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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
   Frost. Atmosphere. Electricity. 
 
    The freezer chest’s compressor could be heard from all corners of the convenience store. 
 
    A gloved hand reached down to the screen and slid it back, unleashing a blast of cold air. The mist soon cleared, and a blue-colored sports drink was extracted. 
 
    A moment’s hesitation. 
 
    Enough time for the ice crystals to shimmer. 
 
    Then he slid the screen back shut. 
 
    Detective Nicholas Graves turned and walked up the aisle, towards the front of the store. He could see there was a young lady with black hair and pink tips being served by the attendant. He looked for her car out near the pumps but couldn’t see it. It must’ve been somewhere else. 
 
    “Don’t you want your change?” the attendant exclaimed as the woman made a quick exit. 
 
    “I’m fine, thank you,” she hollered. 
 
    The sliding doors opened and shut. 
 
    Nicholas approached the counter. 
 
    The attendant was a friendly looking Asian man in his fifties. Graves’ gaze drifted across to his nametag before setting the drink down. 
 
    Jason. 
 
    The attendant scanned his drink. “$3.99.” 
 
    “One moment,” Graves said. He reached into his pocket and took out a folded sheet of paper. “That’s for you. Take it.” 
 
    The attendant looked at him uncertainly. Then unfolded the paper. 
 
    A face. 
 
    Of a man. 
 
    A photo of a car below him. 
 
    “This man is wanted by police,” Graves stated. “He could be coming through this way in the next few hours. Possibly tomorrow. Or the day after. Take a good look at him. And the car. You’ll see there’s a license plate there.” 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    “If he stops here, it’s important you call us as soon as you recognize him. You’ve got the local Sheriff’s phone number on the back. As well as my precinct’s.” 
 
    The attendant turned it over. 
 
    “As well as my personal cell number,” Graves added. 
 
    “Which one do I call if I see him?” 
 
    Graves swallowed. “All three.” 
 
    “Is he dangerous?” 
 
    Graves nodded. “Be careful. But keep him here as long as you can, if you’re able to.” 
 
    Jason seemed uncomfortable. He put his hand over the paper and slid it over the side and underneath the counter. “Is that it?” 
 
    Graves picked up the bottle and replaced it with a twenty-dollar-bill. 
 
    “Keep the change.” 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
      
 
    Today was a Sunday, so Detective Graves was alone today. His partner was at home, spending time with his family. Enjoying a picnic or a barbeque or some form of recreational activity. 
 
    Detective Graves didn’t have a family. 
 
    He twisted off the safety cap on his sports drink and raised the bottle to his lips. The blue liquid sloshed down his throat and tasted how real water should taste. Sweet. Gentle. 
 
    A subtle calm. 
 
    He stared up into the pale grey clouds blocking out the sun and then let his gaze drift across the horizon. A couple of dark cars zipped down the adjacent road. Otherwise things looked deserted. 
 
    Graves walked back towards his vehicle and opened the door. He took out a sheet of paper and pressed it against the side of the car, crossing off this gas station’s name with a black marker. There were many other stations crossed off above this one. And many more below it. 
 
    Graves sighed. 
 
    There were other photos he had inside the car. Photos of a boy who’d gone missing. Nicholas had already viewed them enough times he didn’t need them to refresh his memory. He’d burned that face, those eyes, that smile into his brain. Something worth remembering. Perhaps the only thing. 
 
    He climbed through the driver’s seat and sat down pulling the door closed. He fastened his seatbelt and placed his keys in the ignition, switching it on. 
 
    As the engine rumbled, he picked up his blue water and took another swig from the bottle. 
 
    Something red appeared in his rearview mirror. 
 
    Graves squinted. Tried to get a better look. 
 
    He put the drink down and picked up a copy of the sheet he’d given the attendant. 
 
    The red car was getting closer. 
 
    Rapidly. 
 
    Mirror to photo. 
 
    Photo to mirror. 
 
    The car sped by the gas station. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Nicholas gasped. He wound down his window and whacked his attachable siren on top the roof, bringing the stick out to drive. 
 
    He hit the accelerator. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
      
 
    This was a long road. A wide road. A main road. 
 
    Paddocks covered with white snow littered the peripherals. There were buildings that could be seen. But you had to look off to the distance. And you had to look hard. 
 
    The red car had a stretch ahead of Detective Graves, but he was gaining. As the driver was already speeding so it was hard to tell whether he’d noticed he was being chased yet. 
 
    No doubt, he soon would. 
 
    The approaching road ahead of them broke into two, with another road branching out uphill and to the right. The red car took this turn, swerving out in front of Graves. Graves brought his arm forward, turning the wheel. He spied a street sign from his eye’s corner. 
 
    Both cars were now on 13th Avenue. 
 
    Tall shadows from a pine-tree forest came at them from both sides of the road. Over the hill the driver went, and Graves followed, only a few car-lengths behind. 
 
    Out on the straight, the driver finally slowed down. 
 
    Graves caught up and both cars came to a stop. 
 
    Graves switched the siren off and pushed his door open. He checked the plates in correspondence with the plates on his piece of paper. They didn’t match. 
 
    But it looked like the same car. 
 
    Graves shut the door, one hand brushing against his holster for reassurance. He approached the red car from the side. 
 
    A bearded man with glazed eyes looked up from the wheel, smiling at Graves. 
 
    Graves motioned for him to wind down his window. 
 
    “What can I do for you, officer?” the man eagerly asked. 
 
    For a moment Graves was unsure how to answer. His face didn’t match the suspect’s. 
 
    Similar. 
 
    But not the same. 
 
    “License and registration,” Graves said stiffly. 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    As the man reached over to the glovebox he noticed a young boy sitting in the passenger seat beside him. 
 
    BINGO 
 
    “Freeze!” Graves shouted pulling his gun out. 
 
    The man’s hand was just outside the box. “Officer, what do you –” 
 
    “Don’t move a Goddamn muscle. Understand?” 
 
    He ripped the driver’s door open. 
 
    “Get out of the car, now!” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “Out! Now! On the ground!” 
 
    The man fell out onto the concrete. 
 
    As Graves edged towards him the boy climbed out of the passenger seat and raced around the car towards them. “Dad – what’s happening?” the boy shrieked. 
 
    Graves looked up. 
 
    Opened and shut his eyes. 
 
    Different face. 
 
    “Just – stay where you are,” the father pleaded. “Everything’s going to be okay – just –” 
 
    Graves looked at the kid, confused. “What’s your name?” he asked. 
 
    The boy backed away around the car. 
 
    Graves followed him. “Are you Toby?” 
 
    The boy shook his head. 
 
    “Will you leave my son alone?” the driver demanded. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” Graves hissed. 
 
    The boy’s eyes bulged. Then he took off. 
 
    Right for the trees. 
 
    “Stop!” Graves shouted. “Come back!” 
 
    The driver was on his feet. “Oh Christ. Matthew! FUCK!” 
 
    Graves turned to him. “Sir, can you –” 
 
    But the driver was already after his son towards the trees. 
 
    “Shit,” Graves cursed. “Shit, shit –” 
 
    He ran after them. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
      
 
    The trees didn’t last forever. In less than a minute the three of them had reached a snowy bank, the boy still way out ahead. At least, Graves reasoned, they wouldn’t lose him from here. 
 
    In front of him the father fell down, his foot caught in something. 
 
    “Aargh!” the man yelled. 
 
    Graves came over and saw his foot was lodged in a waterhole. 
 
    “It’s stuck, help me.” 
 
    Graves got on his knees and wrestled the man’s foot free. 
 
    It came out, flapping all over the place. 
 
    Freezing. 
 
    Graves looked up. The boy had stopped running. He was out in the middle of nothing, staring back at them. Graves took a few steps in his direction, then noticed the snow below him merge with a layer of ice. He put his boot on it and saw it immediately start to crack. 
 
    “Matthew!” the man cried, hobbling over. “Come back!” 
 
    “Just a second,” Graves whispered. “I’m not sure if –” 
 
    The man continued past him. “Matthew! Get here now!” 
 
    Graves saw Matthew shake his head. 
 
    To one side then the other. 
 
    The father put his hands over his eyes trying to see. “Matthew!” 
 
    Matthew took a few steps towards them and then the ice shattered below his feet. 
 
    He dropped out of sight. 
 
    “MATTHEW!” the father screamed. 
 
    He went to run but Graves held him back. “You can’t – the ice –” 
 
    The father’s elbow smashed into his face, striking him, and Graves’ hands went to his holster as a reflex. 
 
    Before realizing it, Graves had shot the father in the back and now he was lying face down on the snow. 
 
    “No,” Graves whispered. “Oh God!” 
 
    He dropped the gun and fell beside the man, turning him over. 
 
    Still alive. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Graves said. “I didn’t mean to –” 
 
    “My son,” the man choked. “Save him – please –” 
 
    “I can’t,” Graves said. “He’s all the way –” 
 
    The man grabbed his jacket. “You’re killing him, you son of a bitch.” 
 
    Graves stood back up, the man’s arms falling away. 
 
    He shuddered violently. Anger and rage consuming his entire face. 
 
    Graves stepped back. 
 
    He looked out to the ice again and saw there was still no sign of the boy. 
 
    “You killed him,” the man said defiantly. “You’re a murderer.” 
 
    “No,” Graves sobbed. “I didn’t. It wasn’t –” 
 
    “You fucking killed him…” 
 
    Graves bent his knees. Trying to block out the accusations. Trying to silence the pointing finger. 
 
    He closed his eyes. Putting things together in his mind. 
 
    Seeing the truth of what had just happened. 
 
    A few more moments passed. 
 
    Then he stood back up. 
 
    And shot the driver in the head. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Three Years Later 
 
      
 
      
 
   Detective Nicholas Graves was sitting hunched over in a downtown café, waiting for his partner to return from the bathroom. The cheesecakes had arrived a few moments earlier, along with Graves’ flat white and his partner’s cappuccino. He hadn’t touched his cake yet, but the coffee cup was in hand. Any second now and she’d be back. He still wasn’t quite sure how she was going to take the news he had for her. 
 
    She’d fall into line, hopefully. 
 
    “Nicholas, what are you doing?” her cheery voice piped up behind him. 
 
    Graves grinned as she moved by him. 
 
    “I told you I didn’t want anything. This stuff isn’t good for you.” 
 
    Stasia sat down in the booth opposite. Eyebrows raised. Lips parted. Was that surprise or delight that touched her face? 
 
    “It’s a special occasion,” Graves said. “Nine months since we were assigned as partners.” 
 
    “Nine months? Already?” 
 
    “To the day.” 
 
    Stasia smiled. She looked genuinely pleased. 
 
    Her happiness had a reciprocating effect on Graves. He’d liked Stasia since the pair first met. He was attracted to her too. She had short blond hair in a bowl-style cut. Big eyelashes with blue mascara. Athletic body. Reasonable tits. Of course, nothing was going to happen there. 
 
    Detective Graves was now a married man. 
 
    “You know,” Stasia said swiping a chunk of cake with her fork, “I never took you for a sentimental guy. I guess I’ve been wrong before.” 
 
    “Trust is extremely important to me,” Graves confided. “I don’t open up easily.” 
 
    “I’ve been straight with you since day one,” Stasia said. “What you see is what you get.” 
 
    “I know you have, Stasia.” His head tilted in her direction. “I’ve been doing this a little longer than you have. There comes a day where doing the right thing isn’t always so easy. The shortest way, isn’t always the best way.” 
 
    Stasia swallowed. “Right.” 
 
    “What I’m trying to say is, sometimes you have to make hard choices. You have to be selective about what you share with others.” 
 
    “God, I’m glad I’m not so cynical.” 
 
    “Stasia. Seriously.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed at him. “What Nicholas?” she teased. “What’s gotten you all so worked up?” 
 
    Graves chuckled. “The walls between us are coming down. It’s time I let you in on a few things. Okay?” 
 
    “Share, share,” Stasia said. “I won’t be fazed.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    Stasia stopped chewing. He had her attention now. 
 
    “We don’t get a lot of downtime,” Graves continued. “And you know I spend as much time as I can with my wife and baby son –” 
 
    “They have names, don’t they?” 
 
    Graves leaned back. “Patricia and Glen. Yes. As I was saying, I don’t share with them what I’m working on. Work stays at work. Most of the time.” 
 
    “Well, that sounds pretty normal.” 
 
    “There are aspects of work I don’t share with our superiors either. Or you, for that matter.” 
 
    Stasia frowned. “What aspects?” 
 
    “At times, I look into things when I’m off the grid. Cases that aren’t mine. Sometimes, aren’t anybody’s.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well. I’m not sure how to put this. I’m not always stimulated by the work that’s in front of me. I like to reach for higher things.” 
 
    “And where is this going? You’re trying to get on my good side, aren’t you? What are you prepping me for?” 
 
    Graves nodded. “You got me. I do need your help on something. A case I’m not sharing with anyone.” 
 
    “Well, look. That’s okay, I guess,” Stasia said. “As long as you’re not going to ask me to do anything illegal.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Right. So, fill me in.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “We’re partners, aren’t we? I want to help my partner out.” 
 
    Graves had another sip of his coffee. “You. Are. Adorable.” 
 
    Stasia batted her eyes at him. “Why thank you, Nicholas.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
   Plates cleaned. Coffee drunk. Time to leave. 
 
    It was just after a quarter to four pm. 
 
    Detective Graves had already planned ahead. They didn’t have far to walk. Across the road, down the street and then to the right. As they left the car park he noticed Stasia scribbling on her notepad. 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey,” Graves murmured. “What’s that for?” 
 
    “Viktor gave it to me. It’s supposed to help.” 
 
    “Dr. Taggart, you mean.” 
 
    “Right. He said I should try and clear the negative stuff out.” 
 
    “You don’t need any help with that, do you?” 
 
    Stasia’s mouth fell open. “He’s been a big help, actually. Since…” 
 
    Graves saw the pain in her eyes. “Oh. Right. Of course.” 
 
    There was a pause. Stasia forced a smile. “Well, you’ve given me the basics, but I want the details.” 
 
    “What details?” 
 
    “Everything. Start at the beginning. When did you first get involved in this?” 
 
    They stopped at a pedestrian crossing. Graves cleared his throat. 
 
    “About a week ago I got a tip off that there was some unusual stuff going on at this theatre up the road.” 
 
    “Source?” 
 
    “Wishes to remain anonymous.” 
 
    “But you know who they are?” 
 
    “That’s correct. Long story short, there’s a company called Pitfall Productions that signed a lease with the theatre sometime within the past year. They haven’t put on any plays yet as far as I’m aware, but they’ve started holding auditions for an upcoming show. There have been complaints from those who went to audition.” 
 
    The light turned green and they resumed their walk. 
 
    “What kind of complaints?” 
 
    “The people running the place are extremely weird. They ask inappropriate questions and make strange requests. A couple of the girls were apparently injured during their auditions, and the company paid to keep them quiet. Still, these things have a way of turning up on my desk.” 
 
    “Huh,” Stasia said. “Sounds a bit strange. I’m not sure if it warrants a criminal investigation though.” 
 
    “Exactly. When you’re knee-deep in unsolved murders and abductions, a situation like this can often be overlooked. I just have this feeling though. We might be onto something here.” 
 
    The path ended, and they turned right up a new road. 
 
    They followed the side of it uphill. 
 
    “Are we almost there?” Stasia asked. 
 
    “Yep, it’s on the left. I’ll point it out when we can see it.” 
 
    “And we’re scoping it out together? Is that right?” 
 
    “Actually,” Graves said quietly. “I got you an audition.” 
 
    Stasia stopped. Turned to him. 
 
    Put her notepad away. 
 
    “An audition?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Graves smiled. “It’s at four o’clock.” 
 
    She leaned back. “Oh, you just assumed I’d say yes.” 
 
    “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. I just thought I’d bring you into my thing. No secrets, and all.” 
 
    Stasia’s neck dipped. “Well, when you put it like that –” 
 
    “I can come in with you if you want,” Graves said putting his hand on her shoulder. “I know you need to feel safe –” 
 
    “Aw, get lost with that, buddy,” Stasia snapped, shaking his hand off. “You’ll only get our cover blown.” 
 
    “Well, we could always pretend we’re husband and wife or something.” 
 
    Stasia scoffed, walking on ahead of him. “As if anyone’d believe that.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
   The Theatre House was a large, aging structure with dark wood panels and a sloping, rocky drive. It stood four stories high with two car parks – one down the drive and another underground. There were many windows, but they were all draped with thick blue curtains, shutting out light from the outside world. 
 
    Stasia felt her fingers clench as they approached. 
 
    “The main entrance is down the drive and around the back,” Graves said standing behind her. “You’re supposed to take the ramp at the side, which leads all the way up to the top. Do you see it?” 
 
    Stasia adjusted her gaze. She saw it. 
 
    “I’ll come in and check on you in fifteen minutes if you’re not out by then,” Graves suggested. “You can text me on your status if you wish. You should be okay, I think. Try and get a sense of what’s going on in there.” 
 
    Stasia glanced back at him. “I’ve got it, alright. I’ll be in and out. No problems.” 
 
    Graves nodded. “Just be careful.” 
 
    Stasia chuckled as she turned away, descending the drive at a rapid pace. She soon reached the base of the ramp a quarter of the way down, and began making her way up the path. As she turned facing the road, she saw Graves peering around as if expecting someone’s arrival. She didn’t have a complete picture of what he expected to find here – at least to the extent of what would satisfy him. She wondered if he had any inkling about her own thoughts and observations, but quickly dismissed the idea. 
 
    Detective Graves was operating on his own agenda, and Stasia was just along for the ride. 
 
    She supposed she should be thankful. 
 
    Finally, she reached the top. Stasia walked across the paved tiles to the secluded entrance. The door was clear, see-through with a metal frame. A curtain hanging over it obscured the view of what lay beyond. 
 
    Stasia grasped the handle and pushed down, only to find it locked. She took a step back and checked her phone. 
 
    3:58pm. 
 
    Two minutes to go. 
 
    She walked back out across the ramp, now with an even better view of the road. 
 
    Graves’ arms were folded, his back to the theatre house. Tense. Stiff. 
 
    Nervous. 
 
    3:59pm. 
 
    Stasia brushed her fringe to the side. Breathed in deeply. Her mind sorted through the objects on her person. Wallet with ID in left pants pocket. Cell phone on vibrate in back pocket. Pad and pen in her right jacket pouch. 
 
    Pistol concealed beneath the left of her jacket. 
 
    Smaller pistol strapped to her right leg. 
 
    Just another day on the job. 
 
    4:00pm. 
 
    She turned back to the door and heard a mechanical buzz, unlocking the door. Stasia blinked a few times and opened the door slowly. 
 
    A wide, rectangular room waited for her on the other side. 
 
    There were several dozen chairs packed away at the back of the room. Two big double-doors on her left. 
 
    A table sitting in the centre. 
 
    Stasia walked towards it. There was a piece of paper sitting in the middle. 
 
      
 
    STASIA. 
 
    YOUR AUDITION COMMENCES IN THE NEXT ROOM. 
 
      
 
    There was an arrow pointing left underneath. 
 
    Stasia chuckled to herself. 
 
    She walked over and pushed one of the double-doors open, revealing a wide-open area without much light. Stasia saw a stage at the end before the door shut abruptly behind her. 
 
    “Hello?” Stasia called out, her voice echoing. “Is someone there?” 
 
    Overhead lights lit up the stage. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Stasia,” a gravelly voice boomed through surround-sound speakers.  “Please make your way up to the stage to begin your audition.” 
 
    Stasia let loose an awkward laugh. 
 
    The lines in her face started to wince. 
 
    “I can’t see you. Can you –” 
 
    “You will see once you get on the stage.” 
 
    Stasia looked around in all directions, but there was no one to be seen. She hesitantly walked along the main floor towards the bottom of the stage. 
 
    A night-time atmosphere was played over the audio, along with a static bass line. 
 
    And wind chimes. 
 
    Stasia moved by to the wooden steps at the side and climbed up them. 
 
    She walked across the stage. 
 
    “Stop,” the voice commanded. 
 
    Stasia stopped. 
 
    “Face the audience.” 
 
    Stasia turned to the empty theatre. 
 
    The stage lights died, and a neon-blue spotlight hovered along the open floor. 
 
    Until it reached her. 
 
    “Welcome to Pitfall Productions. We are currently searching for talented actors and actresses over a wide variety of ages, nationalities and appearance. To be a true actor or actress you must be able to tell a convincing lie. That is the nature of your craft.” 
 
    Stasia put her hands over her eyes, blocking the light. She could see now there was a window at the opposite wall where the light was shining out of. 
 
    There was a dark figure sitting stationed beside it. 
 
    “Please state your full name, age and current profession for the audience.” 
 
    Stasia cleared her throat. “Uh… This isn’t really what I was expecting we’d –” 
 
    “Do you wish to continue your audition?” 
 
    “Yes, but I really –” 
 
    “Please state your full name, age and current profession for the audience.” 
 
    Stasia twisted her shoes. “Stasia Annabelle Rhine. Twenty-seven years old. I’m … currently a waitress.” 
 
    Click-click. 
 
    A trapdoor opened underneath Stasia’s feet, and she dropped through the floor instantly. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
   The room below Stasia was wall to wall black. She had a soft landing, her fall broken by a pile of pillows. She pushed herself up on one hand, the other sifting through her pockets. She still had everything. 
 
    The base-line and wind chimes punched through on the audio once more. Another blue spotlight shone across her as she tried to get up, pushing the pillows out of the way. 
 
    Once on her feet she saw she was on another stage. 
 
    This room was a mirror-copy of the one above it. 
 
    “Hey!” she shouted, blocking the light. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “Are you ready to resume your audition?” 
 
    Stasia climbed off the side of the stage. She could see a dark figure sitting up in the window near the light. “I need to see who you are first.” 
 
    “Negative. Return to the stage immediately.” 
 
    Stasia ignored the speaker, hurrying across the theatre towards the window. 
 
    The spotlight followed her. 
 
    Click-click. 
 
    The floor below her feet dropped out and Stasia once again plunged to the next room. This time there was a mattress waiting directly underneath the trapdoor to catch her. 
 
    Stasia bounced off it, her feet hitting the ground, her whole body shaken with adrenalin. 
 
    The spotlight returned revealing a third identical room, the stage again covered in pillows. 
 
    Mattresses positioned carefully across the main floor. 
 
    Stasia looked up to the window and saw the outline of a man sitting in the window. 
 
    Same as before. 
 
    She reached for her gun. 
 
    “I wouldn’t, Detective,” the voice rasped all around her. “Your next fall won’t be so painless.” 
 
    Stasia looked down at the ground, the blue light shimmering. 
 
    She was standing in the middle of another door. 
 
    “You know who I am?” Stasia said after a moment. “You’ll be in a lot of trouble for this.” 
 
    “For what? This is how the audition process works. You convince us that you are telling the truth and you make it through to the next question. Are you ready to continue?” 
 
    “What if I – wait –” 
 
    Stasia swallowed. 
 
    She was not looking forward to falling again. 
 
    “What is your profession?” 
 
    Stasia’s posture shifted. Her eyes fluttered. “I’m a homicide detective.” 
 
    “How did you find out about this place?” 
 
    “It – it wasn’t me who –” Stasia shook her head. 
 
    Honesty. 
 
    Or deception. 
 
    “My partner put me onto it.” 
 
    “Detective Graves?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And how did he find out about it?” 
 
    “Someone told him. I don’t know who.” 
 
    A pause. Stasia’s teeth scratched together. 
 
    “Does he know who I am yet?” 
 
    “I – I really don’t know.” 
 
    “Does he know what’s happening tonight?” 
 
    Stasia gestured with her hands. “I’ve no idea. He didn’t tell me much.” 
 
    A steady silence. 
 
    “Well done. I think I believe you.” 
 
    “May I ask you some questions?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. You and Detective Graves are to drop this investigation at once. I will be keeping watch over the both of you and I will know.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t –” 
 
    “Tell Detective Graves I know what happened on 13th Avenue. And it is in both your best interests to leave this matter alone.” 
 
    “13th Avenue?” 
 
    The music drowned out. 
 
    The spotlight died. 
 
    “Thank you, Stasia. I hope for your sake, we never meet again.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
   Graves was up on the ramp where Stasia had entered the theatre when she came out running up the drive. “Nicholas!” she was shouting. “Nicholas, where are you?” 
 
    Graves moved away from the door and went to the edge of the railing. “I’m up here. Door won’t open.” 
 
    “Come down here, please!” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Graves hurried briskly across the ramp and back down the steps to meet her. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    Stasia’s demeanor indicated stress. “Did you see him? Were you watching the road?” 
 
    “What? No, I thought I might try to –” 
 
    Stasia hurried past him up the drive. “He was just here. He still should be. If he didn’t manage to…” 
 
    She looked down the left end of the road. 
 
    Then back the way to the café. 
 
    “He didn’t come up the drive?” 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything,” Graves answered, catching up. “He might have gone up the other side though. Or out the back to the street behind us.” 
 
    “Or he’s still in the building. I tried finding him, but he was gone. As far as I can tell.” 
 
    “Stasia, just slow down for a moment. Take a deep breath. Alright. Just. Calm yourself.” 
 
    She glared at him angrily, before accepting his advice. 
 
    “Did something happen in there?” Graves asked. “Did he hurt you? Did he try and –?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Stasia muttered. “I – He’s up to no good and that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “Well, what do you mean no good?” 
 
    Stasia shook her head. “Let’s go down and check the car park underneath.” 
 
    “Sure. Whatever you say.” 
 
    Back down the drive. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on here,” Stasia said, trying to explain herself. “It’s really weird. Like fundamentally messed up.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here.” 
 
    “Like, I didn’t get a look at the guy. I don’t know if he’s white, black, asian. I don’t know how tall he is or what age he is.” 
 
    “Did you see him at all?” 
 
    “Just a silhouette. But he spoke to me. We had a conversation.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And he knows we’re on to him. I don’t know what he’s up to but it’s something big, I think. He – God he –” 
 
    Graves stopped her. 
 
    The mouth of the underground car park was just around the corner. 
 
    “Just say it, Stasia.” 
 
    She nodded. “He knew who I was. He knew I was a detective.” 
 
    “He called you Stasia?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. Did you give a fake name or?” 
 
    “No, that’s right, I did put you down as Stasia. But made up the last name.” 
 
    “Well, he knows me. And he knows you too.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “He wanted me to pass on a message.” 
 
    Stasia pulled herself away from the wall and began descending the slope. 
 
    There were no artificial lights down here. Just shadow and streaks of sun. 
 
    “What’s the message?” Graves asked. 
 
    “Something about 13th Avenue. He seemed sure you would know what that meant.” 
 
    Graves stopped walking. 
 
    His eyes on Stasia’s back. 
 
    His arms hanging at their sides. 
 
    “And then – I haven’t even told you the worst part yet.” 
 
    “What’s the worst part?” Graves asked. 
 
    “He has these trapdoors inside. On the stage. Off the stage. He made me fall through two of them. There were pillows and mattresses and stuff, but it was scary. I felt like…” 
 
    She stopped turned around. 
 
    “There’s no cars here,” she muttered. “Let’s go back out.” 
 
    Graves stood his ground. 
 
    His eyes squinted. Mind calculating. 
 
    “What?” Stasia said as she went by him. “You don’t believe me?” 
 
    “No. It’s about what I expected.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    They walked out. 
 
    Stasia went to the right, towards the main entrance. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Graves asked. 
 
    “He might be still inside somewhere. I didn’t check every room.” 
 
    Graves shuddered. His hands tingled. 
 
    “Just – wait – just –” 
 
    Stasia was halfway through the door when he caught up with her. 
 
    “I – I think I did hear a car leave, actually,” Graves said quickly. 
 
    “What? Why didn’t you say that before?” 
 
    “I was – I’m just putting it all together now –” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Graves took a breath and grabbed Stasia by the arm. He led her away from the building till they were both back in the sun. 
 
    “What’s gotten your goat?” Stasia blurted out. “Is it that stuff about 13th Avenue –?” 
 
    Graves winced. “You … You can’t tell anybody you heard that.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He put his hand to his forehead. 
 
    “Nicholas?” 
 
    “I’m not saying anything happened,” Graves exhaled. “I’m not saying I was even there.” 
 
    “What the fuck, man?” 
 
    “You need to – I need a favor from you. I’ll tell you everything, but not here. Just. Don’t mention this to anyone. I mean, don’t even say we came here today. It never happened.” 
 
    “He could be still inside. You don’t care about that?” 
 
    “He’s not untraceable. I’ll find out who he is. What he’s up to. I think I gotta do it on my own though.” 
 
    “No way. Fuck off, Graves. Not after that shit.” 
 
    He nodded. “Alright. Fair enough. I’ll tell you the whole story later then.” 
 
    “When later? In the car?” 
 
    “What are you doing tonight?” 
 
    “Having dinner with my sister and niece,” Stasia said. “And then I have this thing with Fae –” 
 
    “What time will you be finished?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Seriously. She has this ‘surprise’ for me. So, who knows.” 
 
    “Alright. When you’re done. If it’s before midnight, then give me a call. And I’ll meet you for a drink and then tell you the whole story.” 
 
    “Are you sure we can’t get it now?” Stasia said, checking her phone. “I’m not expected at Wendy’s till six. So, we have a good hour and a half –” 
 
    “No,” Graves said turning away from her. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I need time to think about this.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
   He didn’t say anything more about it on the way back to the car. Graves had gone into his shell. Stasia didn’t press him. She knew he would come out with the truth when he was ready. She was certainly interested in what he’d have to say about this. How he’d try to word it. Tell her what happened in the theatre was something it wasn’t. Stasia had a pretty good idea where it was all heading. Stasia knew what happened to a guilty person when they started to crack. 
 
    In the car, the conversation was distant. He avoided her gaze. Held back his thoughts. She was content to hold hers back too. For the time being anyway. She turned her mind to other places and things, staring out the window at the passing city roads. The sky’s blue was starting to lose its color. The sun was sinking behind the clouds. Soon the moon would take its place. 
 
    “Where should I drop you?” Graves asked. “Your abode or Wendy’s?” 
 
    A pause. 
 
    “Or do you want to go back to the Precinct?” 
 
    Stasia shifted her gaze. “Wendy’s is fine.” 
 
    Graves sighed with relief. 
 
    Stasia remained focused on what was ahead. 
 
    It was twenty past five when they finally arrived at her sister’s house. Nicholas and his wife Patricia had come here on three or four occasions for dinner. They had a five-month-old baby boy who was just gorgeous. Stasia had held the child in her arms. There had been an unwillingness to let go. 
 
    “Your ex is here,” Graves observed, pulling the car into park. “Unexpected?” 
 
    Stasia felt herself tense. “I hope nothing’s happened.” 
 
    “Do you want me to come in with you? Make sure everything’s alright?” 
 
    Stasia made eye contact and forced a smile. “No, that’s okay. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Listen, before you go,” Graves said, “I want to make sure we’re not parting on the wrong foot.” 
 
    “Whatever it is,” Stasia replied, “your secret is safe with me. Nine months being partners and all. I know I’d like to think I could trust you with things.” 
 
    “I’m going to tell you everything. Just call me when you’re done with this.” 
 
    “No, I have to see Fae first –” 
 
    “Right. When you’re done with Fae.” 
 
    Stasia pushed open her door. “Thanks for the lift.” 
 
    “See you soon, Stasia.” 
 
    She closed the door and his car made a u-turn as she walked up the drive. Stasia glanced back at it as it faded from sight. 
 
    Then she faced the house head on. 
 
    Christian was going to be in a lot of trouble if he didn’t have a reason for being here. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
   Stasia let herself into the house. She crossed through the hallway, in pursuit of voices in the kitchen and dining area. The space opened out, Stasia climbed a couple of steps and then moved around into the room. 
 
    She saw Christian first. He was by the kitchen bench, one hand resting there. The other twisting a glass of white wine. She could tell he’d just come from work, as he still had his suit and tie on. Along with his guns and holsters. 
 
    “Hello Stasia,” he said calmly without moving. 
 
    Christian’s full name was Qiu “Christian” Nguyen. Or just Detective Nguyen. He was born in Vietnam but had migrated here as a boy. Stasia had met him when she was twenty and he was twenty-eight. They’d gotten engaged a year later and she was married by twenty-two. 
 
    They divorced four years later. 
 
    “Hello,” Stasia said awkwardly. She walked down a couple of steps and moved behind him to get a full view of the kitchen. 
 
    Wendy was there. Preparing food. 
 
    “Hi Stasia. Christian’s here,” Wendy advised. 
 
    Stasia raised her eyebrows. “I know.” 
 
    “He brought Mei-Lee with him.” 
 
    “When did she get back?” Stasia fired off in Christian’s direction. 
 
    “A few weeks ago,” he said softly. 
 
    Stasia approached him. “She didn’t say a word to me. No calls, no messages –” 
 
    “Well, she’s here now, so.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Out the back with Janette.” 
 
    Janette was Wendy’s daughter, Stasia’s niece. She was thirteen, the same age as Mei-Lee. Wendy was thirty-two, five years older than Stasia. 
 
    She opened the fridge and brought out a bottle of wine. 
 
    “Have a drink,” Wendy suggested. “Sit down and relax.” 
 
    Stasia felt herself express some irritation, but eventually conceded and accepted the wine. She sat down and Christian pulled up a chair next to her. 
 
    “How you been, Stasia? Mood wise?” he asked. 
 
    Stasia frowned at him. Sipped her wine. “I don’t know. Fine.” 
 
    “You know, we think about you a lot,” Christian said. “Mei-Lee and I. The house isn’t the same without you.” 
 
    “I haven’t been there in like eighteen months,” Stasia scoffed. “I swear with each day that goes by it’s like my relationship with that girl dies a little. But maybe it’s better that way.” 
 
    Mei-Lee wasn’t their biological daughter. Her parents were killed in a car crash when she was only eight years old. The parents were friends with some of Christian’s relatives. They adopted her the same year they were married. 
 
    “She said she wants to spend more time with you. It’s just that between her trips to Vietnam, school, and your hectic work schedule, finding time can be hard.” 
 
    “I know it is. I’m not going to resent her for it. It’s just … sad, you know.” 
 
    “That’s our journey,” Christian said. “Life’s not about an everlasting joy. There are lessons to be had.” 
 
    “Alright, don’t preach,” Stasia muttered. 
 
    “You like lamb casserole, don’t you Stasia?” Wendy piped up. 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “And herbal bread?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Christian’s head shifted a bit. “I’m sorry to spring it on you like this. I thought we had a relationship where we can still be friends.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I see enough of you already at the Precinct.” 
 
    “Have you spoken to Fae?” Christian asked. 
 
    “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Big changes coming. Good changes.” He stood up. “Mind if I use the rest room?” 
 
    “You know where it is, don’t you?” Wendy said politely. 
 
    Christian smiled and excused himself. 
 
    Stasia had a drink of her wine and stood up. 
 
    “I didn’t invite him or anything,” Wendy said quietly. “He just barged in here.” 
 
    Stasia nodded slowly. “I know the feeling.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
   Mei-Lee was in the backyard lying on the grass, staring at the deep blue and gold dying sky. She had a cigarette in one hand and a metallic lighter in the other. She flipped it open, triggered the flame, and put it to the end of her smoke. 
 
    Hands over knees, sitting beside her was Janette, looking on with admiration. “Does Christian know you smoke?” 
 
    Mei-Lee shrugged. “He’s caught me a couple of times.” 
 
    “What about my Aunt?” 
 
    Mei-Lee scoffed. 
 
    “You know,” Janette added. “I think she’s here now.” 
 
    “Guess we better go then.” 
 
    Janette swayed a little. “You don’t want to say hi?” 
 
    “Not particularly.” 
 
    “Did you guys have an argument or…?” 
 
    Mei-Lee forced herself up and got to her feet. 
 
    Janette followed in sync. 
 
    Mei-Lee took a drag and blew the smoke out into the air around them. “She’s your aunt. What do you make of her?” 
 
    “Me? I don’t know. She’s fine, I guess.” 
 
    “She’s not fine,” Mei-Lee asserted. “She has a lot of issues.” 
 
    Janette shrugged. “I know you guys used to fight a lot.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Mei-Lee checked her phone. “Are we going or not?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Janette strode past her, leading the way. They went around the side of the house and through the back-gate so as to avoid the adults inside. Then they were out on the footpath, making their way down the street. 
 
    “So how far are we walking?” Mei-Lee asked. 
 
    “Oh, it’s just over there,” Janette said. “Like less than a minute away.” 
 
    “And who’s meant to be there?” 
 
    “Ash and Cody. I’m friends with Ash more. He’s Asian too.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I think … he might be from Thailand or something. Actually, I forget.” 
 
    “Tell me about Cody.” 
 
    “I only met him a couple of times. He’s a bit of a dick. But you know, not in a massive way.” 
 
    Mei-Lee flicked her cigarette out to the road. “Do they have girlfriends?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge.” 
 
    “Are they cute?” 
 
    “Sort of. I don’t know.” A pause. “Why? What do you have planned?” 
 
    Mei-Lee grinned. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    They reached the edge of the nature reserve. Two lanky teenage guys were standing near a playground, chatting. 
 
    One slapped the other’s arm. 
 
    The girls had been spotted. 
 
    Both pairs walked forward to meet each other halfway. 
 
    “Hey,” Janette said. “This is Mei-Lee.” 
 
    Ash, the Asian guy smiled a friendly smile. “Hello,” he said warmly. 
 
    Mei-Lee looked from him to the boy standing next to him. He had spiky dark hair with green streaks, a wide jaw and a goatee. He was wearing shades, but she could see his eyes beyond them. And they were hard. 
 
    “Janette said you were a bit of a dick,” Mei-Lee blurted out. 
 
    “What?” Janette mumbled. “I did not.” 
 
    Cody’s eyes went up and to the left. “Nothing to what she said about you.” 
 
    Janette laughed. “I didn’t even say anything. You guys!” 
 
    Cody turned to Ash. 
 
    Ash lowered his eyes. “Uh, Janette, can I have a word with you?” 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    “Just, a school thing I’m having trouble with.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Cody stepped away from the pack, walking slowly. 
 
    Mei-Lee made eye contact with both Ash and Janette. 
 
    Then she went and joined him. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
   The casserole had been served. Stasia stared at the plate in front of her, thinking about how hungry she’d been when devouring the cheesecake Graves had bought for her this afternoon. Somewhere between there and now she’d lost her appetite. 
 
    Christian was sitting opposite her, eating his food, watching her closely. 
 
    Behind him, Wendy was on the phone with Janette. 
 
    “Okay … I understand,” she said glancing at Stasia. “I’ll let them know. Bye.” 
 
    She put the phone down and came over with the herb bread. 
 
    Christian reached in and took some. 
 
    Stasia reluctantly accepted a piece also. 
 
    “Janette and Mei-Lee are hanging out with some boys around the corner,” Wendy explained. “Said they won’t be back till late.” 
 
    Stasia bit her teeth together. 
 
    “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” Christian said. “I really thought she wanted to see you.” 
 
    “Looks like she’s going out of her way to not see me,” Stasia exclaimed. “I don’t understand. What the hell did I do to make her hate me so much?” 
 
    “She doesn’t hate you,” Wendy said touching Stasia’s arm. “Right, Christian?” 
 
    “She’s certainly disrespectful,” Christian muttered. “I’ll have a word with her when they get back.” 
 
    “I think Mei-Lee wants to stay with Janette tonight. At least that’s the impression I got. Should we try and reel them in or –?” 
 
    “Why bother,” Stasia said. “It will only make things worse, won’t it?” 
 
    “She’s a troubled kid,” Christian said. “Losing her parents at such a young age has a disturbing effect on the mind. Watching us, as her new parents, break down and fail each other – it was like we failed her as well.” 
 
    “But she doesn’t hate you for it,” Stasia said quietly. “She blames me.” 
 
    “It’s just a phase,” Wendy remarked. “Everyone’s crazy when they’re that age. You should hear the way Janette talks to me sometimes.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re so soft,” Stasia snapped. 
 
    “Well, being a bitch doesn’t work either apparently,” Wendy fired back. 
 
    “Alright, let’s settle down,” Christian said. “We’re all friends here. Mei-Lee will come around eventually. In her own time.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping,” Stasia said raising her glass. 
 
    Dinner soon drowned itself out. The food gradually diminished. The wine bottles and glasses drained. The three of them packed away their plates into the dishwasher. They threw out scraps. And wiped down benches. The conversation faded along with the food. 
 
    It was a quarter to seven. 
 
    And outside it was now dark. 
 
    “I don’t suppose either of you can give me a lift to Glenrow Village,” Stasia asked when they were done. 
 
    “What’s in Glenrow?” Wendy inquired. 
 
    “I’m meeting Fae,” Stasia yawned. “I think she has an office there or something. It’s meant to be important but really it could be anything.” 
 
    “I know what it’s about,” Christian said. “I’ll take you.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Stasia replied. “You alluded to that earlier. Big changes.” 
 
    “I always liked Fae,” Wendy said. “You should bring her over sometime, Stasia. I prefer the adult conversation.” 
 
    “Yeah sure,” Stasia shrugged. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Christian asked. 
 
    “When you are.” 
 
    The three of them walked out of the house together. 
 
    Wendy stood at the top of the drive to see them off. 
 
    “So, you’re just letting our daughter roam free now, are you?” Stasia said, getting into the passenger seat. “When did that start?” 
 
    Christian closed his door and buckled up. “She’s with Janette. They’re with some neighbors. I’d hardly call that roaming free.” He turned the ignition. 
 
    Wendy walked forward, smiling a big smile. 
 
    Stasia smiled back. “You don’t know where she is though, do you?” 
 
    The car reversed. 
 
    “Well, if you want to know you can always call her.” 
 
    Wendy waved them goodbye as they hit the road. 
 
    And then they were alone. 
 
    “I somehow doubt she’d be forthcoming,” Stasia said sourly. 
 
    “Are you really worried? Or are you just angry?” 
 
    Stasia stiffened in her chair. “Who cares how I feel?” 
 
    Christian reached over and put his hand near hers. She allowed him to slowly take hold of it. 
 
    “I care,” Christian said. 
 
    “In a completely plutonic way,” Stasia said. “Right?” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    She yanked her hand away. 
 
    He shook his head. “Not necessarily.” 
 
    “Well, what does that mean?” 
 
    He sighed. “It means … it means I’m always going to have feelings for you…” 
 
    “But what are those feelings worth really? What are they worth to me?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Can we just not talk for a while?” Stasia asked. “You know I don’t mean to –” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Christian said. “We don’t have to speak.” 
 
    Stasia didn’t reply. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
   After Detective Graves had dropped Stasia off at her sister’s for dinner, there were a million places he could have gone. A million things he could have done. The world was like that for a man with his car. The temptation to break away from life – to show up in some unknown street or city and call yourself by a new name – it was always there. Gone would be his problems. Gone, his responsibilities. This whole façade of the Detective Nicholas Graves would be soon forgotten. Until of course, the day it came back. 
 
    Detective Graves adjusted his seat so he was leaning a little further back, but could still see out the window. The car was parked, stationary. The lights off. The engine dead. Graves wasn’t dead himself – he was merely dormant. He just needed that spark. The volcano would erupt. 
 
    But the Theatre House was completely still. 
 
    He reached over to his cell phone and saw there were two miscalls from his wife, Patricia. He reflected on what time he’d said he’d be back from work. Had he even given her a time? He couldn’t recall. 
 
    She would have to wait now. He didn’t feel like talking to her. 
 
    And then there was Stasia. He was going to have to talk to Stasia soon. 
 
    Surely he couldn’t allow himself to open up about 13th Avenue, and all that had happened that day. She was a bright girl and they were friends, but she wouldn’t understand. She wouldn’t see it as though it could’ve been her. There would always be that distance – that willingness to disconnect from the guilty. As though it was Graves’ fault. That he was defective in some way. Call it defective, call it sinful, call it weak, call it evil, they were just meaningless labels. Unless you were there that day in the same situation then you were the enemy. She couldn’t even begin to understand. 
 
    Graves swallowed. 
 
    He’d still have to tell her. 
 
    If she went that way – the way of betraying him – 
 
    Then he’d deal with that road as it came. 
 
    The phone was ringing again. Patricia. She wouldn’t go away. 
 
    Graves exhaled. Picked up the phone. “Hi honey.” 
 
    “Oh you’re finally there! Gees. About time.” 
 
    “Yeah.” A pause. “What do you want?” 
 
    “It’s after seven. Your parents are here and we’re all waiting.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    He’d forgotten they were coming over tonight. 
 
    “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” Graves said. “I’m – I’m held up with work stuff –” 
 
    “How long?” Patricia asked. “Just tell me how long you’ll be.” 
 
    Graves closed his jaw. 
 
    Stared at the empty theatre. 
 
    “I guess … I guess, I’ll try and make my way back now.” 
 
    “So within the hour?” 
 
    “Yeah. Sure. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too.” 
 
    Graves saw she’d ended the call. Put his phone back on the seat. 
 
    Nodded to himself. 
 
    Time to go. This would have to wait for – 
 
    Suddenly the shape of a man appeared ascending the Theatre’s drive. Graves jerked forward in his chair. 
 
    The man was wearing a dark coat, with a hood over his head. He had a briefcase in one hand and was checking a phone with the other. 
 
    Graves watched him, on edge. 
 
    The man then looked up, in his direction. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Graves dived under his chair. 
 
    A moment later he heard the sound of a car slowly moving by him, up the road towards the theatre. He waited a few seconds and then peered up to the window. 
 
    It was a taxi-cab. 
 
    The man in the coat opened the back door and climbed inside. 
 
    The door shut and then it was on its way. 
 
    Graves sat up and grabbed hold of the keys. He powered the ignition and then pushed the car into drive. He swung the wheel round and began tailing the cab. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
   Glenrow Village was a medium sized community sitting near the ocean and beach. A lot of tourists came through – especially in the summer – as there were plenty of markets and shops consolidated around the heart of the village. The exact meeting place was in a half-square parking lot with lines of buildings to the left, right and top surrounding the lot. There were a couple dozen cars spread out with many spaces still vacant. Christian pulled into one, their eyes searching up and to the left where Fae was waiting. “Do you want me to wait around?” he asked. 
 
    Stasia undid her belt. “No, that’s alright. I have a thing with Nicholas after this, so he’ll come get me.” 
 
    “Oh yeah…?” 
 
    Stasia pushed open her door and stepped out onto the concrete. “Yeah.” 
 
    She slammed the door and walked away from the car. 
 
    After a brief period, she heard him reverse and exit the lot. 
 
    By that time, she was standing face to face with Fae. 
 
    “Was that Christian?” Fae asked, standing on her toes. 
 
    “Yeah,” Stasia murmured. “He brought Mei-Lee around to Wendy’s for dinner.” 
 
    “Oh – how did that go?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t even see me.” 
 
    “Oh. Bugger.” 
 
    “Christian seems to think my little visit here is going to cheer me up,” Stasia said. 
 
    Fae’s lips parted. “Absolutely.” She smiled. “Let’s go inside.” 
 
    Detective Fae Dory. She and Stasia had met way back in their days at the academy. Since then, they’d always been friends. It was a friendship that fluctuated. Fae got her Detective’s badge years before Stasia had even lodged an application. When Stasia was still in training, Fae was all over the country, solving crimes and closing cases. She was good at her job. Much better than Stasia. And with her flourishing black hair, and sizable breasts. With her ruby red lips and thick-framed glasses – 
 
    “Stasia?” Fae said, breaking her thoughts. 
 
    Stasia stepped through the doorway into the office building. 
 
    The lobby was deserted. 
 
    “You said you bought an office or something, didn’t you?” Stasia asked. 
 
    Fae nodded. “This way.” 
 
    She moved past the front desk and the winding staircase. Around the side and beyond the elevator. Two large double doors stood at the end of the hallway. Fae pushed them both open and turned on the lights. 
 
    It was an office. 
 
    A large office. 
 
    The carpet was bright red. Two black couches sat facing one another in the centre of the room. A marble coffee table between them. 
 
    Beyond that, there was the desk. She had three laptops with open screens on it. As well as a stack papers, and other accessories. And yet it all looked neat and tidy. 
 
    Behind the desk there was a large black swivel chair. 
 
    Behind the chair, there was a fish tank full of lights and colors. 
 
    “What do you think?” Fae asked as they walked through. 
 
    Stasia took her time, taking all the details in. 
 
    Fae was already behind the desk while Stasia was still halfway into the room. 
 
    “Come along then, take a seat, please,” Fae insisted. 
 
    Stasia approached the desk. 
 
    Her eyes shifted to the black chair on Fae’s left. 
 
    “I had a chair like that,” Stasia said. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Fae replied. 
 
    Stasia looked away. “But I gave it up with the rest of the house.” 
 
    “Oh come on, silly, don’t be a downer. Sit down with me.” 
 
    Stasia nodded. She took the sturdy, yet plain chair opposite the desk. 
 
    Fae closed each of the laptops and sat down. 
 
    “This is really nice,” Stasia said. “It must have cost you a fortune.” 
 
    “Well, I’m just renting, technically. Six-month lease. I just – my God. You can’t even imagine how happy I am right now!” 
 
    Stasia smiled. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m getting out. No more precincts. No more bosses. Nobody to tell me what to do.” 
 
    “I was kind of getting that impression,” Stasia said. “Is this a private practice or –” 
 
    “Exactly. Private investigator and consultant. I charge by the hour. I’ve already got the clients lined up. Even better, the Captain supports my move. I’ll be dealing with matters he hands me at a discounted rate for the first year. But eventually I just want to keep expanding. Have people working for me – you know what I’m saying?” 
 
    Stasia nodded meekly. 
 
    Fae swiveled in her chair. Side to side. 
 
    Side to side. 
 
    “What’s wrong, poppet?” 
 
    Stasia shook her head. “Nothing.” 
 
    Fae grinned. “Look at you. You’re in so much pain.” 
 
    “I’m not. Really.” 
 
    Fae bounced out of her chair. She hurried around the desk and took Stasia’s hand, lifting her out of the chair. “Come on. There’s something else I want to show you.” 
 
    Stasia allowed herself to be yanked back through the office and down the hall. 
 
    At the steps they broke their hand-hold, Stasia doing her best to keep up. 
 
    Eventually they reached the second level and they moved along the walkway, turned a corner, and then another. They reached a singular door which Fae swiped open with a keycard, revealing a small, normal sized office beyond it. 
 
    She switched on the light and they stepped inside. 
 
    Desk and chair right there. Filing cabinet and printer at the back. Window below the ceiling. Pot plant in the corner. 
 
    Stasia saw there was a name plate on the desk. 
 
    Fae picked it up and handed it to her. 
 
      
 
    STASIA RHINE – INVESTIGATOR 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” Fae yelled. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
   The seaside was drawing near. Out the windows of Detective Graves’ car, a three-quarter moon launched itself into the horizon – its reflection blanketing the dark ocean waters. Artificial lights and other moving objects obscured the other half of the glass. His arms pulsating. His eyes in freeze frame. The driver’s chair upright and brought forward. 
 
    The taxi-cab in front of him slowed down and drifted to the side of the road. Graves lifted his foot from the pedal and steered himself in line behind it. 
 
    Cars zoomed by them. White light shot through his windscreen like a laser. 
 
    Waves crashed into the rocks below. 
 
    The man in the hooded coat stepped out of the cab, briefcase in hand. He started walking on slowly along the side of the road, the cab flipping its indicators. 
 
    Graves shut off the ignition. Pocketed his cell. 
 
    Pushed open the car door. 
 
    Out into the night. His whole body surging with adrenalin. 
 
    Shoes against pavement. Gloved fists tightening. 
 
    Graves strode along following the man. 
 
    The man turned to the left where there was an area of grass. From there he went up and to the right between two sections of bush and bramble. There was a dirt walking trail, protected by a gate. A sign hanging over it said the beach was two-hundred and fifty meters. 
 
    Another sign said the trail was closed. 
 
    They each climbed over the gate. 
 
    The trees and leaves to either side of the trail obscured both the moon, and the road’s artificial activity. It was draining. It was dark. Graves’ hand brushed by his pistol for reassurance. The man wasn’t far ahead of him. He could make a move now if he wanted. And yet, he had to see. 
 
    Where was he going? 
 
    Ahead there was a lookout. A large dome shaped covering over a wooden elevation in the ground. The man was at the edge of it. Another dark figure emerged from the lookout’s corner. 
 
    Graves exhaled. He pulled his pistol from the holster, his pace increasing. 
 
    His eyes enlarging. 
 
    A few more seconds, and the man turned. 
 
    A quick glance. 
 
    Right at Graves. 
 
    As if he knew he was there. 
 
    “Hey!” Graves began sharply. “Not another step you –” 
 
    Graves didn’t get to finish his sentence. His feet slammed into a cluster of sticks and leaves hiding a narrow hole in the trail. Graves fell right in the middle of it, his arms flailing about panic. 
 
    Down he fell. 
 
    Down. 
 
    Down. Down. 
 
    He smashed into the bottom of the shaft, shoulder first, crying out in agony. Dirt immediately began to cave in from the sides of the hole. Graves coughed and spluttered swatting the dirt away from him. He looked down to where his feet and landed and noticed there was something underneath his shoe. 
 
    He lift his foot off it and there was a mechanical jolt. 
 
    Out from the darkness beside him, a tall figure with glowing blue eyes rumbled towards him. 
 
    “AARGGH!” Graves screamed. 
 
    He twisted his hand around, still gripping his firearm, ready to shoot. 
 
    “Detective Graves,” a robotic voice articulated from the figure’s direction. “You were warned not to pursue this matter.” 
 
    “WHAT THE FUCK!” Graves shouted. 
 
    “You were warned that I know what you did on 13th Avenue. And yet you have continued your investigation.” 
 
    Graves’ gaze darted around the hole. 
 
    “I gave you a chance to drop this. But you didn’t take me seriously.” 
 
    “No!” Graves gasped. “You can’t –” 
 
    “And so,” the demonic voice rasped, “now someone has to die.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
   Thoughts. Ideas. Words. Stasia kept them all back. All to herself. Fae wanted approval, perhaps even congratulations. She wanted consent. Stasia supposed she was expected to be grateful and delighted. What would Fae say when she protested, and said it was happening all too quickly? 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Fae asked. “Just throw it at me. Come on.” 
 
    Stasia loosened up a little. 
 
    They were still in the doorway to her ‘future’ office. 
 
    “I get you’re trying to surprise me with this, and the merits of pleasant surprises are not lost on me. But … I feel as though I should have been consulted before you went and…” 
 
    “You have reservations,” Fae said. “Well, you won’t soon. This is the only choice you have. Shit’s about to blow the fuck up in your face and I just did everything I could to make sure you had somewhere to land. But you can’t see that at the moment.” 
 
    “Uh… No?” 
 
    Fae nodded. “Come on then. We haven’t finished our tour.” 
 
    They walked down the corridor. Around the corner. 
 
    “I didn’t say no,” Stasia said. “I just. You’re being a bit forceful.” 
 
    “Things are going to be awesome for us here,” Fae said. “We’ll have a blast. We’ll make more money. We’ll be our own bosses. Our lives will improve. Unfortunately, we still have something we owe the precinct before they let us go.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Nicholas Graves.” 
 
    Stasia didn’t respond. Fae hadn’t given her a self-explanatory answer. Soon the pieces would come together, she imagined. Fae was still keeping cards hidden from her. Only turning them over one at a time. 
 
    Stasia took a moment to observe her friend as they descended the stairs back to the ground floor. Her mind was cold. She cared little for Stasia’s emotional reaction. She shared no sympathy with her. This was all just part of the script. 
 
    Downstairs. Up and to the right. A room with the shutters drawn. 
 
    Inside, opening the door, revealed a rectangular conference table, and two men seated at the far end of it. 
 
    One Stasia recognized. The other she didn’t. 
 
    “Captain Carmichael,” she breathed out loud, turning to Fae. “How most unexpected.” 
 
    “Have a seat, Stasia,” the Captain hollered. 
 
    Stasia walked along the table. Fae stood at the head of the table, while the Captain and his friend peered over each other’s laptops. 
 
    “I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure,” Stasia said, standing in front of an empty chair. 
 
    The man sitting next to Carmichael looked up. 
 
    He was balding. Dark gray suit. Around fifty. 
 
    “I’m Special Agent Dick Morello. Thanks for coming to see us, Stasia.” 
 
    “Detective Rhine,” Stasia corrected. 
 
    “Very well, Detective.” 
 
    Stasia looked from the men back to Fae. 
 
    She was stone-faced. 
 
    “Go on,” Carmichael said again. “Take a seat, Stasia.” 
 
    Captain Joe Carmichael had been in his overseer role since Stasia joined the force. Since her promotion to Detective she’d dealt with him directly on a day to day basis. Stasia didn’t have any complaints about Carmichael but she didn’t have a strong relationship with him either. 
 
    His appearance – woolen brown jacket and purple tie. African ethnicity. 
 
    Heavy beard. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on?” Stasia asked, refusing to sit. 
 
    “We apologize for springing this on you,” Carmichael said without looking up. “But there was every chance if we conducted this meeting at the precinct Detective Graves would have found out about it.” 
 
    “Is this about Graves then?” 
 
    “Yes. For the last time. Sit down.” 
 
    Stasia looked at Fae again, was hit by the wall, and finally caved. She pulled up the chair and fell into it, seething. 
 
    “Detective Graves has been on our radar for the past year,” Agent Morello explained. “We believe he’s guilty of police corruption, obstructing investigations, tampering with evidence, and a number of drug related offenses.” 
 
    Stasia lifted her notepad from her jacket. 
 
    Put it on the table in front of her. 
 
    “We understand you were only paired with him for the past three months, so your involvement in his activities isn’t a certainty. Of course, if there were any wrongdoings on your behalf, we need you to come clean now.” 
 
    Stasia lifted the pen from her pocket. 
 
    Placed it next to the notepad. 
 
    “Stasia?” the Captain asked, looking up at her. “Do you have anything to say?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Agent Morello looked up as well, leering with a skeptic gaze. 
 
    “If you give us everything you have on Graves now, things will go a lot smoother.” 
 
    Stasia shot her eyes at Fae. “Have you got something to say?” 
 
    “I’m on your side, Stasia,” Fae said. “When I heard about Graves’ activities, I knew you weren’t involved.” 
 
    “So why am I here?” 
 
    “We haven’t established she wasn’t involved,” Morello stated. “Unless you just want to take Detective Rhine on her word.” 
 
    “Honest to God,” Stasia said. “In the time I’ve been with him, I’ve never seen Graves do anything wrong. He’s an outstanding detective and mentor. So, if you think you’re going to get me to cough up dirt on him, you’re mistaken. And if you press the issue, then I’m going to need a lawyer present.” 
 
    “You don’t want to do that,” Captain Carmichael advised. “If you cooperate with us, you can still come out of this unscathed.” 
 
    “I am cooperating,” Stasia fired back. “I don’t know anything. What do you think, I’m on the take or something? That I have some reason to protect Graves –” 
 
    “How was your relationship with him?” Morello asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Was there anything of a sexual nature?” 
 
    Stasia’s jaw dropped. “Fuck this.” 
 
    She stood up and went to leave. 
 
    Fae rushed over, blocking the door. 
 
    “Piss off,” Stasia said grabbing hold of her. 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough!” Captain Carmichael shouted. “Stasia, get back here. No one is accusing you of anything. Please forgive Agent Morello’s line of questioning.” 
 
    Stasia glanced back. “Have him apologize.” 
 
    Carmichael looked at Morello. 
 
    Morello contemplated some. “My apologies.” 
 
    “Yeah? You’re sorry? For what?” 
 
    “For making the insinuation –” 
 
    “Okay. Got it.” 
 
    Stasia walked back over. Stared the Captain head on. 
 
    “I don’t know anything. So unless you need me for something else –” 
 
    “You need to help us catch Graves,” Fae blurted out. 
 
    “What?” Stasia thundered. 
 
    “You need to wear a wire.” 
 
    Stasia took a step backwards. “No.” 
 
    “Contract’s already drafted,” Agent Morello said. “Two years salary plus benefits. Fae’s agreed to take you on once your assignment is complete. All you have to do is help us put Detective Graves behind bars.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Stasia looked around the room. 
 
    “And if I refuse?” she repeated. 
 
    “We press charges,” Fae said. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
   I t was a shock to the system. An imaginary spear that had been thrust into his chest and used to throw him off course. His mind. His whole sense of inner self. It was obliterated. 
 
    Nicholas Graves had been wrong. He’d underestimated someone. Underestimated how much they knew… Underestimated their sheer dementedness… To think. To calculate how what had happened, had just happened… Graves wasn’t even sure where to begin. 
 
    He was now sitting on a bench in the dome-sheltered lookout facing the nighttime beach. Dirt and debris still covering his body from the shaft. The sensation of falling. Of the mannequin with the glowing eyes jumping out at him from the dark. He’d heard 13th Avenue mentioned a couple of times today, but this was the first time when he actually remembered what it’d been like. How it felt. When it – 
 
    A light. A light from the phone he was holding in front of him. 
 
    Patricia was calling again. 
 
    “Hello?” he answered. 
 
    “Are you almost here? We’re ready to sit down for dinner.” 
 
    “You can start without me.” 
 
    A pause. “Nicholas. What’s going on? Are you on your way?” 
 
    His head sifted towards the ground. “I’ll call you later.” 
 
    He hung up. 
 
    Graves sighed and began scrolling through other names in his contacts. He found Stasia’s and tried her phone. “Hello. You’ve called the cell of Detective Stasia Rhine. Please leave –” 
 
    He ended the call. Thought a moment. 
 
    Tried Fae Dory. 
 
    Waiting. Wait – 
 
    Nothing. Dead. She’d declined the call. 
 
    Graves swallowed. Then he thought about Stasia’s ex-husband’s car parked in her sister’s driveway. Perhaps he was still with her. He tried that number. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi Christian. It’s Nicholas Graves here. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m fine thank you.” 
 
    Graves shifted. “You’re not with Stasia by any chance, are you?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nicholas. I don’t know where she is.” 
 
    “Oh. Alright.” 
 
    “There’s nothing else I can help you with?” 
 
    Graves considered. “Actually, I’ve got a rather serious situation I need some help with. Are you busy?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Christian said distantly. “Perhaps. What is this about specifically?” 
 
    “It’s better that I see you in person. I’m … going to dust myself off and get a drink. I’ll text you the location. You come and join me if you’re free. You’re gonna wanna hear what I have to say.” 
 
    A pause. “Alright Nicholas.” 
 
    “See you soon.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
   The front part of the notepad was empty. She hadn’t written anything down. Stasia sensed Fae’s presence behind her in the car park, moving quietly away from the building’s inner lights. Till they were out in space together. 
 
    “You left this behind,” Fae said in a higher pitch than usual. 
 
    Stasia twisted her feet on the concrete. 
 
    She snatched the pad from the other’s grasp. “The pen too, please.” 
 
    Fae nodded. She reached into her pocket and passed it along to Stasia. 
 
    “Well then,” Stasia said. “Good night.” 
 
    Fae moved in closer. “Now’s not the time for you to be making enemies.” 
 
    “Is that what we are now?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean me.” 
 
    The building’s entrance doors opened and shut behind them. Stasia glanced over her shoulder and saw the Captain walking with Agent Morello along the footpath. Neither returned her gaze. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Stasia said. “Betrayal doesn’t come that easily for some.” 
 
    “And yet if it was a choice between Graves and I, you’d choose Graves, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Stasia faced her. “If he asked me to take you down, I’d imagine I’d have the same response I’m having now.” 
 
    “The only difference is Graves is dirty, and I’m not,” Fae said between gritted teeth. “I have to believe you have absolutely no idea what he’s involved with. If you’d had some inkling, a suspicion, then maybe –” 
 
    “I don’t, alright. I don’t.” 
 
    Fae swallowed. “And then maybe I wonder if it’s the other way. What if this whole time, Graves has you working for him – both on and off the books.” 
 
    Stasia scoffed at the suggestion. 
 
    “He’s an attractive man. Charming. Seductive. Lord knows, you’ve been through so much –” 
 
    In a fit of rage, Stasia grabbed hold of Fae’s jacket and spun her around in the air. She pushed her away, Fae tripping over her feet and collapsing to the road. 
 
    It happened so quickly. 
 
    Losing control like that. 
 
    Stasia rushed over, apologetic, helping Fae back to her feet. 
 
    “Look, just –” Fae tried to keep her at bay. 
 
    “You ambushed me in there!” Stasia yelled. “I’m sorry, but how did you think that was the best strategy? I bet you promised them I’d go through with it too. Such arrogance!” 
 
    Fae shook her head. “Let me just ask you a question. Okay. Can I do that?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You’re protecting your partner. Right? That’s what all this about. Your loyalty to him.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “But if you knew he was dirty. If you knew the extent of his crimes. I mean. You wouldn’t protect a killer, would you?” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” Stasia asked. “You think Graves has killed someone? Who?” 
 
    “The question isn’t who,” Fae said catching her breath. “The question is how many.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
   Detective Graves stared down at the drinks in front of him. Whiskey on the rocks. Bottle of bitter. He knew things could get out of hand if he kept going after this. But at the moment. Before touching either. There was something cathartic just looking at them. 
 
    “Alright then, Nicholas. I’m here.” 
 
    Graves looked up to his left. 
 
    Detective Nguyen was standing tall, sizing him up. 
 
    “Do you want something? I’ll buy,” Graves offered. 
 
    “Just a regular cola is fine.” 
 
    Graves motioned to the bartender. “He’ll have a whiskey and cola, please. Hold the cola.” 
 
    Detective Nguyen rolled his eyes. “I’m going to bathroom. Back in a minute.” 
 
    Graves smiled. He paid for the drinks and then took his back to a table in the corner, going back for Nguyen’s drink when it was ready. 
 
    He was seated and sipping his bitter when Nguyen returned. 
 
    “I hope this is important,” Nguyen said sitting opposite him. “It seemed like there was some urgency over the phone.” 
 
    “It’s extremely important and there is urgency,” Graves stated. “But you shouldn’t rush me. I’m still figuring out how to approach this.” 
 
    Nguyen tried to get comfortable. “So is this a personal problem you’re dealing with? Or is it work related?” 
 
    “Work related,” Graves said still sipping. “But also personal. I’m not going to bend your ear on marital advice, if that’s what you’re wondering.” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking –” Nguyen stopped, realizing he’d been slighted. “Listen, if you’re just going to insult me then –” 
 
    “Calm the fuck down. Have a drink. Look. Let’s raise our glasses.” 
 
    Nguyen stared at him coldly. He picked up the glass of whiskey and clinked it with Graves’. 
 
    They both took a drink. 
 
    “That’s better,” Graves said quietly. 
 
    “Alright. So start talking.” 
 
    Graves breathed in. “I’ve got something of a … predicament. There’s this man, you see. I don’t know his name. Or what he looks like. I only know, in my heart of hearts, that this man is both practical, and deranged. I don’t know what his crimes are, but I’m sure they exist. And I’m just at surface of this thing. Any other situation like this I’d be tearing the earth apart to find out what the fuck this thing is. But there’s a problem. A rather large one.” 
 
    Graves took another hit from the whiskey, then chased it with his bitter. 
 
    Nguyen sipped his whiskey again and then put it down, to the side. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    Graves nodded. “The perpetrator in this instance – he knows me. He knows a lot. He knows my secrets.” 
 
    “What secrets?” 
 
    Graves leaned forward. “What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?” 
 
    Nguyen was taken aback. “The worst thing I’ve done? I … nothing’s coming to mind.” 
 
    “There’s something. I know there is. You don’t want to share it. That’s fine. Just admit it’s there. Think. And admit.” 
 
    Nguyen reflected. “I can think of, well, I’m not sure if –” 
 
    “You ever break the law, Christian?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Maybe you didn’t do it intentionally. That can happen. The circumstances of this world can turn their back on you in an instant. A snap of the fingers. And then everything’s reversed. You’re no longer the hunter. You’re the hunted. It happened like that for me. I didn’t plan it. I had no idea. And yet when I got home that evening. I realized I wasn’t the same person who left the house that morning.” 
 
    “I’m trying to understand,” Nguyen said. “Really, I am. But I need specifics.” 
 
    “All you need to know is, once upon a time, when I was a little younger. I did something wrong. And now there’s this fucking maniac out there – who I can’t even put a face to – this person knows what I did. How that’s possible, I have no idea. I’m still trying to figure that part of it out. But more pressing, the reason why you’re here, I need to know what I’m supposed to do next. Do I let this guy off, because of what he knows? Or do I go out there back after him, and destroy the both of us?” 
 
    Nguyen’s gaze drifted to one side. 
 
    Graves could see he was thinking. 
 
    Graves had another drink. 
 
    “Well, Christian,” Graves prompted. “If you were in my shoes…” 
 
    Nguyen looked at him. “Letting him go, isn’t actually an option, is it?” 
 
    Graves shrugged. 
 
    “Your choice is whether you come clean or not. If you come clean, admit what you’ve done, then you can put the burden of exposing this man on someone else. Take away what he has on you, and then you’ll remove yourself from the situation.” 
 
    “And what if I don’t want to come clean?” 
 
    “Well, then you’ll have to outsmart him, I guess. Destroy him before he destroys you.” 
 
    Graves blinked a few times. 
 
    Considering. 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time before the department gets you, Graves,” Nguyen said. “You realize that, don’t you?” 
 
    Graves opened his eyes, his field of vision growing wider. 
 
    “A matter of time?” 
 
    Nguyen stood up from his chair. “Your secrets aren’t so secret anymore.” 
 
    He turned to leave. 
 
    “Hey!” Graves barked. “Christian? What do you –” 
 
    “Whatever this thing is,” Nguyen said, looking back, “leave Stasia out of it –” 
 
    “Stasia’s already –” 
 
    “– If you don’t, it’ll be bad for her,” Nguyen advised. 
 
    Graves stared back, speechless. 
 
    “And it will be bad for you too.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
   Night winds and crashing waves danced about outside the windows in the taxi-cab. They were driving along the highway. Up the coastline. Stasia’s rejection of Fae’s proposal was now official. She’d rejected the ride home. The return inside to discuss it some more. No amount of promises or persuasive lies was going to sway Stasia’s resolve. Detective Graves may have had his share of indiscretions, she’d grant them that. But to take it to the next level… Stasia didn’t agree with the method at all. 
 
    She’d just gotten off the phone with him. He had more news for her. She could tell he sounded excited. Like he just wanted to open up and spill his guts to her. Stasia wondered if she should tell him about Fae’s investigation. It would maybe increase her disposition with Graves, but the trade off was more flack from Carmichael and the department. She didn’t want them pinning his crimes to her. Not that they would be able to in a reasonable fashion. She was innocent after all. 
 
    “Drop you up here?” the driver asked, his eyes in the rearview mirror. 
 
    Stasia peered out the front of the car. “Yeah, anywhere here’s fine.” 
 
    The car slowed down, and she paid and got out. 
 
    Posture firm, head high, she walked along the footpath up to the bar where Graves had sent for her. Before going in, she checked her phone. It was just after twenty past eight. 
 
    Graves was standing at the front of the place, in the middle of the open floor, as she walked in. 
 
    He waved, greeted her and forced her to hug him before she knew what was happening. 
 
    He smelled of whiskey and beer. 
 
    “I got you a drink, over here,” he said putting his arm behind her. She allowed him to lead her to a table in the corner, away from the majority. 
 
    “What drink is it?” Stasia asked, grabbing her chair. 
 
    “Vodka and lemonade with ice,” Graves said. “I would have gotten you a whiskey like I’m drinking, but I guess I’m sexist.” 
 
    “How many have you had?” 
 
    Graves shook his head. “Not that many. I haven’t been here too long.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    They sat opposite each other. 
 
    Stasia took a sip. Despite Graves’ ill behavior, she was feeling surprisingly patient. 
 
    “Thanks for meeting up,” Graves said lowering his drink. “I know we spend enough time as it is. You’re probably sick of me by now.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    “Well, thank you. Your ex was just here a moment ago. I tried opening up to him, but … well. I guess he was helpful. There was just all these walls between us. Not like me and you.” 
 
    “So,” Stasia said. “Are you going to tell me then?” 
 
    “Tell you what?” 
 
    “What happened on 13th Avenue?” 
 
    Graves gave a brief chuckle. He smiled. Tears rose in his eyes. 
 
    “I am going to tell you,” he said finally. “I’m going to tell you everything.” 
 
    Stasia had another sip of vodka. “So…?” 
 
    “It was three years ago,” Graves began. “I remember it was a Sunday. My partner was at home with his family, and I was out on the road. There was a manhunt for this guy who had kidnapped a kid and everyone was trying to trace him. I was handing out these flyers at gas stations in the area.  There were so many of them. I had a whole sheet. All the routes he could have taken. And I was just crossing them off one by one. I only realized later how fatigued I must have been. How … impatient… I just. I just wanted to get the guy. I wanted it to be me. I was … not myself that day –” 
 
    “Excuse me, one moment,” Stasia said pulling out her phone. 
 
    Someone was ringing her. No caller ID. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Mom…?” 
 
    Stasia smiled politely at Graves and stepped away from the table. “Who is this?” 
 
    “It’s Mei-Lee.” 
 
    Stasia swallowed nervously. “Oh. I – I’m sorry I missed you earlier –” 
 
    “Mom. I’m in trouble.” 
 
    “What sort of trouble?” 
 
    “I need you to come get me.” 
 
    “Where are you exactly?” 
 
    “I’m not allowed to say,” Mei-Lee whispered. “You have to find me.” 
 
    “What?” Stasia snapped. “Mei-Lee, just tell me where you –” 
 
    “You have to find me,” Mei-Lee repeated. “You and Detective Graves.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
   Hunched over the table, one hand on his forehead, the other clutching the glass – Graves had lost all connection with reality. He was far away. Somewhere, in the back of his mind. He could see the colors. He could hear the sounds. Everything in the current now had begun to dissolve. 
 
    Until he looked up, and saw the terror in her eyes. 
 
    “What?” Graves asked. 
 
    She was still staring at him. The hand with the phone falling away from her ear. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he tried again. 
 
    “I have to go,” Stasia muttered. 
 
    She turned and headed for the exit. 
 
    Graves sat up, trying to figure out what had just happened. He took a quick swig from his glass and then set it down, chasing after her. They reunited outside the bar. 
 
    “Stasia, what’s happening?” he said on approach. “You can tell me.” 
 
    She shuffled around to face him. “Do you have your car here?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s just over there,” Graves said pointing to the car park. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go,” Stasia said. 
 
    Graves walked with her. “Who was on the phone?” 
 
    “My adopted daughter. Something’s happened to her.” 
 
    “How serious?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Stasia forced the phone to her ear, presumably trying to call her back. 
 
    Soon the phone came back down. 
 
    They reached the car. 
 
    “Keys,” Stasia said, moving to the driver’s side. 
 
    Graves exhaled, his first instinct to protest. 
 
    Stasia smashed her fist on the hood of the car. “Keys! Now!” 
 
    He tossed them to her. 
 
    Graves waited until they were out on the road, and a fair distance down the highway before he probed her again. “So … Something’s happened to your daughter…” 
 
    Stasia glared at him. “I don’t know what’s happened. So, don’t ask.” 
 
    “Maybe you can elaborate on what’s gotten you so worked up.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Stasia said dismissively. “It’s just –” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “She mentioned your name.” 
 
    Graves blinked. 
 
    “As though she knew we were together.” 
 
    “I’m not following you.” 
 
    “She said I had come find her, but she couldn’t tell me where she was. She said you had to come too.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “‘Detective Graves.’” 
 
    “Have you spoken to her about me?” 
 
    “What?” Stasia retorted. “No.” 
 
    “Someone else gave her my name.” 
 
    “It would appear that way, yes.” 
 
    “Someone who knew we were at the bar together.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure how that’s possible.” 
 
    “Did she mention the bar?” 
 
    “No. It was just a vague implication that we were together.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Stasia looked at him. “I took it as a threat.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It was a way to know there was someone else with her. That they were forcing her to say that.” 
 
    “You mean like she’s being held hostage?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Graves swallowed. “Oh no.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t be mad or anything. But I think this is my fault.” 
 
    “Your fault? How?” 
 
    “After I dropped you off at your sister’s, I went back to the theatre.” 
 
    “You did? What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing at first. I was there a while. Then it got dark. And this guy with a briefcase was standing at the top of the driveway. He hailed a cab and I followed.” 
 
    “You mean that guy who was doing the bloody trapdoors? He was there after all?” 
 
    “Yeah. Looks that way. Actually, I can guarantee it was him. Son of a bitch –” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well. He knew I was following him. He knew I was in the car. He’d – he’d had it all planned out in advance. I can’t even grasp the level of planning that went into it. This guy’s been onto me for a while. Christ, he even knows about 13th Avenue –” 
 
    “Just tell me what happened!” 
 
    “You mean about when I was following him, or you mean about 13th Avenue –” 
 
    “Following him.” 
 
    “Right. So I was tailing the cab for ages. Eventually it comes to a stop on this very highway. Between here and the bar. Right next to the beach and everything. He gets out of the car, I follow from behind. I want to see where he’s going. I should have taken him right then and there. But maybe he had a plan for that too…” 
 
    “You let him get away. Is that what happened? You lost him?” 
 
    “He had this trap set up for me. He’d dug a ditch and covered it with twigs and other shit and I just walked right into it. I fell down the hole and then out of nowhere this fucking electronic face jumps out of the dark. Bright blue eyes. I’d triggered some mechanism by falling in the whole and set off the dummy being launched forward. And this recording started playing. Warning me that I’d been told to stay away and now someone has to die…” 
 
    “What a fucking nutjob,” Stasia exclaimed. 
 
    “I just can’t believe he put that much work into it. Like … he’s obsessed with me or something. But he keeps telling me to stay away, which is counter-intuitive. I feel like if I keep going into this thing, he’s going to have all sorts of crafty surprises up his sleeve. Like … that stuff at the theatre that you went through … It’s just an appetizer for…” 
 
    “The main show?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Graves said. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “But you don’t actually think he’s somehow managed to go after my daughter, do you? Isn’t that a bit farfetched?” 
 
    Graves couldn’t look at her directly. His eyes closed a little. Artificial lights overhead, causing the glass to blur. “I never told anyone about that day, Stasia. Not a soul. And yet, somehow. After all this time. He knows…” 
 
    “So? What does that mean?” 
 
    “Well. If he knows that much about me. If he can go into my past, and unearth my deepest, darkest secret –” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Then how much does he know about you?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
      
 
   Barely a few miles away from the highway where Graves and Stasia were currently speeding along, a meeting was taking place in a secluded car park, surrounded by trees. The other car was already there when Christian arrived. He stopped a few metres away from it and shut the engine off. He sat there for a few moments, waiting. He looked down at the phone beside him. 
 
    All was still. 
 
    The passenger door opened on the car opposite, and a slender woman with dark hair got out. She closed the door and walked over to his car, opening his passenger door and sitting in the chair beside him. 
 
    “How much did he tell you?” Fae asked. 
 
    “Enough to know he’s unravelling,” Christian replied. “Something’s happened, that’s gotten him all worked up. He’s ready to tell his story.” 
 
    “He was still at the bar when you last –” 
 
    “Drowning his sorrows.” Christian turned slightly towards her. “I didn’t get any details. I thought it best that I should be wired first. So, there’s no comebacks.” 
 
    “You’re willing to wear a wire?” 
 
    Christian hesitated. “What did Stasia say?” 
 
    “She said no.” 
 
    “I don’t want her to get cut from whatever deal you’ve worked out. I’m not throwing her under the bus. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Is she involved?” 
 
    “Of course she isn’t,” Christian snapped. “You know she isn’t. How could you ask that?” 
 
    “Detective Graves is an infectious creature.” 
 
    “Yeah, well. You don’t have to worry about Stasia. Christ, you’re supposed to be her friend.” 
 
    Fae put her hand on Christian’s leg. “Am I?” 
 
    He looked over at it. 
 
    At her. 
 
    Heartrate increasing. 
 
    “Who else is here?” Christian whispered. “Carmichael?” 
 
    “Just the FBI man. I don’t care if he sees.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I do.” 
 
    Christian pushed open the door and got out of the car. 
 
    Fae got out from her side and raced round to meet him. 
 
    “You’re not backing out of this, are you?” she demanded. 
 
    “Of course not,” Christian said, leaning against the hood. “I just need you to promise me that Stasia will be left out of this.” 
 
    Fae raised her eyebrows. “Maybe… Maybe we should ask him. Just to be sure.” 
 
    “Well. Go get him then.” 
 
    Fae lifted her head and strutted away. 
 
    Christian looked down at the ground. Was it shame he was experiencing? Was it guilt? 
 
    Or was he just aroused? 
 
    “Richard Morello.” 
 
    The FBI man was already there, extending his hand. 
 
    Christian reluctantly shook it. “Detective Nguyen.” 
 
    “Yes. I know who you are,” Morello said, letting go. “You’re Detective Rhine’s ex-husband, correct?” 
 
    “So, you understand why my cooperation is dependent on your treatment of Detective Rhine?” 
 
    “I’m sure Fae told you about the offer she was presented with.” 
 
    Christian nodded. 
 
    “She threw it back in our face. Too loyal to Graves, apparently. What does that say about her character? That she would risk damaging Detective Dory’s reputation rather than bring a guilty cop to justice?” 
 
    “Whatever you wanted from Stasia,” Christian said, “you can get it from me.” 
 
    “You have a relationship with Graves?” 
 
    “Yes. I can get him to talk. I can get him to talk tonight.” 
 
    “Well, that’s excellent news.” 
 
    “But I require that you leave Stasia out of this. That’s all I want. Give her whatever you were going to give her as though she went through with it.” 
 
    Morello forced a smile. “It’s not that simple, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Christian looked to Fae. 
 
    Fae seemed conflicted. “We both have a personal relationship with Stasia. We know she’s not involved in Graves’ dealings.” 
 
    Morello crossed his arms. “Well, what sort of information do you expect to pull from Graves tonight?” 
 
    “I think I can get him confessing to murder,” Christian said. 
 
    “We need names. Times, dates, locations. It has to be verified.” 
 
    “I know how this works. I’ll make it ironclad.” 
 
    Morello scratched his chin. “Alright. We’ll presume Detective Rhine is innocent until there’s evidence supporting otherwise. Agreed?” 
 
    “And she gets her deal. Okay? I’m not doing this for free.” 
 
    Morello nodded. “Very well. Shall we shake again on it?” 
 
    Christian accepted his hand again. 
 
    The man stared at him a little during the shake. His face said he knew something Christian didn’t. 
 
    “What?” Christian asked. 
 
    Morello let go of him and walked back to the car. 
 
    Christian turned to Fae. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Fae said. “We’ll get a van down here in thirty and then we’ll be good to go. Okay?” 
 
    “Hopefully he’s still at the bar.” 
 
    “If he isn’t, we’ll find him. He’s not getting away with this.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Fae moved in close to him. 
 
    She reached in and took his hands into hers. “I really appreciate you doing this, Christian.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Have you thought about when we’re going to tell her?” 
 
    “Who? Stasia?” 
 
    “She’s gonna find out sooner or later.” 
 
    “Don’t you want her to settle into her new job first? I don’t know that she’d be too thrilled to work for you if she found out –” 
 
    “You underestimate me, sweetie,” Fae said. “She can pout and complain. And throw a fit. But at the end of the day, I’ve got Stasia wrapped around my little finger. Where I lead, she follows.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not underestimating her?” 
 
    Fae grinned. 
 
    Suddenly Christian’s cell started ringing. 
 
    He checked it and made a face. “Stasia.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He answered the phone. “Hello?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
      
 
   Slides. Swings. Monkey bars. Mulch. The playground near the edge of the nature reserve had gotten busy over the past few hours. People coming and going. Friends of Ash. Friends of Janette. Friends of friends of friends. They were all thirteen, fourteen, fifteen. Drinking and smoking and swearing and laughing loudly. Janette’s Mom had already tried calling a couple of times, wanting to know why she wasn’t home yet. She was annoying like that. She’d give up eventually. Or at least that’s what usually happened… 
 
    “Yo, Janette,” one of the guys called out from across the playground. 
 
    “What?” Janette’s head bobbed out of her current make out session. 
 
    “I think your Mom’s here.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your Mom! I think – she’s over there –” 
 
    “Oh, shit…” 
 
    Janette climbed off the guy she was kissing and dusted herself off. Her Mom was already walking past the guy who’d alerted her. 
 
    “Shut up!” Janette hissed. “You guys – you guys know nothing. Alright?” 
 
    Hands on hips, her Mom approached. “Where’s Mei-Lee?” 
 
    “What?” Janette played dumb. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be watching her. Where is she?” 
 
    “We’re the same age, duh,” Janette replied. “I’m not her babysitter.” 
 
    Aunt Stasia hurried up behind her Mom. “Does she know where she is?” 
 
    “I’m trying to ask her,” her Mom said quickly. Their eyes were back on Janette. “Where is Mei-Lee? Is she here? Is she somewhere else? Tell us now, Janette!” 
 
    “How many times do I have to say it?” Janette shouted. “I’m not responsible!” 
 
    Aunt Stasia moved in at the side. “I got a call from her forty minutes ago. She was in some kind of trouble. She needed my help.” 
 
    Janette’s eyes bulged. “I don’t know anything about that.” 
 
    “You’re not in trouble,” her Mom said. “Just tell us what you know.” 
 
    Janette shook her head. “I don’t know anything. I already told you.” 
 
    Ash came out from the side. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We’re trying to find Janette’s cousin, Mei-Lee,” Janette’s Mom advised. 
 
    Aunt Stasia circled the area. “Has anyone seen her? Do you know where she is?” 
 
    “Have you told them anything?” Ash asked. 
 
    “Shut the hell up,” Janette snapped. 
 
    Aunt Stasia whirled round. “Do you know something?” 
 
    Ash took a step back, smiling. Caught off guard. “Uh…” 
 
    Janette ran to his side. “Look, when Mei-Lee wants to be found, she’ll be found.” 
 
    “You have to tell us what you know, Janette,” Stasia said sternly. 
 
    “Like hell I do.” 
 
    Janette’s Mom peered around at the kids. “Alright everyone. If you don’t know where Mei-Lee is, then clear off. Get the hell out of here. Go home.” 
 
    A few of them stood up. 
 
    A couple laughed. 
 
    Stasia flashed her badge. “You heard the lady. Unless you want your asses hauled in for underage drinking. Get lost.” 
 
    Janette saw there was another cop – male – standing near the edge of the reserve. 
 
    Stasia looked to him for support. 
 
    The kids began to disperse. 
 
    “God, what the hell is your problem?” Janette barked. “Alright, I’m leaving too then.” 
 
    The women blocked her. 
 
    “Not until you tell us where Mei-Lee is.” 
 
    “She’s with my friend, Cody,” Ash said behind them. 
 
    “Ash!” Janette squealed. 
 
    “Who is that?” Janette’s Mom demanded. “Who is Cody?” 
 
    “Friend from school,” Ash said. “Him and Mei-Lee went for a walk when we first got here. We were just hanging out, waiting for them to come back.” 
 
    “Is that true?” her Mom asked. “Is she with this Cody?” 
 
    Janette glared around in frustration. “Oh my God. So, what.” 
 
    “Can you please call him now?” Stasia begged. “It’s urgent.” 
 
    “I don’t think his phone is turned on,” Ash said. 
 
    The other cop made his way into the playground. “Does this Cody have an address?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
      
 
   Cody was standing in front of the bathroom mirror, shaving. First his goatee. Then the rest of his hair. He cleared the hair away and dumped it in the bin on the floor. He then proceeded to take out a paper bag from his pocket. He grabbed his toothpaste and toothbrush. His comb. His deodorant. And a new bottle of shampoo from under the cupboard. He folded the bag up tightly then walked across the hall to his bedroom where he threw the bag onto his bed, next to a pile of neatly assembled clothes. He grabbed an empty backpack from the floor and started to fill it up. 
 
    The baseball cap went on his head. The sunglasses into his pocket. 
 
    The time was 9:13pm. 
 
    His father and mother were downstairs watching TV in the living room. Cody wandered down there hovering at the back of the room, where they couldn’t see him. 
 
    “What are you watching?” he asked them. 
 
    “Inspector Jack,” his mother answered. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Cody mumbled. “Another one of those mystery-things…” 
 
    “A whodunnit,” his father affirmed. 
 
    Cody hesitated. “Any good?” 
 
    The doorbell rang. 
 
    His head shifted, alarmed. 
 
    “Can you see who that is?” his mother asked. 
 
    “Who? Me?” Cody replied. 
 
    “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    Cody walked back through the archway and down the hall towards the front door. Through frosted glasses he saw the dark outlines of two adults out on the porch. 
 
    The bell rang again when he was almost there, causing him to stop dead. 
 
    It was them, he realized. 
 
    It was them already. 
 
    He hadn’t been fast enough. 
 
    Cody began backing away. The sound of the TV drowning out into the background. 
 
    He looked up towards the stairs longingly. It was too late. 
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
    “Cody!” his mother shouted. “Answer the door!” 
 
    Cody ran through the kitchen and unlocked the backdoor. He pushed it open and hurried across the wooden planking towards the steps, and then into the yard. 
 
    He rushed along the grass. 
 
    “STOP!” a woman’s voice cried shrilly. 
 
    A flashlight moved across his back. 
 
    Cody kept running. 
 
    “Graves! Go around!” 
 
    Cody reached the back fence and started climbing it. 
 
    He could hear the woman’s footsteps tearing up the grass behind him. 
 
    “Cody! Get back here!” 
 
    He jumped over the fence and rushed across the neighbor’s backyard. He ran along the side of their house, pushed open a gate, hurried through their front yard and down their driveway out into the road. He kept running, leaving the houses behind him. 
 
    By the time he reached the bottom of the street he was out of breath and slowed down, looking back. No sign of the policewoman. 
 
    He fumbled about his pockets, making sure he still had his wallet. 
 
    Once his fingers brushed across it, he felt some relief. 
 
    He picked up his pace again across the footpath. 
 
    Then he saw it. 
 
    The flashlight. 
 
    Back on him. 
 
    “Stop, Cody! Stop!” 
 
    Cody hurried across the road, only to be met with a set of oncoming headlights. 
 
    The front of the car crashed into his side and he was knocked across the road. The car door slammed, and two sets of footsteps were upon him. 
 
    Caught. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
      
 
   Christian’s first instinct was that this was all a prank. That Mei-Lee and Janette had made the call to Stasia to freak her out, without understanding the wide-reaching implications it would have. Mei-Lee’s rebellious nature and disrespect for authority seemed to be getting worse with each passing day, and to see things escalate in this way wasn’t all that surprising. However, it wasn’t his job as Mei-Lee’s adoptive father to immediately assign blame. His job was to worry and freak out. 
 
    In a manner of speaking. Christian kept his composure as he made his way into his ex-sister-in-law’s house, calling out various names, checking all the rooms. He’d gotten a text from Stasia to say that they’d arrived and were now going to find Janette as she’d been located. But she hadn’t responded to him beyond that message and wasn’t answering her phone. In the end, Christian decided the best place for him to wait was in the street. 
 
    Within ten minutes or so, he spied Janette and a male youth making their way up the footpath, with Wendy tailing behind. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Christian asked, rushing over. “Did you find Mei-Lee?” 
 
    “Stasia and Nicholas are still looking,” Wendy answered. “She might be with a friend.” 
 
    “Which friend?” 
 
    “This is the biggest overreaction ever,” Janette snorted. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Christian snapped. 
 
    “I’m going inside,” she said to no one in particular. “You can apologize to me when this is all over.” 
 
    She went to lead her teenage friend away with her, but Christian broke them up. 
 
    “I want answers and I want them now. Wendy will you –” 
 
    “We already said she’s with a friend!” Janette yelled. 
 
    “And I asked you: ‘Which friend?’” 
 
    “He’s my friend,” the male youth said. “Cody is his name. I gave the mother and her partner the address.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Christian asked. 
 
    “My name’s Ash. I live on Somerset Drive.” 
 
    “Can someone make this clear for me?” Christian asked. “Why weren’t you all together?” 
 
    “Because she wanted to hang out with Cody,” Janette said. “What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “And what happens if she’s not at Cody’s house?” Christian asked. “What then?” 
 
    “She’ll be there, Jesus!” 
 
    Janette stormed off. 
 
    “I’m really sorry, Christian,” Wendy said. “I hope you blame me for –” 
 
    He waved his hand at her. “It’s not your fault. She’s out of control.” 
 
    “Ash!” Janette yelled. “Are you coming?” 
 
    Ash looked at Christian with hesitation. 
 
    “What is it?” Christian asked. 
 
    “Ash!” Janette repeated. 
 
    “Before we met up at the playground, Cody was saying some weird stuff.” 
 
    Christian’s gaze intensified. “Oh yeah? Like what kind of weird stuff?” 
 
    “A few things,” Ash said, glancing back at Janette. “He wanted me to call Janette to meet up with Janette’s cousin, specifically. I’m not even sure I mentioned Janette had a cousin. But he seemed to know about her.” 
 
    “No, you told him,” Janette said. “I remember you telling him –” 
 
    “He was also asking me about the nearest train station. He said he had to go there and was trying to work out to get there on foot.” 
 
    “This is before you met up with the girls?” 
 
    “Right before,” Ash said. “I thought he was going to ask Mei-Lee to catch a train with him.” 
 
    “Goddamn it,” Christian cursed. 
 
    “At least if they caught the train there’ll be footage of them and stuff,” Wendy suggested. 
 
    “That’s true,” Christian agreed. 
 
    “I’m really sorry about this Mr. Nguyen,” Ash said. “It was bad judgment on my behalf bringing him down.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t always know what other people are up to,” Christian said. 
 
    He looked over the three of them. 
 
    “Call me the moment you hear anything, okay?” he said. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Wendy said. “Good luck.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’s fine,” Janette said softly. “She has to be.” 
 
    Christian nodded. “I hope you’re right.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
      
 
   Due to his intoxication, the initial plan of not letting Detective Graves drive, had probably been a good idea. Barely a few minutes into his return to the wheel, he’d managed to mow down their current suspect – who was now thankfully conscious, handcuffed, and in their custody. But he was also threatening to press charges. 
 
    “You can’t keep me here!” Cody yelled, kicking the seats from the back. “I have rights!” 
 
    Stasia – who was now back in the driver’s seat – leaned to the side and glared in Graves’ direction. 
 
    He got the message loud and clear. 
 
    “Son,” Graves said, leaning over the seat. “If you don’t stop carrying on, we’re going to stop the car –” 
 
    “Good!” Cody said. 
 
    “– I’m going to get my electric taser from the trunk –” 
 
    “I don’t care!” 
 
    “– I’m going to pull your pants down –” 
 
    “Fuck you!” 
 
    “– And I’m going to shove it up your ass.” 
 
    “Let me out! Let me out! Let me out!” 
 
    “Stop the car,” Graves said. 
 
    Stasia hit the brakes and guided the car off to the side of the road. 
 
    Graves pushed the passenger door open and stepped outside. He slammed the door shut. 
 
    “You guys are in such fucking trouble now,” Cody scoffed. 
 
    Stasia leaned over her seat, staring at him. “Mei-Lee’s my daughter, you idiot. You think we’re just going to let you walk free?” 
 
    Cody’s face fell. 
 
    Graves opened the trunk as promised and soon returned to the car, entering from one of the backdoors. “Come here, you little shit.” 
 
    “Fuck off!” Cody lashed out with his feet. 
 
    Graves swatted them aside and gave Cody a jolt to the stomach. 
 
    “Argh-ha-ha!” he wailed. 
 
    Graves put the stick by his neck. “Will you behave?” 
 
    Cody winced. 
 
    “You want more?” 
 
    “Alright, alright. Just … stop…” 
 
    Stasia unbuckled her seatbelt and moved across to tower over him. “Cody?” 
 
    “What?” he mumbled. 
 
    “Where’s Mei-Lee?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Graves gave him another jolt, this one to his chest. 
 
    Cody began to scream and spasm, coughing and choking all at once. 
 
    Stasia looked to Graves with concern, but he nodded with assurance. 
 
    “I’ll – I’ll – I’ll –” 
 
    “You’ll what?” Graves asked menacingly. 
 
    “I’ll show you,” Cody whimpered. 
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   Stasia could hear the trains in the distance. The bustle of the platform. The blaring horn from the front carriage. The creeping along the tracks. 
 
    But according to Cody, he hadn’t taken Mei-Lee to the station. Their journey had ended somewhere across the road… 
 
    “There,” Cody said pointing towards a series of trees on the left. “I left her through there.” 
 
    “Where does it lead?” Graves asked. 
 
    “Golf course,” Cody said. 
 
    “Wait,” Stasia said shifting in her chair. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Cody shrugged. 
 
    “What do you mean you left her there?” 
 
    “I just did, alright.” 
 
    “Why?” Graves asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter why,” Cody said. “I just – that’s where I last saw her.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Stasia snapped. “What was she doing?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Cody fired back. 
 
    “Did you attack her? Did you hurt her!” 
 
    “No, of course not! I just left her there. She was alone. On the grass. That’s it. There’s nothing else to tell you.” 
 
    Stasia licked her lips. “Are you okay to drive again?” 
 
    “Me?” Graves replied. 
 
    “You should take him back to the precinct.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Just do it,” Stasia said. “I’ll call you when I find her.” 
 
    “What if you don’t find her? Don’t you think we should –” 
 
    Stasia leaned over to him. “I don’t think we should go any further down that road. If you catch my drift.” 
 
    Graves frowned at her. Then reluctantly conceded. “Alright.” 
 
    Stasia pushed her door open and stepped out to the road. 
 
    She leaned back into the car again as Graves got out. “How far in was she?” 
 
    “Just in the middle of the course,” he said flatly. 
 
    Graves came round from the side. 
 
    “You’ll be sorry if she’s dead,” Stasia hissed at the teenager. Then she pulled herself away from the car. 
 
    “Be careful,” Graves said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Stasia muttered. 
 
    “I’m serious.” 
 
    Stasia rolled her eyes. “Don’t total the car.” 
 
    “It’s my car,” Graves smirked. 
 
    “You’re a maniac.” 
 
    Graves chuckled and closed the driver’s door. Stasia moved across the road and watched him drive away. 
 
    The sound of the trains pierced the back of her skull. 
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   Mei-Lee. All at once she was all Stasia’s mind could see. The memories. The sounds, the visions, the sensations. It all came flooding back. She thought about a day where the three of them had actually been happy together. When Mei-Lee was nine they bought her a puppy and it was their first time taking their dog to the park. Mei-Lee loved that dog. She insisted on being the one to feed it, look after its water, all of that. She even cleaned up the dog’s poop. And then they were at the park walking the dog and it seemed like they were going to be happy forever. Christian put his arm around Stasia’s waist. He kissed her ear and told her he loved her. Memories… They were at times deceiving… 
 
    Posture upright, eyes wide, teeth clenched, Stasia headed quickly through the trees towards the golf course. She knew inside her own heart, there was a strong possibility Mei-Lee was already dead. The concept sickened Stasia to her core. For all her failures, there would be no greater failure than this. No greater misery. No greater suffering. 
 
    The world had its way with her, alright. 
 
    It knew how to inflict pain. 
 
    Stasia’s feet broke through the trees and she was now overlooking a series of grassy hills, bathed in moonlight. She climbed the nearest of the hills before her and stared out across the landscape. 
 
    Then she saw it. 
 
    The girl wearing the pink jumper. 
 
    “Mei-Lee!” Stasia squealed. “Mei-Lee, I’m coming!” 
 
    She hurried down the other side of the hill, racing forward. 
 
    Mei-Lee wasn’t moving. She wasn’t coming to meet Stasia halfway. 
 
    But at least she was standing. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    A voice? Where did it come from? 
 
    “Stop, Stasia.” 
 
    Stasia kept running. Mei-Lee was about thirty metres away when Stasia saw a small blue light moving across the grass away from Mei-Lee, towards Stasia. 
 
    GUNSHOT! 
 
    Stasia tripped over, adrenalin rushing through system. 
 
    She saw the blue dot stop in the grass in front of her. 
 
    “Stay where you are,” a familiar voice rasped from some nearby speakers. “Or I’ll put one in your neck.” 
 
    Stasia sat up. 
 
    “Okay, Stasia. It’s good you’ve come. It means you have a chance to save her.” 
 
    “Who is that?” Stasia cried. “What do you –” 
 
    “On the count of three, Mei-Lee. I want you to start running, away from your mother. If you don’t run fast enough, I’ll shoot you. If she catches up to you, then you both live. Otherwise…” There was a husky, cruel chuckle. 
 
    Stasia bit her teeth in anger. 
 
    “So then. This is what happens when you interfere in my affairs. One – Get on your feet, Stasia. Two – both of you, eyes forward, facing away. I won’t tell you again. THREE – This bullet’s for you, Mei-Lee –” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
      
 
   Mei-Lee howled in terror as gunfire echoed across the golf course. Stasia screamed too, but it wasn’t a scream that was directed at anything in particular. The pair of them, mother and daughter, ran across the open grass, the rifle’s laser light following them. 
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
    Clumps of earth blew up beside both of them as they ran. Stasia increased her speed, hitting an intensity just below her breaking point. Sweat slid off her face in the wind. Parts of her hair blew about freely. Mei-Lee looked back a few times to try and see where Stasia was. But those bullets kept on coming. 
 
    “Hold on!” Stasia screeched. “I’m coming, my girl!” 
 
    She heard Mei-Lee start to sob. 
 
    Click-click. 
 
    Something moved in the grass to the right of them. Stasia glanced by at the sound of it, but couldn’t see anything. 
 
    Click-click. 
 
    Mei-Lee yelped in surprise, springing into the air, as something happened beneath her feet. 
 
    As Stasia quickly neared, she saw the hole in the ground where Mei-Lee had jumped. 
 
    Stasia leapt over it likewise. 
 
    ZOOSH – 
 
    A bullet sailed by her ear. Stasia looked over her shoulder, growling and angry. 
 
    “Stasia!” Mei-Lee shouted back at her. “Stasia, please!” 
 
    “I’m coming!” Stasia called, facing forward again. 
 
    There was no end to the course in sight. 
 
    Click-click. Click-click. Click-click. 
 
    There were trapdoors opening up all around them. 
 
    “HELP!” Mei-Lee wailed. “HEEEELLLPPP!!!” 
 
    Click-click. 
 
    The ground beneath Stasia’s feet collapsed and she slid down into the gaping black hole, clutching onto the edge for dear life. 
 
    “Oh no…” she winced. 
 
    She forced her other elbow up to the edge and maneuvered her way out. 
 
    She could see Mei-Lee’s figure running away in the distance. 
 
    Click-click. 
 
    The figure fell away. 
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   Stasia rolled over across the grassy surface. She got to her knees and then forced herself up. She stumbled along, out of breath. “Mei-Lee… Mei-Lee…” Her daughter was gone. 
 
    Pain. Horror. Contempt. Stasia’s facial expression shifted with emotion. It was all out there now. It was spilling. It had overflowed. 
 
    “MEI-LEE!!!” 
 
    The blue light was gone. No more gunshots. No more clicks. 
 
    The game was over. 
 
    Stasia staggered along until she reached the green, where a rectangular hole had opened in the ground. This was where she’d last seen Mei-Lee. Stasia got to her knees, mumbling her daughter’s name, fumbling for the flashlight in her pants. She pushed the button on and waved the beam down the contents of the hole. 
 
    Mei-Lee’s mangled corpse was visible a few metres down, impaled on a bed of spikes. 
 
    “Noooo!” Stasia cried. “Oh God!” 
 
    The flashlight slipped from her fingers and bounced off the walls, descending into the black. 
 
    “Fucking hell…” 
 
    She struggled to stand up again, tears welling in her eyes. She glared back across the fairway, seething with rage. And then – 
 
    She spotted him. 
 
    Just the outline of a shadowy man, stepping out from the trees. He stopped once directly in line with her, the pair of them casting their gazes across the distance. 
 
    Stasia reached into her jacket. 
 
    The man started to back away. 
 
    Stasia sighed, wiped her eyes with her naked hand. Then took out her pistol. 
 
    She thought she heard the man laugh at her. 
 
    Then he started to run. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
      
 
   Pain stung the back of Christian’s neck. He turned around sharply, swatting the place in his skin where the sensation had struck. He pulled his hand away, expecting to see a squashed mosquito underneath. But there was nothing. 
 
    “Alright, you’re good to go,” the Station Agent said stepping outside his office. He handed Christian a sheet of paper. “That’s the website address. Put in the login and password and you’ll get access to our surveillance database for the next twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate that. You’ve been a great help.” 
 
    “Any time.” 
 
    Christian walked down the platform a little, unfolded the paper and took out his phone. He made a call. 
 
    “Hi sweetie,” Fae answered. “Any luck so far?” 
 
    “She may have run away with one of the neighborhood boys,” Christian said. “It seems they got on a train. I have surveillance pass-codes if you’re near a computer.” 
 
    “Oh sure. Can you give me a second –?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “One moment.” 
 
    Christian waited. He took in a deep breath and faced away from the front of the platform. The tracks began to rattle. 
 
    He looked up to the digital clock. 
 
    9:42pm. 
 
    The sliding doors suddenly opened behind him, a large wave of black moved by his peripherals. 
 
    Christian turned as the figure bounded across to the edge of the platform, jumping down onto the tracks. 
 
    “Hey!” Christian shouted. He put his phone away. 
 
    Stasia stormed out through the doors, hot in pursuit. 
 
    “Stasia,” Christian said with surprise. 
 
    “It’s him,” Stasia screeched. “He killed our daughter!” 
 
    Christian swallowed. “Mei-Lee’s dead?” 
 
    “HE KILLED HER!” 
 
    Christian whirled back around, running with Stasia along the platform’s edge. 
 
    “Stop!” Christian cried. 
 
    “We’ll shoot!” Stasia threatened. 
 
    The man kept on running. 
 
    To their horror, it seemed there was an open hatch at the far side of the tracks and the perp was heading right for it. 
 
    Stasia fired her gun. 
 
    “Freeze!” Christian shouted. 
 
    Arms in the air, the man stopped just before the hatch. 
 
    The tracks rattled some more, and a horn sounded. 
 
    “Get off the tracks!” Stasia ordered. “Move! Now!” 
 
    The man turned slightly. They could only see part of his face. 
 
    A whisper. 
 
    A whisper in the wind. 
 
    The night bounced off every surface abounded. 
 
    “How safe is your ground?” 
 
    Frowning, Christian looked in Stasia’s direction. 
 
    She was staring straight ahead. 
 
    The man stepped back and fell through the open hole. 
 
    “NO!” Stasia shouted. 
 
    The train was racing into the station. 
 
    But there was still time. 
 
    “Wait here,” Christian muttered. 
 
    He leapt across onto the tracks, hurrying towards the hole. 
 
    Click-click. 
 
    The hatch snapped shut. 
 
    “Fuck!” Christian cried on approach. He tried stomping on it. Once. Twice. 
 
    Then he looked back up. 
 
    His eyes on Stasia. Her face said it all. 
 
    Christian opened his mouth to say something, but the train was already there. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
      
 
   What a nightmare. What an absolute fucking nightmare. 
 
    There were no other words for it. Detective Graves was standing by the window in a conference room on the top floor of the precinct, an hour after Detective Nguyen’s death. Stasia was sitting alone at the conference table behind him. He took a flask of rum from his jacket, ingesting mouthful after mouthful as he watched her in the window’s reflection. She was staring down at the table. Her notepad in front of her. The pen moved from one hand to the other. She twisted it around. Squeezed at it. Like a stress ball. Graves couldn’t even imagine what she was going through. First her daughter. Then her husband. It was unthinkable. 
 
    Graves screwed the lid back on his flask and stuffed it back into his jacket. 
 
    The door to the conference room opened and a red-eyed Fae Dory rushed forward, somewhat panic-stricken herself. “Oh. Oh, Stasia.” 
 
    Blank-faced, Stasia slowly rose from her chair. The pen fell from her grasp and banged on the table. “Fae…” she said, lips quivering. 
 
    They wrapped their arms around each other, sobbing loudly. 
 
    Graves shifted along to the corner of the room, pulling up the next window’s shutters. He reached for his flask again and took another drink. 
 
    “How could this have happened?” Fae cried. 
 
    “I don’t – I don’t know,” Stasia howled. 
 
    Graves breathed in uneasily. 
 
    “They didn’t deserve this,” Fae declared. “They never hurt a fly, neither one of them –” 
 
    “They were saints,” Stasia said. “The best people I ever knew. They were – they were –” 
 
    “It’s okay, take your time.” 
 
    “They were my family.” 
 
    Captain Joe Carmichael headed through the doorway, files in hand. A balding man in his fifties followed behind him. 
 
    Graves pocketed his flask and stepped away from the window. 
 
    “My deepest commiserations, Stasia,” Carmichael asserted. 
 
    Fae parted from the hug so not to be in the way. 
 
    “You must be going through hell,” Carmichael said, his hand on Stasia’s shoulder. 
 
    She tried to smile. “My suffering is nothing compared with theirs.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The balding man was setting up his laptop at the top of the table. Graves shifted by him carefully, sizing him up. 
 
    The man wouldn’t look at him. 
 
    “Promise me we’re going to get this guy,” Stasia said. 
 
    “We’re doing everything we can,” Carmichael said. He moved around to where the balding man was, and they shared a few quiet words. 
 
    Graves stared down at them, unflinching. 
 
    “Why don’t – why doesn’t everyone have a seat,” Carmichael suggested. “We’ll see if we can make some sense of all this.” 
 
    Stasia nodded and returned to her chair while Fae pulled out the chair next to it. 
 
    Carmichael moved around to the other side of the table where Graves was and began to get settled. 
 
    Graves put his hands to the back of one of the chairs. 
 
    “Sit down, Detective Graves,” the balding man advised. 
 
    “And you are?” Graves challenged. 
 
    “Special Agent Morello,” the man said, still not making eye contact. “Take your seat.” 
 
    “Sit down, Graves,” Carmichael said dryly. 
 
    Graves lowered his eyes and pulled out the chair. 
 
    “What’s the latest?” Stasia piped up. “Have you been through the sewers?” 
 
    “There’s a search underway,” Carmichael answered. “As soon as we find him, you’ll be the first to know.” 
 
    “Before we get started,” Agent Morello said, “there’s some questions I have. I take it you’re up to it, Stasia?” 
 
    Stasia nodded. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “I have it written down that you claim you heard the killer’s voice over some speakers in the golf course. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, he appeared to be speaking through a microphone? Or –” 
 
    “I don’t know what he was using to speak with,” Stasia said irritably. “His voice just came through the speakers.” 
 
    “And what sort of voice was it? Did he have an accent?” 
 
    “Not really,” Stasia said. “He’s just all low and husky. Like he’s trying to hurt you with his words.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Graves cringed a little at the sound of Agent Morello’s furious scribbling. 
 
    Stasia reached across the table and grabbed her pen. 
 
    “And what did he say to you? Word for word. As much as you recall.” 
 
    Stasia shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t remember.” 
 
    “You don’t remember? Nothing? Not a word.” 
 
    “It’s hard to – I’m still processing –” 
 
    “Well, can you please try a little harder?” Morello said cynically. 
 
    “Hey!” Graves shouted, banging his hand on the table. “Don’t you start getting into her. Not after what she’s been through!” 
 
    “Graves, be quiet,” Carmichael said. 
 
    “It’s okay, Nicholas,” Stasia murmured. “He’s only trying to help.” 
 
    Now Morello was looking at him. He finally had his attention. 
 
    If Graves wasn’t mistaken, it was something of a sneer. 
 
    “He – he didn’t say a lot really,” Stasia mumbled. “Just something like – ‘You have to the count of three. You have to chase Mei-Lee or I’ll shoot her. One, two, three.’ Then he started shooting.” 
 
    “I want to know what’s been done to find out who licensed the construction of those trapdoors on the golf course,” Graves said. 
 
    “It’s a public course,” Carmichael answered. “We’re looking to see if there were any complaints to the council about it, but so far there’s nothing.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate it if you would refrain from asking questions, Detective Graves,” Morello said. 
 
    “Well, forgive me for showing interest. I thought this was an open discussion.” 
 
    “Nicholas,” Stasia said. 
 
    He looked to her. 
 
    “I have to tell them.” 
 
    “Tell us what?” Morello asked. 
 
    Graves made a face. “Can we just, consider some –” 
 
    “Nicholas!” Stasia shouted. “He killed Mei-Lee and Christian! He needs to be stopped at once. I’m sorry if it…” 
 
    Graves pointed to Morello. “I want this guy removed.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Morello fired. 
 
    “For full disclosure? We’ll talk to Fae and Captain Carmichael. This guy is an outsider. He can’t be trusted.” 
 
    Captain Carmichael rose from his chair. “Graves. A word.” 
 
    Graves hesitated. 
 
    He then got up furiously and exited the room. 
 
    Carmichael followed him out. “What the fuck is going on? What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Graves looked back at the Captain. “It’s my fault they’re dead, okay? It’s all my blasted fault. I should never have gotten her involved…” 
 
    “Involved in what?” 
 
    Graves sighed. 
 
    “Involved in what?” Carmichael hissed. 
 
    Graves moved by the wall. He leaned against it. Wiped his forehead. “I’ve done some pretty messed up things in my career. You know. Illegal things.” 
 
    “Illegal?” 
 
    “Don’t act surprised,” Graves said. “I know you’ve had your suspicions. I haven’t done much to conceal my antics.” 
 
    “Is there anything specific you wish to confess to?” 
 
    “I never killed anyone, alright,” Graves lied. “Maybe I came close a few times. Maybe I took money I shouldn’t have. Maybe I saw a place for myself in the streets where I could make things better. But as of right now, this moment, it’s all ancient history. Do you understand me, Joe?” 
 
    “Perhaps we should have this conversation in my office.” 
 
    “You’re not listening, are you?” Graves muttered. “I’m not being clear.” 
 
    Carmichael put a hand on his shoulder. “You’re a sick man. You need help.” 
 
    Graves shrugged him off. “No. What I need is a deal.” 
 
    “A deal?” 
 
    “You gotta wipe the slate clean for me. Drop whatever it is you think I’ve done. Because it’s not nearly as bad as you think it is. And I’ve got something now. Something that will redeem me.” 
 
    Carmichael shook his head. “I’m not following you.” 
 
    “This man,” Graves said. “The one we’ve been chasing tonight. I’ve been looking into him for months. He’s worse than … any I’ve chased before…” 
 
    “You know who he is, don’t you?” 
 
    “I know his alias.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Graves pulled himself away from the wall. 
 
    Posture straight. 
 
    Head high. 
 
    “He calls himself … The Trapdoor Master…” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
      
 
   After Carmichael exited the conference room, Stasia got to her feet and went to the door, watching Graves and the Captain argue. She knew Graves had secrets. Secrets he didn’t want coming out in front of these people. And perhaps she could see how he might think she was still obligated to protect him, even with everything that had happened. Stasia knew the meaning of loyalty. But sometimes there were much more important things. 
 
    “Can I, uh, can I get you some coffee or anything?” she asked, turning back to the others still present. “While we wait, I mean.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Fae said standing up. “I’ll get it. You just sit back down. Don’t wear yourself out. Alright?” 
 
    Stasia shrugged. “If you think it’s for the best.” 
 
    Fae touched her hand as she moved past. 
 
    The door closed and now Stasia was alone with Agent Morello. 
 
    “He was working with us, you know,” Morello said. 
 
    “What?” Stasia’s eyes fluttered. 
 
    “Detective Nguyen,” Morello said. “Christian,” he added. 
 
    “Well, what do you mean, ‘working with you’?” 
 
    “After you said no to our proposal tonight, Christian said yes.” 
 
    Stasia walked back to the table. 
 
    “He wasn’t going to do it because he needed our help. Or because he disliked Detective Graves. But he wanted to do it for you. He wanted you to have the new job Fae was offering you. To have your name cleared of any implication with Graves’ activities. He was going to take that man down, and he was going to do it tonight.” 
 
    “I don’t see how any of that is relevant now,” Stasia said. 
 
    “Christian knew what sort of man your partner was. Graves was so intoxicated he was on the verge of confessing everything to him. It seems he has also confessed some things to you too.” 
 
    “You’re sick,” Stasia said bluntly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Even after Christian and our poor daughter have been murdered, you can’t stop thinking about Graves. You’re obsessed.” 
 
    “I’m not obsessed. In fact, I’m seeing things quite objectively.” 
 
    “Oh, are you?” 
 
    “I don’t know what Graves’ relationship is to this man you were chasing, but I can’t help but wonder, if the pair of them aren’t working together.” 
 
    Stasia moved towards Agent Morello. 
 
    Daggers in her eyes. 
 
    Poison sizzling under her tongue. 
 
    “I see where this is going.” 
 
    “Do you?” Morello said with a smirk. 
 
    “You think Graves found out about Christian going undercover, so he had his friend, the serial killer, take care of him, is that it?” 
 
    “We just need to look at all possibilities.” 
 
    “I was there,” Stasia seethed. “I saw how Christian died. He wasn’t part of the killer’s game plan. He wasn’t on some list. The killer was trying to get away from us, so he closed the hatch before Christian could get to him. That’s all it was. The killer, yes, is responsible. But it has nothing to with Graves. Graves is just as much in the dark as any of us.” 
 
    At that moment, Captain Carmichael opened the door and stuck his head through. 
 
    “Agent Morello. A word.” 
 
    Morello squinted with confusion, before standing up and stepping outside with Carmichael. 
 
    “You’re free to go, Stasia,” Carmichael said. 
 
    “Sir?” Stasia replied. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “You can come in tomorrow morning to finalize your statement. But, it won’t be anything to stress over.” 
 
    “Will you please tell me what’s happening?” 
 
    “Detective Graves is coming clean with us,” Carmichael said. “On everything.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    11.20pm. Stasia was sitting outside the precinct, waiting for her ride, arms wrapped around herself, trying to stay warm. Shit was going down inside. Graves had given up the fight. The evil they had witnessed tonight – it was greater than they’d realized. Stasia hadn’t thought it would go this way, that he would actually surrender. She supposed it spoke to his character. And now she was out here cold and alone. In the dark. 
 
    Moving away from Graves in her mind, she took herself back to the golf course. Mei-Lee standing centre-stage, in her bright pink jumper. Standing out in front of the black. The sniper rifle’s blue laser, shifting through the grass, penetrating them. It was a call-back to the blue spotlight in the theatre. It touches you. It covers your whole body. 
 
    And then you fall. 
 
    It seemed strange, knowing she would never see them again. Even as their relationships were but a fraction of what they once were, the end had never been so final as it was now. No chance to bury the hurtful words. To go back in time and reverse the destruction. No place for them to heal. Stasia could play the forever optimist and say that she would have worked things out with Mei-Lee had it not occurred. That they would have been able to accept and love each other once again. And then she thought about Christian, and how Stasia had longed for the rekindling of their romance. How she longed to be held, to be kissed, to be cherished as he had once cherished her. Would that have been a possibility too? It was somehow less painful to realize that things were irreparably damaged, than to see a future where Stasia and Christian were once again happily married and living together. Their daughter, Mei-Lee, she was still only eight years old – 
 
    “There you are!” 
 
    Stasia sat upright as Fae hurried up behind her. 
 
    She sat down, handed her a coffee in a paper cup, their legs pressed against each other. 
 
    “Thank you,” Stasia said softly. 
 
    “Is someone coming for you?” Fae asked. “Do you need –” 
 
    “Wendy’s coming.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh good.” She squeezed her knees together. “Do you want to know what’s happening with Graves?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Graves giving up info on this guy you were after and in exchange we’re dropping our investigation. Do you believe that? I hope they aren’t serious because –” 
 
    “What sort of things is Graves saying?” 
 
    “Well, that the perp is some undetected serial killer who has been active for years. He’s giving them all his evidence and helping construct a profile.” 
 
    “I really hope they catch him,” Stasia sighed. 
 
    Fae nodded. “Listen. I – I need to tell you something. I –” 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    “You don’t know what it is?” 
 
    “Just don’t, okay.” 
 
    Fae shook her head. “No, I have to.” She stood up in front of Stasia. “It’s about Christian.” 
 
    Stasia blinked. 
 
    “We were sort of … seeing each other…” 
 
    Stasia took a drink from her coffee. 
 
    “It was kind of serious,” Fae continued. “I mean. When I get home, I’m going to be bawling my eyes out. Like. I’m just going to fall to pieces.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Hey. I loved him. I –” 
 
    “It’s too late,” Stasia said. 
 
    “Too late for what?” 
 
    “Too late for me to be mad at you,” Stasia said. “He’s dead after all. What difference does it make now?” 
 
    “He still had feelings for you,” Fae said. “I – I couldn’t get him to let go of you completely. But I tried. I was a real bitch about it.” 
 
    “Well, at least you’re being honest now.” 
 
    “Did you suspect? Did you know?” 
 
    Stasia lifted her eyes. Blinked again. “It’s extremely hard for me to even acknowledge what you just told me. I’m not at a point where I can analyze –” 
 
    Stasia stopped. 
 
    Talking had become difficult. 
 
    “Stasia?” Fae asked. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Stasia waved her hand. “Leave me alone. Please.” 
 
    Fae clicked her shoes together. “I’m really sorry. So. If you need a friend then –” 
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    Stasia saw through the blur of her peripherals Fae forced a smile and staggered back to the precinct, eyes on Stasia all the way. 
 
    Stasia looked down to the coffee in her hand. 
 
    She waited until Wendy arrived to throw it three quarters full across the pavement. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
      
 
   When they got home, Stasia requested she stayed in the room next to Janette’s – the room where Mei-Lee would have stayed if she was sleeping over. Wendy had no objection. 
 
    Janette and her friend Ash from earlier leapt up from the couch the moment they came through the door, wanting to know what had happened to cousin Mei-Lee and Uncle Christian. Stasia left the explaining up to her sister. 
 
    Wendy ran her a hot bath and made her a cup of hot chocolate. Stasia didn’t say much. There were no words for the pain. No way to explain the misery. Things had just gone the way they’d gone. And life would be forever altered. 
 
    Not long after midnight, the house was dead quiet. Not a whisper. Not a sound. Stasia sat on the bed in the spare clothes Wendy had given her. Jumper, track pants, t-shirt. She didn’t suppose she’d get much sleep in them. 
 
    She fumbled about with her phone, responding to a couple of texts and then setting her alarm. Once that was done she put the phone on the table by the bed and lay down to rest. Closed her eyes. Tried to relax. Tried to pretend what was happening. 
 
    Wasn’t… 
 
    Tap, tap, tap. 
 
    Not five minutes had gone by. Stasia opened her eyes and sat up on the bed, facing the window on the side. 
 
    A large, shadowy figure was standing on the other side of it. 
 
    Adrenalin shot through her blood. 
 
    Could it be – 
 
    Surely not – 
 
    “Stasia.” 
 
    The voice came muffled from the other side of the glass. 
 
    When she realized who it was, she couldn’t help but grimace. 
 
    “I’ll come out,” Stasia whispered back. She put on her boots, scooped up her phone, and a couple of other accessories. She exited the room, walked down the hall and out through the lounge. Wendy walked out from the kitchen in the dim lighting. Still putting the place to bed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. “You’re not going out, are you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have to,” Stasia replied. 
 
    “Why? What’s happened?” 
 
    “It’s – look, I’ll be back. Just … Don’t worry about me. And, thanks for everything.” 
 
    “Stasia,” Wendy whined, following her. “You shouldn’t be –” 
 
    “Enough,” Stasia snapped. “Alright? Jesus.” 
 
    She went through the front door. 
 
    “Should I wait up?” Wendy asked from the edge. 
 
    “No need,” Stasia said. 
 
    She waited until Wendy had closed the door before descending the drive and walking down the footpath to where he’d parked. 
 
    He was leaning against the trunk, arms crossed. 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    Stasia swayed left to right. “For what?” 
 
    “For the truth.” 
 
    “The truth about what?” Stasia asked. 
 
    Graves stepped away from the car. 
 
    The night had suddenly gotten that much colder. 
 
    “The truth about everything,” he said. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m drunk, you drive,” Graves said throwing her the keys. He stumbled around to the passenger side and got in. He heard Stasia open the driver’s door, but she didn’t get in. 
 
    “You’re not still drinking, are you?” 
 
    “Yes, Stasia, I’m still drinking,” Graves said. “I’m an alcoholic. It’s what I do.” 
 
    “You never told me that before.” 
 
    “There’s a lot about me, you don’t know. Get in the car. Come on. The night is dying.” 
 
    Her feet shuffled on the concrete. Then he felt her presence slide into the seat next to him. 
 
    The door banged shut. 
 
    “Turn on the ignition,” Graves said. “Start the car. Let’s get some heat in here.” 
 
    Stasia complied. 
 
    “Alright. Make a right down there. Go onto the main road. I’ll give you directions.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “You’ll see when we get there. Don’t worry. I’ll make it worth your while.” 
 
    Stasia pulled her seatbelt on. She switched the car into drive and began following his directions. 
 
    Graves breathed in heavily. “You just had a shower.” 
 
    “A bath.” 
 
    “You smell nice.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    A pause. “It’s all over, in a way,” Graves said. “This is our last case together. I had to turn in my gun and badge just to get out of the precinct. Along with a whole lot of bullshit.” 
 
    “What did you tell them?” 
 
    “The obvious. I confessed to the minor crimes. My general, flat out corruption. But there’s only one truly terrible thing I’ve done. The thing that haunts me. The thing that I just can’t escape from.” 
 
    Stasia glanced at him. “13th Avenue.” 
 
    “How did you –?” 
 
    “You’ve forgotten already, have you?” 
 
    Graves had to think. “Of course. Sorry. Well. It’s not a secret anymore. Not between me and the killer. Not between me and you.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I pulled some guy over. His car matched the description of a vehicle I was looking for in relation to an abduction. I thought for a moment the boy in his car was the same boy in the photos I’d been given. It was a momentary lapse in judgment. By the time I’d figured out my mistake I’d already scared the kid and he was running off into the woods, me and his father chasing after him. Little did we know what was on the other side.” 
 
    Graves shook his head. 
 
    The memories still so fresh. 
 
    “Ice,” he said. “All this fucking ice and snow. The kid was already too far out. We probably could have saved him if we’d thought on our feet then and there, but we didn’t. I don’t know what happened, but I wound up accidently shooting the father. I can’t even remember when the boy fell in. Whether it was before or after. But then it was clear we couldn’t save him. And the father was just there on his back, wounded by a bullet from my gun, telling me I’d killed them. So. I had to finish it.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Stasia said, urgency in her voice. 
 
    Graves exhaled. “It means I executed him. I pushed the father’s body out into the ice where it broke and fell in. Then I found a place to get rid of the car. Ran it off into the woods. It turned up eventually, but they never found the bodies. They never knew it was me. The only person who knew was…” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “A few months ago I started getting these weird emails. All these creepy pictures of stick figures. Stuff that would remind me of what happened that day. I just – I couldn’t believe it. I still can’t. But someone else was there that day. Someone saw everything. And now they’ve made my life a living hell…” 
 
    “I hope you’re not looking for any sympathy here,” Stasia said. 
 
    “I suppose not. But it was time to tell you. It was long overdue. I’m sure I came close so many times. Especially when I’m drinking. It’s a wonder it never came out before. I think about it all the time.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Left here,” Graves said. “All the way to the end. Then left again.” 
 
    Stasia grunted. He could tell he’d upset her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Graves said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “My sins have ruined your life now. They’ve taken your family.” 
 
    Stasia hesitated. “It … You weren’t directly responsible.” 
 
    “Yes, I am. I’m a crook. A criminal. A corrupt piece of utter trash. Not like you. Not like Christian. You were so much better than me. I’ve ruined it.” 
 
    “But you’re not him,” Stasia said. “You’re not the one who was there at the golf course.” 
 
    “No,” Graves said. “I’m not him.” 
 
    “And he is a real person, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “You haven’t taken on this … persona … have you?” 
 
    Graves’ jaw dropped. “Stasia! Yeesh. God. Seriously. This is me being the most honest I’ve ever been with you. I swear to Christ. This creep is real and he’s out there. It’s not me, it’s not some other person we know. This is just a fucked-up, weirdo stranger who saw me on the ice that day. And decided to base his killing spree on it.” 
 
    “How is it based on it?” 
 
    “Pitfall Productions. The Trapdoor Master – that’s what he calls himself. It’s all about the ice breaking. It’s all about the ground you’re standing on, getting ripped right from under you. He’s a lunatic, yes. But there’s a theme in all this. He’s trying to teach me a lesson.” 
 
    “But why you? Why does he care so much –?” 
 
    “No, Stasia. You’re thinking about it the wrong way. It’s not my dead brother come back to life, it’s not some distant enemy of mine from the past. It’s just a random maniac. Trust me.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    Graves forced himself to sit up. 
 
    Stasia was looking at him sideways. “Where do I turn here?” 
 
    “Right,” Graves said. “We’re almost there. Just up the hill. Round the bend.” 
 
    Silence. He clenched his teeth together. “Can you accept my theory then? Can you get behind me on this?” 
 
    “I don’t have an alternate theory,” Stasia said. “But I think you’re missing something. A huge piece of the puzzle. Random insane person seems a bit coincidental.” 
 
    “That’s what life is! A bunch of messed up coincidences. Let’s not argue about it. Anyway. The truth will show itself eventually. I ain’t giving up.” 
 
    Graves sat up and looked outside the window. 
 
    “Okay, move us off the road.” 
 
    “Off the road?” 
 
    “Yes. Down there. Across the field.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    The car bumped along as they made their way into the open space. 
 
    Eventually the barn came into view. 
 
    “Is that it? Is that where we’re going?” 
 
    “Yes,” Graves said. 
 
    Stasia glared at him, worried. 
 
    “I’m not going to do anything.” He opened the glove-box. “Take my gun.” 
 
    Stasia snatched it out of the box. “I thought the Captain –” 
 
    “This is my other gun. I have more than one, you know.” 
 
    They slowed down. 
 
    “Yeah, just here,” Graves said. 
 
    Stasia pulled them up outside the barn. 
 
    “What’s in there?” she asked. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “What I’ve been saying all along,” Graves said. “Answers. And the truth.” 
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   The barn smelled of dirty water and metal. Even with both doors open, there was very little light to be found within. The entire second half of it was engulfed in black. 
 
    Stasia didn’t want to go inside. She hung round the entrance while Graves sauntered in, picking up a bottle of whiskey from the corner and dragging a chair out from the dark. There was someone sitting in it with their feet tied to the front and hands tied to the back. Once the chair was in clear enough light she saw it was the kid they’d picked up earlier – Cody. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Stasia gasped. “He has blood on him! What have you done?” 
 
    “Calm down,” Graves muttered. He tore away a piece of sticky tape from Cody’s mouth and slapped him around. “Wake up, sleepy-head.” 
 
    Cody’s eyes stirred. He winced at Graves on sight. 
 
    “Jesus!” Stasia said striding over. “Untie him at once.” 
 
    Graves lifted his finger. “Hold on a second there. He was the one who led your daughter to the killer, remember?” 
 
    “I don’t care. He’s only a kid. He should be interrogated at the precinct.” 
 
    “Look, Stasia. Look at the state of him. Look at what I’ve already done. You know what he’s given me. Nothing. Not one thing. Which means he knows a lot.” 
 
    “Please, Miss,” Cody wheezed. “Get this lunatic off me.” 
 
    “Nicholas,” Stasia said sternly. “Don’t make me pull that gun on you.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I’ll untie him,” Graves said moving behind the chair. 
 
    Stasia looked over anxiously. 
 
    Graves stopped after a moment and peered over Cody’s shoulder. “You sure you don’t want to ask him why he led Mei-Lee to the golf course.” 
 
    Stasia frowned. 
 
    Anger flashed in Cody’s eyes. 
 
    “Why – why did you?” she asked softly. 
 
    “I didn’t do nothing,” Cody barked. “This is police brutality. I’m gonna be fucking famous tomorrow. Your asses are going to jail.” 
 
    Stasia stooped down to his level. 
 
    “Well, he is at least,” Cody muttered. 
 
    “Just tell us why you led Mei-Lee to the golf course. Just…” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, bitch,” Cody yelled. 
 
    Stasia slapped him. “Show some respect.” 
 
    Cody laughed. “Is that all you got?” 
 
    She looked at Graves. 
 
    “You see what I’ve been dealing with?” Graves said, standing. He unscrewed his whiskey and took a drink. 
 
    Stasia turned back to Cody. “You took us to the golf course, where you left her. Remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, after you fucking tazed me.” 
 
    “Oh my God, you don’t know, do you?” Stasia whispered. 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “Mei-Lee’s dead. You led her right into the killer’s trap.” 
 
    Cody scoffed. “So what? It’s not like I knew her.” 
 
    Stasia stood upright. She felt her eyes widen. Her whole body went stiff. 
 
    Graves moved round to her side. “Let me have a go at him, alright? He’s our only lead right now.” 
 
    “I – I can’t be – I can’t be present –” 
 
    She stumbled away, clutching her stomach, her face squished together. 
 
    She staggered outside the barn. She bent over, hands on her knees. 
 
    Graves’ voice drifted away into the background. 
 
    Stasia took another breath and then walked around the side of the barn, back where they’d come in. 
 
    There was another car there. 
 
    Headlights dying. 
 
    “Oh shit.” 
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   Wendy pushed open the driver’s door and stepped out of the car. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” Stasia cried. “Are you – are you completely nuts?” 
 
    Wendy walked around the front of the car towards her. 
 
    “I was worried about you, pumpkin,” Wendy said. “Fae called while you were in the bath and told me all the things this horrible man has done –” 
 
    “Fae’s not on her way here, is she?” 
 
    “No,” Wendy said. “It’s just me.” She sighed and looked around. “What are we doing here? I was afraid he was going to try and murder you.” 
 
    Cody’s scream rang out from the barn. 
 
    “Who is that?” Wendy exclaimed. She raced around to the barn’s entrance, Stasia lagging behind. “Oh no! NO! Nicholas!” 
 
    Both Cody’s eyes were suddenly bruised, with blood spilling from his lips. 
 
    Graves walked towards them, flexing his reddened fists. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to be here,” he said with an odd tone. 
 
    “Nicholas, you’re drunk,” Wendy accused. “Get the fuck away from that child. You monster. Stasia, tell him.” 
 
    “Best get away,” Stasia murmured. 
 
    Graves was already next to them, at the edge of the barn. “He’s going to talk. I just need another hour.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Wendy snapped. “I’m calling Fae.” 
 
    She charged away, back around the side of the barn. 
 
    Stasia turned to Graves, almost apologetically. 
 
    He reached into her jumper pockets and grabbed something. 
 
    “No!” Stasia shrieked. “Don’t!” 
 
    Graves stormed around the side of the barn. 
 
    Stasia ran after him. “Wendy! Wendy –” 
 
    Wendy turned to face her, phone in hand, as Graves aimed the pistol and shot her in the neck. 
 
    “WEENDEE!!!” Stasia screamed. 
 
    Graves ripped the phone away from Wendy’s fingers as she collapsed to her knees. He then put the gun to the side of her head and finished it. 
 
    “MOTHERFUCKER!” 
 
    Stasia ran at him, foaming at the mouth, trying to reach his pistol. 
 
    But he was way too strong for her. 
 
    Graves grabbed her by the throat and smashed the butt of the gun against her forehead. She fell to the grass, choking for air, Wendy’s dead eyes staring back at her. 
 
    “Do you want me to kill you?” Graves asked. “Do you want to die?” 
 
    He picked up Wendy’s discarded phone and threw it further away. Then he went into Stasia’s pockets. He ripped her wallet and ID out, throwing it to the side. He grabbed her phone and tossed it away also. 
 
    He grabbed her notepad and tossed its pages into the wind. 
 
    He forced her onto her back. 
 
    “I liked you, Stasia,” Graves said. “I always liked you. I could just talk to you for hours.” 
 
    “You’re insane,” Stasia wheezed. “You’re an insane man.” 
 
    “SHUT UP! I’m trying to think!” 
 
    Graves got off her and stumbled away. 
 
    Stasia tried to sit up. 
 
    His back was to her. 
 
    “Do I have to kill you?” Graves whispered. “I have to, don’t I?” 
 
    Stasia got to her knees. 
 
    Graves whirled around. “Are you thinking about running? Running back to Captain Cuntmichael and Agent Suck My Dick? To tell your story? To tell them everything about me, because you’re like them. You always were, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Nicholas,” Stasia said softly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I – I understand. I do. Really.” 
 
    “You understand what?” 
 
    “Why you – why you had to hurt Wendy.” 
 
    “I didn’t hurt her!” Graves shouted. “I shot her in the fucking head!” 
 
    “Right. And I … I understand why. I do. I really, really do.” 
 
    He looked at her cynically. “And why is that?” 
 
    “Because she followed. She was spying on us. She was going to rat us out. Both of us. Me and you. She was betraying us both.” 
 
    “And yet you tried to attack me.” 
 
    “I – I was confused. At first. She – she was my sister.” 
 
    Graves sighed deeply. He looked up to the moon. “Things are different, now aren’t they? We’ve crossed a line together. I really have shown you who I am. I really have.” He looked back down at her, tears in his eyes. “No one sees this! No one! You’re the only one who gets to see! I think. I think I’m in love with you.” 
 
    Stasia nodded. “Okay…” 
 
    “It’s alright. I don’t expect you to have feelings for me. I’m an asshole, aren’t I? Plus, I’m married. There’s that. But forget the sexual stuff. I feel like I have a connection with you. You’re special. You make me feel like…” He trailed off. “Oh, who am I kidding? You have to die, don’t you?” 
 
    He raised the gun at her. 
 
    “NO!” Stasia screamed. “PLEASE!” 
 
    His eyes flickered. “Actually. There is a way. I just thought of it. Alright. Stand up, my girl. On your feet, soldier.” 
 
    Stasia got back to her feet. “What now?” 
 
    “We finish what we started.” 
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   There was a barrel of gasoline in Graves’ trunk. He didn’t get his hands on it. He made Stasia open the trunk up, get it out and bring it back to the barn. He made Stasia tip the thing over poor Cody’s head. 
 
    She stood at the side, trying to block out the teenager’s terrified protests as Graves dragged Wendy’s body into the edge of the barn. “You see what we did?” Graves asked. He pulled a lighter from his pocket and tossed it to Stasia. “This is your last chance, kid. There won’t be another after this.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Cody pleaded. “I was paid off. Alright?” 
 
    “How much?” Graves asked. 
 
    “Ten grand,” Cody said. 
 
    “Cash?” 
 
    “Wire transfer.” 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    “Just this guy I met online. I thought it was some kind of joke or something. But he put five-k in my account and promised five-k more when the job was done.” 
 
    “Did he pay up?” 
 
    Cody nodded. “That’s all I know. Check my statements. You’ll see the guy’s account number. I’m sure you can trace it.” 
 
    “You don’t have your phone on you, I suppose?” 
 
    Cody shook his head. “It’s at my house. We’d have to go get it.” 
 
    Graves nodded. “Alright. Stasia.” 
 
    Stasia saw he was looking at the lighter. “What?” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    “He told us what we needed. That’s it. We can let him go.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t,” Graves said. “Because of your nosy sister. You’ll have to finish it. Or I can just shoot both of you. Up to you.” 
 
    “Nicholas. Seriously. I’m not gonna set a kid on fire.” 
 
    “Yeah man,” Cody said. “Relax. Jesus. I told you what you wanted. I won’t say anything about…” 
 
    Graves stepped further into the barn. “You’re not giving me a lot of options.” 
 
    “Do you really want to start a fire?” Stasia asked. “Won’t that draw attention?” 
 
    “If you have an easier means of killing him, then please go ahead.” 
 
    Stasia shook her head. 
 
    “Come on,” Graves said advancing. “Give me the lighter.” 
 
    “No, I won’t let you –” 
 
    “Stasia –” 
 
    She backed away from him towards the corner of the barn. As Graves moved past Cody he was caught off guard, the boy lunging at him headfirst. He struck Graves’ in the stomach, both of them falling over under the weight of the chair. “You little shit!” 
 
    Stasia stepped over them, reaching down for Graves’ gun which had spilled free. 
 
    From the floor Graves swiped upwards, knocking the lighter away just as she picked up the gun. 
 
    Stasia fell to her knees, did a somersault, then jolted back around, the gun aimed at Graves. 
 
    He shoved the kid off him, standing up, and pinned the boy’s back to the ground with his foot. Graves flicked the lighter’s flame. 
 
    “You do it, you die,” Stasia said. 
 
    “You shoot, he dies,” Graves fired back. 
 
    Cody howled angrily from the floor. 
 
    “Give me the gun,” Graves ordered. 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “What are you going to do then?” 
 
    Stasia backed away towards the entrance. 
 
    “Don’t leave me here!” Cody yelled. “He’s gonna kill me!” 
 
    “Don’t do it,” Stasia said. “You’re supposed to be better than this.” 
 
    “Than what?” Graves queried. 
 
    “Than the lowlife, murdering scum we chase every day.” 
 
    Graves nodded. “I am better.” 
 
    “Then prove it.” 
 
    Graves swallowed. His face showed signs of tiring. He let out a sigh, then reluctantly closed the lighter, slipping it back into his pocket. 
 
    “I was gonna try and be with you on this thing,” Stasia said. “But killing my sister? You fucking lost it, man. And you will pay.” 
 
    She pulled away from the barn. 
 
    “Stasia!” Graves yelled. “Stasia, come back!” 
 
    Stasia trudged across the damp trail, freezing winds smacking her in the face, the night’s atmosphere echoing all around. She went to Graves’ car and hopped in the driver’s seat. 
 
    He came out of the barn, bottle of whiskey in hand. 
 
    Stasia keyed the ignition as he wandered over to the side of her car. 
 
    Tap, tap, tap. 
 
    She wound down the window. 
 
    “Just tell me what to do,” Graves said. “How do I make it right?” 
 
    “You can’t make it right. You’ve gone too far.” 
 
    “We can still get him. He’s out there, Stasia. He knows all about us. You saw him like I did. You know he’s real. He’s our true enemy.” 
 
    “No,” Stasia said. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “You’re your own worst enemy, Graves.” 
 
    He looked at her in horror, the words shaking his core. 
 
    Stasia shifted the gear to reverse. 
 
    “We all are,” she said and backed the car away. 
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   The lights were so bright inside the precinct, it was hard to tell what time of day or night it was without looking outside. Fae moved around the corridor clutching a box containing the last of Christian’s personal things, ready to be loaded with the rest into the back of her car, and driven home to their empty, sorrowful home. Fae knew of course she couldn’t stay there. Stasia’s absence had been bad enough to deal with. Now that Christian and Mei-Lee were no longer present, the agony in that house would be unbearable. She’d looked online for a hotel nearby, even though she knew she’d probably just swing by her brand-new office and sleep on the sofa. 
 
    Passing the conference room on her left, she saw Special Agent Morello was still hard at work. She peered in through the doorway. “Don’t you ever sleep?” 
 
    Morello exhaled. Looked up from his computer. “It’s not even that late.” 
 
    “It’s ten to one. What time do you normally go to bed?” 
 
    “I guess I’ll be stopping soon,” Morello said. “You going home now?” 
 
    Fae shook the box a little. “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’m, well. I know you and Christian had a thing. If it’s worth anything, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Fae shrugged. “Did Graves hand over much? Are we going to get this guy?” 
 
    Morello shook his head. “I don’t know what to make of it. There’s a few things we can check out, but it could take a while. And even then, we could be staring at dead ends. I just – this whole thing doesn’t sit right with me.” 
 
    Fae entered the room. She put the box on the table. “You need someone to bounce stuff off?” 
 
    “I couldn’t, it’s late,” Morello said. 
 
    “What’s five minutes?” 
 
    Morello wiped his brow and leaned forward. “Okay. So basically, according to what Graves has provided, this individual is obsessed with him. He’s basically stalking his every move. Maybe Stasia’s as well. I mean the theatrics here… He claims he followed the killer to the beach tonight, and he fell into this pit the killer had dug out, and there’s a talking dummy inside with glowing eyes that is made for the very purpose of Graves following him. Graves himself could see the missing logic.” 
 
    “Do you mind spelling it out for me?” Fae asked. 
 
    “Well, not only would the killer have had to deliberately lead Graves to this site for him to fall in – knowing in advance Graves would be investigating the theatre presumably that very day – he had to dig the hole, build the dummy, record the voice – I mean it’s possible to do, I’m sure. But why? Why really? Why go to all this trouble? It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “You’re right, it sounds far-fetched,” Fae said. “So you assume Graves is exaggerating? Making stuff up?” 
 
    “We’ll see if it’s real tomorrow, I suppose. And we’ll be going over that theatre with a fine comb. As ridiculous as it may seem, we have to assume this ‘Trapdoor Master’ exists.” 
 
    “Trapdoor Master?” 
 
    “The killer apparently sent Graves some taunting emails or something. Which have yet to be provided. It’s all one giant mess. And the more I step away from it, the more I realize it’s not real. It can’t be.” 
 
    “And what about Mei-Lee? Christian? We have the surveillance at the station showing –” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Morello said dismissively. “We have a man that they’re chasing. And a stupid sewer hole that was open in the middle of some train tracks. I swear, the only obvious conclusion that I can come to…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s Graves. It’s all Graves. It has to be. The man is a lunatic. Christian himself said he was confessing to murder this very evening. No. I just – I can’t accept what he’s given us.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Fae said. “It probably is Graves. So, what then? Maybe wait until more evidence comes in tomorrow?” 
 
    “There’s this one thing I want to look into before I go home. I was able to get into all the miscellaneous records on Graves, thanks to his termination. Just this one thing I found interesting. It’s a long shot, but it might be the key to solving this whole thing.” 
 
    “Well go on then,” Fae said. “You want to fill me in?” 
 
    Morello scoffed. “Ah, it’s probably nothing. It’s late, like you said. We should go home. Call it a day…” 
 
    Fae frowned. She leant against the side of the table. “Dick?” 
 
    Morello smiled. “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s not time to go to bed yet…” 
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   Graves wondered how long he had. She hadn’t taken her phone with her, so perhaps she would stop off at the nearest house or establishment and call the fuzz on him. Perhaps she’d go straight to the precinct. Things would move pretty quickly from there. He probably had between twenty minutes and an hour before they turned up. Time to decide what to do. 
 
    He pulled out his phone and saw Patricia had still been trying to reach him. He’d told her he’d be back late, again and again. Told her about Detective Nguyen’s demise. She kept at him. She kept on. 
 
    “That’s not helping,” Graves muttered. 
 
    He swiped away her messages and grasping the phone he stumbled back in towards the barn. 
 
    Cody had moved since he’d left him. He was by the wall, stretching his legs, still trying to break free. Graves approached. 
 
    “Please man,” Cody said. “I beg you…” 
 
    “What’s your home phone number?” 
 
    “My what –?” 
 
    “You heard me. I’m calling your house. Your folks can come get you.” 
 
    Cody relayed the number and Graves called it. The mother answered after four rings. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Your son is Cody?” 
 
    “Yes. Who is this?” 
 
    “I have your son.” 
 
    “Cody?” 
 
    Graves leaned over Cody and held the phone to his ear. “Say hi to Mom.” 
 
    “Mom?” Cody winced. “I’m – I’m in this barn –” 
 
    Graves pulled the phone away. “You there, Mom?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” she said, panicked. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I need you to go upstairs and find your son’s phone. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    “Well, why do you want me to do that?” 
 
    “There’s some information that needs to be verified.” 
 
    “I don’t know if –” 
 
    “If you do it, I promise not to hurt him.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I’m going –” 
 
    Graves moved the phone from his ear. Picked up his bottle of whiskey. Drank some. 
 
    Belched. 
 
    Put the phone to his ear again. “Have you found it?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Mom answered. “I’m holding it now.” 
 
    “Is it turned on?” 
 
    “Yes. But the screen is locked.” 
 
    “Cody. What’s your pass-code?” 
 
    They bypassed the locked screens. Accessed Cody’s bank app. Logged into his account. Found the wire transfers. 
 
    “You’ve got them? Alright. Just a minute.” 
 
    Graves stumbled back out of the barn. He looked across the grass for Stasia’s pad and pen she carried everywhere with her, but they were nowhere to be seen. He lumbered on back to her sister’s vehicle and found a ballpoint and some tissue in the glovebox. 
 
    “Read the account numbers out to me.” 
 
    The account was under the name Jason Hong – a name he didn’t recognize. Probably fake. 
 
    “Alright. Thank you. Take care of yourself.” 
 
    “What about Cody?” the mother cried. “Will you –” 
 
    Graves ended the call. He walked back to the barn. 
 
    “Are my parents coming?” Cody asked hopefully. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” Graves said. 
 
    “Did you get the account number?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So, will you let me go?” 
 
    Graves wiped his eyes. Found his whiskey again. 
 
    “I’m really sorry if I was rude before,” Cody said. “I didn’t mean to upset you. Just let me go and everything will be fine. I know how to keep my mouth shut. I understand this is all my fault.” 
 
    Graves sat down on the ground. Swallowed more booze and sat the bottle upright beside him. 
 
    “If I’m already beyond redemption,” Graves said, “then what’s one more?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The act of sparing you, of showing mercy, doesn’t make me a good person. The act of killing you … doesn’t really make me that much worse than I already am. The judgment’s already been made.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re saying.” 
 
    “If I let the man live,” Graves said. “If I hadn’t shot him. If I’d never even pulled him over. If the boy hadn’t fallen through the ice…” 
 
    “You’re not making sense –” 
 
    “If I could still save myself, then I could still save you.” 
 
    “No. No, man. Don’t do it.” 
 
    Graves climbed back to his feet. He pulled the lighter from his pocket. 
 
    “No! NO! HELP! HELP SOMEBODY, PLEASE FUCK OH FUCK NO, NO, NO, NO, NO –” 
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   Stasia made it to the precinct in thirty minutes flat. She didn’t stop off anywhere. She didn’t slow down. Her mind was racing. Her emotions shattered. She couldn’t believe what Graves had done. The depths of his depravity. Sure, there’d been warning signs all along that he’d go that way. But Stasia had always thought at worst she’d be putting herself in danger. She hadn’t imagined he’d be able to hurt a kid like that. Let alone poor Wendy… 
 
    Would he let the boy live? And if he didn’t, was that going to rest on Stasia’s shoulders? She supposed it would have to. But she wanted to believe Graves was bigger than that. That inside, he was a hero. A hero who had made a major wrong turn. 
 
    Of course, she knew where they were now. There was no going back for either of them. They were both tainted. Both complicit. She was sure if people knew what she’d done tonight, how she’d helped him carry out these atrocities – 
 
    “GODDAMN IT!!!” Stasia screamed by herself in the car. 
 
    She was so tired. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t see clearly. The road in front of her led only to darkness. There was no light. No light at all. 
 
    She steered Wendy’s car through the mostly deserted parking garage underneath the precinct, keeping her eyes peeled for a familiar face. Near the far end she spied Captain Carmichael exiting the building on the way to his car. She hit the brakes, pushed open her door, and rushed over to him. 
 
    “…What do you know,” Carmichael was saying. “She is here after all. Do you want to speak to her?” 
 
    “Captain, I need to tell you –” 
 
    “Hold on,” Carmichael handed the phone over. “It’s Graves.” 
 
    Stasia made a face. “Alright. Don’t go anywhere. We have to speak.” 
 
    “Stasia, it’s twenty past one in the morning –” 
 
    “Dammit, stay put!” Stasia shouted. 
 
    Carmichael frowned, surprised by her outburst. 
 
    Stasia pulled away from him and put the phone to her ear. “What?” 
 
    “Stasia, I’m glad I caught you.” 
 
    “You’re not getting away with this. Understand? It’s over. We’re done.” 
 
    “I had a feeling you would take that position,” Graves said. “Given our most recent exchange.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I found out who the Trapdoor Master is. I had Carmichael trace the account that wired Cody the money, and now I know the man’s identity. There is no doubt.” 
 
    “Is Cody still with you?” 
 
    “I let him go.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Of course. I’m not a monster.” 
 
    “Alright.” Stasia shook her head. “Well. This doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to know who it is?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “His name is Jason Hong. A fifty-two-year-old Chinese man. I didn’t recognize his name, but now I have his records, I can attest that I have met this man before.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    “He owns a gas station on the main road opposite 13th Avenue. He lives in a unit at the back of it. I had a brief interaction with him right before it happened. He must have been driving by or something. Seen the cars. Maybe even seen us running into the trees. He followed us. Watched everything that happened. And the rest of the story writes itself.” 
 
    “Well. I’m glad you finally figured it out.” 
 
    “I’ll be heading over there shortly. I think you should be there too. You can arrest him. You can arrest me too if you want. I think I owe you that much.” 
 
    Stasia sighed. “Don’t do anything until I get there.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll hang back.” 
 
    “You promise?” 
 
    “I promise if you promise not to tell Carmichael about the barn. I know it was the wrong thing. I’m sorry. I’ll spend the rest of my life behind bars because of it. But please, Stasia. Let me give you, your revenge.” 
 
    Stasia grimaced. She handed the phone back to Carmichael. 
 
    “I’m gonna be sick,” she whispered. 
 
    “Hello? Graves?” Carmichael was saying. “Yes. Yes, I’ll tell her.” 
 
    Stasia went to the Captain’s car and placed her hands on the roof for support. 
 
    He stood behind her, saying goodbye to Graves. 
 
    “You know he’s a homicidal psychopath,” Stasia said. 
 
    “Who? Graves?” 
 
    “Yeah. Him.” 
 
    “Did something happen after you left the precinct?” 
 
    Stasia turned around to face him. 
 
    “Graves said he’s found the killer and we should go pick him up. Unless, there’s something else you need to tell me.” 
 
    Stasia closed her eyes. “It’s been a long day, Captain.” 
 
    “I know it has,” he said sincerely. 
 
    “I just want it to be over.” 
 
    “Do you want me to take you home?” 
 
    Stasia’s eyes flashed open. “Absolutely not.” 
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   The clinic wasn’t supposed to be open this late, but pale blue lights shimmered around the windows and outside in the parking lot. There were a few cars stationed – not many, but still some – indicating that there might be people still working inside. It was three floors high with plenty of space for all sorts of departments and offices. Fae and Morello sat in Fae’s car watching them from the street adjacent. 
 
    “Voicemail, always voicemail,” Morello said, hanging up the phone. “The thing of it is, we don’t even really need to speak to – what’s the name again?” 
 
    “Doctor V. Taggart,” Fae answered. 
 
    “If we can just convince whoever is inside to let us into Taggart’s office, we might be able to access everything we need from his computer.” 
 
    “We’ll need a warrant for that.” 
 
    “We can try without one,” Morello said. “Nothing to lose.” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    They both got out of the car. 
 
    The street was basically dead. No wind. No breeze. Just cold and hollow. 
 
    They walked across the road, Fae’s arms wrapped around herself, Morello with a little more step in his stride. This was exhausting for both of them, and it was probably something that could be left for the morning, but they were here now. They wanted answers and behind the walls of this building, many could be lurking. 
 
    Or alternatively, it could just be another dead end. 
 
    They made it up the concrete steps to the front entrance where there were large glass sliding doors. They were locked. A security guard dressed in white approached them and Morello flashed his ID. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    The doors parted. 
 
    “Can I help you?” the security guard asked. 
 
    “We’d like to come in, if that’s alright,” Morello said. “We have a few questions for your staff, concerning a homicide investigation.” 
 
    “Can you come back tomorrow?” the guard said. “We’re closed up here.” 
 
    “Is there staff currently working?” 
 
    “There might be one or two doctors present. Is there anyone in particular you’re after?” 
 
    “Dr. Taggart.” 
 
    The guard thought for a moment. “He was here earlier, but I think I saw him go home.” 
 
    “Well, is there a way for you to be sure?” 
 
    The guard swallowed. “Alright. Come in then.” 
 
    Fae and Morello stepped through the doorway. 
 
    They moved around a carpeted hallway to the reception area around the corner. A young woman sporting dark hair with a fluorescent pink fringe was seated at the main desk. She had headphones on and was typing away. 
 
    “Ask her,” the guard said, remaining behind them. 
 
    “Thank you,” Morello said. 
 
    They approached together. 
 
    The woman’s tag read – AMY. 
 
    “Hi,” she said with a great, big smile, looking up. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m Special Agent Morello, this is Detective Dory. We’re currently working on an investigation where we believe one of your doctors could provide us with some assistance.” 
 
    “I see. Anyone or someone in particular?” 
 
    “A Dr. V. Taggart.” 
 
    Amy raised her eyebrows. “He was here earlier today. I’m not sure if he’s here now.” 
 
    “Could you check please?” 
 
    Amy picked up the phone and pressed a few buttons. They waited. 
 
    “I’m sorry, it appears Dr. Taggart has left for today,” Amy said replacing the receiver. “Is there a message I can pass along then?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be able to let us use his computer would you. It is rather urgent.” 
 
    Amy shook her head. “That would be against the law. Unless you have a search warrant, of course.” 
 
    “We might do,” Morello said. “Just one moment.” 
 
    He pulled away from the desk. 
 
    Fae smiled at the receptionist and followed Morello’s lead. 
 
    “Are you finished?” the guard called out to them. 
 
    “Not quite,” Morello said. He turned to Fae. “Stall them. Right?” 
 
    “Me? Because you’re…” 
 
    “Yes. Just play along.” He turned back to Amy. “May I use your bathroom please?” 
 
    She made a face. “If you must.” 
 
    Morello nodded. 
 
    “Just around the corner here, there are signs that will –” 
 
    “Thanks,” Morello said hurrying off. 
 
    “Where’s he going?” the guard asked. 
 
    “Bathroom,” Fae said quickly. 
 
    The guard went to pursue Morello. 
 
    “Just a moment,” Fae said, blocking his path. “I have a few questions I’d like to ask you.” 
 
    “Uh, I’m not sure if –” 
 
    She touched his arm and batted her eyes. “If you would be so kind.” 
 
    The guard blushed. “Well, if you insist.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
      
 
   The kid’s screams were still in his ears. The blood. The tears. The smoke and melting skin. Detective Graves had opened that door now. No more hostages. No more going back. He’d reached the very end. 
 
    On the way to Hell, he swung by his house to find everyone in bed and fast asleep. He grabbed a beer from the fridge and sat in the living room for a few minutes, watching his parents sleep on the foldout couch. He could still smell tonight’s dinner in the house. The meat, the vegetables, the pastas, the sauces. The wine. How differently his life would have turned out perhaps if he hadn’t started drinking earlier. Sure, he’d committed murder before. But that’d been in a morally grey area. Now he’d gone running out into the black. It was much colder here. 
 
    He wandered on from the living room and visited Patricia who had passed out on the bed from whatever she’d been drinking. The pills were all spilled out over the carpet. He felt bad for leaving her like this, but then on another level he knew their love was a sham. If she knew who he really was, would she still love him? It didn’t make a difference now. 
 
    Last of all, he went into the baby’s room. 
 
    The little angel lay their sleeping, oblivious to the father standing over him, tears spilling down his cheeks. “Don’t be like me,” Graves whispered. He got down on his knees and lifted a lose plank in the skirting board and pulled up the cloth sitting underneath. He unfolded it, producing a loaded revolver, which he stuffed into his jacket before leaving the house. 
 
    He would not be coming back. 
 
    By the time he reached the gas station near 13th Avenue, it was a quarter to two in the morning. He knew Stasia and the Captain would be here soon, so there wasn’t time for him to loiter around or contemplate. 
 
    No time. To reminisce. 
 
    He pushed open the door of his vehicle and stepped out to the concrete. He walked up through the convenience store’s sliding doors, which opened freely. There was no one behind the counter. 
 
    Graves hesitated. He began making his way down the aisles, looking at everything in its place. He went to the freezer chest at the back and pulled up a bottle of blue-colored sports water, twisting and turning the object in his hand. He blinked a few times. 
 
    And wondered where the years went. 
 
    “Hello sir, good evening,” a friendly voice greeted behind him. 
 
    He turned around holding the bottle, to see an Asian girl standing behind the counter. She was maybe eighteen years old. 
 
    “Detective,” he corrected handing her the bottle to scan. 
 
    “5.99,” the girl said. “You pay by card?” 
 
    “Sure.” Graves scanned his card. 
 
    “Alright, thank you. See you later.” 
 
    Graves stared at her. “I’m looking for Jason Hong. Is he around?” 
 
    She became flustered. “He’s sleeping. What you –” 
 
    Graves pulled out his revolver and blasted her in the face. Blood and tissue showered his skin and clothes, as well as the gun itself. 
 
    He turned away from the counter, his whole body still. 
 
    His mind a blank. 
 
    Eventually Mr. Hong ran through the doors. 
 
    Graves had never been so pleased to see someone. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
      
 
   Special Agent Dick Morello stepped out of the elevator on floor three, where he’d seen Dr. Taggart’s placeholder marked on the information board. He walked quietly along the corridor, observing the names fitted to each office, until about halfway along he was standing in front of Dr. Taggart’s. He looked around to make sure he was alone, before trying the door handle. It was unlocked. 
 
    Morello let out a sigh of relief and slipped inside the office, closing the door behind him. He scurried around to the desk and saw the computer was switched on, the desktop open, waiting for him to browse. 
 
    He went to the search bar and typed Nicholas Graves. 
 
    Several results were listed. Morello began scrolling through the file names. 
 
    Stomp, stomp, stomp – 
 
    Footsteps! 
 
    Morello quickly exited the search and jumped out of the chair, just as the door opened. 
 
    A tall gentleman with a triangular shaped nose and a large forehead entered the room, switching on the light. He was wearing a tidy black suit with matching gloves and shoes. 
 
    “Ah!” Morello exclaimed. “You’re here after all.” 
 
    The man eyeballed him, perplexed. 
 
    “You must be Dr. Taggart,” he said hurrying round to shake his hand. “My office said they phoned ahead to schedule an appointment, but they didn’t know if you would be here.” 
 
    Taggart reluctantly shook his hand. 
 
    “Special Agent Morello. I’m investigating a matter involving one of your patients. I thought you might be able to help.” 
 
    “I see,” Taggart said awkwardly. “You are aware of course, I’m limited in my capacity of discussion. There would have to be rather trying circumstances.” 
 
    “May I sit down? Do you mind?” 
 
    “No. Please.” 
 
    Morello sat down on the chair opposite the desk, while Taggart moved around to the other side. He pushed his chair in slowly as Morello had left it. His eyes scanned the computer screen. “How many I help, Special Agent … what was it?” 
 
    “Morello.” 
 
    “Special Agent Morello.” 
 
    “Yes. Uh. Well, the matter concerns a member of staff at the city precinct. Detective Nicholas Graves has recently been relieved of his duties.” 
 
    “Oh really. That’s a shame.” 
 
    “So you did in fact meet with Nicholas Graves then? He was your patient?” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t say he was a patient.” 
 
    Morello stirred. “You are a – you’re a psychologist, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “Well, I have it on authority you had at least one consultation with him –” 
 
    “Yes, he and his partner Stasia visited on a fortnightly basis. It was part of the compulsory guidelines to make sure Stasia was comfortable with their pairing and her move into investigating more serious crimes.” 
 
    “And – how did that go?” 
 
    “Captain Carmichael has my reports. I suggest you request them from him if you require documentation.” 
 
    Morello sighed. He shifted in the chair. 
 
    “Was there something else?” Taggart asked. 
 
    “I’m going to level with you. It’s my belief that Detective Graves has been involving himself in extremely criminal behavior, and I’m grasping at straws to prove it. Can you tell me anything you had during your sessions with Graves that might –” 
 
    “Oh. I see.” Taggart turned away from his desk and went to the window. He stood there with his back to Morello. “There was one afternoon where Detective Graves came in without his partner. She was occupied elsewhere. He had some things to get off his chest.” 
 
    “What sort of things?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you. It was told to me in confidence.” 
 
    “Please, I’m begging you. Just nudge me in the right direction. I won’t include you in any of the paperwork. No one has to know I was here.” 
 
    Taggart looked back at him. “Are we off the record then?” 
 
    “Yes. Absolutely.” 
 
    “Graves had a number of ailments.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “He confessed he was prone to alcohol abuse. And he had fantasies about women who weren’t his wife.” 
 
    “Anything more serious than that?” 
 
    Taggart nodded. He walked back to the desk and sat down in his chair. “Do you mind if I…?” 
 
    “Oh no, go ahead,” Morello said. “Refresh your memory.” 
 
    “Thank you. Since this is so sensitive, I just want to be sure I don’t word it incorrectly or…” 
 
    Morello breathed in deeply. Worked to stay patient. 
 
    “Okay,” Taggart said. “Yes, I remember now. During their first week together Graves got drunk in front of Detective Rhine, and tried to assault her.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He said he didn’t remember much of it, only he knew he went too far. And he was grateful that Rhine didn’t dob him in.” 
 
    “I should think.” 
 
    “He said he was in love with her, but didn’t know if she felt the same way. He wanted me to ask her when he wasn’t in the room.” 
 
    “Did you ask her?” 
 
    “There was never a chance. I think he got over his infatuation with time. He said he respected her more than his own feelings.” 
 
    “Is there anything else?” Morello asked. “Any confessions to crimes or regret over doing things that were illegal or…” 
 
    Taggart shook his head. “I’m afraid that’s all.” 
 
    “Okay. I suppose, if you’re sure…” 
 
    “Afraid so.” 
 
    The men stood from their chairs. 
 
    “It was good talking with you,” Morello said. “I appreciate you being so candid. Especially, given the late hour.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Special Agent.” 
 
    They shook hands. 
 
    “I’ll walk you out,” Taggart said. 
 
    “No, no, that’s fine. My partner’s waiting for me downstairs. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Morello opened the door. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Taggart murmured. 
 
    “What?” Morello said turning. 
 
    “You know, it’s probably nothing,” Taggart said. “But there was something Graves mentioned once that seemed to have him upset. If only I can remember the…” 
 
    “Upset? You mean like –?” 
 
    “13th Avenue! That’s it. Something happened there he wasn’t too proud of, I think.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I hope that adds to your investigation.” 
 
    “It might do. Thank you.” 
 
    Taggart nodded. 
 
    Morello stepped out of the office, walking down the hallway, glancing over his shoulder. All of a sudden he had the strangest feeling. A little flicker of light, buried in the back of his mind. 
 
    “13th Avenue,” Morello muttered aloud. 
 
    He was sure he’d heard the name before. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
      
 
   They were too late. Too late to prevent the inevitable. 
 
    Shattered glass and puddles of blood welcomed Stasia and the Captain as they approached the front of the convenience store. Carmichael held her back as he rushed forward inside. Stasia heard his wretches and growling as he tried to resuscitate the dead within. Stasia waited until he was hurrying back to the door again before trying to enter. Carmichael shook his head. “She’s gone. Bastard blew her brains out.” 
 
    “Any sign of him?” 
 
    Carmichael shook his head. “Car’s not here either. He must have moved on.” 
 
    The Captain then began making calls, alerting local authorities to the crime scene. Stasia moved away from him while he was on the phone, heading for the car. 
 
    “Stasia – what are you?” 
 
    She was in the driver’s seat, closing the door. 
 
    “You stay here,” she said. “Wait for the others.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I have to face him. Alone.” 
 
    Carmichael tried to protest her, but Stasia was already on the road, driving away from him. She knew it wasn’t a rational decision. She knew she wasn’t thinking clearly. The night had worn her down and now like Graves, she was coming apart too. 
 
    It didn’t take long to find where she needed to go. 
 
    Barely two minutes down the main road, the car’s headlights reflected across a tall white sign with big black letters, pointing to a road on the right. 
 
      
 
    13TH AVENUE 
 
      
 
    Stasia smashed her foot on the accelerator. 
 
    Frosty winds screamed outside the car as she made a right and proceeded up the hill and around the bend. Stasia jetted through the trees’ overarching shadows. Just a little ways ahead, the outline of a vehicle began to emerge. Once close enough, the recognition stabbed Stasia in the gut. 
 
    It was Wendy’s. 
 
    She pulled up behind it, got out and raced over, peering through the glass. 
 
    Empty. 
 
    She looked towards the side of the road and saw there were two sets of heavy footprints in the snow, along with a trail of blood. 
 
    They were headed for the trees. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
      
 
   The receptionist with black and pink hair was staring at Fae. The phone was in her hand, and she was speaking quietly. Fae kept her eyes trained elsewhere, listening in. 
 
    “Yes … Yes, she is … I’m looking at her right now… Is there – okay.” 
 
    She put the phone down. 
 
    Fae turned towards her. 
 
    “Your friend will be down shortly,” the receptionist said grinning. 
 
    “Right…” Fae said. 
 
    She crossed her arms. Tension creeping to the back of her throat. 
 
    “He was very naughty going up there without permission,” the receptionist said. “Lucky Dr. Taggart was here after all.” 
 
    “Lucky…” 
 
    The elevator doors opened around the corner. 
 
    Fae glanced at the security guard. He was staring at her also. 
 
    This place gave her the creeps. 
 
    Agent Morello appeared, walking briskly. 
 
    “Thanks again,” he said waving at the receptionist. 
 
    The guard moved into position to escort them out the doors. 
 
    Fae waited until they were outside before giving Morello the news. “I just got off the phone with Carmichael. Some serious shit’s gone down with Graves.” 
 
    “Okay,” Morello said. 
 
    They walked across the open parking lot. 
 
    “Apparently he’s gone completely insane. He’s meant to have killed a bunch of people, some of them tonight, some years back.” 
 
    “Tonight? You mean after –” 
 
    “Looks that way. He’s still on his warpath to find this trapdoor psycho who’s been blackmailing him. Stasia and Carmichael tracked him to a gas station up in the snow, where he’s supposed to have found the psycho.” 
 
    “What’s the current status?” 
 
    “Carmichael’s waiting for backup while Stasia’s trying to hunt him down on her own. Everything’s just gone to hell. Meanwhile we’ve been wasting our time with Dr. What’s-its-name, missing all the action.” 
 
    They hurried across the road back to the car. 
 
    They got in, and Morello switched on the ignition. 
 
    He grabbed hold of the gearstick, then paused, and looked back at the clinic. 
 
    “It’s … It’s funny…” he said. 
 
    “What is?” Fae asked. 
 
    “You’ve never heard of a place called 13th Avenue, have you?” 
 
    “13th Avenue? Doesn’t ring any bells.” 
 
    “It’s probably nothing. But I wonder…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Morello blinked a few times. He shut off the ignition. 
 
    “Dr. Taggart said Graves told him about a place called 13th Avenue. Where he’d supposedly done something, he wasn’t proud of. I wonder if he could’ve meant that’s where…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Morello had trailed off. He was looking outside the window. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Fae turned and saw a tall, middle-aged man exiting the clinic, carrying a briefcase by his side. He was looking around, for someone or something in particular. 
 
    “That’s Dr. Taggart,” Morello said. 
 
    Fae swallowed. 
 
    Taggart was walking towards the road where they were. 
 
    “Get down,” Morello whispered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Down! Now!” 
 
    They both buried their heads under the dashboard. 
 
    Fae held her breath. She heard the Doctor’s footsteps echo across the footpath. 
 
    Another vehicle passed slowly by theirs. 
 
    Morello motioned for her to stay down. 
 
    There was the sound of a car door opening, and then a mild acceleration. They waited another moment, and then both looked up. 
 
    Fae exhaled. Morello stroked his chin. 
 
    A taxi-cab drifted down the road in front of them. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
      
 
   Snow clung to Stasia’s shoes as she staggered along the surface between the trees on 13th Avenue. Wind rushed into her face, cold and hard. Rain soaked her hair and streamed across her cheeks. Detective Graves’ menacing voice grew louder and louder as she followed the trail of blood. Through the thick of the trees, the cold dark atmosphere – Graves sounded like the devil incarnate. Evil, wicked, cruel. Self-serving. How anyone could have been fooled by his charming charisma and calm demeanor, was lost on Stasia. There was no mistaking who the man was now. 
 
    He was no man at all. 
 
    Stasia gripped the base of a tree-trunk at the forest’s edge, staring out across the open white. Graves hadn’t killed his captive yet, but Stasia could see that the attendant was on his knees and Graves had a gun out, waving it at him. 
 
    “Nicholas!” Stasia shouted over the wind. 
 
    He looked back at her, expressionless. 
 
    Stasia trudged forward, putting her arms in the air. “I’m coming over!” 
 
    He looked away. Withdrawn into himself. 
 
    Stasia might not have been so forth coming to expose herself like this, but she realized that no matter how evil he might have appeared, there was still a bond between them. 
 
    There was still a place that only she could reach. 
 
    “He won’t confess,” Graves said upon her approach. “You believe that? I thought he would be proud of his work.” 
 
    The man on the ground looked up to Stasia. “Please. Help me. I don’t know what he’s talking about, I swear.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Graves shouted. “Drop the act! I’m not letting you leave here even if you are innocent. You might as well own up to it!” 
 
    “Can I talk to you?” Stasia said. 
 
    He looked up at her. “What?” 
 
    “Away from him.” 
 
    Graves swallowed. “Okay.” 
 
    She followed him a few metres away from the man. 
 
    “You try and run, I’ll kill you,” Graves hollered at him. “Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    Stasia touched his arm. “Is this the place?” 
 
    “Is this … what place…?” 
 
    “Where it happened?” 
 
    Graves exhaled long and hard. His mouth opened. He looked up at the sky. 
 
    “You can tell me,” Stasia said. “It’s just the two of us now.” 
 
    “For so long it’s haunted me,” Graves said. “It was all I ever thought about. But now, tonight. I’ve done worse things than I ever did that day…” 
 
    He looked down into Stasia’s eyes. 
 
    “What happened here was an accident,” Graves said. “It wasn’t my fault and yet the guilt … the hiding … the lies … And him…” 
 
    “I believe you, Nicholas.” 
 
    “Do you? Do you really?” 
 
    “Of course, I do.” 
 
    He touched the side of Stasia’s face. “You’re the greatest person I ever met. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I know you are,” Stasia said. “I forgive you…” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 46 
 
      
 
      
 
   As the cab slowed down on the side of the narrow street, Fae and Morello slowed down too. They watched as Dr. Taggart got out and began descending a sloping driveway adjacent. The cab soon departed. “Where is that?” Morello asked. “Can you check what building it is?” 
 
    “St. Matthew’s Hall,” Fae read out from her phone. 
 
    “You stay here,” Morello said. “I just want to have a look at it.” 
 
    “Why do I have to –” 
 
    The car door shut before she finished her sentence. 
 
    Fae sighed as Morello’s sleek figure strode across the road. She shifted around the chair. Tried to stretch her knees a little. Morello disappeared down the driveway. 
 
    Fae pursed her lips together. Now she was alone, all her thoughts were coming at her. The things she’d been keeping at the back of her mind, were now at the front. 
 
    Like what had happened to Christian. And Mei-Ling. 
 
    And the last time she’d seen Stasia. 
 
    She’d never seen Stasia be so rude before. To swear at her like that. Fae didn’t like the idea of their friendship being damaged. Not with what they’d already lost. They would need each other after today. Fae would make sure stealing Stasia’s man was a onetime occurrence. She really hoped she could still convince her to work in the new office. 
 
    Fae blinked a few times. No sign of Morello yet. Okay, she was feeling anxious. 
 
    She picked up her phone and dialed him. 
 
    Straight to voicemail. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” Fae cursed. 
 
    She pushed open her side of the car and stepped out onto the street. She looked around to make sure she wasn’t being watched and then proceeded slowly along the road. She made it to the top of the drive where Morello had disappeared. There were some pale blue lights shining down the bottom of the drive, at the hall’s entrance. She made her way down. 
 
    Every step she took make a sound on the gravel. She was aware of crickets, of a gentle breeze. Of vehicles gliding along in the far away distance. She walked up to the entrance where a set of double-doors were wide open. There was a reception booth on her left. A hall reaching round to the right. 
 
    Fae spied a sign on the wall that read: PITFALL PRODUCTIONS. 
 
    “Are you here for the performance?” 
 
    Fae turned to her left. There was a woman with pink and black hair standing behind the counter. She had a tag on displaying her name. 
 
    “Amy?” Fae said out loud. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    As she neared the counter she saw despite the similarities, this was a different woman. 
 
    “Uh… Did my friend just walk in here?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t disclose that information.” 
 
    “Can you just tell me if –?” 
 
    “The next performance starts in five minutes. I recommend you purchase a ticket if you don’t have one already.” 
 
    Fae sighed. “How much?” 
 
    “175.99.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” 
 
    The woman didn’t respond. 
 
    Fae made a face, then reluctantly went for her wallet. After her card was scanned she accepted the ticket plus a carry-bag that came with it. “What’s in here?” 
 
    “Just some accessories. Enjoy the show.” 
 
    Fae nodded and then walked to the right. She followed the along until it opened up into a wide foyer. Another woman with matching ‘Amy’ features was standing at the far end. Fae also spied a few other people sauntering around the foyer. They were dressed up, wearing masquerade masks and attire. 
 
    “Good evening, Madame.” 
 
    Fae turned to see another suited man without a mask entering the foyer from a glass door on the side. He had a large forehead and a triangular nose. 
 
    “Hello,” Fae said quietly. 
 
    “Were you looking for your friend?” 
 
    “Uh – yes –” 
 
    “I think he’s already seated.” 
 
    “Oh. Thank you –” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    Fae cleared her throat. “I’m Fae.” 
 
    He extended a gloved hand. “I’m Viktor. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    She shook it. “A pleasure.” 
 
    “Have you had a look around yet?” 
 
    Fae did a half spin. “Not really.” 
 
    He motioned to an exhibit to the left of her. “They call this one ‘The Falling Woman’. Perhaps you can relate.” 
 
    Fae turned. There was a scaled down, ceramic model of a woman caught in a hole in the floor. Her arms were holding her upright, resting on the edge of the hole. Her legs were trapped in the nothing, dangling free. 
 
    A pair of legs with dark shoes stood at the woman’s eyelevel. 
 
    “Why would I relate to this?” Fae asked. 
 
    “It’s a metaphor,” Viktor explained. “The Falling Woman takes on the shadow of an everyday person in real life. But this shows her in the invisible realm.” 
 
    “So are the standing legs the same woman, or someone else?” 
 
    “Up to interpretation, I guess. There’s another one over here.” 
 
    Fae allowed him to lead her to the next display. 
 
    It showed a series of faceless people positioned together to create a staircase, with a figure standing at the top looking up. 
 
    “The Flying Man,” Viktor said hypnotically. “A man who has trodden over the lives of many in order to grant himself a staircase to the clouds. I’m sure we’ve all known people like this…” 
 
    Fae took a moment, observing the creation. 
 
    “Two minutes!” the ‘Amy’ by the door announced. 
 
    “Should we go in?” Fae asked. 
 
    “One more,” Viktor said. He led her to the opposite side of the room where there was another ceramic figure. This one was much larger than the others – almost life-size. 
 
    “You recognize this one, don’t you?” 
 
    Fae stared at the model. The figure was of a presumably tall person in flowing robes, with a hood that obscured their face. Their right hand was extended downward, pointing towards the floor. The left hand was reaching upward. 
 
    Fae saw he was holding a small rod in this hand, with a blue button on the end of it. 
 
    “So what’s this one then?” Fae asked. “The Pointing Monk? The Terrifying Wizard?” 
 
    “No,” Viktor said quietly. “They call this one … The Trapdoor Master…” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
      
 
   Forgiveness was the last thing Graves expected from Stasia. The last thing he deserved. Staring into her sweet oceanic eyes, she was able to reach past the drunkenness, the rage, the hurt. She was able to melt the ice around his heart. He felt her arm move around his. “Come on, let’s go home,” she said. “Let’s get out of the cold.” 
 
    And his body was saying yes. It was allowing itself to be swayed by her. They moved along the snow together, their bodies warming one another, shivers of pain and excitement pulsating his veins. And as long as he kept his eyes on hers then perhaps – then perhaps – 
 
    “Hey!” Graves shouted. 
 
    Jason Hong had decided to stand up. “I go now.” 
 
    “No, you’re not going anywhere!” 
 
    “Nicholas,” Stasia began. “Just let him –” 
 
    “Why you being nice to him?” Hong asked Stasia. “He killed my daughter! This man is a killer!” 
 
    Stasia made a face as though it was news to her. “Nicholas?” 
 
    Graves pushed her away. He still had the gun in his hand. 
 
    “Alright, let’s quit messing around,” Graves said. “Both of you. On your knees. You – Hong – right away –” 
 
    “Nicholas, I don’t think –” Stasia tried. 
 
    “Shut up! Shut the fuck up! Let me think for a freaking second, would you?” 
 
    Graves made a fist with his free hand and punched himself in the forehead. He had it there. Just for a moment. What was it? What was that feeling? 
 
    Was it… 
 
    Hope? 
 
    “Let’s break it down logically,” Stasia said. “Let’s talk it through. So every choice that’s made is a rational one. Okay? Graves? Can we think this through together?” 
 
    “I preferred it when you called me Nicholas.” 
 
    “Sure. Nicholas. Let’s try and –” 
 
    “You can go, Stasia,” Graves said. “Just go. This is between me and him.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. He’s nothing. He’s nobody.” 
 
    “He’s the one that started this whole thing!” 
 
    Stasia stood up. “Come on. You don’t actually make him for the Trapdoor Master, do you?” 
 
    “Well, who else could it be? Who else was there that day?” 
 
    “You know, I’ve been thinking about this. I’ve been racking my brain and I just wonder if, maybe the reason the killer knew about 13th Avenue was because you told them about it.” 
 
    “No! No, we’ve been over this! I told no one –” 
 
    “Nicholas, do you know how ridiculous that sounds?” 
 
    “Why is it so ridiculous? You must think I’m a moron or something.” 
 
    “You’re a drunk,” Stasia said. “You drink during the afternoon. You blackout at night. If you told someone about 13th Avenue, how can you be sure you would even remember it?” 
 
    Graves’ mouth fell open. She was right. It was true. 
 
    How would he even know? 
 
    “I mean, do you remember that night after our first week together. The one at my house where you –” 
 
    “Surely I didn’t tell you –” 
 
    “You tried to rape me.” 
 
    Graves swallowed. “No.” 
 
    “You held me down. You ripped off my pants. You took your dick out –” 
 
    “No, no, no, Stasia, I would never –” 
 
    “You TRIED! But I was able to stop you. I was able to get away.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you report it?” 
 
    Stasia shook her head. “I was going to. I hated you so much for it. I went and saw Dr. Taggart about it. I was trying to figure out what I could even prove. You were this star Detective, and I was still learning the ropes, trying to fit in. Then I met your wife. Your little baby boy. And I thought… I’ll give him one more chance. Just one more…” 
 
    “Well,” Graves said. “I guess I fucked that up. You made the wrong call.” 
 
    “It’s this place,” Stasia said. “All those years ago. What happened to you that day. That’s where things went wrong. Not because of anything I did.” 
 
    Graves nodded. “You’re right.” 
 
    Stasia walked over to him. “Give me the gun. It’s over now.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nicholas. Please.” 
 
    She put her hands to his. 
 
    And Graves thought about it. He thought real hard. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 48 
 
      
 
      
 
   Inside the carry-bag was a blue and white masquerade mask that covered the rings around Fae’s eyes, as well as the roof of her nose. Buried deeper, there was a small glowstick with a blue button on the end. Buried further still there was a pamphlet on St Matthew’s Hall, and a blue envelope. Fae went to reach in for it, but Viktor interrupted. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Fae looked up from the bag, her mask firmly attached. “Ready.” She stuffed the envelope in her pocket. 
 
    Amy took their tickets, ripping them up, as they bustled through along the narrow pathway, with other patrons in front and behind them. The path then met with the middle of a large auditorium, holding somewhere between a hundred and two hundred seats. The house was almost full. 
 
    “Who are you sitting with?” Fae asked her new companion. 
 
    “I have reserved seats in the front row,” he said. “Would you like to accompany me?” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    They walked through the theatre together. The house lights flickered and flashed overhead. Not completely dark, but plenty of shadow looming over each other’s faces. The curtains were closed on stage and it was otherwise bare. 
 
    Fae looked around for Morello, but it was nothing but a sea of masks. 
 
    “Here we are then,” Viktor said guiding her. 
 
    He led her to the middle of the first row and motioned for her to sit down, while he remained standing. Fae adjusted herself. 
 
    “Almost…” Viktor murmured. 
 
    “What’s that?” Fae said. 
 
    He ignored her. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder. Practically every chair was taken. 
 
    She looked back to Viktor and saw he was sneering at her. 
 
    Fae pressed her knees together, unsettled. 
 
    She was about to say something, but he abruptly turned and hurried alongside the stage. He went to the end and ascended the wooden steps. 
 
    Viktor walked to the centre of the stage. 
 
    A blue spotlight hit his face and the overhead lights went out. Applause erupted within the theatre. Fae looked to either side of her and saw each person was happily clapping. 
 
    Viktor let it go on for around twenty seconds before waving it away. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said adjusting a microphone hanging over his ear. “Thank you all for coming. My name is Doctor V and I will be your host tonight. Some of you may have seen one of my plays before and you know the rules. For others it may be your first time. Not everything you see here is real – it is a performance after all. But it is important that you keep what you see here to yourselves. I can promise you, if you do speak out against us, there will be consequences.” 
 
    He bowed his head momentarily. 
 
    “Tonight’s play is about the hopeless sensation of falling. What the mind and body share in their experience. For example – you there in the second row. Not you, you.” 
 
    Fae peered over her shoulder as the audience locked eyes with the chosen member. 
 
    “Yes?” croaked the reply. 
 
    “What is the greatest distance you’ve ever fallen?” Doctor V asked. 
 
    “I jumped off a roof once. It was close to the ground.” 
 
    “Can you tell the audience what it felt like?” 
 
    “It was painful on my feet. It sent these waves up my legs when I landed.” 
 
    “Do you remember the fall itself?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “And how did it feel?” 
 
    “Like nothing. Just air below my feet. It was over in a second.” 
 
    “Over in a second, exactly.” Doctor V went to the curtain and motioned to someone on the side of the stage. A white screen backdrop was reeled down over the curtain. “Tonight, we shall learn about the true sensation of falling. Of having nothing below your feet. Of having nothing to grab onto. That my friends, is true agony.” 
 
    An image was coming to life on the screen. 
 
    “Tonight, we shall examine the falling lives of both one man and one woman,” Doctor V said. 
 
    Fae suddenly saw there were stills of both Stasia and Graves captured on the screen. 
 
    “I have been personally studying both of these individuals for a number of months, but it is the work of my great friend, and the true STAR of the show tonight that warrants your praise.” 
 
    Doctor V locked eyes with Fae. 
 
    Sickness crept into the back of the throat. 
 
    “I am now proud to introduce you to The Trapdoor Master, Mr. Jason Hong!” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 49 
 
      
 
      
 
   BANG – BANG – BANG – 
 
    Stasia whirled around. They weren’t shots. They were high powered lights coming to life in all directions. 
 
    Graves, who’d almost looked like he was about to give the gun to her, was now rushing towards Hong. 
 
    “Congratulations, Detectives,” a voice rasped from speakers in snow. “You just fell into our trap.” 
 
    Graves forced Hong to his feet. “Where is it?” Graves demanded. “Where’s the device?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re –” 
 
    He ripped out the contents of Hong’s jeans and amongst the wallet, the receipts, the pocketbook – was a glowing blue stick. With a button on the end. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Graves cried. 
 
    Stasia hurried over and scooped it up. “Just a glowstick.” 
 
    Graves snatched it off her. “No, it’s not, is it? There’s something else going on here.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” Hong said. “You messed up in the head.” 
 
    Graves pointed the gun in the air and fired a shot. “This is your last chance before I –” 
 
    Stasia threw herself at Graves, trying to wrestle his gun. “Go!” she shouted to Hong. “Run!” 
 
    Hong shook his head with dismay, and then took off. 
 
    Stasia almost had the gun free before Graves stomped on her knee and subsequently backhanded her across the face. She fell to her knees, watching the blood drip from her lips in the snow. 
 
    “If you truly loved me, you’d let me kill him,” Graves seethed. 
 
    Graves steadied his aim towards Hong. 
 
    “I never loved you, asshole,” Stasia barked and kicked his knees from out under him. 
 
    Graves collapsed to ground, on top of her, the gun smashing into the side of her face. 
 
    His eyes then lifted from her, towards where Hong was running. 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Graves whispered. 
 
    “What?” Stasia said. 
 
    “Look.” 
 
    She rolled herself over and Graves backed away. She now saw where Hong was running. 
 
    He was out on the ice. 
 
    “Oh it’s perfect,” Graves said, genuinely pleased. “Exactly what he deserves.” 
 
    “You jerk,” Stasia muttered. She tried to get up, but his knee went into her back. “Hong!” she yelled. “HONG!!!” 
 
    Hong stopped. Turned to face them. 
 
    “GET OFF THE ICE!!!” 
 
    He looked down at his feet. He began searching his pockets. 
 
    Stasia forced herself away from Graves just as Hong collapsed through the ice. 
 
    Stasia raced towards the edge to save him. 
 
    BANG! 
 
    This time a bullet. 
 
    In her back. 
 
    She hit the ground and rolled over, choking. 
 
    Graves’ shadow loomed over her. 
 
    “What was that you were saying?” he goaded. “About not loving me?” 
 
    He pointed his gun at her. 
 
    Even with all the agony she was in, Stasia still found enough resolve to show her disgust. “The others will be here soon. You have nowhere to go.” 
 
    “But I can take you with me,” Graves said. 
 
    Stasia forced herself to sit up. 
 
    Tears. Blood. Saliva. 
 
    “Have you learnt nothing?” she choked. 
 
    The gun’s barrel was moving closer to her forehead. 
 
    She closed her eyes. Ready to accept it. 
 
    Ready to fail. Ready to fall. 
 
    Then he inhaled sharply. 
 
    Stasia opened her eyes. 
 
    “I guess this is what I should have done…” 
 
    “No, Nicholas – don’t –” 
 
    He shot himself in the head. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER 50 
 
      
 
      
 
   The gunshot rang throughout the theatre. 
 
    Fae batted away tears of relief as she watched Detective Graves fall away off screen, leaving Stasia still breathing and alive. 
 
    “Well done for her,” Doctor V announced, the live feed fading out. “She’s been through a lot. Everyone put your hands together for Stasia Rhine.” 
 
    The crowd clapped on command. 
 
    Not wishing to be part of this madness for any longer, Fae climbed out of her chair and made her way across the row. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” Doctor V asked. 
 
    The spotlight shone on Fae. She turned sharply, dazzled by the light. 
 
    She reached for her gun but to her dismay grabbed on to nothing. 
 
    “A little sleight of hand,” Doctor V said pulling the gun from his pocket and aiming it at her. “Of course, this was never the preferred means of attack.” He tossed it along the stage. 
 
    Fae turned around and began to run. 
 
    “Glowsticks everyone…” 
 
    Fae turned the corner and scurried along as everyone rummaged through their bags. 
 
    “Wait for it…” 
 
    She could see the light of the foyer almost upon her – 
 
    Click click click click click click click click click click click – 
 
    Fae saw the entire theatre fill up with blue light. 
 
    And then the ground was ripped from her as she found herself falling into the cold, hard pavement below. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
      
 
    “Fae… Fae – Wake up!” 
 
    Fae’s eyes fluttered. Pain immediately shot through both legs as well as her back. She looked up and saw Special Agent Morello standing over her. 
 
    “What happened?” she choked. 
 
    “You were unconscious,” Morello said. “You must’ve been attacked.” 
 
    “My legs,” Fae whined. 
 
    “Can you walk?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Here,” he said. “Use me for support.” He bent forward, and she put her hands out, clinging to her shoulder. He helped her up. “Well?” 
 
    “They haven’t made a paraplegic out of me yet.” 
 
    Fae limped around a little and saw they were in the car park underneath the theatre. Golden orange rays of sunlight were streaming in from the morning dawn. 
 
    “Where were you?” Fae demanded. 
 
    “Where was I?” Morello spluttered. “Where were you?” 
 
    “In the theatre! Looking for you…” 
 
    “I wasn’t in the theatre,” Morello said. “I checked around the perimeter and then I went back to the car. When I saw you weren’t there, I figured you’d gotten bored and taken the bus home.” 
 
    “What are you, a bleeding moron?” Fae shouted. 
 
    “Sorry. Lucky, I decided to come back, hey.” 
 
    “What about Dr. Taggart? The others? Have you been up yet?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t been inside.” 
 
    “Well, come on.” Fae forced herself along. 
 
    Morello tagged along behind. “Are you sure you don’t need –” 
 
    “No, I don’t, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
      
 
    The double-doors at the front were locked so they had to go up the drive and follow the ramp up to enter from the top. The glass door up there was also locked, but they had no trouble breaking the glass and forcing their way through. Over the next half an hour, Fae and Morello searched through the theatre and all its separate rooms. There was no sign of anyone that had been present from last night. The display cases and models were also gone. All traces from the night before were completely removed. 
 
    Sitting on the steps outside, reflecting on the night that had preceded them, Fae still couldn’t shake the sensation of falling. To think the chase would have to go on, that for at least a time Dr. Taggart would be on the loose, probably setting up his next venture, made her sick to her stomach. There was only one thing that could cheer her up. 
 
    Morello handed her the phone. “It’s for you.” 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi Fae,” Stasia said in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Oh my God, Stasia! You made it.” 
 
    “Of course I made it. I wasn’t going to let a bullet kill me.” 
 
    “It missed your vitals?” 
 
    “The main stuff, yeah.” 
 
    “What a bastard for shooting you.” 
 
    “He was a bastard. You’ll never guess who it was. Or did Carmichael already tell you?” Stasia asked. 
 
    “No,” Fae said, standing up. “I saw it. I saw it all.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It was on this giant screen at the theatre. That Dr. Taggart guy you and Graves were seeing. He was the one behind everything.” 
 
    “Taggart? I hope you’re joking.” 
 
    “No joke.” 
 
    “What do you mean behind it all? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “He was the Trapdoor Master. At least he might as well have been. It was all part of some sick film he was making for his audience.” 
 
    “Are you being truthful? Dr. Taggart?” 
 
    “Yes, it was him,” Fae answered. 
 
    “I feel sick. Oh God. I told him so many things. I told him –” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Stasia. It’s over now.” 
 
    “You mean you caught him?” 
 
    “Well, no –” 
 
    “Then what if he comes after me? What if –?” 
 
    “He can’t get to you,” Fae said. “He won’t. I promise.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “I actually … I think he respects you…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He had the audience clap when Graves didn’t kill you.” 
 
    “So what? So – God – fuck –” 
 
    “Stasia,” Fae whispered. “We won’t let anything happen to you okay. There’s no need to panic. It’s over.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Stasia.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry for what?” 
 
    “For Christian.” 
 
    “I know you are.” 
 
    “I mean for stealing him from you.” 
 
    A pause. “I know you’re sorry.” 
 
    Fae swallowed. “Do you forgive me?” 
 
    “Of course, I forgive you, silly,” Stasia said. “You’re my only friend now. You’re all I’ve got.” 
 
    Tears flooded Fae’s cheeks. “You’re all I’ve got too, Stasia. And no matter what happens. I’ll never hurt you again…” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Three Weeks Later 
 
      
 
      
 
   Stasia arrived for her first day at the new job at six am in the morning, a couple of hours before anyone else was supposed to arrive. She called ahead to make sure security would be there to let her in, and then she was carrying boxes up the stairwell to her office on the second floor. She unpacked each one and arranged things as best she could. She opened the tiny window near the ceiling to let some air in. When she was finished she had made a new little nest for her. Photos of Christian, Mei-Lee and Wendy formed a semi-circle around the desk. She opened her computer and brought up the email she’d been sent, regarding her first assignment. And then she got to work. 
 
    It was around 9.45am that she finished her report. Instead of emailing it back as she was supposed to, Stasia printed a copy out and took it downstairs, where the office was packed and brimming. She walked along, taking small steps towards Fae’s office. One door was open and the other was closed. She could see Fae standing at the back of the room on the phone with someone, while three other officials waited along the opposing sofas. 
 
    Stasia thought about coming back. 
 
    She went to the front desk and asked if things would be quieting down this afternoon. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” the receptionist replied. “If anything, it’s going to get busier. Just email it to her.” 
 
    But Stasia didn’t want to email it. 
 
    She went back to where Fae was and squeezed herself through the opening. 
 
    “That’s right,” Fae was barking over the phone. “I don’t care what it takes. You tell her if she doesn’t have him in custody by the weekend she’s out on the street. Our clients have standards, even if she doesn’t –” 
 
    “Fae!” Stasia said meekly. “Fae… Can you?” 
 
    Fae looked in her direction and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said quietly into the phone. “Just get it done. I’ll see you at lunch.” She put it away. “Did we have an appointment?” 
 
    “Who? Me?” Stasia said, blushing. 
 
    Fae nodded. 
 
    “I thought maybe we could talk properly, seeing that it’s my first day.” 
 
    “I am freaking under the pump here, Stasia. Can’t we do this some other time?” 
 
    Stasia bit her lower lip, trembling. 
 
    A flash of guilt hit Fae’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you. Guy – yes, guys. Can you wait out in the lobby? I’ll just be five minutes.” 
 
    The officials got up and walked past Stasia, two ignoring her, one showing a look of disdain. 
 
    Stasia went to the door after they were gone and closed it after them. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Stasia turned around. “I finished that report you asked for.” 
 
    “Already?” 
 
    “Well, I thought we should go over what I’ve written so far.” 
 
    “Stasia, it’s not an official report. I just gave it to you, so you would have something to do this week. We’re going to get you into proper investigations once you’re better.” 
 
    “I see. But don’t you think it’s important? You know. Trying to make sense of Taggart and everything.” 
 
    Fae shrugged. “It’s Morello’s investigation now. Of course, if there’s something you uncover, it goes straight to him. No money in it for the company though.” 
 
    “You’re very business orientated now, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Stasia, don’t stand all the way over there. Come here. Let’s. Let’s talk. Let’s be us.” 
 
    Stasia smiled. She made her way across the room. 
 
    Fae sat down in the big-ass, super comfy swivel chair while Stasia got a tiny, plastic chair opposite. “How’s Janette?” 
 
    “Oh Janette,” Stasia murmured. “Well. You can imagine. I’m doing everything I can to see her but she wants to live with her Dad now, so I’m getting cut out of the picture again. Nothing I can do.” 
 
    “What’s the father like?” 
 
    Stasia shrugged. “Nothing special.” 
 
    Fae thought a moment. “Well then. Let’s see your report.” 
 
    Stasia handed it over. 
 
    Fae pulled her glasses off the table and put them to her face as she laid the report out flat. “Good. That’s … I concur. Very nice…” 
 
    She was skimming. 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “Oh just … all of it,” Fae said. “You know. I read some of what was on Taggart’s computer about you.” 
 
    “You did … what did he say about –” 
 
    “About your relationship with Graves.” 
 
    Stasia shuddered. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her notepad and pen. 
 
    Placed them on the table. 
 
    Fae leaned forward and put her hand over them. “Hey. You don’t have to – what –” 
 
    Stasia looked up. “What did he say?” 
 
    “He said Graves attacked you. That there was some sexual abuse. Or that he tried to –” 
 
    “That I stopped him from raping me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Fae nodded. “I felt sick when I read that. At least he can’t hurt you anymore.” 
 
    “He didn’t even remember it,” Stasia said. 
 
    “How could he not remember?” 
 
    “Because he was so drunk all the time. You know what he was like.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “The thing is – and I haven’t told this to anyone – it was because he didn’t remember, that I decided to pretend it didn’t happen.” 
 
    “Stasia, that doesn’t mean –” 
 
    “I didn’t even tell Viktor about that.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    Stasia squinted. “He didn’t just try.” 
 
    One of the doors behind them opened and a secretary rushed in. “Ms. Dory, you have people – ” 
 
    “GET OUT!” Fae shouted. “Unless you want to be FIRED!” 
 
    The door quickly slammed behind them. 
 
    “You were saying?” Fae asked. 
 
    Stasia shook her head. 
 
    “Please. Just tell me.” 
 
    Stasia looked up. There were no words to tell. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Fae gushed. “Just. Christ. And you had to work with him after. God. How did you do that?” 
 
    “How did I do what?” 
 
    “Well, I mean if it were me –” 
 
    “It wasn’t you though,” Stasia said. “It’s never you. Is it?” 
 
    Fae raised her eyebrows. “That’s not fair.” 
 
    Stasia picked up her pen. She didn’t write anything. She just squeezed it in her fist. 
 
    “Hello? Earth to Stasia?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Stasia said. “I didn’t mean that.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    Stasia peered over the desk. There were a lot of papers. There she spied the hint of blue in the pile. “Is that it?” 
 
    “Is – what?” 
 
    Stasia pulled out the envelope. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Fae said. “That was in the carry-bag we got given at the door to the theatre. It’s the only item I actually saved.” 
 
    “The report didn’t say what was in it.” 
 
    “Just a little note from the killer. Nothing that will help us.” 
 
    “May I take a look at it?” 
 
    Fae checked her phone. “Be my guest.” 
 
    Stasia opened the envelope. She took the slip of paper out and unfolded it. 
 
    “‘Are you on safe ground?’” Stasia read aloud. 
 
    “Yeah,” Fae said snatching the paper off her. “I don’t know. What do you think, Stasia?” 
 
    Stasia stopped squeezing the pen. She positioned it vertically and it held it out to Fae. Her thumb lifted to the top. 
 
    “No,” Stasia said. “You’re not.” 
 
    Click-click. 
 
    The trapdoor opened underneath Fae’s chair and she fell screaming into the black below. 
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