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​​—Prologue—
 

Saturday, 20th May 2006

Rex – 31 years old 

Taukauri, New Zealand
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Hand in hand, Rex Cassidy and Vanessa Danté stared across the field, the shrill of cicadas in the air.

They had arrived at the end of a short gravel road on the outskirts of their old hometown of Taukauri. The air was heavy with the faint scent of cut grass and the smell of silage, drifting across the farmland. On the other side of the field was a dark smudge of native bush.

A flood of warm memories filled Rex’s head. But amongst them, a painful one lingered... An end to something special. The beginning of two years of pain and misery.

‘I can’t believe we’re here,’ said Vanessa, nuzzling into Rex’s shoulder, her breath warm against his neck.

‘It’s been so long,’ Rex said softly, his eyes fixed on the bush, glad it was still there as it had been years before. 

‘I feel a little bit guilty leaving Blake with Sandy and Hayden,’ said Vanessa. 

Rex caressed Vanessa’s long, shiny dark hair. ‘He’ll be fine, sweetie. Sandy’s a mum. She even gave up her job with us so she could focus on it. She’ll take good care of him and it won’t be for long.’

Vanessa sighed. ‘You’re right, darling.’  

‘We’ll be a couple of hours at most.’

Her sapphire-blue eyes twinkled with mischief. ‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ she said in a playful tone. ‘You know what happens when it’s just the two of us down there. Time escapes us.’ She giggled.

‘At least we don’t have to worry about parents growling us for being gone too long. Are you ready for this?’

‘I can’t wait. I just hope it hasn’t become too overgrown.’

‘I’m more worried about it all having been cleared away. But so far it looks much the same.’

Rex helped Vanessa climb the fence and they headed into the fields. Ahead, the line of bush grew closer, its canopy rising like a green fortress, alive with birdsong.

‘Seventeen years,’ Vanessa murmured as they walked hand in hand. ‘That’s how long it’s been since I was last here.’

‘Sixteen for me. Although the last few times were painful because I was on my own. You were gone.’

She squeezed his hand. ‘It was awful... being pulled apart. Me having to move to a new town. We thought we’d always have this place.’

‘All I can say is, it’s so good that we’re here again because sixteen years ago it didn’t look like we would be.’

They slipped into the shade of the bush, the air instantly cooler and filled with the sharp scent of kawakawa and damp earth. Roots twisted over the ground like old bones, and ferns stretched their arms across the path. 

An oasis in the middle of farmland. No longer owned by the McConnells, as Frank had sold the farm three years ago and retired. 

Rex remembered the route instinctively, even as the undergrowth pressed in, thicker and older than before. He hoped the area with the vines still existed.

As they drew closer to their goal, Rex grabbed Vanessa's hand and quickened his pace.

The vines and bushes were still there

There, they paused for a moment. 

‘I still remember us finding this place for the first time,’ Vanessa said. ‘You weren’t saying much. All I could think about was how, earlier that day, you had kissed me really quickly on the mouth during our game of Kiss Chase. Right in front of Miss Collingwood and then ran off right away.’

‘Best game of Kiss Chase I ever played.’ Rex chuckled. 

‘And first time you ever kissed me other than on the cheek. I was so worried. I thought it had grossed you out and you didn’t want to be my boyfriend anymore. I was thinking, oh, no, this might be the last time we hang out together.’

‘Boy, were you ever wrong.’

‘Thank goodness.’ She grinned. 

‘Just wanted our real first kiss to be special,’ Rex continued. ‘At the right place... at the right time.’

He pushed through the vines and they advanced forward.

There it was. Beside the river, their untouched slice of paradise. It looked almost exactly as it had all those years ago, except the trees had grown bigger. 

Their special place. 

White water cascading over rocks, the shallow riverbank giving way to a deeper pool with crystal-clear water. It was there that the two of them skinny-dipped when the weather was hot. 

It was still so clear, allowing a view of the sandy, gravelly bottom. Mossy rocks dotted the shoreline. The air was alive with the sounds of birds, including their personal favourite, the bellbird.  

‘Wow...’ Vanessa breathed, her eyes wide. ‘This gives me goosebumps. I can’t believe we’re really back. We should have come back way sooner.’

‘Yeah,’ Rex agreed, his throat tight. 

She linked her fingers with his. ‘But it wasn’t so much about a place, right? It was about us getting to be alone together. It was one of the few places we could go where nobody would bug us and our parents couldn’t find us. But we have heaps of places like this now, including our own beautiful home.’

‘Yep.’

She sighed as he gazed around. ‘It’s still so beautiful here. I wish we could move it to our backyard.’

Rex turned, brushing his fingers down the side of her face, the sunlight flickering across her delicate features. With the river and bush behind her, he was transported to another time, when they were just kids sneaking away to steal kisses and much more.

‘And just like back then...’ he murmured, ‘all I wanna do is look at you.’ 

Her full lips, radiant smile, rounded chin and her celestial nose, adorned with the diamond stud he’d bought for her fourteenth birthday, always demanded scrutiny. Rex could never get enough of that face. 

‘Rexy...’ she said softly, gazing into his eyes. ‘I love you so much.’

Their kiss began softly...sensuously... Rex lowered her gently into the long grass like he had 21 years earlier, the first time they’d ever set foot here. Carefully this time, remembering how clumsy he had been back then. They laughed against each other’s mouths before kissing again. 

Back then, it was young and innocent. The two of them enjoying the sensation of kissing each other on the mouth for the first time. Really kissing. Now, it was way more intense, deeper, with tongues entwining, heat rising between them.

The first time, at the age of ten, had been magical. The last time...at fourteen...they had no idea it would be the last. Now the wound could heal completely with the knowledge that nobody would ever tear them apart again. The only thing that possibly could was death.  

They undressed each other in slow, teasing motions, the air heavy with the scent of earth and water. Vanessa’s body glowed in the dappled light. Her skin remained so smooth, breasts still so magnificent. He ran his fingers across her belly. It was hard to believe it was a body that had given birth to a child only seven months earlier.

He lowered himself down and kissed her stomach. She moaned with pleasure. 

‘You’re amazing, my beautiful princess,’ Rex said. 

She ran her fingers through his dark, wavy hair. ‘So are you, my beautiful man. And to think... in two weeks from now we’re finally going to be married.’ 

‘It’s been a long time coming.’

Rex gazed over the rest of her amazing body. She was even more desirable now than ever and to have her there in their special place as a woman rather than a teenage girl was something even more special. 

They remained there, wrapped in each other and in the memory of who they had once been, rediscovering themselves where it had all begun. 

It was magic, pure and simple.

Over an hour later, time caught up with them. They dressed reluctantly; the spell broken and retraced their steps through the bush to their car on the side of the road. 

On the drive back to Sandy’s house, Rex thought about how lucky they were that one of their old school friends had returned to Taukauri to live and given them an excuse to visit. Her bungalow sat in its quiet corner of town. She had inherited the family home when her parents died. 

As they pulled into the driveway, Rex’s stomach clenched. A police car was parked by the kerb. 

‘Oh, good God!’ Vanessa gasped, clutching Rex’s arm.

Rex breathed a sigh of relief as ginger-haired Sandy appeared at the doorway, holding Blake, a worried frown on her face.

Vanessa hissed as they walked up the path. ‘Could it be something to do with the fake LiveJournal account? More bogus accusations against us, maybe? God, I hope someone hasn’t been secretly photographing us again.’ 

One of the officers stepped forward. ‘Rex Vincent Cassidy?’ 

Rex froze. ‘That’s me.’

‘You’re coming with us. You’re under arrest.’ 

‘What for?’

‘The rape of Rachel Diprose.’
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LiveJournal Entry for VsNessie&Rexy, #1

Date: 3rd Mar 2005

Subject: Louise’s Story

My name is Louise.

I’m from Germany.

I was seventeen years old and an exchange student at Te Arawa College when I met Rex and was immediately drawn to him because of his amazing looks, sex appeal and athleticism. Watching him on the track and field blew my mind.

Being bisexual, I was also very keen on Vanessa. I mean, even a straight girl would say she’s freaking gorgeous, which is why she’s such a successful model. So, the three of us hooked up. I’d stay over at Rex’s place with both him and Vanessa. His parents were fine with it. Vanessa slept with him most nights anyway back then and they were always bringing girls over for threesomes, so they said.

One rule Vanessa always had was that Rex had to wear a condom when having sex with anyone other than her. I was fine with that and, at first, when we had our threesomes, he was always protected when it came to me.

But then there were times when Vanessa wasn’t around. Like when she was at dance class or something. Then he didn’t want to wear one. This freaked me out and I told him I didn’t want to have unprotected sex with him. I was worried about STDs or getting pregnant. I mean, I had to be cautious because Rex and Vanessa are very promiscuous and often hooked up with random girls they met. Often outside of school, at sporting events or parties and things.

But he insisted because he wanted sex with me to be more erotic, like it was with Vanessa. He even threatened to tell Vanessa I wanted to have unprotected sex so she would be angry with me. That would mean I wouldn’t get any more time with either of them.

By this time, I’d become so smitten with Rex I agreed. I was stupid, I know, but he was just so damn desirable. Both he and Vanessa always seemed very healthy, so I figured, okay, I’d take the risk.

He made me promise never to tell Vanessa and if I did, he’d say I was a liar. I had seen how gullible and trusting Vanessa was with Rex, so I knew she’d believe him over me. So, I kept the secret and Rex and I had sex alone about three or four times, unprotected, behind Vanessa’s back. We even did it sometimes during our threesomes, when Vanessa was in the shower or asleep. 

Not long after, I returned to Germany. Then I got sick. At first, I thought, oh my god, I caught something from Rex. I’d caught something alright. I guess you could call it a parasite because it kind of was. 

I was pregnant.

I called Rex and told him. He flat out refused to take any responsibility. Insisted it wasn’t his. But it was because I hadn’t been with any other guy when I was there in New Zealand.

There wasn’t much I could do and I didn’t dare tell my papa Rex was the father. He’d have gone ape, so I pretended it was my boyfriend in Germany who had gotten me pregnant. He still went ape, but nowhere near as bad as it would have been.

I was faced with having the child aborted. Papa said I had to do it and when I appealed to Rex one last time, he said there was nothing he could do. He didn’t seem to care at all. Once again, he didn’t want to take any responsibility. He washed his hands of it.

In the end, I went through with it and had the abortion. It was the hardest thing I ever had to do but I had no support. Not even from my own papa. 

I believe it’s time for Rex to be held accountable and for his precious Vanessa to know the truth. That’s why I’ve reached out to VsNessie&Rexy to tell my story. No longer will I let him get away with trying to avoid his responsibilities.

Current mood: Sad

Current music: Michael Jackson – Billie Jean
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August 2004 – two years before the arrest

Rex – 29 years old 

Auckland High Court, Auckland Central, New Zealand
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It was the day of Ocean Webber’s trial and Rex was there as a witness. So were his pals, Tucker and Wal. It was specifically related to Ocean Webber’s involvement in the abduction of Vanessa and his half-sister, Skylar, the year before. As well as her imprisonment of Rex in the mansion of Sid Draiman.

Rita Utting, their middle-aged prosecutor, spoke to Rex shortly before he was to be called up. ‘So, we’re trying to get her on three counts. One, conspiracy to commit human trafficking.’ She brushed curly red locks from her eyes. ‘Even though she denies being part of that, she had knowledge of it and went along with it. The defence are going to try to lower it to aiding and abetting under duress. If they can prove she had no choice but to go along with it, even though she’ll end up doing time, it’ll be less. We want to show she was a willing accomplice if we can. On top of that, there is false imprisonment. That’s where your testimony is key. If we can get her for attempted rape or sexual molestation, on top of everything else, it’ll ensure she ends up in prison for a long time.’

‘But if they prove duress, she could get a lot less time?’

Utting nodded grimly. ‘I’m afraid so. If all goes to plan, she’ll get maybe twenty to thirty years, but if they prove duress and don’t see your imprisonment as attempted rape, then that could be as little as five to ten. Seeing as this is a first offence, maybe less.’

‘Damn.’

Utting patted him on the shoulder. ‘We’ll do our best.’

Twenty minutes later, Rex sat in the witness box, his hands resting on the wooden side bar. The judge was female, perhaps in her early sixties, with long, greying hair. The atmosphere in the courtroom was tense, and the eyes of the jury flicked between him and Ocean Webber, seated at the defendant's table. The busty redhead was dressed in a black suit. She looked eerily calm, as if she hadn’t been the one who had chained him up and tried to assault him. The very thought made his blood boil, but he swallowed hard, keeping his emotions in check.

He gritted his teeth when she smiled at him. 

Rita Utting paced before the jury, looking very official in a grey suit. She turned her attention to Rex. ‘Mr Cassidy. You’ve testified that on the night in question, you were in Sid Draiman’s residence, restrained against your will. Can you please explain to the court how you came to be in this situation?’

Rex took a breath before speaking. ‘I was trying to find my fiancé, Vanessa, who’d been abducted. I was there because Ocean had advised me, I needed to investigate Draiman further. However, when I got there, Ocean answered the door. She wanted me to come in. I was resistant because I thought she was playing games with me. Then two men came from behind. I recognized them as I had met them before. Ocean told me they were her bodyguards. While they distracted me, she knocked me over the head, rendering me unconscious. When I woke up...’ He grimaced. ‘...I was handcuffed to a bed, naked. Ocean was there in the room dressed in lingerie.’

A murmur rippled through the courtroom. Rex could feel eyes boring into him from all directions, but he kept his focus on the prosecutor, doing his best to remain composed.

Utting nodded sympathetically. ‘And what did Ms Webber say to you when you woke up?’

‘She said she had to knock me out as she didn’t want to risk disturbing the neighbours.’ Rex’s anger flared but he kept his tone even. ‘She knew Sid Draiman had Vanessa and they were going to sell her to business mogul and politician, Ronald Kemp.’ Rex shuddered at the memory. ‘She said that Sid Draiman had a warning for me that I needed to give up on my search otherwise they would kill Vanessa.’

There were louder murmurs from around the courtroom this time.

‘So,’ said Utting, ‘Ocean Webber was acting as a go-between for Draiman?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did she express any remorse about any of it?’

Rex scowled. ‘No. She thought it was a great joke. Seemed to get a lot of enjoyment out of it. She told me she didn’t care what happened to Vanessa.’

He could feel Ocean’s stare from across the room, but he didn’t look at her. He didn’t want to give her the satisfaction.

‘Where were the two bodyguards at this point?’

‘They had abducted my sister, Skylar, who was waiting out on the side of the road. They took her away to Draiman.’

‘How do you know this?’

‘Ocean told me. Skylar was there later when I came to rescue Vanessa.’

‘So, Ms Webber had you chained naked to the bed. She was dressed in lingerie. What were her intentions with you?’

Rex tightened his grip on the wooden rail of the witness box. He spoke through gritted teeth. ‘She said she was gonna have sex with me. Without my consent. She also said she wasn’t going to use protection because she wanted to get pregnant with my kid.’

A heavy silence fell over the courtroom. 

‘How did you respond to that?’ Utting asked.

‘Resisted as best I could. But she was touching me. Stroking me, trying to get me aroused. I tried to focus on other things to prevent that from happening. That was working so she got angry and threatened to hurt me if I didn’t cooperate. She even twisted my... well, my cock.’ He winced at the memory.

A few titters came from the public gallery.

‘What happened in the end?’

‘Two of my friends arrived and restrained Ocean, allowing me to get free of the chains. We were able to get her to tell us where Vanessa and Skylar were being kept.’

‘She knew the location?’

‘Yes.’

Utting moved closer to the jury. ‘So, to summarise, you were assaulted, restrained, sexually molested, attempted rape even, and held against your will by Ms Webber in the residence of the man who had your fiancé and your sister falsely imprisoned, with no means of escape?’

‘Yes,’ Rex confirmed.

The courtroom was utterly silent now, every eye focused on Rex. 

‘Thank you, Mr Cassidy. No further questions.’

Rex exhaled deeply and relaxed slightly. But it wasn’t over yet. The defence attorney, Charles Fitzsimmons, a wiry man with cold eyes and a slick smile, rose from his chair and approached the stand. He straightened the tie of his black suit.

‘Mr Cassidy,’ he began, his tone smooth, almost oily. ‘You stated that it was Ocean Webber who advised you to investigate Sid Draiman, is that correct?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why do you think she did that?’

Rex paused for a moment, not sure of a good answer, so he gave the best he could. ‘I think she wanted a chance to get me chained to her bed.’

A murmur, half shock and half disbelief, arose again from the gallery.

Fitzsimmons arched an eyebrow, that sly smile never faltering. ‘That must have been quite an elaborate plot. Don’t you agree?’

‘Maybe she hoped she’d be able to seduce me without having to chain me up. More likely, she knew she had her two so-called bodyguards there to take me from behind because that’s what they tried to do.’

‘Now Sid Draiman wasn’t on your radar before Ocean spoke to you, was he?’

‘No.’

‘Yet she told you to investigate him. What did you find out?’

‘That Sid Draiman was hiding under the alias of Dr Dream, an acquaintance of mine.’

Fitzsimmons leaned in, lowering his voice slightly. ‘So, it was a man you trusted who kidnapped your beloved Vanessa.’

Rex looked the lawyer square in the eye. ‘Trusted? Not sure about that, but yes, it was him.’

‘You wouldn’t have known that then if it wasn’t for the hint that Ms Webber gave you.’

Rex narrowed his eyes. ‘Not then, no.’

‘Maybe not at all. Maybe you would not have found out where she was and she might still be missing today. But all thanks to Ocean Webber you were able to track Miss Danté’s location and rescue her. Why do you think Ms Webber gave you this huge clue?’

‘Obviously to lure me to Dr Dream’s... Sid Draiman’s mansion.’

‘What? Simply to have her way with you?’

‘I don’t know what her true motives were. She’s a game player. Maybe you need to ask her?’

‘Did it ever occur to you that maybe she’d got you on Sid Draiman’s tail because she wanted you to track him down and save Miss Danté?’

‘No, it was all a game and this was just another one to torment me.’

‘Mr Cassidy,’ Fitzsimmons began, his voice as smooth as silk. ‘You claim Ms Webber knocked you out and restrained you, but you were once Ms Webber’s bodyguard, correct?’

‘Yes,’ Rex replied, eyes narrowing.

‘And during that time, you and Ms Webber had an intimate relationship, did you not?’

‘I was a detective, working undercover,’ Rex shot back.

The attorney smirked. ‘And you went above and beyond the call of duty by sleeping with Ms Webber and indulging in sexual activities on a regular basis.’

‘I was pressured by her and felt it would be dangerous not to comply.’

‘It doesn’t seem like you required much pressuring.’

‘Objection!’ Rita Utting called out. ‘Conjecture.’

‘Sustained!’ said the judge. 

Rex glared at him. ‘I did what I needed to do to bring down an island full of wanted criminals and drug traffickers.’ 

‘Mr Cassidy,’ Fitzsimmons said. ‘You were intimately involved with Ms Webber, and now you’re claiming she assaulted you. Could it not be possible that you willingly went along with her actions? That this was just an... extension of your previous relationship?’

‘Objection!’ Utting said. ‘Mr Cassidy has already said it was against his will and even if they were lovers in the past that does not justify anything done by Ms Webber on this occasion.’

‘Sustained!’ barked the judge. ‘Move along, Mr Fitzsimmons.’

Rex clenched his fists. ‘I didn’t agree to any of it. She knocked me out herself and had me chained up. None of it was consensual.’

The defence attorney took a few steps closer, his voice lowering. ‘Isn’t it true that Ms Webber was acting under duress from other parties? You know her situation with Sid Draiman. Isn’t it possible that she was forced to do what she did?’

Rex’s eyes narrowed. ‘Ocean knew exactly what she was doing.’

‘So you presume, but not being a mind reader, you wouldn’t know that for sure. Are you a mind reader, Mr Cassidy?’

‘No, but I’ve had a lot of detective training to help me figure out people’s intentions.’

‘Tell me, did Ms Webber intend to keep you prisoner indefinitely?’

‘No. She said to me—’

‘Just a yes or no answer will suffice.’

Rex fumed but bit his tongue.

‘Apart from her... twisting your... penis, did you suffer any further trauma either emotionally or physically from this encounter?’

‘Objection!’ Utting said. ‘Not relevant, your honour. Sexual molestation is sexual molestation regardless of the duration of the anguish.’

‘Sustained.’

‘Very well,’ said the defence. ‘Let’s go over some of the other details again, shall we? You said that before Ms Webber knocked you out, you were approached by two men, is that correct?’

‘Yes.’ 

Fitzsimmons continued, his eyebrows raised. ‘Did Ms Webber ever say to you that those men were working for her?’

‘I had the unfortunate experience of meeting them both around two years earlier. Ocean introduced them as her bodyguards. They attempted to assault me but I managed to get the better of them.’

‘Both of them?’

‘Yeah. I can handle myself. That’s why I was her bodyguard once. These two were nothing but a couple of goons.’

‘Yet it was Ms Webber herself who managed to knock you over the head and chain you up?’

‘She hit me from behind while I was dealing with her two goons.’

‘Did she still claim them to be her bodyguards then?’

Rex hesitated. ‘No. She said they were employees of Sid Draiman.’

‘Because they left the premises taking your sister to Mr Draiman.’

‘Yes.’

‘So they were indeed just goons like you said then? Goons working for Sid Draiman?’

Rex shrugged. ‘Maybe, but why would they be hanging around her for two years claiming to be her bodyguards?’

‘You don’t think that maybe they were there to ensure Ms Webber kept in line?’

‘Objection, your honour!’ Utting said. ‘The defence is calling on the witness to make a judgement based only on presumption.’

‘Sustained!’ 

‘Interesting.’ Fitzsimmons smiled faintly. ‘Now, when you woke up, she apologised, didn’t she? She told you she was sorry that she had to knock you out. Does that sound like the behaviour of someone acting of her own free will, Mr Cassidy? Or perhaps someone under pressure? Under duress, perhaps?’

‘Or someone wanting to placate me so she could have sex with me!’

Fitzsimmons scoffed. ‘You really believe that?’

‘Was she under pressure to massage my dick? You think Sid Draiman gave her those instructions?’

Snickers came from around the courtroom.

‘I’m the one asking the questions, Mr Cassidy.’

Rex scowled. ‘Then ask me something relevant.’

‘Very well.’ Fitzsimmons took a step closer. ‘Let’s focus on her words for a moment. Did she, or did she not advise you she had nothing to do with any of the abductions? That she was only his messenger and, if she helped you, Sid Draiman would have her killed too?’

Rex let out a deep breath. ‘Yes.’

‘Did she not even turn her message into a warning of concern? That if you tried to rescue Vanessa Dante and Skylar Cassidy that Mr Draiman would kill them?’

‘Yeah, but it was with a lot of glee and—’

‘Just a yes or no answer, Mr Cassidy!’

‘Yes!’ 

‘Tell me, Mr Cassidy. How forthcoming was Ms Webber when it came to telling you the location of where Miss Dante and Miss Cassidy were being held?’

Rex paused for a moment. He was afraid of this question. ‘We had to threaten her to get the information.’

The defence attorney tilted his head like a vulture sensing weakness. ‘Threaten her? How, exactly?’

Rex adjusted his position. ‘By threatening to have my overweight friend sit on her.’

This drew snickers from around the courtroom.

Fitzsimmons raised his brows in mock astonishment. ‘You threatened to have a guy sit on her? How big was this guy?’

‘Close to 170 kilos.’

The snickers morphed into laughter.

The right side of Fitzsimmons' mouth twisted. ‘So, it really did take quite a threat for her to spill her guts as it were.’

‘Yes.’

‘Which one might expect...’ Fitzsimmons continued smoothly, pacing a step towards the jury, a wry smile on his face, ‘...if Ms Webber herself was under duress from Sid Draiman.’ 

‘Or,’ Rex shot back, ‘she was just being as difficult and manipulative as possible.’

Fitzsimmons turned, hands clasped loosely behind his back, smiling faintly. ‘But she did tell you she was sorry, did she not? That she had no control over those men? That she feared for her life? That sounds like duress to me, Mr Cassidy. Did she not say she didn’t know what would happen to your sister? That she had no power over those men? Do you recall those words?’

Rex gave a slow nod. ‘She did say that, yes.’

Fitzsimmons glanced at the jury before turning back to Rex, as if making a point. ‘So, while she was physically present, while she may have taken part in the situation, it was the men under Sid Draiman’s employ who abducted and held your partner and your sister.’

‘Yes.’ Rex scowled. 

‘It does help explain her actions, doesn’t it?’ Fitzsimmons said, strolling towards the jurors. ‘She was acting under orders. Orders from men who had complete control over her. Mr Cassidy himself admits as much.’

Rex glared holes into the back of Fitzsimmons’ tailored suit. He fought the urge to shout across the courtroom. Finally, he spat it out. ‘She still could’ve made a choice. She didn’t have to go through with it.’

Fitzsimmons raised his hands as if placating him. ‘Of course, Mr Cassidy, but when you’re faced with violent men like Sid Draiman, people who kidnap and threaten your loved ones... and you have two goons watching over you all the time, choices become limited, don’t they?’

Rex didn’t reply. The courtroom felt stifling as Fitzsimmons gave a final, knowing glance to the jury.

‘Thank you, Mr Cassidy. No further questions, Your Honour.’

The judge turned to Rita Utting. ‘Any further questions from the prosecution?’

‘No, your honour.’

The judge looked over her glasses at Rex. ‘You may step down, Mr Cassidy.’

Rex pushed back from the stand, his hands trembling with fury as he descended. With every step, the sickening thought churned in his gut that Fitzsimmons had planted doubt. That the jurors were beginning to see Ocean Webber as a victim instead of the predator she truly was. Worse still, he wondered if they believed the insinuations that a man as strong as him could really have been overpowered... or whether he had secretly enjoyed the attentions of a woman as striking as Ocean.

Will Ullman and Tucker Pyles gave their testimonies next, short and to the point, recounting only their arrival at the scene and the interrogation of Ocean Webber. Rex barely heard them. His thoughts were still knotted in anger.

Then came a witness for the defence whom Rex didn’t expect. 

A tall, broad-shouldered man stepped into the courtroom. A man with blond hair, cropped beard and piercing blue eyes. His presence carried the air of someone accustomed to power and money.

His name was Bryan Joseph Murray. 

Rex stiffened. He had never spoken to this man, but he was one of the fugitives on Motana Island that Arthur Webber had sheltered. A corporate criminal. The co-owner of DougMurr Construction, a company caught inflating contracts and bleeding millions.

Rex’s stomach churned. What the hell was this man doing here at Ocean Webber’s trial?

‘Mr Murray,’ said Fitzsimmons. ‘How long have you known Sid Draiman?’
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‘Just over five years now. I got to know him on Motana Island along with several other men and women.’

‘You were arrested and you’ve served time for fraud, have you not?’

‘Yes, sir, but I got a lighter sentence for giving evidence against Arthur Webber.’

‘You are now free?’

‘Yes, sir. I’ve been free for around a year now.’

‘Did you have dealings with Sid Draiman while he was in hiding? While he was masquerading as Dr Dream, the party king?’

‘Yes. I was helping out at his Dreamscape’s Nightclub. Legitimately. Because we were friends, he made me head of construction and facilities.’

‘Were you aware of the abduction of Vanessa Dante?’ 

‘Not at first, but I found out later while I was with Sid in his office in Epsom.’

‘When was this?’

‘23rd May 2004.’

Mr Fitzsimmons turned to the jury, his hand
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