hear the conviction. But no. I’m too tired, and the hearing might go on for hours. It doesn’t matter anyway; it will be all over the news eventually.

			I remember my phone, stuffed away in the pocket of my skirt, and pull it out.

			For the first time this day, I manage a real smile. The liveblog is describing most of my testimony, including me leaving the room and the judge’s decision to take a ten minute recess.

			I decide to send a text message to my mom. She’d wanted to come with me today, but I had told her no. I couldn’t really explain it then, and I can’t quite explain it now. Maybe I just needed to look the Half Face in the eyes on my own, just like I had been alone in the hall of Fallhallow National Bank. 

			I’ll be coming home soon, I type out on my phone and press send.

			It only takes a few seconds for a reply to show up on the screen: Did it go well? Are you alright, sweetheart?

			Yes, things are good. See you soon. X

			I put my phone back in my pocket and drum on the tabletop with my fingers. What’s taking the attendant so long retrieving a couple of forms? I get up and cross the entire room, which only takes four steps. The hallway outside is deserted. 

			A shrill noise pierces the solemn quiet of the Justice Hall. It’s a high-pitched and penetrating sound, like a fire alarm. I jump. My nerves – still not completely calm anyway – are immediately back on edge. I step out of the room and scan the corridor left and right. Is there a fire somewhere? I can’t see anything out of the ordinary, but what else could have caused the alarm to go off so suddenly? 

			The noise just keeps screeching, coming towards me from all directions. I cast another nervous look around, but there’s still no sight of my attendant. Should I stay and wait for him to give me instructions? But what if there really is a fire somewhere close? I could get trapped. There’s only a little window in the waiting room, and it’s far too small for me to climb through in case of an emergency. 

			I will just go down to the lobby, where security searched me before I was allowed to enter the main building. Surely, someone there will be able to tell me what’s going on. I think I remember the way.

			I start to make my way down the corridor, when the alarm bells stop as abruptly as they had started. Automatically, I slow down, listening to the dead silence. My ears stop ringing and I hear two female voices calling something to each other somewhere up ahead. I can’t understand what they’re saying, but they sound rather shrill. Another voice joins them, booming a command. The two women don’t reply and the alarm doesn’t go off again.

			There’s a few seconds in which I think that everything is back to normal. Then, the lights in the corridor go out without a warning. I am left in complete darkness, with only a faint glow ahead of me. Now I really stop walking, trying to take in the shadows. What the hell is going on? A power outage? My heart starts thumping in my throat.

			A door opens and closes softly, only a little way ahead of me. There’s just enough light for me to see a silhouette of a person emerging from the doorway, pausing.

			‘I’m sorry…I think there’s something wrong with the power,’ I say hesitantly. 

			‘Yeah, something’s up,’ the person replies.

			Relief washes over me. For some reason I was afraid, but now it dawns on me how ridiculous that was. If this isn’t the safest building in Fallhallow, then what is? I smile and approach the other person, a lawyer or another court attendant, coming out of his office to see what the fuss and the noise is all about. ‘Can you help me? I was supposed to wait, but my attendant never returned. I’m not sure where I’m supposed to go, but I would like to go home as soon as…’

			Something about his stance sets off a warning bell in my head. He is still hard to make out in the shadows, but I can see that he has very broad shoulders, now slightly hunched, like he is trying to make himself smaller than he actually is, and that he is cocking his head slightly to the left, as if he’s trying to hear if something is happening in the corridors ahead of us, while also keeping his attention fixed on me. 

			I feel coldness spread from my abdomen to every part of my body. But it can’t be, it’s impossible –

			He breaks away from the doorway and makes a few relaxed, almost casual steps in my direction. I can hear that he drags his left foot over the floor; slowly, then his right, then his left again. 

			‘I can help you, Julie.’
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