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MONDAY

Sadiya was already halfway to the station when her assistant spoke softly in her ear. 

Apologies, Detective Azad. You have an incoming case.

Sadiya swore under her breath. ‘What is it?’

Missing child reported.

‘Tell me more.’

Emma Mitchell reported her daughter, Casey, missing at 6.02 this morning. According to Ms Mitchell, Casey was last seen in the early evening yesterday. 

‘Is there CCTV?’

No.

‘Why not?’

Casey was last seen near Bryant Street, Banksia.

Sadiya leaned back against the headrest. ‘In the Floodline.’

That’s correct. The officers that handled the initial report will rendezvous with you on Bay Street. Chief Inspector Nguyen has dispatched Detective Senior Constable Paul Findlay to assist you with enquiries. He will meet you at Bay Street as well.

‘Who?’

Detective Senior Constable Paul Findlay. Transferred from Eastern Suburbs PAC last week. Formerly at North Shore—

‘That’s enough,’ said Sadiya, cutting off the AI. For a moment there was silence, then she sighed. ‘Tell them I’m on the way.’

Tightening her grip on the wheel she swung her car around, provoking an angry beep from the van behind her. Ignoring it she handed the navigation to the vehicle and pulled up the report in her lenses. There wasn’t much in it. Uniform had attended, taken names, passed on the details: Casey Mitchell, five years old, last seen around seven o’clock the night before. She flicked the report away and stared out the window for a moment, trying to collect herself, then took control of the car again and turned onto the highway.

Although it was early the traffic was already heavy. Weaving her way through the other vehicles she passed the yellow-and-blue bulk of Ikea, its walls covered in a mass of cooling creepers, and the old Bunnings, its massive structure still topped by tarpaulins two years after its roof was torn off in a storm. Just past them the road dropped away towards the Cooks River and the half-abandoned towers of Wolli Creek. On either side of the sandbagged span of the bridge the water spread out, shimmering in the dawn light, and a greasy puddle lay across the road from the last high tide; Sadiya slowed as she reached it, the smell of salt filling the car as the water sprayed up around it.

On the far side of the bridge the buildings grew more dilapidated, the shopfronts empty and the apartment buildings run-down or under repair, but as she turned off towards Rockdale the relative order along the highway was replaced by disorder and decay, roofless buildings choked with garbage, dead trees, the rusting shells of abandoned cars and trucks. Not far from the location where she was supposed to meet the other officers she passed a small park: its narrow space was crowded with tents but the brightly coloured clothes strung on lines between them and the line of people waiting to fill water containers by the plastic tanks on the street made it clear that these shelters had stopped being temporary a long time ago. 

Near the tideline she spotted two police cars parked outside the burned-out shell of some kind of commercial building and pulled up. As she stepped out of the car the heat hit her like a wall. For days a massive cyclone had been building over the Pacific, and although the projections still suggested it would strike farther north, socials had been full of fevered speculation about whether it might bend south and strike Sydney like Brigitta the year before. Sadiya had done her best to avoid the discussion – the prospect of a storm even bigger than the last few filled her with dread – but in the glassy glare of the morning the idea seemed almost unimaginable: it was too bright, too still.

Four uniformed officers got out of the cars and walked towards her, adjusting their equipment vests and looking around warily behind their dark lenses. Although Sadiya knew the first two – a good-natured male constable called Larkin and an intense, dark-haired officer named Khoury – she didn’t recognise the other two. She checked her lenses and saw their names were McEvoy and Gunasekera – the former recently transferred from St George, the latter a skinny probationary constable in a neatly pressed uniform who looked like he was barely out of high school.

‘What have we got?’ Sadiya asked.

‘Casey Mitchell. Five years old. Apparently she went out to play last night and didn’t come home. The father says he’s been up most of the night looking for her.’

‘Anything else? Neighbours see anything?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Okay. Larkin and Khoury, you come with me. McEvoy, Gunasekera, you stay here and keep an eye on the vehicles. If there’s any trouble let me know.’

Larkin hesitated. ‘You’re not going to wait for the other detective?’

‘He can catch up.’ She turned to Khoury. ‘Lead the way.’

None of them spoke as they set off towards the water. Khoury scanned the buildings around them, one hand resting on her vest as if ready to go for her taser or her baton; Larkin looked less like he was heading into enemy territory, but he was no less wary.

When they reached the tideline they paused. The morning air was windless, and tiny waves washed slowly back and forth on the asphalt. No matter how many times she came here she found the sight of the houses and apartments half-submerged by the invading water strangely surreal. She gestured to the right, where a floating duckboard secured to the front of an old apartment building led out to a raised walkway. 

‘That way?’ she said, and Larkin nodded.

Although it had been constructed out of salvaged materials, the walkway was surprisingly sturdy. At first it followed the line of the road, bending here and there to avoid an obstacle or intersecting with other walkways leading to houses and buildings. While most of the single-storey structures were abandoned, the upper floors of the taller buildings were still inhabited, their peeling walls and roofs patched with bricks and tin and polymers. Some had pontoons attached to their sides, or narrow docks with boats moored beside them; others had duckboards running between them. On one, lashed to the front of a rust-stained block of flats, a woman stood watching two small children play by the water’s edge. Above them the roof of the building had been torn off, and fading tarpaulins were held in place with thick cord. As they passed the older of the children, a girl of three or four wearing a grimy pink singlet looked up, and Sadiya lifted her hand and gave a small wave. The girl fell still, regarding Sadiya solemnly until the woman behind her stepped forward and pulled her back. 

Just past the dead hulk of an old Moreton Bay fig tree lying on its side in the water, Larkin directed them onto a pontoon that headed off to one side. The water was deeper here, almost entirely covering the ground floor of some of the apartment buildings, and white sand and blackened leaves and rotting branches were visible scattered across the cracked asphalt a metre or two below the surface. On a patch of higher ground on the far side of the road a series of temporary structures constructed out of shipping containers rose several storeys high. A tan-coloured dog with more than a hint of dingo about it was standing on top of one, quivering with attention at something Sadiya couldn’t see; as they swung past it barked at them, then disappeared, only to emerge a few moments later on the ground level, and race along the water’s edge, snarling.

After a short walk they came to a pair of old red-brick apartment blocks. Originally three-storeys, their ground floors were entirely submerged.

‘This is it,’ said Larkin, gesturing to the building on the left. ‘Top floor. You want us to come in with you?’

‘I’ll be fine. Anything I need to know?’

Khoury glanced up at the building. ‘Husband’s a piece of work. I’d watch him if I were you.’

Sadiya nodded. ‘Good to know.’

The two blocks were from the mid-twentieth century, the apartments opening off long balconies accessed by a staircase at one end. A pontoon led to the first floor landing of the first. Bags of refuse were piled against the railing, and faded clothes hung on lines. The smell of salt was strong.

As she reached the top of the stairs a man emerged from one of the apartments ahead. White, mid-thirties, reddish hair cut close to his scalp, ugly tattoos on his freckled forearms. 

‘Are you the detective?’ he demanded.

Sadiya lifted her hand to shade her eyes against the glare. From somewhere she caught a strong waft of sewage.

‘I am.’

A flicker of distaste passed across his features. ‘Of course you are,’ he said, then stepped back and held the door to the apartment open with his outstretched arm. 

Inside it was dim, the windows shaded against the heat outside by sheets of cloth. As her eyes adjusted Sadiya saw she was in a living area, furnished with an old sofa and chairs, and behind them, a small dining table. In one corner a ratty-looking plastic dollhouse stood on a low table, flanked by two plastic tubs of toys. A woman stood beside it. She was thin and harried-looking, and beneath her lank, blond hair her face was hollow with exhaustion.

‘Ms Mitchell?’ Sadiya said.

‘Emma,’ she said, stepping forward and gesturing to one of the chairs. ‘Please.’

Sadiya took a seat, and Emma sat down opposite her. The man remained by the door.

‘It’s just you?’ he asked. His powerful frame was running to fat, but there was a threat of violence in his manner that was clearly designed to intimidate. 

‘I’m afraid it is.’ She regarded him steadily. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t think I got your name.’

He closed the door. ‘Jay Markley. Casey’s stepfather.’

Sadiya noticed he made no move to sit down beside Emma. ‘You don’t mind if I record this?’

Emma glanced at Jay. He waved a hand dismissively. ‘Of course not,’ she said.

Sadiya activated her video. ‘I understand your daughter Casey is missing?’

Emma clenched her hands and leaned forward. ‘Yes. Since yesterday.’

‘Maybe you can walk me through what happened? When did you last see her?’

‘About seven last night. She went to play with some of the other kids once it cooled down a bit.’

‘Play where?’

‘She was supposed to stay near here,’ said Emma. ‘But they went to a place up past the tideline where they sometimes go.’

‘They? She wasn’t alone?’

‘She was with her friend Amira, and Amira’s brother, Rafi, who’s a few years older, so when they didn’t come back I wasn’t terribly worried. But then about eight-thirty, when it was getting dark, I messaged Amira’s mother to ask if Casey was there. She said Amira and Rafi were already back, but Casey wasn’t with them. I thought perhaps she’d decided to head back on her own but had got distracted or run into one of her friends.’

‘What then?’

‘I called Jay and he went to look for her. When he couldn’t find her I started messaging people.’ Her voice faltered. Sadiya leaned forward and placed a hand on her arm. Emma didn’t pull away.

Emma looked around at Jay. ‘And you haven’t found any sign of her?’

Jay folded his arms. ‘Nothing,’ he said.

‘She doesn’t carry a tracker?’

There was a moment’s silence. Emma’s face was pale.

‘I’m not having her monitored or tracked,’ said Jay. 

‘Do you mind if I ask why not?’

‘Too many kids have been grabbed and trafficked,’ said Jay, repeating a popular conspiracy theory about the rich and powerful using trackers to kidnap children. Emma made a small, choking sound.

Sadiya waited for a moment to see whether either of them would say more, but they didn’t. ‘And neither of you can think of anywhere she might have gone, or any reason she might have run off? She hasn’t seemed unhappy lately, or been behaving in some way that struck you as odd or unusual?’

‘No, nothing like that,’ said Emma, her voice cracking. ‘She’s a happy kid.’ 

‘And you don’t think she could be with somebody? A friend? A relative?’

‘We’ve asked everybody,’ said Emma.

Sadiya turned to Jay. ‘You said you’re Casey’s stepfather. What about her biological father? Could he have taken her?’

Emma and Jay glanced at each other.

‘No,’ said Emma.

‘Are you certain? Is he in contact with you? Or with Casey?’

‘I haven’t seen him since before she was born,’ said Emma. ‘He’s never met Casey. I’m not even sure he knows she exists.’

Jay made a contemptuous sound.

‘What is it?’ said Sadiya.

‘He was a dropkick. I don’t know why Emma was ever with him.’

‘Okay. I’ll still need his name and any other details you can give me. Have you got a photo of Casey?’

Emma reached for her phone. A moment later an alert popped up in Sadiya’s lenses. Casey was sitting on what looked like the landing outside. She was looking directly at the camera. She had the same eyes and mouth as Emma, but while she was smiling there was a shyness about her as well. Sadiya logged the photo with the system. 

Emma leaned forward, her hands clutched together. ‘Please,’ she said. ‘You have to understand. Something is wrong.’

‘Don’t worry. We’re going to do our best to find her.’ She stood up. ‘To begin with I need to talk to Amira and her brother. And after that I need you to show me where she went missing.’

Emma stood up. ‘I can take you.’

‘I’m going to take another look up by the tideline,’ Jay said.

‘It would be better if you stayed here in case we need to speak to you again,’ said Sadiya.

‘I’ve already told you everything I know.’

‘All the same, we’re going to have more questions.’

‘Then call me,’ he said. As he spoke Sadiya noticed he had a cut on his cheek, as if somebody had hit him. She motioned towards it.

‘What happened to your face?’

‘Nothing,’ he said, his dislike palpable.

Emma knocked on her neighbour’s door and asked her to call her if Casey turned up. The neighbour, a young woman dressed in a green sari, nodded, staring warily at Sadiya. Then Emma led Sadiya, Larkin and Khoury along a series of duckboards and pontoons to a one-room apartment on the middle floor of a nearby building. Sadiya studied her as they walked, noting the way she kept smiling nervously, as if worried they might reprimand her. 

A man opened the door almost as soon as they knocked. He was in his forties, squat and powerful, but with the agitated, slightly disordered manner of the fraying alcoholic. He glared at Emma. ‘What are you doing here?’ 

‘I’m sorry, Mahid, but they need to talk to Rafi and Amira,’ said Emma.

Mahid snorted. ‘You should have thought of that before your animal of a boyfriend came here making accusations and threatening people.’

Sadiya stepped forward. ‘Please, Mr Hasan. It’s important we speak to them. Casey’s still missing and we need to know if they saw anything.’

Mahid looked at her with distaste. ‘And who are you?’

‘My name’s Sadiya Azad. I’m a police officer.’

‘I’m not talking to the police, and neither are Rafi and Amira.’

‘Rafi and Amira were the last people who saw Casey,’ said Sadiya. ‘We just need to find out whether they saw anything.’

Mahid ignored her and moved closer to Emma, jabbing his finger in her face. ‘Your boyfriend thinks he can come here and accuse me. He has no right!’

Sadiya was about to intervene when a woman appeared behind Mahid. She was small, her head covered with a scarf. She glanced at Emma, something passing between the two of them, and placed a hand on his arm.

‘Enough, Mahid,’ she said. ‘This isn’t the time for this. Just let her speak to them.’

Mahid turned to her. He looked as if he was about to argue with her as well, but instead he just shook himself free and waved his hand dismissively.

‘You tell him that if he ever comes around here again I’ll make sure he’s sorry,’ he said, and went back inside.

‘Thank you, Hamida,’ said Emma, once he was gone.

Emma and Sadiya followed Hamida through the door. The space inside was small and dark. A sheet had been pinned to the ceiling to divide off an area at the back; beside it a pair of sleeping mats lay on the floor, rumpled bedding spread across them. On one side the old galley kitchen had been stripped out, and in its place a small camp stove sat on a rusty bar fridge with an old plastic basket of food and cooking utensils beside it. A boy and a girl sat against the wall on the sleeping mats. The boy had his arm around the girl and his body angled to shield her from the intruders. 

Hamida crossed to them and placed a hand on the boy’s head. ‘This is Rafi,’ she said, and then indicated the girl. ‘And this is Amira.’

Rafi was ten, perhaps eleven, Amira more like four or five. Rafi was thin, with a dark-eyed beauty quite unlike either of his parents; Amira had her mother’s round face. Sadiya took a step towards the two of them and Rafi shrank away, his arm tightening around Amira. She crouched down.

‘My name is Sadiya. I’m a police officer. Emma called me because Casey didn’t come home last night. She says you two were the last to see her, so I’m hoping you might be able to help me find her.’

Neither of them spoke. Rafi refused to meet Sadiya’s eyes, but Amira seemed unable to look away, her body tense, almost trembling.

‘I promise neither of you are in any trouble,’ she said, keeping her voice gentle. ‘I just need you to tell me everything you know. Is that okay?’

Amira nodded solemnly. It was obvious the girl was frightened, but whether of Sadiya or something else wasn’t clear. 

‘Emma says you went out with Casey yesterday evening. Is that right?’

Amira nodded again. Sadiya waited for Rafi to respond. Finally, he assented as well. 

‘And where did you go?’

There was another silence. Finally, Amira spoke. ‘The lot,’ she said in a small voice.

‘The lot?’ 

‘It’s up past the tideline.’

‘Do you go there often?’

‘Most days,’ said Amira.

‘With Casey?’

Amira shrugged. ‘Sometimes.’

She looked at Rafi. ‘And you? You go along to what – keep an eye on them?’

‘I suppose.’

‘And is it usually just the three of you?’

‘Sometimes other people come,’ said Amira.

‘But not last night?’

Amira shook her head. 

‘And there was no particular reason for that? Nothing happened? The other kids just didn’t come?’

‘No,’ said Rafi.

‘So, when you went up last night, did you notice anything unusual about Casey?’

This time they both shook their heads.

‘And what happened when you got there?’

Amira glanced at Rafi. For guidance, perhaps. Or permission. Rafi gave a small nod. As he did Sadiya noticed a scar, probably a burn, on his collarbone.

‘We were playing a game,’ Amira said. ‘Casey was supposed to be hiding, but when I went to look for her she was gone.’

‘Gone?’

Amira nodded.

‘You don’t think she was still there and you just couldn’t find her?’

Rafi shook his head.

‘Could she have got stuck somewhere?’

‘We thought she’d gone home,’ said Rafi.

‘Why would she have done that?’ Did she fight with one of you?’

‘No,’ said Amira.

‘Has she done that before? Just gone home?’

Amira and Rafi exchanged another look. Rafi shrugged. ‘Once or twice.’

Sadiya looked at the girl. ‘Amira?’ she said, but the girl didn’t reply. 

‘Amira and Casey argue from time to time,’ Hamida said. 

‘But not this time?’

Amira shook her head. 

Sadiya waited in case Amira said something more, then turned to Rafi. ‘If we went back up to the lot, could you show me where Casey went to hide?’

She could feel Mahid behind her, staring at Rafi. But the boy didn’t look at him. Instead, he turned to Sadiya and nodded.

Rafi led Sadiya and Emma through the flooded buildings towards the tideline while Larkin and Khoury followed a few steps behind. Although Rafi didn’t hold Amira’s hand he kept glancing back to check she was behind him. What was he guarding his sister from, Sadiya wondered. Her? His father? The world? Or perhaps whatever had happened to Casey?

Near the tideline they passed a block of apartments, its ground level protected against the rising water by huge, black polypropylene sandbags; at its rear somebody had constructed a garden on a platform above the water, plants coiling upwards from tubs, the green shocking in the bright sun; beneath it a sea of plastic and other litter floated in the shallow water, shifting and scraping on the broken asphalt as the waves moved in and out. 

Back from the tideline it grew more crowded, the balconies festooned with washing lines and bikes and boxes. Many of these buildings were in better repair than the ones below the tideline, although many still showed signs of damage from the storms that moved through on a regular basis.

Finally they reached a patch of open ground, its perimeter ringed by a razor-wire fence. On the far side of the fence a few trees still stood, but for the most part the space was covered in long grass with pieces of wreckage scattered about. Rafi turned left and led them to a spot where the wire had come loose from one of the poles, the bottom metre or so half-rolled back so it was possible to crawl underneath.

‘Is this the place?’ Sadiya asked.

Rafi nodded.

She looked at Emma. ‘Jay’s looked here already?’

‘I think so.’ 

Sadiya turned to Rafi. ‘Okay. Show me where you were.’

They slithered under the wire one by one. 

‘Where were you?’ asked Sadiya once they were all inside.

Rafi pointed towards a pair of containers in the middle of the space. ‘Over there.’

Sadiya turned to Larkin and Khoury. ‘Tell McEvoy and Gunasekera I want them here as soon as possible. Then check the perimeter. Look for other places somebody could get in or out.’ Glancing across the street she saw people had begun to gather in the shade of the building opposite. ‘And make sure nobody else comes in.’

As Larkin and Khoury headed off towards the people by the fence, she smiled at Rafi. ‘Okay. Show me.’

The two children led Sadiya and Emma towards the containers. Sadiya scanned the space around them as they went, checking for signs of a struggle or places a body might be lying, but there was nothing. Rubbish was scattered everywhere – empty bottles, filthy sheets of old plastic, old shoes, broken toys – all the things the world abandons, all the garbage they were drowning in. Lines of flattened grass criss-crossed the space; presumably some of them had been made by Jay when he had searched the space earlier.

She drew level with Emma. ‘Why is this area empty?’ 

‘There were tents here until a couple of years ago but then security came and cleared it out, and I’m pretty sure it’s been empty ever since.’

Sadiya waited, curious to see if she might say more. ‘How long have you been living in the Floodline?’ she asked, when Emma failed to elaborate.

‘Since Casey was one. We came here after the floods up north.’

‘Why haven’t you looked for somewhere else?’

‘Jay can’t find a job.’

‘And you?’

‘I work a couple of days a week at the clinic up by the highway. Mostly reception, but I also do some cleaning.’

In front of them Rafi had stopped by the first container, Amira beside him. Its doors hung open, the tops of them covered by matted grass and the interior reeking of piss and mould.

‘Is this where you were?’ Sadiya asked.

Rafi pointed to the top of the container. ‘Up there I can see if anybody comes in.’

She turned to Amira. ‘And where were you and Casey?’

Amira pointed to the stand of trees on the far side of the space. ‘Over there,’ she said. 

‘Can you show me?’ Sadiya said.

With Amira in front of them they picked their way towards the trees. Here and there old water barrels and other refuse lay amidst the long grass. Finally, they reached a sort of shelter constructed out of a couple of stakes and a piece of old plywood, the tall grass around it flattened. Amira stopped in front of it.

‘You were playing here?’

Amira nodded.

Sadiya crouched down beside the girl, so their faces were level. ‘Okay, I want you to think carefully and tell me everything you remember. You and Casey were together when you got here. Is that right?’

The girl gave another small nod. 

‘And then what? You were playing?’

The girl kept looking down. ‘Yes. But Casey went off on her own.’

‘And why was that?’

Amira didn’t reply. 

‘Did you have an argument?’

Amira shrugged. 

‘It’s okay. Do you remember where she went?’ Without meeting Sadiya’s eyes Amira pointed towards the back of the space, where the half-constructed shell of an apartment block rose behind a metal fence. ‘Over there.’

Sadiya followed her gaze. ‘And did you see her after that?’

Amira shook her head.

‘Was there anybody else here?’

The girl didn’t reply.

‘Amira?’

‘No. I don’t think so.’

‘And you didn’t hear anything?’

‘No.’

She turned to Rafi, who was standing a little way behind them. ‘And you? Did you see anyone?’

‘No,’ he said gravely.

‘Wait here,’ she said to Emma, and set off in the direction Amira had indicated, scanning the tall grass as she went. 

The fence was old and rusted, its panels daubed with layers of fading graffiti. Walking along it she examined it for some kind of gap or break where Casey night have crawled through, but despite the fence’s general disrepair it seemed reasonably solid. At the far end of the lot it disappeared behind a small stand of she-oaks, behind which rose a brick wall. She pushed back the branches of the nearest she-oak and slid in, staying close to the fence. At some point this area had flooded, and the receding water had left scraps of swollen paper and bleached plastic in the boughs of the trees and hummocks of dead grass and garbage around their trunks and lower limbs. She turned on her side, trying to keep the needles out of her face, and pushed on, her feet sinking into the heaped mass of garbage and old leaves, until she stumbled into a narrow space just large enough for somebody to sit down. 

She knelt down and touched the bed of needles. It was difficult to tell, but they appeared to have been pressed flat, as if somebody had been sitting there. Looking up she noticed a gap between the fence and the brick wall. Narrow, but wide enough for a child. 

Standing up, she peered over the fence. Wild bananas and the skeletal remains of a pair of trees, presumably poisoned by saltwater during a storm surge, were submerged in a mass of coiling lantana, the abandoned shell of the apartment block looming above them. Somebody had pushed their way through the creeper very recently, leaving a path of broken branches running from the gap in the fence and the concreted area near the building. 

Sadiya scrambled over the fence, landing awkwardly amidst the lantana, and picked her way through the creeper towards the building. Where the vegetation gave way to broken concrete she stopped to examine a heap of rotting bags of old building waste. Then she moved on into the shadow of the building, where a curved wall of concrete bricks led into an unfinished lobby in which sheets of plywood covered the entrances to the lifts. She pressed on one but it didn’t budge. At the back of the space a mattress lay adrift in a sea of old bottles and cans and food containers. Its fabric was stained with mould and other fluids. A plastic syringe lay near the head of the mattress; pulling on a glove she bagged it and walked on to the door to the stairs. Somebody had bolted a heavy latch onto it and secured it with a padlock. She placed a finger under the padlock and lifted it slightly. It was old and flecked with rust.

She circled the space one more time, looking for anything she might have missed, then went out again and walked down the side of the building to the metal fence that separated the site from the street. The gate was locked. Turning back towards the building she looked up and checked for some sign of a camera or surveillance. Seeing nothing she turned to head back.

She had almost reached the entrance to the lobby when something caught her eye in the grass beside the fence. She turned to find a bedraggled toy monkey. Something in her chest stuttered. Careful not to disturb the area around it, she knelt down and took a photo with her lenses. Its brown synthetic fur had been rubbed bare in places, and one of its eyes was scratched and almost white, as if occluded by cataracts. Taking out an evidence bag she placed it inside and headed back to where she had left the others.

She emerged from the trees to find Larkin talking to a man she didn’t recognise. White, thirtyish, dark-blond hair cut short, pale-blue shirt and dark trousers. 

She ignored him and walked towards Emma, who was standing where Sadiya had left her watching Rafi and Amira. Stopping in front of her she held up the bag with the monkey in it. Emma lifted her hand to her mouth and stifled a gasp.

‘It’s Casey’s?’ asked Sadiya, although she already knew the answer.

Emma nodded. ‘Where did you find it?’

‘In the building on the other side of the fence. I’m guessing Casey wouldn’t have left it behind by accident?’

‘No, never. She takes him everywhere.’ She made a choking sound. ‘Oh, god. Somebody’s taken her, haven’t they?’

‘It’s too early to say. But we need to get officers down here to start looking.’

Emma was trembling. ‘How could this have happened?’

‘That’s what we’re going to find out,’ said Sadiya. ‘For now I need you to stay calm. I’m going to have one of the officers take you home. I’ll be in touch soon, but if you think of anything – anything – that you think might be relevant or helpful, you let me know immediately.’

Emma stared at her, her face blank with shock. Amira appeared behind her and reached for Emma’s hand. Emma took it automatically, barely seeming to notice.

‘I’ll also need you to find some more recent images and videos of Casey. We’ll upload them to our systems immediately.’

‘Yes, of course.’

Sadiya turned aside and motioned to Larkin and Khoury, who were standing nearby. ‘I want you to take Ms Mitchell back to her place,’ she said to Larkin when they reached her. ‘Make sure she’s okay and then speak to the neighbours, see whether they know anything.’

‘Of course,’ he replied. 

She looked at Khoury. ‘You take the kids, wait with them. We’re going to need to talk to them again.’

As Larkin and Khoury led Emma and the two children away she turned to the blond man. ‘You’re Findlay?’

‘That’s right. I’m sorry I’m late. I got here as fast as I could. What have we got so far?’

‘Casey Mitchell. Five years old. She came up here yesterday evening with the two kids who were just here. They say they last saw her heading towards the fence a bit before eight.’

‘And you believe them?’

‘Yes. Although I’m pretty sure they’re not telling the whole truth.’

‘Could they be frightened of someone?’

Sadiya shrugged. ‘Their father. But I suspect that’s not a new problem.’

‘But they didn’t see anything out of the ordinary?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘What about the parents?’

‘The mother is upset and frightened. She seems genuine.’

‘And the father?’

‘Stepfather. Name is Jay Markley. We need to check him out.’

‘You think he might be involved?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘But he’s angry and controlling, and I think there’s already been some kind of altercation with the father of the kids who were here before.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘Out searching.’

Findlay pointed at the bag. ‘The toy? It’s the child’s?’

‘Her name is Casey,’ said Sadiya, a little too sharply. ‘And yes.’

‘You think she dropped it while she was being abducted?’

‘That seems likely.’ She looked past him. People were standing along the fence. ‘Shit.’ She motioned to McEvoy and Gunasekera. ‘I need you to go around to the street and secure the entrance to the crime scene. Nobody goes in or out.’ She turned to Findlay. ‘I’ve already uploaded Casey’s image into the system. As soon as we have more photos and videos feed them in as well, and find out whether she’s been picked up on a camera somewhere. Find some photos of the parents as well and run them through the predictives. While you do that I’m going to call Nguyen at the station. We need to get some drones out over the bay, make sure there’s not a body. And then we have to get whatever resources we can down here immediately. We need uniforms going door to door as soon as possible.’

Findlay considered the figures outside the fence. ‘They’re not going to like that.’

‘I don’t care,’ said Sadiya. ‘We’ve got a missing kid.’

Nguyen had been Sadiya’s commanding officer for the past four years. A decade older than her, she was smart and competent, and until a couple of years previously Sadiya had seen her as, if not a friend, then at least an ally. Since then she had treated Sadiya with a distance that left Sadiya uncertain where the two of them stood. But despite that she approved Sadiya’s request for support immediately.

‘I’ll get some more officers down there as soon as I can,’ she said.

‘And the four who are already here? I’ve sent Larkin back to the apartment with the mother. I think he’d make a good liaison.’

‘Agreed. I’ll assign the four of them as support. I’ll also arrange a tech officer and sort out a command centre here at the station. And Sadiya?’

‘What?’

‘Don’t fuck this up.’

Findlay was standing in the shade of the she-oaks, a screen in his hand. He looked up as she approached.

‘We’ve got Uniform and Forensics on the way, and they’re setting up a situation room back at regional,’ she told him.

‘I’ve plugged Casey and the parents’ images into facial rec,’ he said. ‘There have been a couple of hits over the past couple of weeks, but nothing yesterday or today.’

‘Okay,’ said Sadiya. ‘We can apply to access their phone records, but the network down here is such a mess it’s not likely to tell us much. What about the predictives?’

Findlay touched his screen and sent the material to Sadiya. She opened it and scanned the contents. There was more on Jay than on Emma – he seemed to have grown up in Adelaide and Melbourne, then worked here and there until about five years ago, when he did a stint helping migrate communities in the Northern Rivers to higher ground. That seemed to be where he and Emma first crossed paths. After that he dropped off the map for a while, before finally turning up in Sydney. But it wasn’t his movements that caught Sadiya’s attention. Instead it was his record. There were a few minor run-ins with police – an assault charge when he was up north, a caution for disorderly conduct – but more recently he had been arrested at a protest and identified at several more, and he was a known associate of several people with links to racist and fascist groups like the Whiteliners. His socials suggested that wasn’t an accident – the system had connected him to multiple posts and discussions about immigrants and vaccines and the use of adaptation and reconstruction as a form of social engineering. She flicked through them until she couldn’t stomach it anymore and, feeling like she needed a bath, turned to Emma’s profile. 

In contrast to Jay’s active online presence, Emma’s socials featured surprisingly few photos or videos; instead, the little that was there was mostly random posts and memes about innocuous subjects. Perhaps interestingly there was almost no trace of Casey in her socials – a few photos of her as a baby, but after that almost nothing. Sadiya wondered whether that was Jay’s influence coming into play. There were also a number of older photos and videos, taken farther north, presumably before they came south; in several a man the system identified as Casey’s biological father could be seen, his arm around Emma or laughing with what were presumably friends and family. Sadiya zoomed in on him, taking in a kind expression and a slightly shy smile. Moving across she looked at Emma, the ease of her so unlike the woman Sadiya had just met. Finally she flicked to the assessment of the possibility of Jay and Emma’s involvement in criminal activity. Emma’s was extremely low, although the report noted it had little data. Jay’s was more interesting, suggesting a reasonable chance his proximity to anti-immigration groups like the Whiteliners might be more than just accidental. Flicking back to the images of him, Sadiya considered his face again, the close-shorn head and tattoos on his arms and hands, wondering whether any of this might be relevant.

‘What do you think?’ asked Findlay.

‘We need to talk to both of them again, get their stories nailed down. I want a clear sense of their movements before and after Casey went missing. And we need to get somebody from Child Protection here as soon as possible to talk to the kids again. If there’s something they’re not telling us then I want to know what that is.’

‘I’ll make a request to Child Protection right away.’

She turned to look at the building behind them. ‘Follow me. I want to have another look around before Forensics get here.’

With Findlay behind her she shoved her way back through the trees. Careful not to catch herself on the metal, she clambered over the fence and dropped down into the undergrowth on the other side. Without looking back she pushed her way through until she reached the driveway, then stood, looking around. Findlay appeared behind her. 

‘Where did you find the monkey?’ he asked. 

She pointed to the spot. 

‘Any sign of a struggle?’ asked Findlay.

‘Not that I could see.’

‘Has anybody looked inside the building yet?’

Sadiya shook her head. ‘It’s sealed off.’

‘You don’t think she could have found a way in?’

‘Once we can get up there somebody can take a look.’

The two of them walked slowly towards the lobby, both scanning the area around them. Findlay pushed on the plywood blocking the lift shafts.

‘I checked them,’ said Sadiya. ‘They seem solid.’ 

He pointed at the door near the mattress. ‘Fire stairs?’

She nodded.

‘Do you think she could be up there?’

She led him over to the door and indicated the rusted padlock. ‘I’m not sure this would even open. But we should get somebody up anyway, have them take a look.’

‘What about the gate?’

They walked towards the street. The gate was secured with a chain and a padlock, although this padlock was new. ‘Unless they came over the fence, whoever took Casey must have come through here,’ said Sadiya.

Findlay glanced back towards the vegetation where he and Sadiya had entered. ‘Which means they had a key.’

‘It does. We need to find out who owns the site, and who manages the security. See if they can tell us who has access to the keys.’

‘On it,’ said Findlay, then gestured towards a van on the other side of the road. ‘Forensics are here.’

The two of them climbed back over the fence. By the time they reached the street a second van had pulled up, and eight uniformed officers had stepped out into the sun. The last, a tall, heavily muscled man, noticed Sadiya and stopped, a mocking smile on his face. Sadiya stared back until finally he turned away.

‘Friend of yours?’ asked Findlay. 

She ignored him. ‘I’m going to talk to Forensics,’ she said, her voice flat and hard. ‘You deal with that lot. I want them working in pairs. And tell them to watch themselves: we’re here to look for the girl, and the last thing we want is some kind of incident because they were throwing their weight around.’

The Forensics team were already unloading their equipment. Sadiya was pleased to see the lead officer was Parekh.

‘Azad,’ she said. ‘What have we got?’

Sadiya pointed towards the shell of the building. ‘Casey Mitchell, five years old. Last seen going into the site behind us.’ Sadiya held out the monkey in its bag. Parekh took it and turned it over in her hand. ‘No sign of a struggle but she dropped this.’

‘Any idea as to where a possible abductor might have entered or exited the site?’

‘No. Although the gate is padlocked.’

‘Okay. We’ll check the lock and the gate for fingerprints and DNA, although I can’t promise much. Do you know who is responsible for maintaining the site?’

‘No, but we’re working on it.’

‘Great. Give us a moment and we’ll be with you.’

Over by the other van Findlay was speaking to the uniforms, pointing to the buildings opposite and then back towards the water, his hands describing a route for each of them. Remembering that she hadn’t had a chance to check him out she pulled up his file and skimmed it. Ten years in uniform, two as a detective, most recently at Waverley, before that on the North Shore, probably managing rich kids drinking or getting into fights on the weekends. No record of disciplinary action – although that didn’t mean all that much, especially if he had the right friends. 

Parekh’s voice interrupted her. ‘Are you ready?’ 

She swung around. ‘Yes,’ she said, flicking the file away. ‘Let’s go.’

Parekh led her to the gate and pointed at the padlock. ‘This is the lock you were talking about?’ 

Sadiya told her it was, and Parekh signalled to one of her assistants, who stepped forward and snipped the shank with a pair of boltcutters. While Parekh bagged it, Findlay jogged across the street towards her. The uniforms were moving out in their pairs. ‘They know what to do?’ she said as Findlay reached them.

‘They do.’ He looked back. A young woman was walking behind two of the uniformed officers, videoing them as they walked away. ‘Do you think there’s likely to be trouble?’

Sadiya watched the woman for a second or two. ‘I hope not.’ One of Parekh’s juniors pulled the gate open with a creak. Sadiya waited for them to go in but didn’t follow. 

‘I’ll catch up,’ she said. ‘You show Parekh what we’ve got. And get somebody to open the fire door and check the upper levels.’

She crossed the road to the block of apartments opposite. It was the kind of cheaply built building found all over the city, thrown up too fast in the years immediately before the Melt, its once-white walls faded and peeling and its windows patched with cardboard and plastic or shaded with sheets or other cloth against the heat. A group of four kids were standing in the shade of the entrance. The eldest was a girl about the same age as Rafi – young enough, Sadiya hoped, to be approachable without triggering the suspicion and fear the police usually encountered in the Floodline. As Sadiya stopped in front of them she was pleased to see the girl regarding her with a look of wary intelligence. 

‘Do you kids live here?’ she asked. 

The other three glanced at the girl Sadiya had addressed, as if waiting to see her reaction. For a long moment the girl didn’t reply, and Sadiya could see her desire to show she was unafraid and in control of the situation battling with her instinct to avoid contact with officials of any sort. Finally she folded her arms.

‘You’re looking for the kid who’s gone missing, aren’t you?’ she asked.

‘That’s right. Do any of you know her?’

They exchanged a look, then shook their heads.

‘Is she dead?’ one of the boys asked. He was small and thin, and held himself as if caught between the vulnerability of childhood and the wariness of adulthood.

‘Why? Do you think she might be?’

When none of them answered she pointed back towards the building site. ‘Do you ever play over there?’

The four of them remained silent. Finally the older girl spoke. ‘No.’

‘Why not?’

They shuffled uncertainly. ‘There are guards sometimes.’

‘You’ve seen them?’

The girl nodded.

‘Did you see anybody there yesterday?’

The girl was about to answer when there was a shout from behind Sadiya. A woman was walking towards her. 

‘Why are you hassling those kids?’ she demanded.

The woman wore cheap lenses with a light that showed they were recording. Sadiya lifted a hand to indicate to her to wait and turned back to the kids.

‘So did you see anybody?’

‘Hey! You heard me,’ said the woman, louder this time. ‘Why are you hassling these kids?’

Sadiya attempted to ignore her. ‘Any of you? Anything?’

The kids shifted uneasily, clearly unsettled by the woman. Out of the corner of her eye Sadiya could see other people approaching. ‘If you remember anything, you need to tell one of the police,’ she said, trying to keep her voice calm. ‘It could be somebody you saw, something you heard, anything. It might seem like nothing, but it could be the clue that helps us find the girl we’re looking for.’

As she finished speaking the woman stopped beside her. ‘Leave them alone!’ she shouted.

Sadiya lifted her hands in surrender and stepped back. ‘No problem,’ she said. ‘I’m going.’

‘That’s right,’ the woman said, following her. ‘You leave them alone.’

Sadiya didn’t reply, knowing the encounter was being streamed. She turned and walked towards Findlay, who was standing on the footpath by the gate. The woman followed her some of the way, still shouting.

Findlay fell in beside her. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Just keep walking,’ Sadiya said.

‘Did you get anything before she interrupted?’ 

‘One of the kids said there are guards there sometimes, so they don’t tend to go in. And if they saw anybody in there last night, they aren’t saying.’ Finally, she allowed herself to glance back. The woman was still standing in the middle of the road. When she saw Sadiya looking, she gestured angrily and shouted again.

‘If somebody took Casey they must have come out this way. We need to make sure the uniforms talk to the people in that building, find out whether anybody saw anything.’

‘Already sorted,’ Findlay said.

‘Just make sure they take it easy,’ Sadiya said. ‘These people aren’t the enemy. What matters is we find Casey.’

Fifteen minutes later they were back at Emma and Jay’s. Larkin opened the door, Emma just behind him.

‘Detective,’ said Emma. ‘Has something happened?’

‘We have officers out looking but there’s no news yet.’

Emma’s face crumpled. Taking her arm, Sadiya guided her to the sofa and sat her down.

‘This is Detective Senior Constable Paul Findlay. He’s assisting me on the investigation.’

Findlay smiled. ‘Please, call me Paul.’

Sadiya took in the empty room. Normally in a situation like this there would be relatives, friends, neighbours. Instead Emma was alone in the hot dark of the apartment. ‘Jay isn’t here?’ 

‘He’s still out looking. You’re sure? There’s nothing?’

‘We have officers out doorknocking, and Forensics are at the site now. We’re doing everything we can. As soon as we find anything we’ll tell Constable Larkin, and he can tell you.’

Emma’s mouth tightened. ‘The cyclone. What if we don’t find her before it hits?’

‘The projections say it’s going to miss us.’

‘But what if they’re wrong? said Emma. ‘What happens then? We were here during Brigitta last year. It was like the end of the world. If Casey is somewhere out there alone …’ She stifled a sob.

‘Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it,’ said Findlay.

Emma didn’t look up.

‘Paul’s right,’ said Sadiya. ‘We can’t worry about the storm now.’

Emma made a small choking sound. ‘I’m just so scared.’

‘I know,’ said Sadiya, speaking as calmly and carefully as she could. ‘But for now the best thing we can do is to focus on getting her back.’ 

Emma looked up at them. Although her gaze was steady her voice trembled. ‘What can I do?’

‘We need photos, videos, anything we can use to run through our systems,’ Sadiya said. ‘And we’ll need DNA from you and Jay, and a sample of something of Casey’s. And a list of anybody you think might have something to do with this. And Emma? When I spoke to you earlier, you said that when Casey didn’t turn up last night you called Jay. So he wasn’t at home when she went missing?’

A look of unease flickered across Emma’s face, then she shook her head.

‘Do you have any idea where he was?’

Emma didn’t reply.

‘Emma?’

‘Before he left … we argued.’

‘What about?’

She looked stricken. ‘Casey. He said she had disrespected him by ignoring him when he spoke to her. I told him she’s just a little girl. Kids can be difficult.’

Sadiya regarded the other woman carefully. ‘Emma? I’m going to ask you something, and I want you to tell me the truth. Do you think Jay might have had something to do with Casey going missing?’

Emma hesitated just long enough for Sadiya to know the idea had already occurred to her. Then she shook her head. ‘No. Jay would never do that.’

Sadiya waited, curious to see whether Emma might say more. When she didn’t she smiled as reassuringly as she could. ‘Okay. Paul will take that DNA sample from you now. While he does that, I’d like to take a look at Casey’s things.’ She gestured towards a door on the far side of the living room. ‘Is that her room through there? Do you mind if I take a look?’

‘Of course. Anything.’

Sadiya went through into a tiny room. The window was covered with a sheet, and the space was hot and dark. A single bed stood in one corner, fairy lights twisted through the white metal bars of the bedhead. She went towards the window and pulled the sheet back to look out. One of the two panels of the window had been knocked out and replaced with cardboard, the other looked out on the block of flats opposite. Seen from this angle it was evident the building was in worse shape than Sadiya had realised: black plastic covered a number of the windows, and the roof had been torn off, exposing the top floor to the elements. Could somebody have been watching Casey from over there? 

Lowering the sheet she looked around again. A screen lay on the neatly made bed, above which a poster of a huge-eyed anime character was stuck, and next to the bed a plastic tub held a selection of dolls and other toys. Sadiya sat down on the bed and picked up the screen. It was old, its back covered in a layer of stickers and its glass cracked across one corner. She touched it, and an animation of the anime character on the wall appeared and smiled at her. They would have to have the device examined to make sure nobody had made contact with Casey through it. Reaching down she picked up one of the dolls. It was a Barbie, its dark hair shining and synthetic. At some point somebody – presumably Casey – had scribbled on its legs and face with a sharpie. Sadiya touched the fading mark for a moment, then put the doll aside. Noticing a hairbrush on the stool beside the bed she pulled a glove on and picked it up. A number of pale hairs were caught in it. In the next room she could hear Findlay finishing the DNA swab. 

She stood up and went back through. ‘Is it okay if we take these?’ she asked, holding up the brush and the screen.

Emma nodded. Sadiya took out two evidence bags and slipped the brush into one and the screen into the other.

‘You said you work at the clinic,’ she said. ‘Could you have come into contact with anybody there you think might have a grudge against you? Or who has made threats of any kind?’

Emma seemed surprised. ‘No. Nobody.’

‘And what about Jay?’ asked Findlay. ‘Is there anybody who might want to hurt him?’

Emma regarded him uneasily. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘You’re certain?’ Sadiya said.

‘I don’t understand. Are you saying somebody might have done this to hurt Jay? That doesn’t make any sense. Who would do something like that?’

‘We’re just trying to eliminate possibilities,’ said Findlay. 

‘Does he work?’ asked Sadiya.

Emma glanced away. ‘Sometimes he picks up labouring, or work with a friend of his, but not really.’

‘Does that bother you?’ asked Findlay.

Emma looked at him in surprise. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘It’s just you’re working
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