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CHAPTER 1 COURTROOM 11
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THE JURY LEANED forward as one when Ms Ramirez delivered the blow that would awaken the trial—confirming she’d heard the argument that supposedly sparked a murder—unaware that Avery was already measuring the fifty metres of shadows that turned her certainty into a guess. 

The judge fought to maintain command, his voice cutting through the rising tension from the witness stand. In the public gallery of Courtroom 11, Supreme Court of New South Wales, reporters’ fingers moved steadily across laptops and notepads. No cameras or recordings were allowed inside, but the atmosphere carried its own weight: a charged hush broken only by the occasional cough, the rustle of paper, the soft creak of wooden benches as people shifted.

Justice Harlan Bluegum raised a single hand, palm forward. The associate seated to his right spoke clearly: “Silence in the court.” The murmurs faded to near-quiet, leaving only the low hum of the air-conditioning and the distant traffic on King Street far below.

On the witness stand, the middle-aged woman in the navy blazer had just finished her evidence-in-chief for the Crown. She had testified that she saw the accused, Kristof Stanis, in a heated argument with his wife Elle outside their Marrickville home the night before the murder. Under cross-examination by defence counsel, however, the account had begun to fray: fifty metres away, poor street lighting, no glasses (though she normally wore them for distance), and her decision to come forward only after seeing the Crime Stoppers reward poster weeks later.

Crown Prosecutor Elias Turner sat at his table, arms folded, face impassive. A veteran of more than fifteen years prosecuting serious crime in Sydney, he knew better than to show frustration. The identification evidence had landed, however imperfectly; he could see it in the way several jurors were now sitting a little straighter, glancing toward the dock.

Avery Santos rose from the defence table with unhurried grace. He adjusted the single button on his charcoal suit—bespoke, dark enough to disappear in a crowd, sharp enough to command attention when he wanted it. At thirty-six, Avery had spent his entire career as a criminal defence solicitor-advocate in Sydney. Ten years of winning acquittals and hung juries in cases most barristers would have settled or lost. He was not the loudest voice in the legal precinct around Phillip Street, nor the one most often quoted in the Sydney Morning Herald. But among prosecutors, judges, and the tight circle of criminal lawyers who actually tried cases, his name carried weight. The best defence lawyer in the city, some said quietly. Others—those who had lost to him—called him ruthless with ethics, a man who found every crack in the Crown case and drove a wedge through it.

He did not raise his voice now. In this courtroom, volume was a sign of desperation.

“Your Honour,” Avery said evenly, “I submit that the witness’s identification evidence is so unreliable it should carry minimal weight. The concessions she has already made go directly to the reliability of her observation.”

Justice Bluegum looked at him over half-moon reading glasses. A former Crown prosecutor who had taken silk before ascending to the bench, Bluegum presided with the calm certainty of a man who had rarely seen the Prosecution lose in matters like this. His acquittal rate in homicide trials was among the lowest in the Supreme Court. “Mr Santos, the evidence is before the jury. They will assess its probative value in due course. If you have further questions for the witness, proceed.”

Avery gave a small nod of acknowledgment—no argument, no theatrics—and turned to the witness box.

“Ms Ramirez, you observed this alleged argument at approximately 10:47 pm From roughly how far away?”

“Fifty metres or so.”

“And the streetlight closest to the Stanis residence—was it illuminated?”

“I... I’m not entirely sure. It was dark.”

Avery paused just long enough for the answer to settle. “The photographs tendered as exhibits show that particular streetlight had been reported faulty for three weeks prior to the date in question, with no repair record. So you were looking at a figure in near darkness, from fifty metres. Would you agree there is a real possibility of mistaken identity under those circumstances?”

The witness shifted in her seat. “I recognised the jacket.”

“A high-visibility construction jacket? The same type issued to site workers across the city—thousands of them?”

Turner rose. “Your Honour, I object. The question is argumentative.”

“Objection allowed,” Bluegum said promptly. “Mr Santos, rephrase.”

Avery accepted the ruling without flicker. “Ms Ramirez, given the distance, the lighting conditions, and the commonality of such jackets, is it fair to say it is possible you saw someone other than Mr Stanis that night?”

A long pause. Then, quietly: “I suppose... yes. It’s possible.”

Avery let the concession sit. He returned to his seat beside Kristof Stanis.

Kristof sat rigid in the dock, hands clasped on the wooden rail, knuckles pale. Forty-two years old, broad-shouldered from years on building sites, he had the easy manner of a man who got along with everyone—foreman on a major inner-city residential project, quick with a joke over smoko, father to a six-year-old daughter and nine-year-old son. The kind of bloke who bought rounds after knock-off and never let a mate walk home alone. Now he looked smaller, diminished by the glass partition and the weight of twenty-seven stab wounds the Crown said he had inflicted on his wife in their own garage.

Avery leaned in slightly. “She cracked on the identification,” he murmured. “The jury heard it. That’s important.”

Kristof gave a tight nod. “Still feels like I’m drowning.”

“You’re not,” Avery said. “Not yet.”

Avery thought about the value of all this testimony. An argument overheard by a neighbour, the night before the murder, even if it was between Kristof and Elle – what direct evidence would that have to the death of Elle the following night? He knew that’s how he saw it, but also learned to not assume jurors are that smart or that capable. He knew that if it made the story fit in their minds, they would make it more important than it was. That’s why he knew he had to attack every piece and each front.

Across the bar table, Turner gathered his notes with deliberate care. He glanced toward the defence table and offered the smallest nod—professional courtesy between opponents who had faced each other before. Turner believed Kristof Stanis was guilty; the forensics, the timeline, the lack of any credible alternative explanation. He prosecuted accordingly.

In the back row of the public gallery, Detective Jacob Barker sat with arms folded, jaw set. At forty-three, Barker was still the handsome cop who turned heads—dark hair greying at the temples, steady gaze. He had led the investigation from day one: crime scene attendance, witness canvass, interviews, the lot. He despised defence lawyers on principle; they existed, in his view, to twist facts and free the guilty. Avery Santos especially—he had watched too many of Barker’s carefully built cases dismantled by technicalities or doubt planted at just the right moment.

Beside Barker, Detective Senior Sergeant Hartley made quiet notes in a pocketbook. Older, quieter, Hartley had worked homicides longer than most and still believed the truth usually surfaced if you kept digging. Something about this file had never sat quite right—the victim’s work on council development approvals, the timing of certain witness statements—but he kept those thoughts to himself for now.

Avery felt the weight of Barker’s stare. He glanced back once, met the detective’s eyes, and offered the faintest neutral smile. Barker looked away.

The courtroom clock ticked toward the adjournment.

Justice Bluegum addressed the jury. “The court will adjourn for fifteen minutes. Members of the jury, you are reminded not to discuss the case with anyone, including each other, and to avoid any media coverage or discussion of it. Return at 11:45 am”

“All rise,” the associate called as Bluegum stood and left the bench.

The jury filed out. The room exhaled—murmurs rising, reporters typing quickly, family members of the deceased exchanging glances.

Avery stood, buttoned his jacket, and turned to Kristof. “We’ll talk more after the break. Hang in there.”

Kristof managed a thin smile. “Thanks, mate.”

Avery stepped through the bar table gate and into the corridor. The marble echoed under his shoes. Waiting near the lifts, leaning against the wall with casual ease, was Matt “Ollie” Hollander.

Six-three, heavily muscled, long dark hair tied back, Ollie looked more like a frontman for a rock band than a private investigator. But the eyes were sharp, always scanning. He had been Avery’s lead investigator—and occasional muscle—for six years now. They had met a decade earlier when Avery, then a rising junior, had got Ollie off drug manufacturing charges. Ollie had used his chemistry degree to “cook” methamphetamine in a shed outside Campbelltown; the police raid had been textbook, but Avery found procedural holes large enough to drive a truck through. Acquittal on all counts. Since then, Ollie had walked the straight line—mostly. He lived on a boat moored at Rozelle Bay, worked cases for Avery, and had never let him down.

Ollie pushed off the wall and handed Avery a takeaway flat white. “How’s it going in there?”

“Identification witness folded on distance and lighting,” Avery said, taking the coffee. “Crown’s still got the forensics to lean on, but we’ve created space.”

Ollie nodded once. “Kristof holding up?”

“Better than most would. He’s scared, but he trusts the process—trusts me.”

“We heading back to the office now?”

“No, there’s no time. Judge wants us back in by 11:45.”

Avery and Ollie referred to the café near the courthouse, where they are regulars, as their office. Their actual office was in Phillip Street, in the CBD across from a set of barrister chambers. To distinguish between the two over the years, they’d naturally fallen into the pattern of referring to the café as the office, and their actual office on Phillip Street as chambers. He always found it funny, because even though many barristers encouraged him to be called to the bar and join as a barrister, Avery enjoyed being able to play on both words – that is the world of a solicitor, but still have the skillset to advocate in court.

“Fair enough,” Ollie’s voice dropped. “Anything else you need before the afternoon session?”

Avery took a sip, considering. “Keep eyes on the usual sources. If any new witnesses surface, I want to know before the Crown does.”

“Already running it. Might have something, but I’ll get back to you tonight about it”

“Okay, we’ll talk later.”

Avery glanced back toward the courtroom doors. The trial was only three days in. More Crown evidence ahead: forensics, the knife, the blood spatter expert, perhaps a neighbour or two. Then the defence case—if he could get it admitted without Bluegum shutting down every line of inquiry.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He ignored it for now.

The associate’s voice drifted from inside: “All rise.”

Avery straightened his tie. “Back to it.”

Ollie gave a small salute. “I’ll be here.”

Avery walked back toward the doors, composure intact, mind already mapping the next cross-examination.

The courtroom settled once more.

The contest continued.

***
[image: ]


After the exchange with the witness, Ms Ramirez, the remainder of the court that day was relatively straight forward. The prosecutor continued his case with undeniable facts, establishing his case: further eye witnesses establishing that Elle was at home for the entire evening, and no other cars were seen coming or going. The evidence was weak, but did fit nicely in Turner’s timeline.

Avery did the count and tally, so far the Prosecution were building their case brick by brick, and he knew that the more bricks they’d build – the bigger hammer he would need to break it all down.
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CHAPTER 2 THE INFORMANT’S WORD
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THE NEXT MORNING, Courtroom 11 of the Supreme Court of New South Wales felt heavier than the day before. The public gallery was fuller—word had spread through the legal grapevine and the tabloids that the Crown was about to call one of its more controversial witnesses. The air held the faint scent of polished wood, stale coffee from the corridors, and the low buzz of anticipation.

“All rise,” the associate intoned as Justice Bluegum entered and took the bench. The jury filed in, some looking more alert than yesterday, others visibly tired from the routine of sequestration rules—no phones, no news, no casual conversations about the case.

Kristof Stanis sat in the dock, shoulders squared but eyes shadowed. He had barely slept; the holding cells at Silverwater Correctional Centre were never kind, and the weight of the previous day’s concessions lingered like a bruise. Avery, seated at the defence table, gave his client a brief, steady glance—reassurance without words—before rising to button his jacket as the proceedings resumed.

Crown Prosecutor Elias Turner stood. “Your Honour, the Crown calls Mr Daniel Crowe.”

The doors at the side of the courtroom opened. A corrections officer escorted in a man in his late thirties: lean, tattooed forearms visible beneath the sleeves of a plain grey prison-issue tracksuit, hair cropped short, eyes darting briefly around the room before settling on the witness box. Daniel Crowe had spent the last eighteen months at Silverwater on a string of armed robbery and drug possession charges. He walked with the careful gait of someone who knew the system inside out.

Once sworn in, Turner approached the lectern with measured steps.

“Mr Crowe, can you tell the court where you were on the evening of 12 March last year?”

“In Silverwater Remand Centre, C Wing. Same pod as the accused, Kristof Stanis, when he got moved in a few days later. I’d been there about three weeks by then.”

“And did you have occasion to speak with Mr Stanis during that time?”

“Yeah. A few times. Blokes talk in there. You pass the hours.”

“On or about the night of 15 March—three days after the murder—did Mr Stanis make any statements to you regarding the death of his wife, Elle Stanis?”

Crowe nodded slowly. “Yeah. Late, after lights out. We were in adjacent cells. The walls are thin. He was... upset. Crying, like properly crying. Not just sniffling. Full-on.”

Turner let the answer sit for a beat. “What exactly did you hear him say?”

Crowe glanced toward the jury, then back to Turner. “He was saying stuff like, ‘How could I do this? How could I do this to her?’ Over and over. Then, ‘I’m sorry, Elle. I’m so sorry.’ Sounded like he was talking to her, you know? Like she was right there.”

A ripple moved through the gallery—soft gasps, quick typing from the press row. Several jurors leaned forward; one woman in the front row pressed her lips together tightly.

Turner continued, voice level. “Did he say anything else that night?”

“Yeah. After a bit he went quiet, then he said, ‘I didn’t mean for it to go that far.’ That’s what stuck with me. ‘Didn’t mean for it to go that far.’”

“Thank you, Mr Crowe.” Turner sat.

Avery rose without haste. He had anticipated this witness—jailhouse informants were a Crown staple in circumstantial cases—but the content still landed like a punch. He needed to dismantle it carefully, methodically.

“Mr Crowe,” Avery began, tone neutral, almost conversational, “you say this conversation took place after lights out on 15 March. How dark was the cell block at that time?”

“Pitch black, pretty much. Just the emergency lights down the corridor.”

“So you couldn’t actually see Mr Stanis when he was speaking?”

“No. But I could hear him clear as day. Sound carries.”

Avery nodded. “And you were in the cell next to his?”

“Yeah.”

“How many other inmates were in that pod that night?”

“Eight, maybe nine. Full house.”

“Any of them closer to Mr Stanis’s cell than you were?”

Crowe shrugged. “Dunno. Maybe the one on the other side.”

“But you’re the one who came forward with this information. Why is that?”

“Conscience, I guess. Heard what he said, figured it was important.”

Avery tilted his head slightly. “You’re currently serving a sentence for armed robbery and possession of a commercial quantity of methamphetamine, correct?”

“Yeah.”

“And you have prior convictions for dishonesty offences—three counts of obtaining financial advantage by deception, one for perverting the course of justice?”

Crowe’s jaw tightened. “Yeah. Old stuff.”

“Old stuff that makes you familiar with how the system works,” Avery said mildly. “Including how incentives can be offered to witnesses in custody.”

Turner rose. “Your Honour, I object. Counsel is implying without evidence that the witness has been offered any benefit.”

“Objection allowed,” Bluegum said. “Mr Santos, if you have a basis for suggesting inducement, put it squarely. Otherwise, move on.”

Avery accepted the ruling with a small nod. “Mr Crowe, have you applied for a reduction in your sentence or any parole consideration since providing this statement to police?”

“I... yeah, I put in for parole early. Doesn’t mean anything was promised.”

“But you hope it helps, don’t you? A favourable word from the Crown can make a difference.”

Crowe hesitated. “I suppose.”

Avery let that answer linger. “One more thing. You say Mr Stanis was crying, apologising, saying he didn’t mean for it to go that far. Did he ever use the word ‘murder’? Or ‘kill’? Or ‘stab’?”

“No. Not those words.”

“Did he confess to stabbing his wife twenty-seven times?”

“No.”

“Did he describe how the argument escalated, or what weapon he used?”

“No. Just... the sorry stuff. And the ‘didn’t mean it to go that far.’”

Avery paused, then: “Mr Crowe, in your experience in prison, do people sometimes talk to themselves at
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