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 To the mothers who would burn the world down 


to protect their children,





And do it on no sleep and cold coffee. 










  
  
Note to my Readers



This story mentions past, off-page experiences of miscarriage and stillbirth. This story includes references to domestic abuse, child trafficking, murder and kidnapping. 
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Prologue




‘Can I have more?’ 

My hands tremble as I lift the empty bowl to him. I know the request is risky but I can’t take the hollow feeling any longer.

The man slaps the empty bowl out of my hands without answering. Sticky slop covers my dirty, bare feet.

‘Get back to your cell.’

The scared eyes of other children watch me from behind their bars as he drags me by the arm back to the space that fuels my nightmares. 

But I don’t dare cry. I’m the oldest one here and I refuse to shed a tear. Seeing someone older than you cry is hard. It makes you feel even more helpless. Those other kids don’t need to see the biggest kid cry. I’ll be strong for them.

‘Lunch is over,’ the man barks, and our cells are locked. 

The man’s name is Kyle, and he considers himself to be the top dog here. Not the very top because I hear him panic when word of the boss is mentioned, but the top of the bottom. I’m not really sure what the hierarchy is in an organisation like this. I’m not even sure what the organisation is. 

Kyle has a thick black beard and long hair, which always appears unwashed. His eyes are dark, and I see them most nights in my dreams. The other guy, Eddie, isn’t as bad. He doesn’t look scary and he’s never aggressive in the same way Kyle is. Kyle always seems angry at Eddie, like he’s not doing his job properly. 

‘The old guy was much better than you,’ Kyle had said once. ‘Until he got himself caught, bastard.’

When I first got here, hearing this exchange, that someone had been caught, sparked hope in me. But it’s been six weeks and I’m still here. 

I glance at the tally marks I’ve been recording on the floor of my cell. It hadn’t been my idea. Someone had been doing it before me, and if their tally marks mean the same thing, they were here for only seven days. My tally marks are about five times theirs. Each time I scrape the small rock against the stone floor, I picture Mum and Dad. At least I try to. Every day it gets harder to see their faces. Like with each tally mark a little part of them disappears, along with my hope. 

The day passes in much the same way as every other day. Some of the younger kids talk to one another, and all of them cry at some point. I spend the afternoon napping, my body growing so tired from the lack of food.

My stomach groans and I think about dinner. It’s never much, and it’s not very tasty, but I’m a growing sixteen-year-old, I’ll eat anything.

The door to the warehouse creaks as it opens—a good warning for everyone to be quiet. Kyle and Eddie come in carrying trays with small steaming bowls on top. Hot food. My mouth waters at the thought. While we all stand behind our bars, starving, waiting patiently for our meals, Kyle and Eddie continue their conversation as if we aren’t there. 

‘They haven’t moved a single asset since you arrived,’ Kyle says. ‘Why?’

‘I don’t know, mate. Maybe they got some intel to lay low,’ Eddie says, his eyes flashing up at his colleague, but Kyle doesn’t react. 

Kyle arranges the trays on a small table in the centre of the warehouse while Eddie unlocks the cells. ‘Line up,’ Eddie calls, and we move slowly toward the table. While we’re desperate for food, we’re still wary. 

‘Yeah, maybe,’ Kyle says, picking up the conversation again. ‘I just don’t get it. Keeping the kids here this long makes them look sick and dirty. That’s not what the clients want. Something’s not right.’

Eddie grunts in response and keeps ushering other children into the line to collect their meal.

‘The bosses sound far more stressed and there’s even talk Gregor is going to come from the States to fix things,’ Kyle continues.

It’s my turn to take a bowl, and I avoid eye contact with Kyle, worried he may slap this one out of my hands too. 

‘Fix what?’ Eddie asks. 

‘I’ve told you this place has been a shit show since the arrest two years ago. There’s word we’ll be packing up, moving the assets and changing location again.’

Zoe, a five-year-old girl, drops her bowl on her way back to her cell. The metal bowl doesn’t break but the contents go everywhere, and we all know from experience, there’s rarely extra. She freezes on the spot and turns slowly to face the men. 

Her face pales, eyes wide and teeth chattering. ‘I-I’m sorry,’ she squeaks. 

‘Clean it up,’ Kyle barks at her before storming toward the exit. Eddie stays to collect the bowls when we finish. 

I clear my throat as I approach Eddie with my bowl. ‘Can I give the rest of mine to Zoe?’

His eyebrows knit together and he frowns. ‘Make it fast,’ he snaps. 

Zoe sobs as I hand her the bowl, and she spoons the slop into her mouth so quickly I’m scared she might vomit. When she’s done I take it to Eddie. 

‘Thank you,’ I whisper. 

We’re all back in our cells, Eddie is stacking the trays when the warehouse door flies open. 

‘Oi!’ shouts Kyle. ‘We’ve got a situation. Outside. Now!’








  
  

Chapter 1

Iris





Iwas fourteen and in high school when a local woman was murdered. I couldn’t recall ever knowing about a crime before then, at least not one so close to me. I hadn’t known the woman, but Mum did, and she’d religiously buy the newspaper every day to keep up to date with the investigation. Each day, we’d drive past the woman’s house, the crime scene, on the way to school, and each day I’d become more and more curious. When Mum placed the newspaper on top of the recycling pile at night, I’d take out any articles relating to the murder. I’d pretend to be a detective looking for clues within the words of each story. 

When the murderer was found and arrested, the town was relieved. Of course I was too. But I also felt disappointed. It’d been a thrill “investigating” a crime like that. 

It was no wonder I went on to study Criminology and Behavioural Science as part of an Arts degree at university. Teenage Iris’s dream job was behavioural analysis agent but I’d settle for detective at Victoria Police. 

However, after six months as a qualified Constable, working my butt off and absolutely loving the job, I fell pregnant to one of my academy classmates, who I’d been dating for over a year. We ended up losing that baby but not before our unborn child brought us closer together, paved the way for our future and the babies that came many years later. I took some time off while I grieved and let my body heal, but I just couldn’t bring myself to put on the uniform and get back on the road. I’d had a small taste of family, and suddenly the danger of the job, which had once made it thrilling, became a terrifying concept. I gave it all up. 

Now I live vicariously through my husband.

‘Sam,’ I call out to him, as I try to round up our three kids before kindergarten and childcare drop off. ‘Have you got a sec?’

Sam comes down the stairs, fixing the collar of his blue police uniform. Even after ten years together, this man in uniform takes my breath away. 

‘What’s up?’ he asks, as he grabs a piece of cold toast one of the twins hasn’t finished. 

‘Can you find Lara’s shoes? Hers are the blue ones. Sadie’s are green.’

From the moment I found out we were pregnant with twins, I vowed not to dress them in identical clothing. From their dark curls to their sharp green eyes, they are identical in every way, so I’m doing them, and the world, a favour by offering one source of difference. 

‘No probs,’ he says, heading back up the stairs. 

‘Billy, shoes on now!’ I shout. 

Billy is four. He has two years on his sisters. Two years of knowledge on how to wind me up and drive me crazy. Right now, he sits in the corner of the playroom, back to me, playing with a fire truck. 

‘Billy!’ I call out again. His selective hearing is in full force today. Two months ago, I’d taken him for a hearing test, adamant the child was going deaf. I felt such a fool when the specialist declared he had perfect hearing. I swear Billy smirked at the declaration, although Sam tells me there’s no way he understood. 

After one last attempt to get Billy’s attention, I grab my car keys and jingle them in an over-the-top noisy manner. 

His head turns quickly, eyes widening. ‘Wait, Mummy. I’m coming.’ Works (almost) every time. 

Sam comes in carrying a daughter under each arm. They’re both giggling and neither are wearing shoes. Their joyous faces remind me to pause and breathe before I fret over yet another morning of chaos. He drops the girls to the couch, as well as the shoes he managed to find, and they squeal with delight. Then he kisses me goodbye before heading out the door for work.

Fifteen minutes of toddler wrangling later, I’m carrying three backpacks, my handbag and a travel mug full of coffee, as I usher the kids into the garage. An old friend once told me she’d never have more than two children because you don’t want your kids to outnumber your hands. It was such a comforting and sensitive comment to make to a woman with a newborn baby in each arm and a toddler at her feet… not. However, a third, or even fourth arm would certainly come in handy sometimes. 

I pile the bags on the front seat, strap in the kids and drive to Cobal Gully Kindergarten and the twins’ childcare centre, which is conveniently next door.

Sam and I moved from Rosewood to Cobal Gully six months ago. He got a promotion at the local police station a little over a year earlier. 

Sam says the reason we moved is because he grew tired of the commute. But I think the real reason is he wanted me out of Rosewood.

I’m not complaining though. With regular nine to five hours and a pay rise, it’s a dream promotion for both of us. He’s home to take my side in the daily dinner-bath-bed battle. That makes four hands versus three kids. Slightly better odds. 

I was sad to leave Rosewood, especially the group of mums I’d met when Billy was born. But after what happened two years ago, things have never been the same. I’m sure I could visit Charlotte, Katya or Sloane at any time, and they’d welcome me but I’ve never been able to let those events go. I still haven’t. Not that Sam knows anything about that. It’s my secret project. 

I drop the twins off at daycare first before walking next door to the kindergarten. The usual kids bound in with their backpacks and a parent racing after them, usually checking their watch and muttering something about being late for work.

I have nowhere important to rush off to, a fact that stings a little sometimes. I still haven’t returned to work since the twins were born. After my miscarriage, I worked at the Rosewood local council for five years before having Billy. My job had been answering phones and directing visitors to various offices. It was not my passion at all, but I got to meet all sorts of different and interesting people and hear their usually less interesting stories. There’d be a weekly visit from a developer losing patience about a permit. There’d be the little old lady who wanted speed bumps on every road around town. And my personal favourite, the daily visits—yes, daily!—from people who demanded we implement tough laws around picking up one’s dog shit. 

Now I’m in Cobal Gully, I can’t work at Rosewood Council, and I haven’t looked into another job. Thankfully, Sam’s promotion makes that financially possible. Instead, I’m a member of the Cobal Gully Kindergarten Parent’s Association. And I have my secret project too. 

‘Bye, Billy,’ I say, kissing him on top of his head. ‘Have a good day.’

He doesn’t respond, just rubs the part of his hair my lips touched as though I’ve passed on girl germs. Then he runs towards a group of kids playing with dinosaurs in a big tub of sand. I shudder at the thought of the clean-up. You couldn’t pay me enough to be an educator. 

On the way home, I grab a few items from the grocery shop. It’s different to Rosewood where we had all the big chain supermarkets in our suburb, plus a Westfield ten minutes away. Cobal Gully is much quieter. Not city and not quite country. But a happy medium where there’s no traffic, but you do have to drive thirty minutes for a Target.

I load my basket with butter, sugar and chocolate chips. There’s a Parent’s Association meeting tonight and I never show up without baked goods. I’ve been in town for six months and I need to uphold my reputation as Cobal Gully’s resident cookie baking guru. I know I’m not supposed to be worried about what people think of me or the way I parent, what my kids are wearing or what’s in my child’s lunchbox, but I do. Little details are important to me. It’s probably why I love investigating so much. 

Later on, I sit at my desk in the upstairs spare bedroom, and a wave of excitement and adrenaline washes over me. Sam doesn’t know what I do up here day to day. 

‘Kinder stuff,’ I tell him. Or, ‘Job applications. Online courses.’

Every so often, I’ll do a free online course on something totally random so I can convince myself I’m not totally betraying my husband. He’d be furious if he knew the truth. 








  
  

Rosewood Arrest Linked to Alleged Child Trafficking Operation


By Carrie Young, 2022





Aquiet suburban street in Rosewood was thrust into the spotlight last week following the arrest of a local man. Police discovered an extensive surveillance setup inside his home, allegedly monitoring a nearby warehouse connected to a suspected child trafficking ring. 

Officers were called to the property after a friend made the shocking discovery. Inside the residence, police reportedly uncovered multiple computer monitors and recording devices, as well as children’s clothes and toys. Authorities allege the warehouse had been used as a temporary holding location for abducted minors before they were transported elsewhere.

Detectives believe the man was not acting alone and may have been part of a much larger, organised network operating across state lines. While the suspect is currently in custody facing several serious charges, police have confirmed there are no additional leads on other members of the alleged organisation at this time. 








  
  

Chapter 2

Iris





The oven buzzes at the same time as my phone. My cookies are ready, and I have one unread email. 





To: iris1993@gmail.com 

From: tinag04@outlook.com



Here’s the information you were after. Keep it to yourself, Iris. Hope Sam and the kids are well. - T





T is for Tina, an old friend from the academy. Although, less a friend and more an acquaintance. I wasn’t the only one to meet someone at the academy. The difference is, Tina messed around with one of our superiors, which could have cost them both their positions in the police force. I caught them one night and told them I’d take it to my grave. I wasn’t interested in destroying two careers over something like that. I also didn’t want to draw attention to myself or my own relationship, even if Sam and I weren’t breaking any rules. I recently reached out to Tina for a favour with my research. Since then, she’s been more than willing to provide me with information. I don’t think what happened a decade ago is going to come back to bite her, and I certainly won’t be the one to tell, but if it means she keeps helping me out, then good news for me. 

Before I lose myself in the email, I take the cookies out of the oven and place them on the counter. 

The email has an attachment. It’s a police interview transcript from the child trafficking case. It’s lengthy, so I skim read until I find the parts I’m looking for. 



DETECTIVE JACOBSON: Are you going to share the names of the people above you?

MCDONALD, B: I only knew one guy. 

DETECTIVE JACOBSON: Let’s start with a name.

MCDONALD, B: Kyle. But he was no one. Like me.

DETECTIVE JACOBSON: I wouldn’t say you were a no one in this organisation. You did kidnap and transport children, after all. 

MCDONALD, B: I’ve told you. I couldn’t get out of it. 

DETECTIVE JACOBSON: Who was given the instructions?

MCDONALD, B: Mostly Kyle. Sometimes me. Usually through text. 

DETECTIVE JACOBSON: Did you ever speak to the person in charge?

MCDONALD, B: Yes. Once or twice. 

DETECTIVE JACOBSON: Their name? Male or female?

MCDONALD, B: Male. That’s all I know. 

DETECTIVE JACOBSON: Any idea where we could find Kyle now?

MCDONALD, B: No. 

DETECTIVE JACOBSON: Can you describe him? 

MCDONALD, B: I can do better than that. I have a photo. 



I look back at Tina’s email. The only attachment is the transcript. The photo would have been submitted for evidence too, surely. 





To: tinag04@outlook.com

From: iris1993@gmail.com 



Tina, thanks. Any chance you can get the photo mentioned on page 23? It’s important. 





I save the transcript to my computer with the rest of the files I’ve collected over the past two years. I’d love to create a proper crime investigation board with pins and string and maps. My body tingles at the thought of it. But then Sam would know. Not everything I’ve collected has been done in the right way—Tina, for example, must be bending rules for me—so Sam wouldn’t approve. 

What happened in Rosewood affected me far more than I like to admit. The months we spent in Rosewood after the kidnapping were some of the darkest of my life. Despite my own children being unscathed, the proximity of it all really played on my mind. I rarely slept, and if I did, it was never a restful, deep sleep—I’d wake at every noise worried someone was coming to take our babies. When the man, who’d been arrested, was sent to jail, I became even more anxious because his co-conspirators still hadn’t been caught. I rarely left the house with the kids and spent my days obsessing over articles. 

I close the computer, hoping Tina gets back to me in the next few days. Unofficially investigating crimes is a tedious process. It takes patience. 

Placing the cookies on a nice ceramic plate, I cover them with foil to keep them warm for tonight’s meeting. Then I head out to pick up the kids.

I pull up in the kindergarten carpark and can see kids playing in the yard. It’s such a beautiful space. I loved the kinder in Rosewood but nothing compares to the natural green and leafy play space Billy has now, with huge gumtrees offering shade and a water play area for the kids to imagine all sorts of wonderful games. 

Billy is playing in the sandpit with another little boy. I’m not sure who it is. Despite my place on the Parent’s Association committee, I haven’t properly met many people since we got here. 

It’s been one of the hardest parts of moving. Being an adult, who doesn’t work, and is often home with the children, means making friends has been challenging. So often, people are already in groups—friends at the park, friends at the play centre—and it’s hard to break into new circles. If it weren’t for my little project at home, I’d struggle.

I climb out of the car, and Billy and the other little boy look up and spot me. The other boy shouts, ‘Mummy.’

I’m momentarily confused, until I turn around and see another woman getting out of a very expensive, very large SUV. That must be his mum. 

‘Hi,’ I say, smiling at her. 

She’s beautiful, with long blonde hair, bronzed skin and bright brown eyes. 

For a moment she says nothing, staring at me like I’ve accidentally spoken to the wrong person. 

She wraps her designer coat tighter around herself and then smiles. ‘Hi,’ she says, sounding a little unsure. 

‘I’m Iris,’ I say. ‘Your son is playing with my boy, Billy.’

She glances back over at the yard where the boys are still digging in the sandpit. 

‘I’m Eva, that’s Archie.’

‘Ohhh, that’s Archie. Billy has spoken about him lots of times. It’s nice to meet you.’

I’m about to suggest we swap numbers, perhaps get the boys together for a play, but she heads in the direction of the entrance. 

‘Best we go get them,’ she says.

As she reaches for the kinder door, I notice the enormous diamond on her ring finger and the fancy gold watch on her slender wrist. Who is this woman? Cobal Gully is beautiful but it’s not affluent, certainly not an area where people with lots of money dream of living. 

The usual feeling of butterflies and anticipation rushes through my body as I think about why she’s in Cobal Gully. Understanding people, their choices and where they come from was always a big part of my desire to join the police force, and that passion has never gone. They don’t need to be a criminal or a victim, I just love getting to know people. 

‘How long have you been in Cobal Gully?’ I assume she grew up here, is in love with the town, and unable to leave. Otherwise, with that car, those clothes and jewellery, I’d be living in many other places besides here. 

Annoyance flashes on her face, only briefly, but I see it and feel I’ve been inappropriate. 

‘Two years,’ she says, before picking up Archie’s bag from his locker. 

Two years. Not what I’d expected. 

Billy and Archie come rushing towards us, big smiles on their faces, and hands covered in sand. 

‘Oh, Arch, please wash your hands first,’ Eva says when he tries to wrap his arms around her. 

Billy’s already rubbed his sand on the legs of my activewear. It goes nicely with the smeared jam from the twins’ toast this morning. 

‘Will I see you at the PA meeting tonight?’ I ask.

‘I’m sorry?’ Eva says, looking as though I asked her what the square root of infinity is.

‘The Parents Association meeting, back here tonight? We’ll be discussing the trivia night.’

‘Ohhh. Um, no. We can’t, sorry.’

I nod, understanding. Not all parents can make the commitment. I get it. If it weren’t for the fact I need additional excuses to be at my laptop and checking emails, I’d be hesitant to commit too. 

‘No probs. Make sure to grab your trivia night ticket though.’

‘I’m not sure my husband would approve of that.’ She grabs Archie’s freshly washed hand and walks off. 

Talk about red flag, not attending an event because your husband wouldn’t approve. I mean, fair enough if he didn’t like going out or more specifically didn’t like trivia. But to not approve of her going is raising alarm bells. 








