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	Grey took the stairs two at a time. 

	Sweat dampened his forehead. 

	Skin, slick under body armor. 

	Around him, the walls suffocated—the stink of stale tobacco and piss. 

	Ahead, six Special Emergency Response Team officers moved as a single unit, tight up the stairwell. Footsteps hollow within the concrete confines. 

	The heel of a boot crunched. 

	‘Jesus,’ the officer at his shoulder wheezed. ‘Fucker’s the size of a rodent.’ One hundred KGs of muscle dodged the offending cockroach. ‘Can’t believe this shit.’

	‘You mean, beautiful one day, perfect the next—’ Grey paused. 

	An exit door. The number eight stenciled on peeling paint. 

	Eighth Floor. 

	Then they were out, snaking along the threadbare carpet of a dank corridor.  

	Apartment two-twenty-six. 

	A swift regroup. An officer with a ramming device stepped to the fore.  

	Another hammered on the door. ‘Police. This is a forced entry.’

	‘Or, hi Honey, we’re home,’ his colleague chuckled. 

	Flattened against the wall, Grey tensed.

	The door splintered, listing precariously on its hinges as the armed men barrelled through, ending a two-week hunt for convicted rapist, drug dealer, and general low-life Raymond Barlow—and closure, Detective Sergeant DeLuca Greyson hoped, for not just one, but two families torn by anguish.
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	Five days ago, Alison Bray, eighteen years old, had stumbled, battered, and bleeding into the arms of a shocked gas station employee at the corner of Southport’s Smith Street and Kumbari Avenue. Alison had been missing for eight days, last seen exiting a local nightclub just after midnight, then wandering alone up Cavill Avenue toward Marine Parade.

	It had taken twenty-four hours for Alison to regain consciousness. Another twenty-four before police were permitted to interview her. Not Detective Greyson. From her bed, she had taken one look at him and started screaming. 

	‘So, he looks like me.’ Grey ambushed DS Isabel Larkin as she exited the hospital room.

	‘So it would seem.’

	‘Lucky fellow.’ He scowled. ‘Anything else?’

	‘White male. Muscular build. Dark hair, kinda salty. Eyes possibly blue—’

	‘That doesn’t look like me.’

	‘Grey, he’d partially blinded her. Put something in her eyes.’

	‘Atropine?’ 

	‘Apparently. After that initial glimpse of the guy, she’s only ever been able to see light shades and some shadow movement.’

	‘An antimuscarinic and a cycloplegic. Dilates the pupil and temporarily paralyzes the muscles that help focus.’

	Isabel raised a brow. ‘Yeah, that’s what the doctor said. Positive for Rohypnol, too, and traces of GBH, ketamine, and clonazepam in her system. Date rape drugs.’

	‘That’s a lot of drugs.’

	‘Overkill or experimental?’ 

	‘They differ slightly, but all share similar outcomes. Loss of muscle control, blackouts, memory loss.’ He turned and glared at the closed door. ‘Distorted perception. Not great for identification purposes.’

	‘He wore boots, the kind tradesman wear.’

	‘A tradie?’

	‘Who kicked her.’

	Grey frowned again.

	‘She’s done good, though, to give us what she has.’

	‘Which is?’

	‘You want to sit down somewhere?’

	Grey clenched his jaw. Isabel directed him to the side of the hallway, a meter from Alison’s door, where she outlined the victim’s statement.

	Though substantially blinded for most of her ordeal, Alison’s observations proved extraordinarily helpful. Aside from glimpses at physical characteristics, she had identified a tattooed sleeve. An image she had described as a beaked bird and fire. Tattoos on his hands, some of which pointed to gang affiliation and possibly prison time. 

	‘Great, he’ll be in the system,’ Grey said. ‘What about the vehicle?’

	‘Might have been a van.’ 

	‘Of course, auto choice of abductors. She remember how long they’d been driving before she escaped?’

	‘Ten minutes. Twenty tops.’

	‘Anything about the location where she was kept?’

	‘Just that it smelled old. An apartment block, she reckons. Because of the stairs. A lot of stairs.’

	‘No elevator?’

	‘Didn’t use it. Maybe too risky. Or it wasn’t working.’

	As if bundling an abducted girl up a stairwell wasn’t dicey enough. ‘Would she recognize it? The building?’

	‘They won’t let her leave the hospital—’

	‘Right.’ Grey ran his hand over his head, turning his gaze down the corridor. ‘Google it. Start with a radius of two kilometers from the gas station and work outwards—apartment blocks. Older ones. Should be a piece of cake …’ his voice trailed. Isabel’s demeanor was too subdued. ‘What? What are you not telling me?’ 

	‘She’d been moved—before.’

	‘Two locations? Bold.’

	‘And before you ask. She couldn’t say anything about that either. Just a concrete floor.’

	Grey nodded reasonably. ‘We’ll concentrate on the last location. The van. The physical description of the perp. Start with convicted felons, prison timers, and sexual assault arrests. And the firebird should be a—’ Isabel’s expression distracted again. ‘What now?’

	‘There was someone else with her.’    

	‘Another victim?’

	‘For a short time. She can’t say for sure how many days ago.’

	Grey had become still. ‘Sarah?’ His voice a whisper.

	‘Possibly.’

	Four weeks prior to Alison’s abduction, Sarah Brownley, twenty-one, had left another popular Surfer’s nightspot. With an early morning start, she had deserted her friends and, according to their statements, had planned to call an Uber. Two minutes before midnight, choppy CCTV footage had captured her exiting the club alone. She had taken a back entrance and, whether disoriented or for expediency, had not headed toward the main road. Three minutes later, a rear store camera had picked her up entering a side lane. Thirty seconds later, headlights had flared the camera’s lens. In less than twelve seconds, both the lights and Sarah had disappeared. No one had seen her since. 

	‘That’s promising.’ Grey kept the anticipation from his voice. ‘That it might be Sarah.’

	Isabel turned pointedly in the direction of the elevators. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to grab a coffee? Sit down?

	‘I had my Wheaties this morning, thanks, Isabel. I need you to tell me what Alison remembers.’

	‘Alison said the girl seemed in a bad way. Wouldn’t talk. Not even about escape.’

	Grey contemplated this. Ramifications, good and bad.

	‘Alison feels bad she couldn’t have saved her. Apparently, the girl had said she was ashamed.’

	‘Jesus.’ Anger, this time, he didn’t hide.

	Grey had been trying not to make Sarah’s case personal. After all, this was the job, one that depended on professionalism, not emotion. However, it didn’t help that the media persisted with the story: every detail of “a promising young life destroyed” dissected for public outrage, that Sarah’s parents called incessantly, that every time they did, he’d have to give them the same answer. Each time, straddling that fine thin line between professionalism and emotion, remembering a different place and time, another set of parents desperate for information— 

	‘Grey?’ Isabel had her hand on his arm.

	He pulled himself back across the line.

	‘It’s not that uncommon.’ 

	‘Sure,’ he said. Shame. Culpability. ‘That she should have or could have done something differently.’ Grey thought about weeks, trapped, isolated, enduring who knew what physical and psychological manipulation. Hearing only what her captors wanted her to hear – convincing her of almost anything. Convincing herself.  

	‘Alison believed she was going to be killed. When she got a chance to run, she didn’t look back.’ 

	The rush Grey had felt earlier had dissipated. ‘She have any idea why or where she was being moved to?’

	‘She shut me out after that.’

	He chewed on his lip, frustrated that he could not have been in the room. ‘How so?’

	Isabel shrugged. ‘Could have been the meds. I didn’t want to push. Not everything at once with her. She’s going to take time.’ 

	Grey let that digest, pensive as he returned his attention toward the sterile length of the corridor. Isabel was more than competent to conduct an interview. And, under the circumstances, probably a reasonable choice. ‘Sarah’s alive, though, and we’ve got enough description of who abducted her to work with.’ His mobile rammed to his ear, he took off down the hall so fast that Isabel was left gawping. 

	‘That was days ago,’ she shouted after him. Finally catching up. ‘And what are the chances he’s holding on to more than one girl at a time—’

	‘But she was holding on. Come on,’ Grey barked over his shoulder. ‘Let’s go get this bastard.’
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	That was five days ago.

	Stepping across the splintered door, whiffs of fried food and pot hung like a rank washcloth. Under sallow yellow walls, the carpet was stained and patched with cigarette burns. Beer cans littered the top of a Formica coffee table, and across the open-plan room, dishes overflowed from the kitchen sink. The place made the stairwell resemble a rose garden. 

	Behind him, Grey glimpsed Isabel as she hovered by the door, her compact frame accentuated by her proximity to the lanky build of their DI, Mike Stringer, who loosened the knot in his tie and pulled at the cuffs under his suit jacket. Isabel hopped from foot to foot, running her hand through a head of cropped hair. In black pants, a white shirt spilling from her belt, and a Kevlar vest cinching her upper body, she looked more like Stringer’s adolescent son than an au fait CIB detective. She nodded his way, and Grey took several steps backward.

	‘Glad you could make it.’

	‘Wouldn’t miss one of your parties.’ She grinned.

	‘Clear,’ bellowed from a back room.

	‘Not bad for four days' work.’

	‘Not like Stringbean to show up.’ He tossed a glance at his DI. 

	‘The press is descending.’

	‘Say no more.’ Grey acknowledged his superior with a curt nod. 

	‘Hope he’ll allow you to do the honors. If anyone deserves to read the prick his rights—’

	A muffled scream. 

	Behind the hulking shape of a SERT officer, a young girl scrambled from the rear of the couch and pushed herself onto the wall. Fair hair, dimple-cheeked, skinny with prepubescent softness and budding breasts under a thin t-shirt, cut-offs that were more off than cut. Her eyes were glazed, and despite the situation, her expression slack. 

	Young. Female … Grey scowled. But it wasn’t Sarah. 

	The girl looked about twelve. 

	‘Call child protection, would you,’ he addressed Isabel. ‘Get Sally up here if you can.’

	‘Clear.’ Another call from behind a bedroom door, and Grey’s insides twisted. It wasn’t a big place. Where the fuck was Barlow? 

	Already the tactical team was beginning to return to the living room. 

	And where was Sarah?

	The men mingled with composed agitation. Arms folded, legs spread, seeping a sort of guarded disappointment into the claustrophobic room. 

	‘She’s stoned.’ Isabel tilted her chin toward the girl. ‘Medics are on their way as well.’

	Grey barely heard her, his attention drawn to an ashtray – cigarette butts and a twisted blunt. He hovered his palm over it. Lifted his nose to the air—the same fusty smells. Just below the ceiling, phantom wisps of vapor hung. He touched the shell of a Toohey’s can with the back of his hand.

	‘He’s here.’

	Riggs straightened. The team exchanged glances.

	Grey padded across the room. Eased a door open. A bathroom. Small and damp. Crusted soap and mildewed towels.

	‘We’ve done the sweep. Three-sixty.’

	 A tightening coil of adrenalin kept Grey focused. Two other doors. It didn’t take familiarity with the floor plan to figure they were bedrooms.

	The second bedroom, which had nonsensically been labeled the master, was marginally larger than the first. Minimally furnished. Flatpack rejects. Bed sheets tousled. Clothing scattered, primarily men’s pants and t-shirts. He noted some women’s items. Or a girl’s—they were small—a pair of butterfly-printed underwear. The air smelled vaguely musky. Involuntarily, Grey crinkled his nose. 

	The door to a narrow walk-in robe hung ajar. A windowless rectangular space perhaps a quarter the size of the previous bedroom. He guessed this was the perk of the “master.” 

	Behind him, he could hear Riggs’ shallow breathing. Grey took a sideways glance through the opening. 

	More discarded clothing. A couple of scuffed sneakers and a pair of work boots. Tradie boots. Four shirts were still attached to wire hangers on a rod that rested against the rear wall. Grey leaned further in. Both sides of the cupboard had small holes to support the rod. One was encircled with a plastic rim; the other was not. He regarded it for a moment. The wall was the same shade of off-white as the interior of the cupboard, only cleaner. Newly painted. Partition board. He focused on the joins in the frame. ‘Riggs,’ he mouthed. He didn’t have to say anything more.

	Riggs shuffled in with two officers who positioned themselves on either side of the paneled wall.

	Physically braced. Their eyes met once, and Riggs tipped his chin.

	Pulled.

	 An area no more than a meter square. Crumpled potato chip packets dotted the floor. An empty plastic water bottle. A mound of taupe duvet in the back corner and Raymond Barlow cowering beneath.
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