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Prologue

HE WAS TAKING an enormous risk by doing this. He had been hurried before, the fear of discovery making his work disordered—not as satisfying as he’d intended. One time, he had almost been caught, only a quick tongue and his shield of wealth allowing him to escape. This time, he finally had all the time he needed. Time to enjoy—savour—what he was doing. Time to revel in his talent like never before. And it was a talent, a god-given talent.

The candlelight was doing amazing things to her, the flickering lambent light casting shadows on the smoothness of her skin. She was warm to his touch, though gooseflesh still pricked to life as he trailed his fingertip over her flat stomach.

Her discarded dress laid in a pile of clothing in the corner of the room. Only an hour ago he’d watched her lift the soiled frock so some dirty piece of trash could fuck her against the wall. He’d delighted in slicing through the thin material, slashing a tear down its centre and ripping it from her body. The material had been covered in filth and tears, completely unsuitable for the purity of his work. She hadn’t even woken when he’d divested her of her clothing.

She was prettier than the others, younger. Pure, despite her occupation. Perfect for what he wanted.

He stood and watched her for a time as her eyelids fluttered. He’d hit her hard—maybe too hard—when he’d come up behind her as she entered her squalid room. He wanted her awake when he began, but it was taking too long.

The tiny room was dark, too dark for what he needed, but he’d come prepared. He’d had to pull the filthy rags, posing as curtains, across the one window so no one could see in. Not that there were many about, and those who were around were so intoxicated by now as to be utterly useless to this woman. Perhaps some of them would like to come to watch him work. He was, after all, an artist.

He dragged himself away from admiring the woman and lit more candles, posing them all around her body. He stood back to look at his work, then stepped forward to shift a few of the candles until he was satisfied. Most of the light was at her head, with several candles resting on the small table beside her bed. He’d also brought taller candles, which he placed on the floor around her bed. He wished there was shelving in the room so the candles weren’t on the floor. He’d have to put them on the bed when he was ready so her entire body would be lit up and exposed in all its glory.

The woman’s eyes remained closed, but her body was twitching, occasional groans slipping from between her lips. He waited a moment in case she woke. He hadn’t gagged her—he didn’t want to mar her beauty, but it wouldn’t do for her to scream, though he doubted anyone would take much notice. She calmed again, and he felt safe to continue setting up his equipment. The lighting should be adequate now.

He pulled his Kodak from his bag, fidgeting with it until he was sure it was ready. The idea to capture his work for posterity had come to him when he attended a photography exhibition. Amongst the display were several photographs taken using Mr Eastman’s new Kodak personal cameras. All he had to do, so the advertisements said, was press the button and they would do the rest. He was concerned others would see his images when the photographs were developed, but money had bought him the camera, and money would silence whoever developed them. The advantages of being obscenely wealthy were endless.

Wealth certainly would have helped this poor creature, lying so helplessly before him. Affluence would have freed her from spending her days and nights selling her body to any repugnant man who might be able to slip her a few pennies.

He’d taken a few practice photographs at home but, of course, had no idea how they would turn out, so this may all be for nothing, but he could always try again. So many hapless women were so easily picked off in this area. And who really cared? Even after the others, people still wandered about incautiously. The police claimed to be doing all they could, but they lacked real enthusiasm.

He did exactly as Mr Eastman had said—he pointed and pressed. The clicking noise was barely audible. The woman never even flinched. He took a few more shots while he waited, but not too many. He wanted to make sure there was enough space on the film for him to record his work, not to mention to ensure he would have a lasting image of the completed piece. One day his art would be displayed as he’d seen the photographic portraits in the exhibition. He’d be famous, revered around the world for his talent.

Of course, that day would come long after his death. His day of exposure would be enjoyed by a far-off relative. He hoped they would be as proud of his work as he was.

He set the Kodak down, only then noticing huge, frightened eyes staring up at him. He slapped his hand over her mouth just as she opened it to scream. With his other hand he took the knife, admiring how the steel glinted in the candlelight, and pressed the tip to her bare throat. And so, he began.


Chapter One

NOAH HAD BEEN here before. People didn’t have sporadic stints of living on the streets and expect to escape the occasional bashing. An assault could come from anywhere—another rough sleeper, a junkie, pimp, or sometimes from some teenage twat who thought they were being hilarious beating the shit out of someone whose life had already kicked them in the teeth. When someone was homeless, they were either invisible or a goddamn target. The fucking irony.

This was different though. This wasn’t some son of a bitch grabbing the nearest body and laying his fists into them. Noah had been stalked. He’d watched this bastard skip first one and then the next rough sleeper he’d come across in the alley until he’d spotted Noah.

Noah recognised what the man wanted, could tell by the tense set of his shoulders, the white knuckles of his clenched fists. He wanted to make Noah hurt. Sensing danger became heightened when surrounded by it day and night with no locked door to offer even the illusion of safety. So, when he’d first spotted this man, Noah had wanted to run, he’d never wanted to run so desperately in his life. But he had nowhere to go. He’d chosen poorly the night before—a rookie mistake, though he was no rookie to sleeping on the streets.

He’d been so damn exhausted, when searching for a spot to lay his head, he hadn’t cared that there’d been no second exit, no escape route in this alleyway. He’d trapped himself, and a monster had walked right into his trap. But Noah was the one caught in the deadly snare.

Noah could fight. He was scrappy, no finesse, no training, but he could throw a half-decent punch. He was capable of delivering a hit to make his opponent think twice about going after him, and if that didn’t work, he knew how to bite, kick, scratch; hell, he’d go for the balls if he had to. Another thing learned on the street if someone wanted to survive was to use every weapon in their arsenal.

The monster coming for him was tall, not the biggest man Noah had ever seen, but definitely the biggest one he’d ever had to fight. The darkness shadowed his features, but he knew the eyes were bleak, cruel; he’d seen a flash of them in the streetlight near the top of the alleyway, or maybe his imagination was making the man’s physicality as sinister as his demeanour. Noah felt those eyes on him. Glaring. And he wondered what the hell he’d done to this guy to piss him off so badly.

Noah stood, legs wide, shoulders high, chest out, trying to make himself appear as big as possible. From the man’s bearing and manner, it was evident he had next to no chance of scaring this guy off, but he had to try. Any fight he didn’t end up actually fighting was a win.

Much of his time on the street Noah was alone, but never more so than when some fucker decided to take a potshot at him. He didn’t really blame anyone for their indifference. They lived in a don’t-get-involved kind of world and when no one had their back having someone else’s could be very hard.

The man kept coming. He was close now, close enough to allow Noah to see him more clearly. His eyes were as cruel as Noah had thought, but the rest of his face he’d describe as a baby face, soft, almost sweet-looking. His cheeks were puffed as though full of cotton wool, a perfectly shaped snub nose sat above rich red cupid’s bow lips pulled into a sneer. Without more light he was unable to pick accurate skin and hair colour, but he’d guess fair for both.

Noah raked his gaze quickly down the man’s body. He was muscular but not hulk-like. He had no obvious weapon, though from the size of his hands, Noah suspected he’d be able to do plenty of damage with those alone.

He wondered if the man would speak. Sometimes they did, especially the arsehole teens who, for whatever reason, felt the need to justify why they were beating the shit out of their victim, all while bragging amongst themselves about how tough they were.

Faster than he’d have thought possible, the man lashed out. Noah’s head snapped back, and a spray of blood bloomed from his nose, the sickening crack turning his stomach. He hadn’t had a chance to move. The stranger’s speed and accuracy confirming to Noah this man was no amateur—and Noah was in big trouble.

Before his head had even righted, he took a blow to his stomach, the force of it doubling him over. He gasped for air, trying to suck in big gulps through his mouth. The man’s knee connected with his already broken nose before he could catch his breath, and the follow-up blow to the back of his head sent him to his knees.

Noah didn’t stand a chance; he understood how dire his situation was now. This man was a professional—he knew what he was doing.

His vision was darkening, tiny purple-black spots making it difficult for him to see clearly. He lashed out with a fist, connecting with what he thought was the man’s thigh. He wondered if his attacker even felt the blow there was so little power behind it.

The man aimed for his head again, but somehow Noah managed to dodge backwards so the blow was only glancing. Unlike in the movies, Noah knew a normal person couldn’t take too many direct, powerful hits to their head without substantial damage or worse. His focus was scattered, not sharp enough for him to decide what to do about the punches raining down on him though. Did he duck and cover, hope to ride out the attack while protecting his head? Or did he try to get up and fight?

He kind of roll crawled to put some distance between them but the man charged relentlessly after him. Noah kicked out with his leg. He tried to aim for the man’s knee, but his head was spinning worse than the one time he’d had way too much whisky. He wasn’t sure where his foot ended up connecting, but his attacker only grunted and kept coming.

Noah curled into a ball, pulling his head down to his chest and wrapping his arms around the vulnerable area. He felt a sharp hard kick to his back and then another. He tried to roll to his knees, but the bastard wouldn’t relent even a little.

“Hey! You there!” A booming voice called.

Noah’s attacker stopped immediately. He heard running footsteps and glanced out from beneath his arms just in time to see the man sprint down the alley, barrel into a man and woman at the opening, and keep right on running. He didn’t have the energy to move, much less chase after him or even call out for help. He closed his eyes and groaned.

He wasn’t quite sure what happened to time then—it either slowed down or sped right up. He was too out of it to know which. He heard voices, vaguely registered they were occasionally talking to him, but he couldn’t be fucked answering. He wanted to sleep. His eyes were welded shut—they had to be—but lights flashed continually behind them. There were more voices and then some arsehole was poking and prodding at him. It was the strangest thing—as though he was there but wasn’t.

One minute he was curled up on the cold, filthy concrete and then suddenly, he was being jostled around in some kind of vehicle. Ambulance, probably—at least he hoped it wasn’t a cop car. He smelled pee and knew it was his, but he didn’t have the wherewithal to be ashamed. He was amazed he was capable of smelling at all, given he was sure his nose must be shattered in a million pieces. Mixed with the acidic pee was the coppery stench of blood.

Someone was asking him for his name. He thought his name was Noah, but everything was a bit hazy. He couldn’t for the life of him think of his last name.

“Can you tell me your name?” the voice asked again.

“Shh. I’m sore,” he replied, though the words were so slurred he didn’t know if he’d be understood.

He heard a soft chuckle and then that damn voice again. “I know you’re sore, but can you tell me your name.”

“Noah,” he groaned, so the voice would shut up.

“Noah, do you have any allergies?”

Jesus fucking Christ, didn’t this idiot know he just had the stuffing beaten out of him? He didn’t give a shit about allergies. He groaned again. The fucker could take his whimpered reply however he wanted.

“I’ll take that as a no. I’m going to give you a shot of morphine. Have you had anything to drink tonight?”

“Don’t drink.” Fuck, the slurring was getting worse. He shook his head no to make sure this guy would understand him. He felt like his goddamn brain was rattling around in his skull.

“Okay, good. Here we go then, just a small pinch.”

Noah felt a bite—a fucking painful one—in his arse cheek. “Fuck,” he spat. Small pinch my arse.

“I know, sorry. Morphine shots kinda hurt.”

“Arsehole,” he groaned. Every part of him hurt, but hopefully the morphine would kick in soon. He knew he was being taken to a hospital but wished he wasn’t. He wished he could talk them into letting him out now. With his veins full of morphine to dull the pain, he’d be okay. He’d find somewhere to curl up for a while and sleep it off. But they had their duty of care and blah, blah, blah. He’d sign something to say they did all they could, and he’d happily take the blame if he died from his injuries on the street.

He hated hospitals, loathed anywhere really that put him on the radar. He was no criminal, and he wasn’t on the run, but the idea of anyone knowing exactly where he was sent shivers up his spine for no particular reason except that’s just the way he was made.

Hands busied themselves all over his body. He had neither the energy nor the ability to open his eyes and watch what they were doing. From the noises being made and the sensations on his skin, they were putting in an IV and attending to his wounds. Noah floated happily on his morphine cloud, content to lie back and let those hands have their way with him. He still wished he wasn’t headed for a hospital, but he’d keep the worry for when the drugs wore off.

He felt the cold air rush in when the doors of the ambulance were yanked open. His body was jostled around when the stretcher was pulled from the back, though he knew they were trying to be careful—that pesky duty of care. He really tried to peel at least one eyelid open when he heard voices gathered over him, discussing him as if he wasn’t there. He heard them say assault and concussion and lucky. He didn’t care about any of it. He was in no pain now, and all his other worries seemed far off, silly, unimportant.

He heard them say something about topping the dose, and then even the haziness in his brain faded as he drifted away.

 

FOR A FEW moments when he woke up, Noah had no idea where he was or what had happened. Having experienced homelessness, he was kind of used to not quite knowing where he was when he first woke up, but this time was worse. His brain was foggy, his memories dull. He was sore but not overly so. His limbs felt heavy, leaden, as though the pain had been blunted by drugs.

And then he remembered the man. The man in the alley who had stalked him, sought him out for a beating. Not just a beating, however. Noah was convinced he only stopped because those people had shown up and yelled at him. He believed the man would have been happy to see him dead. Why, he didn’t know, other than there seemed to be something cruel and purposeful about him.

“You’re awake again, hon?”

Noah turned to the voice and found a woman who looked a lot like the grandmother he’d always imagined for himself would look. She had shoulder-length curly grey hair, and not a scrap of make-up on her round face, though she didn’t need it. Her warm smile gave her all the beauty she needed. She was short, maybe a smidge over five foot, but her body looked strong. She wore pale-pink scrubs with a collection of pens, scissors and other tools of her trade spilling from a chest pocket.

“How’re you feeling?” she asked as she fiddled with tubes and cuffs and fuck only knew what else they had him hooked up to.

“Good,” he croaked. He cringed at how bad he sounded and hoped the nice grandmother lady would believe his lie.

“Good my foot. You look like a steam train ran over you. Don’t lie to me. I need a scale of one to ten on your pain so we can give you the right dosage.”

“Why a steam train?”

That seemed to give her pause from her fussing, but only for a brief moment. “You know, I’m not sure. Could have been a semi-trailer I guess, but steam train seems more exotic, I guess.”

Noah huffed a laugh, then winced when pain shot up his spine. Grandmother nurse glared at him and he knew she’d get what she wanted from him. How did you argue with someone who looked like a sweet nanna but was actually made of steel? “It’s not bad right now. Maybe a five. I’m achy but its bearable.”

“Mm. Five, hey? Well you had your morphine an hour ago, so your five tells me you’ll be in quite some pain without it. I’ll let doctor know you’re awake again.”

“Wait,” Noah called as she turned to leave the room. “Awake again? I don’t remember. Can you tell me where I am? What happened?”

“You’re in the Royal Brisbane. You woke up a few hours ago, but you didn’t make much sense at all. They brought you up here from emergency. I gave you an orange juice, walked you to the bathroom, and then you went straight back to sleep. You’d been attacked, knocked around pretty badly. Do you remember anything about your attack?” Her eyes softened on the word attack.

“Bits and pieces. Did they get him?” Noah had the strangest feeling if the answer was no, he would burst into tears. The man who attacked him scared the hell out of him, but what frightened him worse was the gut feeling he had the man would keep coming back until his job was done.

“I’m not sure, hon, but there’s a crowd of cops who want to talk to you. I’ll give them a call, too, let them know you’re back with us. I’m sure they’ll have answers for you.”

Noah nodded and watched her leave. He wished she’d stay with him. It’d be nice to have someone by his side for once. He didn’t remember waking up earlier at all. Maybe he had amnesia; he was pretty sure memory loss happened a lot to bashing victims.

Grandmother nurse was replaced by brusque doctor. She poked at Noah and asked him questions. Nothing too personal. She asked what day it was and who was Prime Minister. She asked what his last name was, who won the latest league match, and how much a loaf of bread cost. She asked questions Noah wouldn’t have known the answer to even if he hadn’t had his brain knocked around in his skull last night.

“You seem to be doing okay, Noah, but I’d like to keep you for another night. You took quite a beating, so I’d like to keep an eye on you a little longer.”

He was already on the radar; he was so damned nervous about simply being here, so it wouldn’t really hurt to spend another night in a warm bed with a few hot meals.

“Sure, I guess. I don’t remember waking up before. Is that normal?”

“Can be. You were given morphine on the way to the ED, and sometimes it can scramble our brains a little when coming off it, makes things a little hazy. Let the nurses know if your pain increases or if anything changes. For example, blurred vision or feeling nauseous.”

“All right.”

Brusque doctor scribbled in her chart and then turned to leave. She got a few steps from his bed and then stopped. “Oh, I called in the social worker. She’ll pop in later this afternoon to see you.”

“Why?” Noah sat up, more alert now, sweat dampening his skin at the mention of a social worker. He’d had social workers up the wazoo for years. Most of them had done everything but help him. He’d been a number to them, something to put on their time card to show everyone how terribly busy they were. Few were seriously interested in helping him. And those who were hadn’t got past his defences anyway. He wasn’t interested in talking through his problems with anyone. His life was what it was. He made the best of it.

“Well, Noah, generally when we have a patient brought in with no…community ties, the social worker comes in to see what we can do to help.” Brusque doctor looked everywhere but at him as she spoke. He’d seen it before.

“You mean because I’m homeless? You can say the word. It’s not like I don’t know I’m homeless, and I’m pretty sure it’s not catching.”

“Sorry, Noah.” The doctor winced. Noah felt bad for a moment. Most people didn’t know how to broach the topic of his homelessness without some discomfort, so why should a doctor be any different?

“It’s fine, Doc. I have community ties. I’ve got some friends I stay with sometimes, but I don’t like to be a burden on them.”

“I’m sure your friends don’t think of you as a burden, Noah.” Her manner softened considerably as she spoke, brusqueness turning to gentleness. Most people pitied him for being homeless. He was okay with pity; he understood it. People were terrified of the idea of having no roof over their heads, so it was natural for them to feel sorry for someone living their nightmare.

“Maybe they don’t, but I do.” Noah didn’t have a lot, but he had his pride. That didn’t go away just because things were shitty for him right now. He didn’t want to rely on others. He regularly swallowed the pity of others, but he wouldn’t allow anything to trample all over his pride.

“Perhaps the social worker can get you into a shelter? Help you get back on your feet.”

Noah blew right past her suggestion. He’d been in shelters more dangerous than sleeping rough but wasn’t going to get into that right now. “Do you know if the cops got my stuff?” Noah’s red, white, and blue bag had been behind his body while he slept, to offer what little protection for its contents he could. Inside were two pairs of chinos he’d recently bought from Vinnie’s, three shirts, and a couple pairs of boxers—the entirety of his wardrobe.

“Ah, I’m not sure to be honest. You came up here from emergency with nothing. I’ll get admin to call down to ED and double-check for you.”

“Thanks.” He appreciated the doctor was going to try, but he knew it was hopeless. It seemed unlikely the cops or anyone else had even thought everything Noah owned would be right there with him in the alley. Why would they when all their stuff was tucked safely inside their homes. They didn’t have to lug it everywhere with them. They wouldn’t have looked for his belongings, and by now everything would be long gone—it was finders keepers out there.

“Hang in there, Noah.”

“Thanks, Doc.” He’d say anything to appease her and keep her moving. Chances were good she’d forget him before she made it to her next patient, anyway.

Help you get back on your feet. He thought about what she’d said. Back on his feet. A nice idea, but Noah wasn’t sure how. He didn’t even know where to begin or how he’d got here in the first place.

He’d been homeless on and off since he’d walked out of his foster home. The family had been okay, better than some horror stories he’d heard on the streets, but they’d taken him in for civic duty or to give back, whatever they wanted to call it, which was fine and honourable, but they hadn’t really wanted him as part of their family. He’d always been the poor orphan they were helping, the one they paraded in front of their friends to show what generous and good people they were. But Noah wanted more.

He remembered how it felt to be part of a family. He had vivid memories of his parents and how they’d loved him. He’d wanted a real family again, but what he got was a bed, clothes, food, and education—such as it was—but he hadn’t gotten love or warmth. Noah wasn’t on the streets because he’d been sent to live with monsters—he was on the streets because nobody had paid attention.

He knew if he went to his foster family now they’d take him in, help him out, but Noah needed to do this himself. He needed to find where he belonged. He could go to Alby, but he wasn’t ready to go back there either. So many happy memories shattered and ruined by one awful night. His bullheadedness was keeping him on the streets.

Once the doctor was safely out of sight, Noah shifted his gaze around the four-bed ward room. The two beds opposite him were occupied by a couple of men for whom youth had long since passed by. They were both asleep and looked oddly similar, though one had salt-and-pepper hair while the other had stark white tresses. The bed beside him was empty.

Noah carefully stood. He felt a little wobbly but nothing too bad, so he didn’t think he’d wind up on his arse. He grabbed his IV pole and did an awkward shuffle to the bathroom, using the flimsy pole to steady him as he went. He peed, sighing with relief at emptying his full bladder. He stepped to the hand basin and did his best not to look at his face in the small mirror above it while he washed his hands.

Damn pesky curiosity got the better of him though, and he flashed a glance to the mirror. Just the brief glimpse told him he was a mess. He reluctantly took a longer look. He didn’t recognise himself. His left eye was swollen almost shut, the white of it a vivid red which clashed with the green of his pupil. He sniggered when he thought of the old rule “red and green should never be seen without a colour in-between.”

“Dumbass,” he muttered as he scolded himself for such a ridiculous thought at a time like this but then another old saying popped into his head: if I don’t laugh, I’ll cry.

His nose was swollen, broken, but not severely enough to need realignment. All over his face, the mottled blues and blacks of angry bruises were rapidly developing.

He gingerly patted the back of his head where it ached the most. The raised lump felt insanely big. He couldn’t believe he wasn’t dead in the alley. He’d heard news reports of people dying from coward punches. One blow to the back of their heads had killed them. Yet here he was with a lump the size of an actual egg and still on his feet. He remembered his foster dad telling him it was all in how we landed. He’d broken his arm falling off a thirty-centimetre-high school bench a few weeks after falling out of a tree with not a scratch on him. He guessed the same principle applied here.

Noah took a last look at his ruined face before heading back to his bed. He was exhausted, and despite hating being in here, he knew he’d sleep well. He wouldn’t have to keep one eye open to watch for danger while he was in hospital. He pulled the curtain around his space, settled himself on the narrow mattress, and closed his eyes.

 

HARRY COOPER HEARD the call late last night on the police scanner but had been too tired to follow up on it then. His editor had needed his finished story by eight pm so it would make the presses. Harry had worked through till the early morning hours the last few nights to make sure he got it done. So, when he’d heard the call through the fog of sleep he’d slipped into after submitting his article, he’d had no energy to get up and do anything about it. This was his nightly routine—falling asleep to the garble and static of the police scanner.

His colleague Mike constantly told him to be patient and warned him he had to work his way up to the crime beat or investigative work, but Harry had never had much patience. Besides, he’d landed a job covering finance, which he hated almost as much as pineapple on pizza, and he desperately wanted to move on from it. He was grateful for the job because it was his foot in the door of a major newspaper, but god, finance and economics absolutely bored him to tears. If he’d known the dual degree in economics he’d completed—mostly to appease his parents—was going to land him in this position, he never would have done it.

Crimes, investigations, social issues—they were what got Harry’s juices flowing. They were where the action he so craved was. He wanted to be in the trenches with the worst—and best—of humanity, fighting the good fight. His mother hated the idea, though she should understand it. She was the one who’d instilled his morals and taught him all good people must be in the fight against crime and injustice. His passion for social justice was all her fault—and he loved to remind her of it. Of course, she’d been not so secretly delighted when he’d landed the position on the finance desk of the Brisbane Times. He probably deserved that little bit of karma.

So, until he got to where he wanted to be, he spent his days researching and writing his dull finance features, but by night, he worked on his true passion. He liked to think he was like Batman.

He was in the middle of a feature piece on crimes against the homeless that he hoped to sell to any newspaper as a freelance piece once it was finished. He was relying on the article, not just as a stepping stone to the crime beat but to make his name as a serious investigative journalist.

He remembered hearing on the scanner about the homeless man beaten last night. He’d been discovered somewhere in Fortitude Valley, so they’d have taken him to the Royal Brisbane for treatment. Harry really hoped he wasn’t hurt badly enough he was still there, but at the same time, hoped he hadn’t left the hospital because he wanted to interview him.

He’d managed to talk to a few homeless victims of crime, however they tended to be suspicious—and understandably so. He struggled to imagine the constant wariness people who slept rough must endure. Where was their safe place? Harry was fully aware of the privileged life he’d had. He couldn’t think of anything much more terrifying than having no home, nowhere to go to feel safe.

The shower he had twenty minutes ago had fully woken him despite the early hour. Jackson would be getting off shift in another five minutes, so he wanted to speak to him before he made it home to bed. Making a friend of a nightshift wardsman from the Royal turned out to be quite handy. Maybe not so ethical, but he wasn’t getting any personal information from him, only ward numbers and if the victim was still at the hospital.

Jackson answered on the fifth ring. “Had a feeling I’d be hearing from you.”

Harry chuckled. He’d been calling him for three months and every time, without fail, Jackson had answered his call with those words. “Hey, Jacks, how are you man?”

“Let’s not do the dance, Harry. I’m too tired today. It’s been a long night. Your boy’s still here. He was pretty banged up. I took him up to short stay myself a few hours ago. Poor kid didn’t seem to know what planet he was on.” Jackson was maybe mid-forties, but everyone was boy, girl, or kid to him.

“He’s still in short stay?”

“Yeah. Overheard one of the docs saying they’re gonna keep him tonight, too, just to be sure his head’s okay.”

“Thanks, Jacks.” That was all Harry needed to know. Sneaking in to see the victim was up to him. He wouldn’t ask anyone for help with that and risk their jobs; Jackson was already skirting the line by talking to him.

“Sure. Make certain your story does something to help these poor kids, okay? Oh, and one other thing. I heard the cops talking. Seems they think this was something different. Don’t ask me how or why, but they didn’t seem to think it was a typical attack on a homeless guy.”

“Okay, thanks. I’ll keep it in mind. You get home and get some sleep, all right?”

Harry hit End Call after saying goodbye to Jackson and thought about what he’d said. Not a typical attack. What did that even mean? What was a typical attack and how had things gotten so bad and commonplace that there was such a thing as a typical attack?

Visiting hours at the hospital were still a few hours away. Harry had learned it’s much easier to blend in with all the other visitors rather than skulking around in quieter times. Some people would probably stone him for approaching victims while they were still in the hospital, but he wasn’t a monster. He always explained who he was and what he was doing, and if they told him to fuck off, he did. He’d rather not approach them in the hospital at all, but unfortunately, because of their homelessness, once they were released, they often disappeared into thin air.

He had no shortage of work to keep him busy while he waited. He was working on an article about interest rates and the declining house values in certain areas. Ugh, just the thought of it almost had him nodding off. Reporting on economics was important work, necessary work, but fuck, someone else could do it. He was positive someone out there would jizz their pants to write this kind of stuff.

He gave up after two hours. His mind was already at the hospital with the victim. What would he be like? Would he speak to him? How had he ended up homeless? He’d learnt there were so many ways for people to fall between the cracks, some surprising, others not so.

Harry grabbed his messenger bag, sunnies, keys, and wallet. The 333 bus would drop him right at the hospital doors, and his stop was barely a two-minute walk up the road. The day was hot, but it was a day ending in y so in Brisbane that meant it would be hot. The sweat was already dripping down his spine from the short walk to the bus.

Fortunately, peak hour was over for the morning, so there were plenty of seats, and the air conditioning actually seemed to be working on this bus—a tiny miracle. He spent the twenty-minute trip jotting down some notes—mostly questions he’d like to ask.

He kept going back to where he’d written ‘cops believe atypical assault’. He circled the words repeatedly with blue ink. What did they mean? Would the victim know? Would the victim tell him? He made a note to himself to contact the cops to see if they would talk to him about it.

The Royal Brisbane was a hive of activity, which it always seemed to be, regardless of the time. He supposed people weren’t considerate enough to only get sick or hurt in business hours. He ducked into the café and bought himself a coffee and one of those fantastic apple pies they sold. Apple pie might be an odd morning tea, but he had one whenever he was here. They were too good not to. He found a table indoors out of the heat and kept making notes while he ate.

By the time visiting hours came around, Harry had a long list of questions he hoped he’d get the chance to ask. He had no idea what the victim looked like or even what his name was. Jackson never gave him personal information. It was up to him to work out which of the patients on the short-stay ward was the one he was after.

Harry walked with purpose to the ward. This was simply a big con after all. If he looked as if he knew what he was doing, if he looked like he should be there, then others would believe it. He strolled past the nurses’ station and into the first ward room. Only two beds were occupied and both by women. He walked back out and looked up at the room number hanging on a small sign on the wall. He tsked loudly as though he’d simply got the room number wrong and moved on to the next room.

There were only five rooms in the short-stay ward, which made his job easier, but after he walked out of the second room, almost immediately he knew he was drawing the attention of one of the nurses. Any second she’d ask if he needed any help. What was he gonna say? “Oh, yeah, I’m looking for a patient, but I don’t know his name—or him—at all.”

He stepped quickly into the third room, hoping this was the one. Two of the beds were occupied by elderly men. One slept while the other was propped on a mountain of pillows watching something on his television, which was turned up way too loud. His pop did the same thing because he was losing his hearing but refused to accept it because old age wasn’t gonna get him. The third bed was empty and the fourth, the one on his right closest to the window, had the curtains drawn around it.

Harry smiled at the old guy, who’d dragged his gaze from the screen to give him the once-over, and walked toward the curtain. The loud snores coming from that direction sounded exactly like when one of his old boyfriends had broken his nose. He slipped a hand between the two curtains and inched his head through the gap.

Lying on the bed, in the foetal position, was a young man, maybe in his early twenties. With his face so swollen and covered in nasty bruises, it was hard to tell. Dark-brown curls spilled over the pillow and his hands rested under his cheek. He looked like a giant sleeping child. The covers were pulled up to his neck, making it difficult for Harry to tell exactly how big the man might be. He created a sizeable lump, though, so Harry guessed he was at least average height.

He might be a handsome man, but all the swelling made it difficult for Harry to get a clear picture. He guessed he’d been right about the broken nose, too, from its size and the black bruises under his eyes. Harry slipped all the way through the curtain, edging carefully around the bed to take a seat and wait. He had little doubt this was the man he was after.

Just as he settled into the seat, the man moaned, stretched his body, and then rolled over. He winced and groaned during the entire process, confirming for Harry that every inch of the man’s body must hurt. Once he was on his side again, he drew himself back up into a ball. His eyes never opened.

Now he was lying on his right side, Harry could more clearly see the swelling around his left eye. The poor kid had taken a beating all right. He had no idea how this guy had ended up homeless, or why he’d been so viciously assaulted, but none of it seemed fair to Harry. That unfairness made Harry determined to do something about it.


Chapter Two

NOAH KNEW WHERE he was as soon as he woke up this time. Before he even opened his eyes, he smelt the antiseptic odour he associated with hospitals. He also heard the underlying hum of activity that never seemed to stop, regardless of time in here. He lay there for a moment, his eyes tightly closed. He didn’t want to open them because as soon as he did reality came flooding in.

Beside him, the air shifted as somebody moved, probably a nurse fussing over him again. Then a weight landed on the end of the bed as if someone sat on it or rested their feet on it.

His face still ached, but he slowly forced his eyes open. Sitting in a chair beside his bed was a man, his feet propped on the mattress. The man’s head was tipped back, his eyes closed, his face unknown to him. His hair was a dark, almost black, shaggy mop, his beard neatly trimmed. Noah wondered if his eyes would be blue or green or perhaps a combination of the two.

“Can I get your slippers, or maybe a drink?” Noah asked, his voice croaky but strong. The man in the chair bolted upright, almost tipping himself off. Noah’s smile split his face, but it was worth the pain.
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