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PRAISE FOR THE STOLEN



‘Gripping, heartfelt and intelligent, The Stolen is an emotionally rich thriller that crackles with tension.’ Christian White, author of The Ledge

‘The Stolen is compelling, down-to-earth Australian crime fiction that delivers on absolutely every page. Vikki Petraitis is the real deal!’ Hayley Scrivenor, author of Dirt Town and Girl Falling

‘To read a Vikki Petraitis crime novel is to be let in on the secret of how things really work, both at a procedural level, and in terms of the best and worst ways humans behave. It was a treat to revisit Senior Detective Antigone Pollard as she unravelled another twisty and topical mystery with the help of her authentic and (mostly) faithful support crew. Like The Unbelieved, The Stolen is a clear-eyed, fast-paced take on the reverberating effects of a crime on survivors and their community, making it a must-read for anyone who likes to go beyond the headlines, to where the true story waits.’ Jacqueline Bublitz, author of Before You Knew My Name and Leave the Girls Behind

‘Vikki Petraitis knows how to draw us into a story and hold us there. She has the gift of making us become emotionally invested in her characters. If you begin The Stolen, you will finish it, and you will have experienced a richly satisfying range of emotions along the way.’ Robert Gott, author of The Port Fairy Murders and Naked Ambition

‘I couldn’t put The Stolen down. Vikki Petraitis has a way of getting under your skin, not just with her tight plotting, but with the emotional weight behind every chapter. Antigone Pollard is such a refreshingly real character: no clichés, no tropes, just a smart, tough, deeply caring cop doing the work. This isn’t just crime fiction, it’s fiction that makes you feel.’ Anonymous Casefile host







PRAISE FOR THE UNBELIEVED



‘A beating heart of a novel, The Unbelieved sweeps you up in its rhythms from the very first pages. Petraitis handles this exploration of the corrosive consequences of not believing women with such assurance, it really does seem impossible this is her crime fiction debut. Compelling, clever and utterly convincing, readers are going to love Senior Detective Antigone Pollard—and her dog!’ Jacqueline Bublitz, author of Before You Knew My Name

‘The Unbelieved is a triumphant debut, ushering in Petraitis as a formidable new voice in Australian crime fiction. If you read any crime novel this year, make it this one.’ Better Reading

‘A true-crime expert wielding skilful prose, Petraitis’s The Unbelieved is tight, tense and unrelenting.’ Candice Fox, author of The Chase

‘A rally cry of a crime book jam-packed with great characters. Don’t pick it up unless you’re prepared to be held hostage. Antigone Pollard explodes off the page, she’s such a fearless, memorable character.’ Sarah Bailey, author of Body of Lies

‘Fast-paced and gripping, The Unbelieved follows a strong, determined female detective in her search for the truth. The climax will have you questioning concepts of justice and fairness, and how we can all do better. A riveting novel tackling today’s issues.’ Petronella McGovern, author of The Last Trace

‘A fast, hard ride through the zeitgeist. Gripping, important, funny—and with a great swerve in the tail.’ Matthew Spencer, author of Black River

‘A gleaming puzzle box of plot twists, conspiracy and comeuppance, The Unbelieved is a pacy thriller… Fearless, exacting, honourable and smart, Antigone Pollard is a mighty protagonist… A standout success.’ Books + Publishing

‘A rattling good crime story… Petraitis has used her knowledge, experience and passion to deliver a page-turning crime novel that also has something to say.’ Newtown Review of Books

‘The Unbelieved proves to be a very hard-hitting and timely read… a standout crime fiction text. Interwoven in this engrossing crime story is a hard-line focus on justice, the law, gender bias and reporting practices of sexual assaults.’ Mrs B’s Book Reviews

‘Gripping… Petraitis has created a wonderful character in Antigone Pollard: a kick-arse copper determined to help the terrified women of a small town kick down the walls of deceit, male privilege and patriarchy. The Unbelieved is a must read: gripping to the last page.’ Sisters in Crime
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This book is dedicated to my dad, John Burke, taken from us on 25 February 2025.

Dad, you made me a storyteller. I have loved you my whole life and will miss you forever.






I have love in me the likes of which you can scarcely imagine and rage the likes of which you would not believe. If I cannot satisfy the one, I will indulge the other.

MARY SHELLEY, FRANKENSTEIN









PROLOGUE

39 YEARS AGO

The young woman was delirious. It seemed like one minute she’d been at a party surrounded by friends; the next, separated from the herd, held down on a bed. The pain came in waves, dulled by a cocktail of drugs. She grabbed handfuls of the sheet beneath her to try to anchor herself to what was happening. Sweat trickled down her forehead.

She screamed.

Someone pushed her, roughly, further down the bed. Hands pulled her legs wider apart. Bursts of pain radiated through her. Every part of her ached, exhausted from fighting. She could see the masked man bending over her.

‘Please make it stop,’ she whimpered, but they all ignored her. She had ceased to be a person to them.

One of them stuck a needle in her arm.

‘No!’ she screamed. The world turned hazier. ‘No…’ Her voice grew fainter. She was aware of a sensation of pain, but a wall had sprung up in her brain that disconnected the pain from her. It was the oddest feeling. She was still there but whatever was in that needle had separated her mind from her body. The relief calmed her.

Nothing mattered now. Another wave, strong enough to break through the wall. She gasped. Tried to sit up.

‘Hold her down,’ said the man.

Strong hands held her shoulders.

She cried out.

A low voice in her ear: ‘It’s nearly over. One more push.’

With all her strength, she let out a primal scream and pushed. The man with the mask bent forward over her swollen belly. There was a tugging and a pushing that felt like it was tearing her apart. Finally, something slithered from her.

When she had imagined this moment, the doctor had held up the baby and said, ‘It’s a boy!’ or, ‘It’s a girl!’

What she never imagined was silence.

In the dim room, she was aware of people closing around the doctor like a shield.

‘Where’s my baby?’ Her voice was hoarse.

A nurse appeared by her side. ‘I’m sorry to inform you that your baby has died.’ She didn’t look sorry.

How could the kicking, rolling, wriggling being she’d carried be dead?

She wanted this baby. She loved this baby. Despite the odds. Despite the stern nurses and the doctor who looked down on her. The ones who used terms like illegitimate and unfit mother and too young. The ones who had told her to give her baby up and get on with life. But she was stubborn. She’d vowed to do this on her own. Now it seemed she wouldn’t get the chance.

‘I want to see my baby!’ Desperation. A tugging at her wrist. What the hell? Were they strapping her to the bed? Another needle.

Then nothing.







CHAPTER 1 A CHANGE IN COFFEE


It was a La Niña kind of summer, where the sun never really reached full strength. Two weeks into January and the milder temperatures were kind to the crime rates in Deception Bay. Crowds still flocked to the beach at the bottom of the cliffs of the Devil’s Corner, but this year there had been a drop in thefts and assaults. Less heat outdoors reduced the heat indoors. Fewer calls about family violence. Fewer fights outside any of the half-dozen town pubs.

Nothing much had changed over the summer inside the CIB office except that my partner, Senior Detective Warren Harvey—Wozza to all who knew him—had switched from flat whites to iced coffee to mark the season. He was sipping one as he walked into our office with my latte. I was happy to brave the mild summer weather and drink hot coffee. He put my coffee on my desk, then settled at his. Leaned back on his office chair.

‘Anything?’ he asked.

‘Nope.’

Our phones had been eerily silent for a Monday. I had used the time to catch up on paperwork and keep an eye on the weather app on my phone, which warned of a severe weather event coming our way. The summer storm jiggled colourfully over the map of Victoria, heading east, heading towards Deception Bay. There were too many magenta pixels for my liking. They meant the storm would bring heavy rain. While I’d fixated on the map, Wozza had played more than his fair share of Tetris. He reckoned it was a better challenge than Candy Crush. And he’d completely failed at Wordle.

‘Banana cake?’ he asked, reaching for a cling-wrapped plate on the shelf behind his desk.

‘Do you even need to ask?’

The banana cake had become a ritual since Norma O’Mealley, the head of the Deception Bay Country Women’s Association, had made a habit of dropping one off each week. She had won awards with her banana cake recipe. In honour of the work Wozza and I had done solving a decade-long murder case, we now got cake. And we weren’t complaining. Well, Wozza complained that the cake could be bigger, or sometimes chocolate, but aside from that, no complaining at all. As kickbacks went, it was unlikely to be the subject of a Royal Commission, although Wozza thought Banana-cake-gate did have a headline-worthy ring to it.

He cut me a slice and handed it over. ‘Do you reckon this is the calm before the literal storm?’

I considered that for a moment. Before returning to Deception Bay, where I had spent a good part of my childhood with my nan, I had been a city detective, stationed in Brunswick with access to some of the best coffee in Melbourne, and never a lull in crime. After a contemplative sip of the equally fine coffee that Wozza had bought from my friend Angie’s cafe in the main street of town, I said, ‘No idea. In Brunswick, we never had a quiet day.’

Wozza settled back in his chair with a generous slice of cake. ‘So, Pollard, what’s the weirdest thing you ever saw in Brunswick?’

I smiled. ‘Once I was on patrol and we drove past the train station. It was late and the platform was deserted’—I paused for dramatic effect—‘aside from a rather amorous young couple.’

Wozza leaned forward and slurped on the straw of his iced coffee. Then pressed a hand against his forehead like a fortune teller. ‘Don’t tell me,’ he said. ‘I’m getting a vision. They were doing the horizontal limbo.’

I laughed. ‘Yep, just not the horizontal part. They were more… vertical. Funny thing was that once they finished, they spotted the police car and, first, they looked horrified, then he bowed, and she curtseyed.’

‘Did you clap?’ Wozza asked.

I shook my head. ‘The performance wasn’t that good.’

‘Bit different here in the country,’ said Wozza. ‘Jeez, if I had a dollar for every guy I’ve caught getting amorous with his scarecrow.’

He caught me mid-sip and it took all my power not to send a spray of coffee in his direction. ‘His what?’

Wozza shrugged. ‘It’s a thing.’

‘If you had a dollar for every time you’ve caught a guy with his scarecrow, just how many dollars would you have?’

Wozza blushed. ‘Well, only about three dollars, but still, it’s something a cop never forgets.’

At that moment the phone rang. Our eyes locked. I had the advantage because Wozza was still holding what was left of his piece of cake in one hand and his iced coffee in the other.

‘Deception Bay CIB, Senior Detective Antigone Pollard speaking.’

There was a breathless voice on the other end of the line. ‘Oh god! Oh god! He’s gone! Help me!’

A crack of lightning nearly drowned out the woman’s voice. It was followed by a blinding flash through the office window and an angry rumble of thunder.

‘Ma’am, who’s gone?’ I kept my voice calm. On the other side of his desk, Wozza watched me.

‘My boy!’ Her voice cracked into hysteria. ‘My baby boy!’






CHAPTER 2 THE STOLEN CHILD


The sky above Deception Bay was a deep and ominous grey and it looked cataclysmic to me. Flashes of lightning and deep grumbles of thunder provided a fitting backdrop to the drama unfolding in town. No rain yet, though the sky was tuning her strings. It took eleven minutes for the street outside Maddy Muir’s house to fill with cop cars, lights flashing red and blue. The crackle of police radios, uniforms with clipboards, and Wozza and me in our unmarked CIB car. Maddy was at the front gate when we pulled up. She was a young woman, around twenty-five, I guessed. Long cardigan over a white T-shirt that had #march4justice printed in purple across the front. Thongs. We moved her back inside as the neighbours in her quiet little street came out to see what was wrong.

‘He’s gone, he’s gone,’ Maddy kept saying, as frantic as anybody I’d ever seen.

Wozza’s calm was the perfect antidote to her panic. ‘Take us through what happened,’ he said in a gentle voice.

Maddy hurried into a bedroom to the right of the hallway. It was a bright baby’s room with a cot in the middle and colourful giraffes and monkeys on the wallpaper. I looked around for entry and exit points. There was one window with its blind pulled down. Moving around the cot, I got a pen out of my pocket and used it to lift the side of the blind. The window was shut and locked. Dust around the catch suggested it hadn’t been opened for a while. Behind me, Wozza prompted the young mother. ‘So, the last time you saw him?’

‘I put Ethan down for his nap about an hour ago and when I came in to check on him’—her voice cracked and wavered—‘he was gone.’ She put her hands over her mouth, maybe to keep a scream in. A choked wail escaped.

‘You didn’t hear anyone come in?’ Wozza moved his weight from foot to foot and the floorboards of the old place creaked.

‘No! I didn’t hear anything.’ Maddy’s voice rose.

‘Were you up the back of the house?’ I asked.

She shook her head. ‘I took a shower. I always take a shower when he goes down for his morning nap. It’s too hard otherwise. Then I brought the washing in. Did some folding.’

‘Did you leave the side down like this?’ Wozza was pointing at, but not touching, the side of the cot.

Maddy’s brow furrowed. ‘No… I always put the side up.’ She looked at us hopefully, like the revelation might be a clue.

‘They’re a bugger to figure out how to work the catch,’ said Wozza, leaning over to take a closer look. Wozza had three girls and, I suspected, a lot of experience with cots. ‘So someone who knew which lever to push…’ He trailed off, lost in thought.

‘How old is Ethan?’ I asked. My knowledge of babies was limited. I looked around the room. ‘Could he have gotten out of the cot somehow?’

Maddy shook her head. ‘He’s seven months old.’

Wozza looked concerned. ‘They can’t do much at that age,’ he said to me in a low voice. ‘No way he could get out by himself.’

‘He is just learning how to roll.’ Maddy’s bottom lip trembled.

‘Who else is here?’ I asked. So far it was just Maddy and her panic filling the room. No sign of the baby’s father.

‘I—I…’ Maddy choked on her words. ‘I’m on my own. Ethy’s dad… he didn’t stick around.’

Wozza took out his notebook. ‘Is there a custody dispute?’

Maddy put a hand to her forehead and rubbed. Closed her eyes for a moment. Opened them and looked straight at Wozza. ‘It’s complicated. He just…’

‘Is he on the scene at all?’ I asked, my voice gentle. It was important to keep things calm; we needed to get as much information as we could.

‘He comes around when he feels like it. He tries to get in and see Ethan and if he’s polite about it, I let him. But…’

‘He’s not always polite?’

Maddy’s answer was quiet. ‘No.’

‘Does he threaten you?’ asked Wozza.

She looked uncertain, then shrugged. Sometimes, threats were subtle.

‘Do you think he’s done this?’ I asked, nodding towards the empty cot.

Maddy looked worried at the thought, but I could see her processing it. Seemed like every fibre of her being wanted to say no, but logic was forcing her to think otherwise.

Wozza turned a page in his notebook and took down the father’s details. Josh McCreedy, aged twenty-five, lived off Main Street with his parents.

As Wozza was writing, I noticed some sort of monitor on the side of the cot. ‘What’s that?’ I pointed.

An intake of breath. ‘The baby monitor!’ Maddy hurried from the room. We followed her down the hall to a big open room out the back. She picked up her phone from the bench, tapped it a couple of times to open an app. A picture of the empty cot emerged. She hit rewind. Wozza and I flanked her, fascinated. Fuzzy lines on the screen showing an empty cot, empty cot, empty cot… then shadows moving, legs, hands, a sleeping baby, the side of the cot pulled up, shadow legs retreating, baby sleeping. Baby safe.

A kidnapping in reverse.

My heart pounded as Maddy switched to play and we all watched, mesmerised, as golden-haired Ethan lay asleep, a curl at the top of his head swept up in a comical wave. Little fists clenched, one on each side of his face. Long pale lashes. A bright orange dummy. Rosebud cheeks. The camera pointed downwards, onto the baby. I guessed the whole point of a baby monitor was to watch the baby, not to spot kidnappers. So when the shadow legs appeared beyond the cot, it was impossible to see who it was. A hand appeared at the side of the cot rails, then the side of the cot slid down easily. Two hands reached for the baby. Picking him up. Baby disappearing from view. Legs turning. Walking away. Cot empty.

Maddy began sobbing. ‘It’s him. It’s Josh.’

Wozza looked worried. ‘How can you tell?’

Maddy wiped her nose with a tissue and rewound the video footage. ‘See that?’ Her voice was unsteady. She hit pause. There was a shadow of a tattoo on the hand reaching for the baby. On the side, close to the wrist.

Wozza squinted at it. ‘Some kind of bird?’

‘An eagle,’ she said in a quiet voice. ‘That’s because birds travel between the land and the sky, between Earth and Heaven. That’s what he always says. He got it when his brother died last year.’

‘Try to ring him,’ said Wozza. ‘Maybe he just…’ Then he stopped.

I watched his face. He didn’t want to say it, didn’t want to suggest an innocent explanation for the missing baby. Cops knew better.

Maddy tapped the contacts on her phone and called Josh McCreedy. She hit the speaker button so the sound of ringing filled the room. It went to voicemail. A deep voice said, ‘It’s Josh. Leave a message.’ Then a beep.

‘Where’s Ethan?’ Maddy screamed into the phone. ‘Bring him back!’

I put my hands over hers and clicked the end-call button. Gave her a moment to take a deep breath.

‘While you’ve got your phone there, can you find a couple of photos of Ethan and Josh and message them to me?’ I pulled a card out of my pocket so she had my number. It was heartbreaking to watch her scrolling through what must be hundreds of photos, all featuring the same blond-haired, blue-eyed baby. She finally scrolled back far enough to find one which featured Josh holding Ethan. The baby looked newborn and I guessed that was the last time Josh had featured in Maddy’s photos. She added the most recent photo she had of Ethan, taken that morning. He was dressed in the same outfit he was wearing in the baby-monitor video.

As soon as the photos pinged on my phone, I sent them to the police communication centre at D24, then followed up with a phone call to put a KALOF—a keep-a-look-out-for—alert for Josh McCreedy. I turned to Maddy. ‘What sort of car does he have?’ She described his car and I repeated it for the operator. ‘He’s driving a Holden Gemini. 1977. Lime green in colour. Personalised number plate. JOSHMC.’

I stepped away from Wozza and Maddy and moved into the hallway. ‘We’re going to need roadblocks set up, and uniforms at his house.’ I checked my watch. How far could Josh McCreedy have driven? Fifteen, twenty ks? That’s if he was heading out of town.

I finished the call and walked outside the house. Instructed the uniforms to begin canvassing the neighbours. Shouldn’t be hard. By now most of them had come out to see what was happening. Police cars in a quiet street will do that. A quick scan of the scene told me all the houses on the same side as Maddy’s place backed onto bushland. I called our senior sergeant. Told her we needed Crime Scene at the house, and the SES to do a search around the property and the adjoining national park just in case Josh McCreedy had dumped the baby nearby.

I finished the call and slipped back into the house.

‘Keen on the old cars, is he?’ Wozza was saying. Sounded conversational, but I knew he was fishing for information. If Josh McCreedy had taken his baby son, then we needed to know as much about him as we could.

‘Yes,’ Maddy murmured, distracted.

‘Do you mind if I…?’ I nodded towards the kettle.

‘A cup of tea sounds good,’ she said.

I moved around to the other side of the bench and put the kettle on. The cups were on a shelf above the sink. I took three down and set them on the bench. The teapot and tea cannister were next to the kettle.

Wozza gestured for Maddy to take a seat at the kitchen table. Half of its surface was covered in laundry, neatly folded with lots of jumpsuits, some plain white and others featuring cartoon animals. Next to the neat piles of clothes was a tub of dummies and little plastic spoons and small bumpy rubber toys. For teething? Around the room were nappies and wipes and creams and lotions. A nice pram was parked near the sliding-glass back door. It never occurred to me that babies needed so much stuff.

‘Why do you think Josh would have taken Ethan?’ Wozza asked as soon as they were seated.

‘I don’t know. I have no idea why he would do this.’ Maddy reached for the pile of baby clothes and rested a hand protectively on top of them.

‘Would he have known about your shower routine?’ I asked.

‘He always criticised me about it. He told me I shouldn’t wait till the baby was asleep before I took a shower. He said to just let Ethan cry.’

Sounds like a tosser, I thought.

‘Did he have a key?’ Wozza asked.

‘I made him give it back when he moved out.’ Maddy suddenly gasped. ‘The spare key!’ She got up and hurried down the hallway. We followed her outside and watched her squat next to a pot plant on the verandah and reach behind it. She pulled out a small rock. It was one of those fake rocks you hide keys in. She clicked it open. Empty.

‘Did he know it was there?’ Wozza asked.

She nodded miserably and we all went back inside and resumed our positions.

‘What can you tell us about Josh?’ I poured water into the teapot and brought it and the cups to the table.

Maddy began her story. Nothing out of the ordinary. Accidental pregnancy after dating Josh for six months. Maddy was living in her parents’ Deception Bay holiday home and working as a teacher at the local Catholic school. Josh moved in and immediately expected her to take care of him. He was lazy and petulant. And soon, gone.

‘At first, I figured he’d just lost his brother, so I cut him some slack, but the shine wore off pretty quickly. He’d play video games all day on the couch and he’d shout for a beer.’ Maddy rolled her eyes. Small smile. ‘Instead of a beer, I offered him a time machine so he could go back to the 1950s.’ She shook her head. ‘As if!’

‘You asked him to leave?’ I poured tea.

‘Sure did. I was committed to the baby, but I did not want to have to deal with him as well. He didn’t value-add.’

‘Huh?’ said Wozza.

‘You know, add value to what I had here. He didn’t bring anything to the table. So, what was the point?’

I admired her directness.

‘And I didn’t think he was that interested in Ethan. That’s why this doesn’t make sense.’ Maddy sipped from her mug of tea.

Wozza and I looked at each other. This wasn’t about the baby. If it was Josh who took Ethan, this was about her.

‘Would he do this to hurt you?’ I asked.

Maddy’s eyes widened. Something hit home. ‘Our last argument. He said, “You love the baby more than me,” and I said, “No shit, Sherlock!” ’ She put her cup of tea down and her hands flew to her mouth. ‘What have I done?’

At that moment, Maddy’s phone pinged. A text. She picked it up from the table and swiped the screen open. ‘It’s from Mum. I called her and Dad right after I called you. They’re on holidays up in Mildura but as soon as I told them about Ethan, they said they’d pack up and head down here straight away.’ She paused and read the text. Muttered, ‘Oh no, oh no,’ over and over while she frantically swiped at the screen.

‘What is it?’ I hurried around behind her to see what she was doing.

‘Mum just saw a notification on Insta. Josh posted a picture of Ethan.’ She opened the app and scrolled down until the baby appeared. Ethan in a car, lying on the front passenger seat. There was a one-word caption written underneath the picture.

Revenge.






CHAPTER 3 BREWING TEMPEST


We stationed uniforms at Maddy’s house in case Josh McCreedy returned with the baby, then we drove Maddy to the Deception Bay police station to get her statement. By phone, we’d co-ordinated the search for the baby and contacted the Search and Rescue Squad in Melbourne. Wozza had also called in a favour from a mate at the Air Wing, so a helicopter was on its way too.

Maddy had packed a baby bag in anticipation of Ethan’s return. He’d need nappies and a bottle. She sat in the interview room with the bag on the floor beside her. Ready.

‘We need as much detail as you can give us,’ I said, opening my laptop to take down her words. ‘Any places you know Josh likes to go. Friends. Anything.’

Maddy had a look of steely resolve. Wozza left us to it and slipped out of the room. He would head back to the house to co-ordinate the crime-scene examiner and the SES. He also had the tech department monitoring Josh’s Instagram feed, looking for locations and clocking the times he was posting. Of grave concern was the fact that the photo showed baby Ethan lying on the front passenger seat. There was no sign of any kind of baby seat or child restraint. An angry ex-boyfriend, a stolen baby. Josh clearly wasn’t concerned about his son’s safety. But how far would he go to hurt Maddy?

Another selfie appeared at 10.47 am. It had been taken at the top of the Devil’s Corner, a convergence of cliffs on the coast of Deception Bay. The image showed Josh grinning and the baby crying. The caption read: I hope you enjoy your independence! In both photos, Ethan was wearing the same jumpsuit as he was in the baby-monitor video, so it looked like they were taken today.

‘He’s hungry,’ said Maddy, when the second picture dropped. ‘He’s an hour overdue for his feed.’ She clutched at her stomach, like the pain was too much to bear, then leaned forward until her forehead was almost touching the table we were sitting at.

‘What do you think Josh means by the caption?’ I asked.

Maddy sat up again and rubbed her face with her hands. ‘It sounds like he’s not going to bring Ethan back, doesn’t it?’ Her lips quivered as if she was trying not to cry.

She was right. It did sound like that. I didn’t say it out loud though. I moved between Maddy and the muster room, which had been hastily converted into a command post. More pictures appeared. One posted at 11.36 out by the old roadhouse that had shut down. The caption for that one was Payback’s a bitch. How does it feel? Then a time gap, and a new one at 1.35 near the silos on the edge of town. The caption for that was especially worrying: It’s over. I’m gonna end it.

‘He’s threatening to kill Ethan!’ Maddy screamed when the last one came through.

She was right.

Each time another photo dropped, our new senior sergeant, Amanda Filipovic, directed two uniformed members who’d arrived as reinforcements from neighbouring towns to the sites in the hope Josh and the baby were still there. It was a vain hope. The techies decoded the time stamps on the photos and checked them against the time of posting. There was a consistent delay. Josh was taking photos, then moving on before he posted them.

Returning to the interview room with some tea for Maddy, I found her sobbing. I sat down next to her. ‘We’re in the process of tracking his phone.’

‘You won’t be able to.’ Her voice hiccoughed from crying. ‘He turns off his location services. He always boasts that he can’t be tracked.’

‘Maddy,’ I said, trying to reassure her, ‘that makes no difference to police. If he has the phone on—and clearly he has because he’s posting to Instagram—then it’s pinging off towers.’

A glimmer of hope. ‘So you can find him?’

‘We’re just getting the search signed off. A senior officer needs to authorise it, but in a time-sensitive case like this, it shouldn’t take long. Once the request is logged, it should take about half an hour and then we’ll find him.’

Maddy checked the time on her phone. ‘Ethan is completely overdue for a feed.’ Her worry was palpable. I could see her screen was filled with messages of support from friends. She flinched every time her phone pinged but she couldn’t look away in case one of the messages was from Josh.

I left Maddy in the interview room and made my way to the new senior sergeant’s office. My old boss, Bill Wheeler—Wheels—had taken sick leave a couple of months ago. His claim of PTSD coincided with a close scrutiny of his management style, and made a mockery of our many colleagues who were genuinely coping with the debilitating condition. Amanda, his replacement, was a relocation from the city. Unlike her predecessor, Amanda’s door was always open. I paused at the entrance to her office. She looked up from her computer.

‘Any luck on the phone search?’ I asked.

She tapped some keys. ‘Yep, it’s been authorised by a commander in the city. Paperwork is in. Techs are on it. Shouldn’t be long now.’

‘How about the roadblocks?’

She shook her head. ‘Nothing. Although, from the pictures he’s posting, he’s staying local.’ She looked worried. ‘I gotta say, I’m concerned about the revenge messages he’s posting with the photos. I saw a case like this before, in Melbourne, and it didn’t end well.’

The case she was talking about had made the headlines when a father had taken his small child and taunted the mother on Facebook. At the time, it felt beyond belief that a father would kill a toddler, but now it was sadly believable.

‘Did you work the case?’ I asked Amanda.

‘Not directly, but I knew people who did.’

‘We just need to keep looking.’ I took a deep breath.

‘I don’t know Deception Bay well enough yet to contribute much in the way of suggestions for where to look.’ Amanda glanced out her window at the storm sky outside.

‘Once we get his phone location, it won’t matter. We’ll know where to look.’ I clenched and unclenched my fists, trying to set aside any thoughts about getting my hands on Josh McCreedy. It was hard to fathom a man who valued terrorising his ex more than he valued his own baby.

‘Air Wing is sending a helicopter,’ said Amanda. ‘Impressive.’

‘It was Wozza—reckons he has friends in high places.’

‘He’s talking about the Air Wing, right?’ Amanda’s voice held a faint trace of amusement, the best she could muster under the circumstances.

I nodded. ‘Correct.’

‘Their ETA is ten minutes. They’re going to do a sweep from the air. Bit hard to hide a lime green car. They’re worried about the weather though.’

I followed her gaze out the window. No rain yet but the sky was dark and the clouds hung over us like the Sword of Damocles. I hoped that by the time the helicopter arrived, we’d have the location of Josh’s phone and we could point them in the right direction before the storm. Once they got a visual from the air, the Air Wing could direct us on the ground. Wozza and I would meet up for the arrest and retrieval stage once Josh was located. And hopefully get baby Ethan back unscathed.

‘Get Randall to sit with the mother until her parents arrive,’ Amanda said. ‘Jane can chase up any intel you got from speaking to her.’

I nodded, then made my way to the muster room to seek out Jane and Randall, the station’s youngsters.

Jane was sitting at one of the office computers. I gave her a list of things to do, the first of which was to call the uniforms who’d been around to Josh McCreedy’s house to find out what his parents knew.

‘Done it,’ she said, reaching for a piece of paper on which she’d scribbled some notes. ‘I was just about to bring this to you. Stu went round there. No one home. Neighbour said his dad works out at the abattoir and his mum’s a secretary at Webster’s Real Estate in the main street. No sign of the green Gemini at the home address.’

Jane was going to make detective one day. She had good instincts.

‘Where’s Randall?’ I asked, looking around the space.

‘He’s taking Maddy a cup of tea.’

Randall had good instincts too.

When I walked back into the interview room, Randall was sitting at the table with Maddy. Both looked up as I entered. It only took me a moment to fill Maddy in. We didn’t have much yet, but I reassured her that with the imminent arrival of the helicopter, as well as our being able to access Josh’s phone location, it shouldn’t take too much longer to find Josh and the baby. I told Maddy I was going to head off and join up with Wozza.

‘I want you to stay here till your parents arrive,’ I said to her. ‘Randall will keep you in tea and biscuits while you’re waiting.’

En route to Maddy’s place to get Wozza, I decided to pick up Waffles as well. He’s a black German shepherd I bought from the Dog Squad when he didn’t make the cut. He was a great tracker, and might come in handy if Josh had abandoned the car and set off on foot. Even though I wasn’t a trained dog handler, when Waffles and I were on a run he would often pick up scent trails. Lately I’d been running with Crystal, a local teen I’d met on a case last year, and her uncle Russell. For fun, Crystal would run and hide and I’d send Waffles off to find her. So far, it was Waffles 38, Crystal 0.

At the gates of my farm—actually my nan’s farm, which I’d been living in since she’d gone into the local nursing home—I whistled. My big black lion of a dog came bounding down the driveway, tail wagging.

Ten minutes later, I pulled up at Maddy’s house. Wozza was on the street out the front, talking into the police radio. He came straight over.

‘Air 491 arrived. They spotted the car from the air using the location data.’

‘That’s great…’ I said but stopped when I read his expression. Not great. ‘What’s happened?’

Wozza shook his head. Took a deep breath. ‘Phones have just gone nuts,’ he said. ‘Motorists and a couple of neighbours have called it in. Collision. Car’s rolled a bunch of times into a gully. Helicopter’s landed. They’re trying to get close enough.’

A bright, jagged streak of lightning flashed, followed almost immediately by a boom of thunder so loud it felt like end-of-days. The storm was nearly on top of us now.

My mind flashed to Maddy waiting for her baby to come home. ‘Are they sure it’s his car?’ The brain can’t help but scramble for an escape hatch.

Wozza nodded. ‘Green Gemini. Plates match. It’s him. Them.’



Lights and bells as every available police car sped towards the gully on Birchip Road. The sky overhead was ominous; it looked like a huge, black, metallic UFO covered the bay. The reports coming from the Air Wing and the uniforms ahead of us were not good. From half a kilometre away, I could see the flashing lights and the helicopter sitting in the paddock opposite the gully. Parking behind the marked car from Deception Bay, Wozza and I left Waffles in the car with the windows down and approached the scene.

Stu from the station was leaning in his car window, talking on the radio. He was calling for the Major Collision Investigation Unit to come out. My heart sank. The police crash investigators specialised in fatalities.

‘Oh god, poor Maddy.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Wozza murmured.

Stu finished with the radio and stood up straight. Glanced at the sky. Mouth set in a grim line.

Wozza did that thing where a raised eyebrow asked the question. Stu did that thing where a slight shake of the head told us that the worst had happened.

I used words instead. ‘Driver?’

‘Deceased,’ said Stu.

‘Baby?’

‘We haven’t been able to find the baby. The Air Wing blokes are down there now. I’m heading back to help them look. Car’s crushed.’ He turned and began walking.

Wozza went to follow him. I touched his arm and he gave me a look of such desolate sorrow. Babies were the most innocent of victims.

‘I’m going to get Waffles on the harness. He might be able to help.’ I turned back to the car.

A crack from above and a blinding flash. The crisp smell of ozone. The very air was fizzing with the oncoming storm.



I manoeuvred myself down an incline into the gully where the car was crumpled so badly that it looked like something had taken a bite out of it. Even though it was obvious the car had rolled, it had landed upright. Parts of the roof had been pushed in. The section over the driver’s seat was the worst; it was nearly level with the door. My heartbeat drummed as Waffles and I drew near. How could a baby survive that? Especially one who had been lying on the front seat.

Wozza was bent down, peering in the passenger-side window, which had smashed with the impact. There was a smell of dust and blood and storm. Flies were gathering. Wozza straightened.

‘McCreedy’s dead but I can’t see the baby.’

‘Can we get the doors open?’ I led Waffles around to the passenger side.

‘Nah,’ said one of the Air Wing blokes, ‘crash impact’s squashed ’em shut.’

I bent over to see what Wozza had seen. Deceased driver slumped in the driver’s seat. Far as I could tell, severe head trauma, neck at an angle to suggest it was broken. In hair colour and build, the body resembled the picture Maddy had sent of Josh McCreedy, but apart from that, identification might have to be DNA, dental or fingerprints. There was a lot of damage.

With nothing to lose, I tapped the Gemini’s roof and said to Waffles: ‘Find!’ He sniffed at the car, tail wagging, and ran around to the other side, where McCreedy was. I followed. Waffles barked and sat next to the driver’s-side door, telling me he had found Josh McCreedy. I tapped the roof again. ‘Find!’ Waffles took off around the car for a second time, sniffing at the front, crawling underneath the gap where it was wedged into the gully. My heart was in my throat as I had no idea of the stability of the crushed Gemini. But moments later, Waffles emerged at the other end and kept sniffing, his nose almost touching the car as he made his way around. At each of the other smashed windows, he rose up on his hind legs and rested his front paws on the door. He poked his nose inside the gaps, sniffing the interior of the car. Finally, he jumped onto the bonnet of the vehicle. His claws click-clacked as he followed his nose to the gap where the windscreen had been. I watched him carefully to see if he lifted his head to air-scent, which might indicate the baby had been thrown from the vehicle. Nothing.

Once he’d been around the car, he returned to the driver’s-side door, barked, and sat down again. His way of saying: Just one, Boss. I hoped.

‘I don’t think the baby’s here,’ I said to Wozza.

He looked strained. ‘Then where the bloody hell is he?’






CHAPTER 4 THE DEATH-KNOCK


The first drop of rain fell. It was followed by a million others as I ran for the car with Waffles. Wozza panted behind us. I’d never seen rain like it. It was so loud, drumming on the roof, that we had to raise our voices to be heard. Visibility was not much better than zero. I was reluctant to start the engine as I couldn’t see the road, let alone anything that might be coming from the other direction.

‘Should ease off eventually,’ said Wozza, looking left and right. ‘Too dangerous to drive at the moment. All you need is a semi-trailer coming either way and you’re gone… which would be a pity because I’m only halfway through The Rosie Project and I’m really enjoying it.’

‘I’ve read it,’ I told him. ‘If I see a large truck coming, I’ll let you know how it ends.’

‘Thanks.’

I saw through Wozza’s attempt at humour. I felt it too. I reckon if cops could really unleash our feelings when something like this happened, collectively we’d be wolves howling at the moon.

With one last whole-body shake, Waffles settled himself on the back seat and the smell of wet dog permeated the car.

‘Do you reckon the baby’s there’—Wozza nodded towards the wreck—‘and we just didn’t find him?’

I shrugged. I knew Waffles was a good tracker, but I wasn’t experienced enough to totally trust my ability to read him. Still, I didn’t think he’d found anything, which was a good indication that the baby wasn’t there. But there was no way to know for certain until the car was pulled out of the ditch and the area was examined thoroughly.

I checked my phone messages. ‘Tow truck’s on the way. We’ll know soon enough.’

As we sat in the car, unable to move, I turned off the automatic windscreen wipers. They weren’t doing much anyway. In the back seat, Waffles settled in for a nap. While we waited for the rain to ease off a bit, we strategised. We needed to trace the location data of Josh McCreedy’s phone to see which towers he’d pinged off. If he’d left the baby somewhere, we needed to know the possible locations. We needed to compile a list of friends and relatives, anyone he might have handed the baby to, and then see if any of their phones pinged at the same locations. We needed to speak to Josh McCreedy’s parents to see if they a) had the baby; b) knew where the baby was; or c) could suggest places where Josh might have left the baby. This conversation was going to be difficult since we also had to do the death notification at the same time.

Finally, the pounding rain eased off and some visibility returned. I started the car and pulled out onto the road. The reprieve didn’t last long, and when the rain began again we snail-paced it to the McCreedy house via my farm to drop Waffles off.



No cop likes a death-knock—the heartbreaking moment when you tell a person that a loved one they cherish is no longer alive. Death-knocks, by their very nature, mean the death was sudden and unexpected, a life cut short, usually by tragedy. And this one was going to be even worse than usual. Maddy said Josh McCreedy had lost a brother last year. She hadn’t said how he’d died, but this would be a double blow to the family. In my experience, death-knocks could go a number of ways. Usually, there was shock, followed by tears, followed by us trailing a distraught family member through the house to a lounge room or kitchen table to be inundated with questions we didn’t know the answers to. How? What? And the hardest one of all: Why?

Sometimes when we knocked, we might have the door opened to us by someone who knew something important. And that could certainly be the case here. We’d have to tread carefully.

We had sent uniforms to the McCreedys’ house, keeping watch for anyone arriving there with a baby. They’d just radioed D24 to say the McCreedys had arrived home.

‘Roger that,’ Wozza said into the radio. ‘Don’t approach. We’ll be there in five.’

‘Strategy?’ I asked him.

‘We’ll have to search the house for the baby,’ he said, ‘but that’s going to be hard to do when they’re all…’ His voice trailed off.

I knew what he meant. ‘We’re going to have to tell them after we search the house.’

‘Shit,’ said Wozza. ‘I frickin hate these things.’

This was going to be hard and we both knew it. I realised we needed to shift our energy. ‘Worst death-knock?’ I said in a deliberately lighter voice.

He let out a small laugh. ‘By far the worst was when this young guy had died in a motorbike accident. Pinging through an intersection, doing a hundred in a sixty zone. Came to grief with a car making a right-hand turn.’ Wozza made a whistling sound and moved his hand in an arc to suggest the motorcyclist had catapulted through the air. ‘Headbutted a power pole. That’s never going to end well. Anyhow, we got his ID and located the next of kin; his mother. We get to her house, do the death-knock. She answers, and as soon as she sees we’re coppers, she goes off her nut.’
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