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	The Gold Coast delivers some of the most awesome lightning storms on the planet. Repertoires of pyrotechnics that cleave the skies and roll on thunderous bellies across the continent’s eastern seaboard. It renders one vulnerable, momentarily insignificant, and, in its aftermath, oddly silenced. 

	The night in question was no exception.

	The air hung heavy over forty-six Harborough Street. An atmosphere that bristled with residual charge. Looking back, those in attendance would summarize the sensation as something akin to foreboding, as if nature had been privy to the unnatural acts perpetrated within the unassuming suburban residence. As if it had attempted to purge the maleficence that hung low and potent. 

	A faded mid-century weatherboard house. Partially denuded limbs of a jacaranda reached across a fractured fence. What remained of its purple blooms hung wilted or crushed on the sidewalk. Water spluttered cigarette butts like gondolas from a gutter along the curb's edge.

	Detective Sergeant DeLuca Greyson took all this in on his approach to the police cordon. The quizzical faces of the onlookers who huddled along the tape blinking into the oscillating reds and blues of half a dozen police vehicles. 

	A silent witness? 

	A perpetrator’s voyeuristic curiosity? 

	He dodged the outstretched microphone of a reporter he recognized from Channel Ten. Brusque and unsmiling, Greyson was still a natural target for journalists, particularly the female ones, and tonight, he would not be drawn into comment.

	He identified himself to the constable at the gate. Spoke briefly to the first responding officers and their sergeant, then made his way toward the rear of the property, where DS Isabel Larkin and DC Nick Farris waited at the steps that led to the kitchen door.

	‘More privacy here for coming and going.’ In Tyvek coveralls, Isabel secured a pair of disposable booties over her shoes. ‘How do I look?’ She grinned. Not a tall woman, and with a recent obsession for pumping weights, the suit added to an impression of a beefy marshmallow. 

	Farris, who could probably do with a confectionary or two, suppressed a smile. ‘Amy’s inside, Grey,’ he said, using the name most people addressed him by. ‘Even she’s looking grim tonight.’

	‘Not like her.’ Grey drew his overalls from a box by the door. He’d worked with Amy Lin, Crime Scene Manager, on multiple crime scenes over the years, and “grim” wasn’t how anyone would typically describe her. 

	He recognized her petite frame as she crossed the rear of the kitchen. She paused as her eyes caught his. Then she beckoned him inside.

	Grey let the fetid darkness draw him in. A bungalow that would once have held a place of pride on the street, even today, retained the bones of its past: ornate plastered cornices, wainscoting, and panels of stained glass. Unfortunately for the kitchen, the seventies happened. Blue Formica benchtops and green and yellow tiles competed with original fixtures, linoleum of disputable color masked sawn timber floors. And evidence of more recent remodeling – sections of the lower paneling had been kicked in, and a cooktop bore the brunt of illicit cook-ups – crusted spoons and singed glassware. 

	‘This way.’ Amy led the way from the kitchen, unhurried, allowing the detectives time to take in what they needed. 

	A portable light stretched the corridor and bled illumination into a ransacked sitting room: two armchairs, a threadbare couch spilling innards of lumpy fleece around the base of a littered coffee table. A leak in the roof had stippled the molding around a crippled candelabra, trailing stains down graffitied walls. Grey noted the scrawled profanity, the usual anatomically impossible cock and balls.

	As they approached the rear, the smells intensified, mingling with the bellicose assault of death. It carried an almost tangible quality that stuck to the back of his throat. It wouldn’t be long before the gag reflex kicked in.

	‘Jesus,’ Farris muttered, bringing the back of his hand to his mouth.

	 

	Red colored the daisy-embellished wallpaper—arcing, then weeping hemic tears toward the skirting boards. Halogen light sent squat shadows around cans, empty spirit bottles, and a filthy mattress. It wove darkness beneath the munted shapes of candles that jutted like mushrooms in a field. A fire had been attempted in a small cast iron fireplace. Ash overflowed the grate and blistered the walls around its cavity. 

	‘Bloody hell,’ Isabel exhaled.

	A spray-painted disc dominated one wall, sectioned into ever-diminishing circles and segmenting outward in parallel lines of yellow and scarlet rays. Across the remaining walls, a fresco of crudely rendered animal figures and faces—round with prominent noses, small eyes, and augmented lips. 

	‘Messed up,’ Grey’s words strangled as his eyes found their mark.

	Between a mosaic of bloody footprints lay the body of a man. Naked, spread-eagled, a wound bisected his torso and spilled a mess of viscera. 

	‘You’re clear to go.’ Amy’s voice beside him.

	Grey tiptoed a tightrope of less blemished boards, squatting as close as he dared to the victim; the man’s bowels had opened, and a pool of gore and excrement congealed around him. Stringy hair, matted beard, track marks on emaciated limbs. Eyes were open, corneas clouded. What looked like a sock had been jammed into his mouth. ‘Isabel. Who did you say owned this place?’ 

	‘I didn’t.’ 

	‘Mr and Mrs Madura,’ Farris answered. 

	‘Are we to assume this is Mr Madura?’ Isabel attempted brownie points.

	‘Looks like he hasn’t had a shave or a shower for a while.’

	‘Homeless guy?’

	‘Maybe.’ Grey leaned in, checking the man’s hands, nicotine-stained and grimy under the fingernails. The onset of bruising was visible around his wrists, with fresh scratches and bloody smears. He rotated his own hands, attempting to match the markings. In knife assaults, cuts are often evident on the palms and lower arms as victims try to fend off their attacker. ‘These aren’t defensive,’ he muttered, shifting lower to study the man’s ankles and similar dark smudges. ‘No obvious signs of trauma to other parts of his body. Discounting the obvious, at least none are evident yet.’

	Isabel lifted her eyes from the track marks. ‘Maybe he was out of it.’ 

	‘Knew his attacker?’ Farris added.

	‘This guy was held down. Forcibly.’ Grey focused on the man’s chest, closer to where the opening pitted around skin and muscle. ‘Incision appears clean.’

	‘Incision?’

	‘Sliced. No obvious stab wounds.’ 

	‘And the guy bled out?’

	Grey didn’t answer. His attention remained fixated on the bloody mass of the victim’s chest.

	‘Grey?’

	‘Medical officer is on their way,’ he answered brusquely. ‘Should be here any minute.’ He eased himself up, but his attention remained on the floor. Tacky crimson footprints like a maniacal game of Twister. ‘These show no tread.’ 

	‘Barefooted. At least four different people, though it could be as many as six,’ Amy said. ‘They lead to the bathroom.’ She extended an arm toward the door. ‘Into the shower stall.’ 

	‘They showered?’

	‘Appears that way.’

	‘Okay.’ Grey adjusted his gaze to the walls. The collage of figures: crudely drawn snakes, some with two heads, open-mouthed and square-toothed, elongated cats and dogs—a bug-eyed owl. There were spheres within spheres, triangles with stepped angles, cartoonish stick-like figures, and basic male and female forms posed in what could only be described as erotic positions. Other depictions were more unsettling, like the faces with fat lips, protruding tongues, and bulging kohled eyes that, even in their almost childish renditions, followed him as he moved. He turned toward the spray-painted circle—a sun. There was an intricacy to it that differed from the other graffiti. Under any other circumstances, it could almost be considered beautiful, but lack of cohesiveness aside, it still intimidated. There was a theme going on in this room. A theme and a statement his rationale was trying to catch up with. 

	He turned to Amy, crouched in front of the skirting board beside the mattress and a yellow marker denoting a clotted mass of vomit. ‘So, what do make of this?’ The Crime Scene Manager was a straight shooter, opinionated, and her instincts were usually on point.

	Camera to her eye, Amy tutted as she homed in on the outline of a Cupid’s heart, half the size of a child’s palm print. A dark brown smear rendered a set of initials barely readable. 

	Grey squinted. ‘D O G? Maybe S I or L.’ Surrounding it were other sets of letters, not large, and calligraphy varied as if drawn by different people. Copper brown and fading into the wallpaper, he hadn’t noticed them before – then again, there was a lot to compete with. ‘They look finger-painted,’ he said. 

	Amy settled the camera on her lap. ‘There are more scattered on the lower walls.’ 

	Now that Grey knew what he was looking for, he could see them clearly. ‘Initials.’

	‘Good start for you, then.’ Amy flicked him a glance. ‘Drawn in blood. Most aren’t fresh, though. I’ll get the shots, then swab. Scrape the older ones.’ 

	‘I’ll need every one of these. Initials and DNA.’ He angled his head again, distracted by five larger letters, bulky and hollow, sloping beside them. He read aloud. T R A E H.

	‘A name, I reckon,’ Farris said behind him. ‘You know how these guys have their own styles. A couple of these tags look familiar—like how this sun is drawn,’ he rotated a one-eighty. ‘We’d get to recognize them on patrol. Occasionally come across the little bastards with their cans. Usually, though, it’s too late, and the poor bloody residents or the council get to clean it up – or not. Course, a lot of people think it's legitimate art.’ He glanced beside him at a crude rendition of female genitalia. Something written about his mamma and various orifices. ‘Well.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Some of it.’

	Grey pinched a breath. The place was making the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. The notion that that was its intent made the feeling even more intense. ‘Good for us then,’ he repeated Amy’s sentiment. ‘There’s enough signage here to narrow down a few suspects.’ From the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of Amy. Still on her haunches, camera moving systematically, she rocked, planting a palm on the floor, but it wasn’t enough to stop her from landing on her buttocks. ‘You okay?’ 

	‘Sure,’ she huffed. Fingers splayed, steading herself back into a squat. She pointed the camera back at the wall.

	He crouched next to her and eased his mask down. ‘Here, you missed a spot.’ 

	‘Coming back to that,’ she snapped.

	Grey knew better than to test a woman’s temperaments. ‘O-o-kay,’ he muttered, following her line of sight to a series of initials. ‘Drawn in blood too. Fresher?’ he queried.

	Amy grunted.

	‘I’m counting around ten sets of initials,’ he mumbled. ‘JM, DOG, again. CAT. JW, JL, FB, and another AG. Some repetition. You been pulling double shifts again?’ 

	‘And a partial,’ Amy spoke to the wall. ‘Possible useable print where someone has paused before the downward stroke.’

	Grey studied her profile. ‘You didn’t answer my question.’

	Amy flattened the back of her hand across her forehead. ‘Long night ahead. A lot to process.’ 

	‘So, you okay?’ He repeated. Amy was a friend, but this was also his crime scene manager, and he didn’t want screw-ups.

	‘Jesus, look at this place. It’s going to take forever.’ When Grey didn’t release his stare, she sighed. ‘Nothing that a Mars bar won’t fix.’ She pushed herself up. ‘I have to go check Leary’s finished videoing, but make sure you hang around for the luminol. Can’t wait to see this place light up,’ she gestured an explosion with her hands. 

	‘Amy …’ Grey knew a brush off when he heard one, but before he could finish, a woman, cherub-faced, perhaps in her late forties, dressed in Tyvek overalls, stood expectantly in the doorway.

	‘Looks like I’ve come to the right party. Got the dress code down,’ she said. ‘Looking for a Detective Greyson.’ 

	Grey straightened and extended his gloved hand before he stopped himself.  

	‘Good evening,’ the woman said. ‘Well, not so good for some.’ She eyed the corpse. ‘Dr King. Amanda. And a handshake would have been nice,’ she added a reminiscent smile.

	Grey stood next to her as she hunched over the body. ‘I can tell you he hasn’t bathed in a while. Chronic case of eczema, though that’s the least of his worries now.’ She turned his head. ‘Slight rigor to the neck,’ she retrieved the liver probe, ‘temperature is what … twenty-eight degrees in here? Chap’s probably been dead for around five hours.’

	It put the time frame within witness accounts of activity around the premises.

	‘… and judging by that blood, good as exsanguinated in minutes.’ Nimbly, she lifted the fleshy fold of the skin around the incision. ‘Clean cut for such a violent act. Makes you think …’ 

	Grey tilted his head as her voice trailed, but she said nothing more. He watched as the doctor probed further into the wound, fishing around with rapt concentration. Eventually, she gave a small grunt. 

	‘Interesting,’ she said, inserting gloved fingers deeper into the chest cavity.

	‘You found something?’

	‘More like what I haven’t. His heart is gone.’

	‘Gone?’ Grey leaned in.

	‘They’ve incised it right here.’ She pointed to just below his sternum. It takes a bit of know-how to get under there and know where to cut. You want a heart? Most try and hack through the chest. Very difficult to get through the breastbone.’ Reaching in, she flattened her palm and pointed her fingers, ‘By the looks of it, they dove right in.’ 

	From the rear of the house, Amy let out a string of profanity. At least something was normal.

	‘Where is it then?’

	‘Ripped it right out, I’d say. Torn all the connective tissue.'

	Grey frowned. Glanced across graffiti grazing the walls like spiteful lesions, the candles and the footprints, back to the violated body. Ritualistic. A thing of boyhood comics and Spielberg movies. He shivered as if a popsicle stick had been painted down his spine. ‘Who’d want a heart?’ 

	Amanda gave Grey a quizzical look. ‘I’m merely the doctor.’ She half smiled, holding her hands vertically like two bloody soldiers. ‘The good news, though, is this rumor going around that you’re just the man to find out, Detective Greyson.’

	‘Hey, Grey.’ Mick Leary’s towering silhouette appeared in the door frame. ‘You need to take a look at this.’

	A new odor permeated the kitchen. Grey pulled up his mask and moved closer to Amy, who was peering into the open door of the refrigerator. Two wadded packages of aluminum foil rested on a middle shelf of the freezer cavity. One was partially opened in an origami of budding silver petals. He leaned in and took a peek—snapped back. 

	‘Human?’ Amy’s voice muffled beneath her mask.

	‘It’s the right size,’ Grey coughed. 

	‘Think it’s our victim’s?’ Isabel asked.

	‘Looks fresh.’ He glanced at the other package, back at Amy. ‘Go on then,’ he said.

	As the second wad of foil was unwrapped, the others rustled closer.

	‘Two’s company.’ Amy withdrew her hands and pushed her nose into her elbow.

	Not much more than a liquefying glob, Grey’s throat spasmed. ‘Yup, I’d say that’s another one.’

	‘There’s another person without a fricking heart?’ Isabel’s eyes flicked the room as if a zombie might appear, demanding its organ back. 

	‘Fridge would have been off for some time,’ Farris said. 

	‘Wouldn’t take long, and it looks like someone’s tried to ice pack them at some stage.’ Amy shifted a crumpled plastic bag that had once held crushed ice. ‘Or tried to cool the freezer down.’ 

	‘Preserving them,’ Grey muttered. 

	‘It’s charred.’ 

	‘Eh?’

	‘This older one.’

	Grey pictured the overflowing grate in the main bedroom. An unidentified body without a heart. A heart without a body. The bad feeling was gathering muscle. ‘We’re going to have to tear this place apart. Inside and out. Check roof spaces. The garden.’ He scuffed his feet on the gritty floor. ‘Get under these floorboards. Start with his God-awful linoleum, and I’ll put a call in for the dogs. GPR if we have to.’

	‘Ground probing radar?’ Farris frowned.

	‘Old house, big garden.’ Grey gave a sardonic grin. ‘Who knows how many bodies might be buried?’

	‘Something else you might want to consider.’ The doctor’s voice hollow from inside the refrigerator door. ‘This one.’ Her nose was close to the wad of foil containing the fresher heart. ‘Left ventricle has a bite taken out of it.’

	 

	Amy leaned against the van, unzipped her suit, and crumpled it to her waist. Her t-shirt was drenched in sweat, her hands uncharacteristically shaky, and Grey was still looking at her funny. 

	She pressed her palms to her eye sockets. It was close to three in the morning, she was a wasted space … but it was not what she was thinking. Not at all. Missed a spot. Yeah, right. It was not how she operated. Thank God the dismembered hearts distracted him, but that was definitely not how she ran a crime scene. She looked through the open gate and over at Grey. He’d rolled the panda suit down and tied the sleeves around his waist. Arms folded, feet spread, that look of concentration etched on his features as he spoke to a cluster of officers. 

	Grey was a lot like her. From an investigative perspective: unrelenting, inquisitive. He pushed boundaries. It was what she respected about him as a police officer. As a friend, lover, ex-lover, and friend again—circular, yet surprisingly uncomplicated—something else she could also respect was that he didn’t give up easily. In fact, he rarely gave up at all. In that respect, Grey was also fundamentally flawed. That he cared – about his victims, about his team – that he had a big heart, and like a damn cadaver dog, he was never going to stop sticking his nose into any whiff of questionable business. Amy rotated the weariness from her shoulders. It was that trait that concerned her the most, and right now, the last thing she needed was Grey in her business.

	By the end of the evening, her team had amassed scores of prints. Hairs of differing origins. Vomit, blood samples, and enough semen and body fluids on cushions and mattresses to start her own fertility clinic. Cans and bottles, miscellaneous drug paraphernalia, and a residual smorgasbord of street drugs – all of which had been sealed in evidence bags and secured in the unit’s van. Video footage, photographs, she let out a breath … initials. They’d be back again tomorrow, which was today, to start Grey’s controlled demolition.

	Amy pulled the suit down over her hips and stepped out of it. A breath of an easterly breeze prickled her skin. The winds had changed.

	This time, none of it seemed enough for Amy. This time, it was different. It would take days or weeks for everything to be processed. She didn’t have days or weeks, and now she had Grey as Senior Investigating Officer and breathing down her neck. Christ, she put her lower arm to her forehead. She knew a crime scene was no place for emotions – science was her thing, objective, unbiased – not sentiment and opinion, but this time, she didn’t want to have seen what she had seen inside because this time, it was different.

	Real and personal.

	Mid-conversation, Grey glanced up and over at her. Amy looked away. 

	She had to be careful.
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	The screen dissolved to black. Grey swiveled his chair to face the room. 

	Retracing his steps through the eye of the camera had done nothing to quell the preternatural gloom of the house – an unblinking tour down dark hallways and retreating shadows. ‘Heads up, this gets nasty,’ he had pre-empted as the camera neared the rear bedroom. Tension had shifted as light flooded the master, dancing silhouettes across bleeding walls, across the helter-skelter pattern of footprints. The faint breaths of the camera operator quickened as they zoomed in on the form of the victim.

	‘Got ourselves a right house of horrors,’ Grey said to the group assembled around him. A rumble of murmurs. Someone coughed in the rear. 

	Amongst the nine present that morning, he knew who his core team would be. Isabel, seated beside him. Sarcastic but steady, an outside-the-box thinker. Though relatively new to investigation, Nick Farris was bright, eager, and, a year out of patrol, knew the city streets, where much of their inquiry would be headed. Meredith Kostas, or M as she was usually referred to, was happiest in front of a computer screen, and her scrutiny had proved invaluable in research and background aspects. Grey also had a soft spot for the calm meticulousness she brought to an often chaotic scenario. She kept temperaments in check with what Grey could only assume was the same logic she used with her five children. Moose Tucker would be his fourth. A giant of a man, a little rough around the edges but a solid operator who, after a couple of undercover stints, understood the city’s darker side and the scum that lurked beneath it.

	‘Recap,’ Grey stated. ‘Shortly after midnight, we got the call out. Officers arrived fifteen minutes later, entered the property, and discovered the body. Male. Early to late sixties is our estimate at this time. No positive identification. We have prints, but whoever he is, he’s not in the system.’ He glanced over at Isabel, who shook her head. ‘We haven’t been able to speak to the property owners, a Mr and Mrs Madura. Isabel spoke to a woman early this morning who identified herself as the housekeeper. She said the Maduras have been out of town, so we can’t categorically discount the vic as not being Mr Madura until he shows up. However, given the house's reputation, the victim presents as unwashed with evidence of prior drug use and could be homeless. He’s not in the system, which is unusual.’ Grey understood the reasons for homelessness were multi-faceted. Many were tragic scenarios, but where drugs were involved, choices more than often led to involvement in criminal activity, which would eventually lead to the attention of the police.

	‘Or some people just want to get off the grid,’ Isabel said. 

	‘This one has. Perhaps deliberately, but he still would have come in contact with someone.’

	‘Gotta get his fix,’ Moose muttered.

	‘You think he was targeted?’ Meredith asked.

	Grey visualized the hearts in the fridge. ‘Two people were targeted,’ he corrected.

	‘People living on the streets make easy marks.’

	‘Or he could have known them,’ Isabel added.

	Grey broke the banter. ‘Autopsy is scheduled for tomorrow. Tox and usual trace are forthcoming and, hopefully, something that might help identification. We’re also awaiting confirmation that the fresher heart from the fridge belongs to him. The other one, we’ll need a body to match it with.’ Nervous chuckles rippled the room. ‘SOCO’s going back over the place again this morning. The house hasn’t been officially lived in for years, but neighbors have complained about kids staying there.’ Grey flipped a page of notes. ‘Squatters, transients, and druggies, their words, and mostly young louts, their words as well. Comings and goings all hours of the night, drug paraphernalia left in the garden and out on the street.’

	Grey clasped his fingers and leaned forward. ‘Last night, shortly before midnight, neighbors heard a scream. That, apparently, wasn’t so unusual. They’d heard screams before, but this time, it was the way it cut off, they said—abruptly. It concerned them enough to remember.’

	‘But not to report,’ Isabel scoffed. 

	‘Right. It was only when that chunk of a tree came down, taking part of the back fence with it, that.’ Grey eyed the page of notes, ‘Mary and Jay Rupert, neighbors to the right, came out to investigate. The door to the house was ajar, no one home—'

	‘So, they let themselves in?’ 

	‘Said they called out, being neighborly and all. They found the body.’

	‘They were pretty shaken up.’ Isabel took over the address. ‘I spoke with them at length. Had to physically keep Mr. Rupert off the Bundy long enough to make a coherent statement, and Mrs Rupert got herself some sedatives. Sayonara to that one.’

	‘So, they are not suspects?’ Meredith asked.

	‘Wouldn’t think so.’ Isabel raised her brows at Grey. ‘But everyone’s a suspect until they aren’t.’ 

	‘What? You think they’d had a gut full and decided on some neighborhood vigilante justice?’ Farris said.

	‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,’ Grey interrupted. ‘But, seeing that you brought it up, it wouldn’t hurt to look into the Ruperts and the other neighbors.’ 

	As Nick Farris scribbled in a notepad, Grey pondered the likelihood of that scenario. It wasn’t so improbable. He had witnessed the aftermath of enough incidents where regular people had snapped. This one, however, seemed different. There was violence, for sure, and more than a hint of viciousness, but he doubted it was a bunch of neighbors gone commando. Here was something sinister, unhinged. The festering hearts in the fridge. The scrawl on the walls – black orbed eyes, gaping mouths, and lolling tongues. The victim’s eyes similarly bulged and fixed in terror. The mouth stuffed with a cotton athletic sock.

	Grey snatched his attention back to his team. ‘Something worth noting. Several of those hearing the screams say it was female, high pitched. Others say that regardless of pitch, it was male.’ 

	‘Some bastard was cutting my heart out,’ Moose mumbled, ‘I’d be squealing like a neutered choirboy.’ 

	‘So, was it the victim’s scream or someone else?’

	‘A witness?’

	‘A woman?’

	‘It means someone was suitably shocked to have reacted that way.’

	‘It shows contrition,’ Farris said. ‘Something we can appeal to. Get them to come forward.’

	Grey pushed his chair back. ‘So, our primary vic presents with no apparent defensive wounds. It does appear, however, that he was held down with force. There’s evidence of at least five people present, all barefooted.’ He eased forward to glance at his notes. Measurements range from twenty-six centimeters down to twenty-two-point-five.

	‘A woman’s size six,’ Isabel said.

	Grey held her gaze. ‘Or a young male.’ He didn’t know why those scenarios felt problematic. Women and even children were more than capable of committing violent crimes. Perhaps, he considered, it was the notion of corruptibility, of innocence lost. ‘You just saw the crime scene,’ he continued. ‘It looks like, for the lack of a better word, a feeding frenzy. These people might have been high and excitable, but the vic’s injury is a clean cut. No stab wounds or preliminary cuts suggest someone there had it together.’ 

	‘Is it true that whoever did this showered afterward,’ someone asked from the rear of the room.

	‘Looks that way. According to witness statements, there were approximately twenty minutes between the alleged scream and the lightning strike that brought half the tree down. Probably another ten before the neighbors entered the property.’

	‘Five people showered in that time?’ Farris muttered.

	‘It wasn’t a spa day,’ Moose quipped.

	Isabel piped. ‘I can shampoo and shave my legs in under five.’

	Moose shuddered his head. ‘Way too much information.’

	‘Preliminary tests indicate the blood in the bathroom and the shower stall is our victim’s blood. And obviously, it wasn’t him, so ...’ Grey splayed his palms in a you-figure-it-out gesture.

	‘You think it’s a leader, follower scenario. Like a Charles Manson set-up?’ The excitement in Farris’s voice was not lost on Grey. 

	‘Not sure what I’m thinking.’ 

	‘Has anyone with that proclivity been released from psychiatric facilities recently?’ Meredith added. 

	‘The heart extraction could be someone’s MO, though I haven’t heard of it before … here.’

	‘Someone’s new, sick fantasy.’

	And sick it was. Luminol on the walls hadn’t disappointed. The room had lit up like New Year on an acid trip. ‘We got blood spatter that belongs to our vic, but what’s problematic is that there is older spatter.’ 

	‘The owner of the other heart?’ Moose said. 

	‘Possibly. Scientific is proposing multiple contributors. Location, velocity, directional, all the analyses they do, though they're not so confident they can get markers from them. What we do have, though, are the initials drawn in blood.’

	‘Very dramatic,’ Isabel said. 

	Grey frowned. ‘Very young.’

	‘You think they’re young?’

	‘Writing your initials seems the kind of thing kids would do.’

	‘Comes back to the shoe size,’ Isabel piped.

	‘But someone still knew how to get a heart out.’

	‘Butcher, hunter, doctor,’ Moose droned. ‘Internet.’

	Grey stood and paced the length of the room. ‘On the face of it, the place looks almost theatrical. The drawings on the walls, the candles.’ He turned to stare across the faces directed at him. ‘Or whoever did this might want us to think that. Let’s not forget we have not one but two victims – we just don’t have the other body yet. And this wasn’t a solo act – at least five people were involved or present in the room. That’s five people with a beef with one man or one person with an agenda that involves some sort of control of the others.’ 

	He reached for a pen and rotated it between his fingers. ‘Perpetrators may have been high or psychologically challenged in other ways, perhaps a ringleader who entices them, drugs maybe, or some other reason to commit an act like this.’ He turned to the screen. ‘Unfortunately, this wasn’t a random act of violence. The victims may or may not have been random, but it’s happened twice. Going out on a limb here, I’d say five or six of those initials will match the footprints. Whoever was involved is local, comfortable enough in their surroundings to stash the hearts.’

	‘Little keepsakes to return to.’ Isabel peaked her fingers and drummed their tips. 

	‘There are several components to this investigation and a lot we have to get through this morning.’ Grey tossed the pen. ‘I’ve requested additional staffing, but right now, it’s us, so we have to be methodical, and we have to be disciplined.’

	Control, he considered the scenario. As frenzied as the attack at Harborough Street had been, it was definitely someone’s design.
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	Even under a vibrant sky, the house looked forlorn – like some dead thing out of place amongst the living. Two marked police cruisers and the scientific van were parked curbside. Grey pulled in behind them. Through the shrunken slats in the fence, figures could be seen moving about the garden. Behind them, the casualty of last night’s lightning strike, the scorched gum with its amputated limb. 

	‘Home sweet home,’ Isabel hummed as she opened the passenger door. 

	She was already at the gate by the time Grey stepped out, pocketing his keys and flattening his identification lanyard across his chest. 

	He had divvied up the day’s actions: door to doors, interviewing residents missed the previous night, reinterviewing, in case something new was recalled: sight, sounds, anything worth noting from past months. CCTV was being checked to pick up the victim’s movements and whoever might have picked him up—Harborough Street into town, cross-streets, main streets, alleyways – surveillance cameras from homes and local businesses. 

	A facial composite of the victim had been generated. It wouldn’t be released to the media, but if this guy was homeless, he was bound to have used one or more of the city’s shelters at some point. Nick and Moose would be talking to whoever oversaw those facilities. If no one could identify him, they’d start walking the streets with a soft approach so as not to frighten anyone into not coming forward. Nick thought he recognized some of the graffiti, and if they could ID any of the artists, again, they could have a perp, a witness, or at the very least, someone who could tell them who or what was going on in that house. 

	M would tackle missing persons and exhibits with a team of two. Multiple sets of initials, five of which, unless they were people with the same initials, turned up more than once. Forensics was compiling the prints and DNA from the house for verification purposes. Grey knew the reoccurring letter combinations by heart now: the initials a possible clue to the identities of the perpetrators or, assuming the dead man wasn’t the property owner, the victim. 

	From across the street, an officer was approaching. Curly-haired and buff, his name tag identified him as Brent. 

	‘Reggie Gordon.’ Brent pointed to a brick bungalow diagonally across the road. 'He didn’t call it in but seems to have seen a lot.’

	‘That right?’ Grey looked from the bungalow back toward number forty-six. The line of sight appeared reasonable. 

	‘I know it’s technically not my job, but he called me over,’ Brent talked as they walked. ‘He’s an odd bloke. Says he can walk but spends most of the time in a wheelchair because of his back. Sits on the porch. Watches the neighbors. Very Rear Window.’ When Grey didn’t comment, he added, ‘You know, the movie. The guy’s got a broken leg, he sits and looks out at his neighbors all day, then he’s convinced he’s witnessed a murder, and he becomes a target.’

	Grey tipped his head at the officer.

	‘Not him. I mean, he’s not a target, just that he …’ Brent trailed. 

	Grey suppressed a smile. James Stewart. A Hitchcock movie. He got it. ‘Let’s stick to reality for now. He took the lead toward the house. ‘And I don’t mean reality TV, either.’

	Reggie Gordon sat propped in an antiquated wheelchair on the porch. Craggy featured, thinning hair dyed chestnut brown and slicked across his scalp. Even in the heat, he wore jeans and a bushman’s shirt that smelled of liniment and tobacco.

	‘Mr Gordon, I’m Detective Sergeant Greyson. Thank you for coming forward. Can you tell me what you saw last night?’

	‘Already told the young fella there.’

	‘I understand, but if you wouldn’t mind repeating what you told him.’

	Reggie gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘Like I said, got no aircon. Spend most of the time on the porch. Not going anywhere.’ Hands tapped the armrests of the wheelchair. 

	Aware that he was looming over the guy, Grey glanced for somewhere to sit.

	‘Yeah, yeah, park it there.’ Reggie indicated a squat timber side table to his left. Unceremoniously, he brushed several crusty ceramic mugs to one side. ‘Been here almost thirty years,’ he said, scooping up an ashtray and depositing it on the ground. ‘Course not all of it in this thing, just the last eight.’ He extended his hand toward the table.

	Grey obliged, balancing on the lip, legs apart, palms on his knees to stop it from rocking.  

	‘Can’t work, see, on account of my back. Affects the way my legs work. Got no fence, never had. Don’t like to be any more closed in than I have to be on account of …’ He tapped the wheelchair again. ‘With no fence, I get to watch the dogs shit in the yard, but what can you do? Little fuckers can’t help it. It’s the owners, y’know, ought to pay more mind to the laws and common decency—’

	‘Mr Gordon—'

	‘So-o.’ He stretched the word out. ‘I see people come and go. Folks get home from work, lock their doors, pull down their blinds. Probably turn on the telly, and that’s it. No one cares, no one notices anything cos it’s all telly, phones, computers, and social media crap now.’

	‘Mr Gordon …’

	‘Reggie, mate.’

	Grey balanced forward. ‘Reggie, I’d appreciate it if you could take me through what you saw last night.’

	‘Yeah, yeah. That house over there, right.’ He jutted his chin. ‘Same group as usual.’

	‘As usual?’

	‘Kids mainly,’ he sniffed. ‘Come and go. Not tidy. Sloppy, though that’s fashion these days. Street kids is my guess. They hang out there. Camp out. Druggies, I reckon. Coming and going mostly after dark. And on foot mostly. Don’t see many cars. If there are, they’re not parked long. Maybe fifteen, twenty minutes tops. Selling drugs, I reckon.’ 

	‘You said, the usual ones?’

	‘Yeah, them. Three or four boys. Couple of girls, give or take. They come around most nights around ten-ish. I’d see them leave in the mornings. I have insomnia, too, reckon cos I can’t exercise or anything. Not enough mental stimulation—'

	‘They were at the house last night?’

	‘Yup.’ He rattled a phlegmy cough.

	‘Can you describe them?’

	He squinted over Grey’s shoulder. ‘White kids. One tall guy usually wears a denim shirt and jeans. Hair’s dark, long for a bloke. The others, into dark clothes. Shorter, one brown hair, another’s got that ranga look, stocky build. T-shirts, baggy pants … baseball caps … I dunno, I ain’t no fashionista.’ He looked across at Grey and shrugged. ‘Girls were slim. Two, sometimes three of them, long hair, brownish … hard to tell in the street light.’ 

	‘You ever hear any names?’

	‘Hearings not so good.’

	Grey looked up at the officer.

	Gordon noticed. ‘But my eyesight is fine. Twenty-twenty.’

	‘Would you be able to identify them?’

	‘One of them identikits? Specific features? Dunno. And it’s not so much about remembering individuals; it was more about how they looked together. How they moved—predatory, like in a pack.’ 

	Grey’s scalp tightened. ‘Anything you can tell me about last night?’ He watched Gordon reach for a packet of Marlborough’s crumpled beside the chair's wheel. Tap one out and hang it between his lips.

	‘The storm?’

	Grey kept his impatience in check. ‘The individuals you saw, the pack, any changes in their usual demeanor?

	Reggie considered this a moment, one eye squinting at the roof line. ‘Maybe.’ The cigarette jiggled. ‘I mean, the storm brought me out later than usual … but I remember last night cos there was more of them.’ 

	‘More?’

	‘Seven. Maybe four guys, three girls—got the bulky shirts on, so hard to tell. A guy in a hoody, another in a baseball cap, and one had a beard, stooped and stumbling all over the place. The bigger guy and one of the girls looked to be arguing.’ Gordon’s recall animated at the memory. ‘Couldn’t hear on account of all that rain and the thunder, but the body language was obvious. She kept shoving him. Lovers spat, I reckon.’ He chortled a cough and finally lit the smoke. ‘Had my fair share of those, know what I’m saying.’ Caterpillar brows waggled.

	‘Go on,’ Grey urged.

	‘So, they went through the gate, round the side. A couple of hours later, someone screams. Didn’t sound playful or nothing. It was shrill even with the storm. Maybe twenty minutes until this mighty clap of lightning. Knew it must have hit the big gum out back because there was a crack and a thud, car alarms went off … thunder.’

	‘And you never thought to phone it in?’ 

	Through a trail of smoke, Gordon eyed Grey. ‘You know, the reason I live without locks and fences is because I mind my own business – don’t piss anyone off. I leave them alone. They leave me alone. Besides, people scream for all sorts of reasons. None of my business, but with all you boys milling around, thought I should do my civic duty. Doesn’t mean I don’t mind my own business.’

	‘I understand, Reggie. I didn’t mean to imply anything.’ Grey rubbed his temple. ‘So, around what time was this scream?’

	‘Like I said, a couple of hours after the kids arrived. Maybe around midnight.'

	The time correlated with other witness statements.

	‘Didn’t see them leave, not from the front, anyways. Bit of movement towards the side after the tree went down. Probably, they went over the back fence.’

	Easy enough, Grey thought, considering the section of the back fence had been buckled by the tree branch. That wouldn’t have been anticipated, but fortuitous for a getaway. 

	‘By then, all the commotion brought a few folks out.’

	Grey looked over at the house. It was feasible that Reggie Gordon was telling the truth. The angle from where he sat was elevated, and it did afford a glimpse of the property’s front section toward the door to the kitchen. The slats in the fence were spaced wide enough to discern movement behind them—like a blur of blue, cropped blonde hair, and he watched as Isabel jiggled the gate latch and stepped onto the curb. She looked left and right as she sauntered to their vehicle. When she spied him across the street, she nodded. 

	‘One more thing,’ Grey said, taking Isabel’s cue to stand. ‘The scream you heard, was it male or female?

	‘Female,’ Gordon answered without hesitation.

	‘We’ll be in touch.’ Grey handed over a card. ‘And if there is anything else you remember—'

	‘Reckon it was one of them, do you, that got themselves whacked?’

	‘We don’t know yet.’

	‘Used to be such a safe neighborhood. Now it’s gone to the bloody dingoes.’

	Grey thought about wild dogs. In a pack. Hunting the weak and the vulnerable. 

	 


4

	 

	 

	 

	He was on one of the highest highs and lowest lows of his life. 

	His muscles twitched, and dopamine fired daggers through his skull.

	He wanted to laugh. He wanted to cry.

	His clothes stuck to him – a loose cotton shirt and rumpled cargo pants that were damp, making his skin clammy. Last night, he had downed a midi glass of cheap red to calm himself, but his hands had trembled so much he’d slopped most of it over the sides and down his shirt. The stain remained—pink, bleeding out across his chest. His stomach churned – he’d taken something else too. He didn’t know what, but it had helped—helped enough so that he couldn’t remember—the dream … or not?

	‘Remember,’ he said out loud as if speaking would trigger recall. All it did was muddle him further, which was the way when you tried too hard to remember something.

	Jay shifted his buttocks off the carpeted floor, and the movement made his head spin. He arched his neck so his head dropped back onto the couch cushions and swallowed the urge to puke. 

	If he could only remember. Hell, if he could just think straight, he chuckled anyway because that was what he felt like doing. A fucking awesome night, even if he couldn’t remember the deets other than swigging tequila from a shared bottle and smoking a few joints. A couple of pingers that came out of nowhere. Laughing. High fiving. Party lights and dancing—the beat was loud, he couldn’t remember what—in the rain, he guessed, that was why his clothes were damp. It had felt good—all of it, and he wasn’t alone anymore. 

	Jay squinted over at a curtained window, heavy beige drapes with a brocade pattern. Across the outlines of living room furniture with carved feet, striped fabric with floral cushions. A standing lamp with a wide shade and tassels, paintings with gilded frames. He wondered where the hell he was—kind of old school, posh, like a rich person’s house or an old person’s. Wherever he was, it was quiet – no passing cars, no street noise. The house was silent as well, and he panicked. Whose house, and where were the others? Had they left him? He frowned, calming the sensation that he had done something bloody stupid. They were his friends, and they wouldn’t have left him—they looked after him. It was still dark, early morning, and they would be asleep or passed out in another room in a house that must have some connection to someone. 

	He eyed the crumpled bladder from the box of red, thought about a toothbrush, which he didn’t have, and how he needed to rinse the sourness from his mouth. Water or wine? Water. He’d have to go searching for a tap, but he didn’t feel much like moving. Wine was closer and would be stronger. He could gargle and not swallow—or he could swallow, what the heck. In the end, Jay couldn’t decide on either, so he just sat there, squinting into the gloom. Trying to remember … but the fuck if he could help it, all that came popping into his head was home.

	He’d been thinking a lot about that shit lately—his parents, who said they loved him even when they were telling him to leave. Who said they would do whatever it took to get him through his “issues” even when they had already given up. And issues. Did they even know what those were? Did he really think they’d be capable of forgiveness now? Did he really think he was capable of asking? ‘Fuck,’ he scoffed – culpability lay on them – like it always did – not him. Like when talking ended up as arguments and unconditional love ended up with a slap on the face. And now it pissed him off that he was coming down off a high he couldn’t even remember, and he was thinking of them when he’d rather be anywhere else, even here, in the moment, than trying to figure out what made home so fucking great in the first place.

	Jay looked across the room to the door and wondered what was behind it. Never mind the door, he had no recollection of the entire house or even how he’d got here, only that it reminded him of home with its curtains and carpets and shelves lined with books.

	He thumped his head down on the edge of the couch. Thinking had spiraled him into a downer. He’d be doing a lot less of that because so much for a great night if you couldn’t remember anything. He ran his tongue across his teeth and wondered if he could go back to sleep. He was still wasted. A couple of extra hours or ten, he’d be good again. 

	Behind the door, a floorboard creaked.

	Jay straightened, wiping his palms across his chest and crumpling the stain on his shirt. 

	The door began to open, and though he didn’t know why, a ripple of tension rolled through him.
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	The Panorama, a bush-covered crest of exclusive properties, sits high in the hills overlooking the plains of the Gold Coast. Behind towering gates, the Madura’s residence, an opulent Mediterranean-inspired construction, jutted the edge of a terraced ridge. Beyond, about ten kilometers east, the Pacific Ocean shimmered. 

	‘Not bad,’ Isabel whistled. ‘A far cry from their other joint.’

	Grey leaned from the car window to press a buzzer on a sandstone pillar. Waited for the crackle of a voice to authorize its opening. ‘Perhaps they have eclectic tastes.’

	‘Wouldn’t mind affording this eclectic taste.’

	Gates parted, and Grey rolled the dark blue sedan through. An Audi and a Range Rover in matching silver tones were lined up under an expansive port cache. A force of habit, he maneuvered a one-eighty so that his car faced up the driveway. By the time they reached the front door, a diminutive dark-haired woman in a white-collared black dress stood stony-faced and expectant. 

	‘Mrs Madura?’

	‘No,’ the woman sniffed. Barely making eye contact, she ushered them into a palatial foyer: marble tiles, wrought iron stairs that curved upward to a balustraded landing, a vaulted ceiling cavernous above them. The air was cool, the atmosphere echoey like a mausoleum, but that wasn’t what was puckering the skin on Grey’s neck.

	Stone sculptures dotted the floor. The first to draw his attention was a stone serpent’s head, bug-eyed and square-toothed. An eggplant-shaped woman chopped at the thighs with pointed breasts and a featureless head. Other depictions in the grainy texture of basalt included human and animal forms, a combination of both: kneeling, squatting, or reclining. Hollow eyes. Expressions fierce even in passivity. A mosaic-decorated flint knife lay on a velvet plinth.

	The walls were hung with canvases and woven hangings. One didn’t have to be an expert to deduce a South American theme. Some were bright-colored designs, almost whimsical pale-faced skeletons that smiled and trailed lace and flowers, a pageantry in macabre femininity. Most were traditional Indigenous artworks in vivid yellow, reds, greens, and black: detailed figures in complex garb, headdresses, and armory, more fitting for a museum than an art gallery, which Grey assumed this foyer represented—someone’s collectible tastes.

	Grey paused at a particular canvas. In the sepia tones of gold and black was an elaborately carved stone disc made up of rings containing cosmological symbols, triangular signs, and serpent figures. In its center, a face with a protruding tongue and claw-like hands held a human heart. Grey recognized the representation as the iconic Calendar or Sun Stone of the Aztec civilization. 

	‘Not very homely,’ Isabel said. 

	He took a step to the side. A colored sketch of a stepped pyramid upon which a feather-plumed priest held a dripping heart above a man held down by four other priests. Another depicted two feather-headed male figures decked in shields, arrows, and spears. They faced each other, a knife-like object in one figure’s hand—another smaller picture of a single figure holding a dripping heart over a pot. Grey took several steps backward and panned the room. Perhaps the two Madura’s properties were not that different after all because what struck Grey with unsettling clarity was that what was hanging on the walls of the Madura’s mansion was thematically identical to the graffiti that adorned the murder room walls in the house on Harborough Street.

	The small woman cleared her throat. He had forgotten they were supposed to be keeping up with her. She heaved at a set of iron-braced doors that wouldn’t have been out of place in a monastery, revealing an expansive living area. Through a wall of glass, a deck with an infinity pool disappeared into a sweeping vista not so dissimilar to the view from Grey’s home, though that was where the similarity ended. When he turned, the woman was gone, leaving a gasp of the heavy doors closing. Grey gave Isabel a, we wait, look, shoved his hands in his pockets, and turned back toward the view. 

	They didn’t have to linger long. The whoosh of the cloister doors, and a man entered. Tall. Fit. Striding brusquely, right hand extended. 

	Eduardo Madura appeared to be in his early sixties with a deep tan and an impossibly black head of hair that didn’t quite match the tufts sprouting from beneath a yellow polo. A firm handshake. ‘Please.’ He gestured after the introductions. ‘Have a seat.’ 

	Between lime green cushions, Grey perched on a white brocade settee. Isabel, on an over-stuffed armchair. 

	‘Terrible business, this,’ Madura said, the faintest of accent under a baritone Australian. ‘We’ve been away.’

	Grey nodded. 

	‘Port Douglas.’ Madura added in that harried way most people pre-empt police questioning.

	‘So, you weren’t here last night?’

	Madura puffed out his chest, a look of nonsensicality tightening his features. 

	‘A routine question, I have to ask?’

	‘I arrived early this morning.’ 

	‘And your wife?’

	Madura reclined with an almost feminine fold of his legs. ‘Sonja? Of course. She’s freshening up and will join us shortly.’

	Grey closed his hands on his lap. ‘Can you tell us about the property at Harborough Street?’ 

	‘Bought it three, four years ago. An investment and something for my wife to do.’ He directed a smile at Grey as if he would understand the dictates, however patronizing, of keeping a wife amused. ‘It mostly sat there. A rental on and off over the years. My wife started plans to do it up but then stopped.’ 

	‘Why was that?’

	Hesitation and a slight frown corrupted his features. It seemed a straightforward enough question, but Grey gave him the benefit of the doubt. Men who surrounded themselves with this type of wealth were usually unaccustomed to answering direct questions. 

	‘It’s her project, and she took a break. It’s been empty for over twelve months. I’m aware there have been problems with break-ins and squatters, but honestly, I assumed the rental agency was dealing with that, and you fellas.’

	Grey ignored the condescension of that statement, too. He also doubted rental agencies extended those sorts of policing services. ‘You have the names of all the people who rented it?’

	‘Agency would.’

	Grey glanced at Isabel – shorthand for her to get on to that.

	‘We’re currently trying to ascertain the identity of the man found deceased there. Mid-forties to sixties. Unkept appearance. Do you know of any such person living there?’

	The frown was back as Madura shook his head.

	‘Someone fitting that description working for you? Doing odd jobs at the house, perhaps?’ 

	‘No. Technically, though, it’s my wife’s place. As I said, it was her project, so you would have to ask her.’

	Grey leaned back and absently checked his watch. ‘I was admiring the artwork in the foyer earlier,’ he said.

	‘Ah. Sonja’s rather eccentric tastes.’

	Before Grey could respond, the door’s familiar creak. Sonja Madura. Flawlessly complected with dark eyes and jet-black hair highlighted in subtle shades of red. Heels tic-tacked as she wafted past in a scented cloud. Grey stood. On cue, so did Isabel. Unapologetic for her tardiness, Sonja seated herself primly on the couch opposite Grey.

	Up close, she looked considerably younger than her husband – possibly genetics, probably a little intervention. In a crisp linen dress, a beaded necklace of blue and green stones, a jangle of similar baubles on her wrist rattled as she indicated that they sit. Grey obliged, glancing surreptitiously at her hands. His mother had always said you could tell a lot about a woman from her hands, particularly their age, she would whisper conspiratorially. The glisten of precious and semi-precious gems distracted, and he looked up into a stringent smile. 

	‘Detective Greyson was admiring your artworks,’ Eduardo said.

	Mrs Madura seemed to relax at the comment. ‘They’re traditional, and many are originals. Most of the sculptures are extremely old. You have an interest, Detective …?’

	‘Greyson,’ he repeated.

	‘Mexico's artesanía. Folk art. It is a tradition that blends indigenous with European techniques and designs. Colorful. Decorative and detailed, they are a much-valued part of our national identity. I have several Pedro Linares originals, Alebrijes, sculptures of fantastical and mythical creatures.’

	Grey matched her enthusiasm with practiced authenticity. Not that it was entirely pretense – to say it bothered him that a single room in Harborough Street where a man was just relieved of his heart would reflect Sonja Madura’s foyer would be an understatement. 

	‘Then there are my ancient artifacts. You saw, yes? Stonework and imagery, the tecpatl or sacrificial knife are unique treasures of my heritage. Aztec,’ she stressed. 

	Grey leaned forward. ‘All this imagery, I take it the symbolism for each is significant?’  

	In the seat opposite, Eduardo Madura released a nasal huff. Pulling at the razor creases in his chinos, he stood and sauntered to the bar in the corner of the room. He picked a glove from the head of a golf club that leaned against the marbled tiling of the bench top and flexed his fingers into the leather fit. 

	Sonja flicked a dismissive glance that barely broke the conversation. ‘The artworks from this mighty empire reflect an admiration for the world around them. Animals like the monkey, the eagle, snakes, owls, dogs, panthers.’ She waved her hand in a circular motion.

	That covered most of the critters on the Harborough Street walls. 

	‘The angular, brightly colored gods often manifest as specific animals, representations of their authority. Strength, agility, wisdom … death.’

	Grey kept his stare steady.

	‘The ritual poses of priests in their plumes and animal skins symbolize the gods.’

	‘Quite dark. Some of these poses?’

	‘That’s up to interpretation.’

	‘Soya is a collector,’ Madura said from the bar, his body adjusting into the grip of a number seven iron. Casually, he swung. ‘We live with the weird and the wonderful. Reproductions from temple drawings—’

	‘And originals,’ she interrupted, directing her attention back to Grey. ‘The symbolism is indeed intriguing. Take the sun.’

	Yes, indeed, Sonja, let’s take the sun. Grey smiled attentively.

	‘It is an alchemy symbol of life’s origin, influence, and strength – a representation of the completion of the Great Work.’ 

	‘The Aztec Sun Stone. Sometimes known as the Calendar Stone.’ 

	Sonja nodded appreciatively. ‘Not a functioning calendar, at least to our knowledge, but rather a depiction of the consecutive worlds of the sun. Energy, will, clarity, self, rulership.’ 

	‘She keeps bringing in this stuff. I tell her it’s a home, not a museum.’ Eduardo Madura smiled at his wife.

	‘I like to keep things from home close.’ Sonja reciprocated with an irritable glance. ‘And not so much dark as part of a surviving heritage.’

	‘Unlike my wife,’ Eduardo countered, ‘I was born and raised here. Both of our parents were from Mexico. My appreciations, however, are less intense.’ 

	‘They are not all collection pieces. Our daughter does some.’

	Grey homed in on photo frames that dotted the room. In between somber monochromatic faces – relatives, he assumed, and bright resort shots were pictures of a cherub-cheeked, dark-haired girl, mostly in equestrian gear, nuzzling horses and holding up ribbons. Others were of a doughy black-haired boy whose sports of choice appeared to be sailing and golf. Both looked like composites of their parents. 

	‘A hobby of hers,’ Sonja was speaking. ‘At least one of my family is keeping her indigenous heritage alive. Our son, Luis, he is a doctor now in Mexico City. No interest in art and culture, as is often the case when one indulges in the more scientific fields.’  

	Grey hardly saw the correlation, but he was in no position to argue. ‘He visited lately?’

	‘No,’ both Maduras responded.

	‘What about your daughter?’

	‘That’s not why you are here, Detectives.’ Sonja’s voice brusque. ‘To talk about my family or my art collection.’

	‘No.’

	Sonja Madura’s eyes grazed her husband’s.

	‘It's about a man murdered in your Harborough Street house last night.’

	Attention planted squarely on Grey, Sonja pursed her lips. ‘I knew it would only be a matter of time.’

	Grey raised his brows. Beside him, Isabel shuffled forward.

	‘Vagrants. Druggies.’ Her head moved from Grey to Isabel in an almost apologetic weave. ‘Should have sold the place years ago. The way the real estate market was then, compared to now … and, of course, I didn’t know at the time …’ She bowed her head.

	Peripherally, Mr Madura’s posture straightened, and with those shifts in both demeanors, Grey wondered what boundaries he had breached. 

	‘And none of us has time,’ Sonja continued. ‘My social engagements and,’ her tone turned caustic, ‘work keeps Eduardo busy.’

	‘So, the house at Harborough Street?’ Grey redirected.

	‘Eduardo thought it good to give me a project. Keep my mind occupied.’ Sonja sighed, and again, something passed between the couple.

	It wasn’t just the offhanded hot-cold interactions that had Grey’s attention, it was what was being surreptitiously conveyed. Sonja, unapologetically curt, yet something almost plaintive in her delivery. Before Grey could think of a way to tackle the inferences, Sonja continued. 

	‘He thought it would be an adequate remedy for me, if not a reasonable investment, or at least Eduardo’s real estate buddies thought so.’ She managed a benevolent smile. 

	Eduardo Madura completed another simulated stroke of his golf club. 

	‘I personally never had much interest in real estate unless, of course, it’s Paris or Milan. I don’t venture much into town. Those central streets make me comfortable. Scruffy people hanging about, some very odd sorts waiting around for their dole checks …’ Like an orator who senses the loss of their audience, Sonja at least had the perceptiveness to stop. ‘I let the place slip, Mr Greyson. Harborough Street had potential, perhaps, but now, with a murder, I suspect it will be doubly difficult to sell.’ Any attempt at humor, if that was the intent, fell flat. Sonja hardly noticed. ‘I will be selling it.’

	‘That’s up to you, Mrs Madura. We are merely trying to establish who our victim is and who killed him.’

	‘Yes, of course, you are.’ 

	‘A middle-aged to older man. Greying hair, beard. Did you have any maintenance or contractors working there? Tradespeople. Handymen. Gardeners.’

	‘You said homeless.’

	‘Did I?’

	She frowned. ‘An assumption probably based on what I’ve heard about that neighborhood.’

	‘It’s one line of investigation.’

	‘Well, I don’t know anyone that fits that description – not exactly my area of acquaintance, and I wouldn’t begin to know why people do the things they do. You will let us know when we can start proceedings on its sale. Such a shame.’

	Grey wasn’t sure whether her disappointment meant a man’s death or she wouldn’t get a good price for the house.

	‘And now, if you will excuse me, I have an appointment of my own.’ Sonja stood. Grey stood. ‘I’m sorry I can’t help, but I’m sure Eduardo will assist where he can.’ She arched her head toward her husband. ‘Your devotees will have to wait, perhaps, Querido.’ This time, she didn’t reign in the sarcasm. 

	Eduardo Madura smirked though no warmth reached his eyes. 

	‘One last thing, Mrs Madura. Did either of you ever spend any time at the property?’

	‘I’ve done a drive-by.’

	‘No renovating?’

	Sonja Madura paused the rearranging of her skirt. ‘I prefer to work off building plans.’ 

	‘And you, sir?’ He addressed her husband.

	‘No, of course not.’

	Sonja had already reached the door, as Grey said. ‘You will let us know if you think of anyone?’ She had slipped through by the time he had finished the sentence.

	‘You’ll have to excuse Sonja,’ Eduardo said. ‘The hours I work are somewhat of a bone of contention. But you can’t have it both ways.’ He extended an arm to take in the room. ‘Between the hospital and private practice, what can you do?’ 

	‘I wasn’t aware, Mr …’ The penny dropped as the words came out.

	‘I am a surgeon.’

	Hence the title of Mister. Grey’s eyes flicked around the expansive room. Pictured the cars and lavish possessions. The resentful wife. For a second, wondering if, in another scenario, he, too, would have enjoyed a similar existence.

	‘I’m afraid the lifestyles and stresses of our modern lifestyles keep the patients coming and me busy.’

	‘Is that so.’ Grey rose from the chair. ‘And what specialty are you in, Mr Madura?’ 

	Madura rested the seven iron on the side of the bar with the reverence of a coronation sword. ‘Cardiothoracics.’

	Grey’s scalp squeezed.

	Isabel’s voice waivered beside him. ‘And that would be—?’

	‘I am a heart surgeon.’
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	Amy lifted the braid she had tucked into the collar of her Tyvek suit off her damp neck. The windows remained closed, and the house held an oppressive closeness as if breathing her into its lingering smells and ineffable dark inertia. She ran her hands up and down her arms and stifled a yawn. 

	When the alarm had woken her, she had felt like she’d just closed her eyes. The reality was she probably had. She had blinked into the new day – which wasn’t so new – same day – same shit. But she’d insisted on the morning shift. She wanted to stay on the scene for as long as it would take to process. She needed continuity. A final run-through to ensure they – she hadn’t missed anything from the previous night. She might have been a little preoccupied, but she was still a damn good investigator. 

	Amy jammed her knuckles into the base of her spine and arched her back. So far, she’d walked the length and breadth of the house, pausing over creaks in the floorboards, checking for misaligned panels and evidence of excised nails. She had examined ceiling cavities and wall panels because it wouldn’t be the first time some poor bastard had gotten themselves stashed behind a wall. 

	Between the gaps in the curtains, dust particles pirouetted the shards of seeping light. She also knew her mood had nothing to do with what she had been asked to do. That the place might well be a tomb was usually exploration she relished. Not this morning. Today, it held no intrigue, only a sickening dread that whatever might be stashed around her or lying beneath her feet could reach out and break her into a million pieces.

	‘We going to move the furniture to the center of the room?’ Mick Leary called from the living room. 

	‘Right. Makes sense to start in the corners, but kitchen first, rear rooms, then corridors and back rooms.’

	‘Gabby’s been held up.’ He was referring to one of the K-9 unit’s specialist cadaver dogs. ‘Something up the Coast, but the unit sergeant says a couple of hours.’

	‘I still want an eyeball on the whole property.’ Amy came to stand over Leary, hunched over the couch. Its cushions had been piled in one corner. ‘And you heard Grey last night, he wants the house and garden dissected.’ 

	‘What about the dog?’

	‘Dogs don’t rip up linoleum. Someone needs to make a start.’

	‘That was pointed.’ Leary smiled as he reached into the torn fabric. ‘Just that I got a hole here straight through to the springs. Missed it last night.’ 

	‘Careful.’ She watched him fossick. ‘You’d be better off cutting the fabric. If there’re needles in there …’

	He pulled out a crumpled tissue.

	‘Nice.’

	‘Crispy. Plenty of organics.’ He secured it into an evidence bag.

	‘Something else.’ His arm disappeared to his elbow. ‘Coins—'

	‘I’m telling you, Mick. You’re
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