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The moment Parnell produced the bag, Suzie’s friend called out, “That’s Suzie’s!”

Mr Adams demanded, “Where was that found.”

“Out the back. These two spotted it.”

Attention went to Annie and Martin. Both parents began to ask questions. 

Gill interrupted. “Miss Jamieson, Mr Kemple, why were you out there? Mr Jamieson has been waiting for you.”

“We wanted to help,” Annie blurted. 

Gill looked like he wanted to vent a lecture about obedience, and probably only refrained for the sake of the distressed parents, and Annie’s father being present. “You should head home,” he said instead.

Abbie was standing with both of Annie’s parents, wanting to quiz her friends, but knowing she had to wait. 

“Did Kelly say it was okay to go home?” Annie asked.

“Yes, he’s organised things. You got your bag, kiddo?”

“Oh, no!” I left it in my locker. I’ll run and get it.”

“I did too,” Martin said quickly. 

“Whatever has got into her?” Marilyn Jamieson asked her husband. “I am beginning to regret we ever came here.”

Abbie saw the stricken look and said quickly, “Don’t say that. I’m really glad you did.”

Hank tousled her hair. “You have a point,” he agreed.

“If only she would think before acting,” Marilyn continued. 

Abbie decided to shut up, not wanting to admit she had caused her friend to dash off. She thought Kelly had gone off before Parnell arrived, but he came in and took the bag with the glasses case. 

“We will just take this for now. We might get lucky and get some prints off the case.”

Another parent hurried in and went directly to Suzie’s friend. His first concern was for his daughter, who quickly reassured him she was fine, then blurted out about Susie. 

“I may have to consider putting you in a different school,” the man thought aloud. “Wasn’t there another attempt on a Bellfield student a couple of weeks ago?”

Abbie felt compelled to defend her school, and said, “That was me. Someone was trying to get at my father. I was kept at the office all afternoon because someone was trying again.”

Kelly gave her a look. She had said enough.

“So they grabbed my little girl instead!” Suzie’s father shouted. 

“We will find her,” Kelly assured the distraught parents. He gestured to the senior mistress, Ms Opie, who immediately invited Suzie’s parents into her office, where it was more private. Kelly suggested the friend go home, since she had told them all she knew. 

Hank began to shepherd Abbie out to his car, but she reminded him, “Annie will be back in a sec.”

Kelly moved off, going outside to intercept Martin and Annie before they returned inside. He smiled faintly when they saw him and headed his way. 

“So why did the pair of you disobey directions?”

“Abbie suggested we look to see if Suzie’s glasses were in the box Mr T puts out for stuff during outside classes.”

“Did she tell you who was missing?”

“Ah, yes,” Annie admitted. “Then she texted something about an orange dumpster. That’s where the case was.”

“And you suggested looking inside the dumpster?”

“They didn’t find her in it, did they?” Annie blurted.

Kelly looked at her pleading expression. “No, but they are checking for other clues nearby.”

“What do you think they will do when they realise she isn’t Abbie?” Annie asked.

“Are you sure it was a mistake?”

“It had to be,” Annie insisted.

“You didn’t touch the glasses case, did you?” Kelly asked, keeping the bag between himself and the two students. So no one else would see him opening the bag. 

“No, we couldn’t get to it. Why? Do you want me to?”

“Don’t touch it so you leave a fingerprint,” Kelly murmured. 

Martin frowned as Annie carefully touched the case with a finger nail, and her expression went blank.

“Um, Gill is coming,” Martin warned. Annie moved her hand and Kelly closed the bag.

“Tell me later,” Kelly murmured, then asked, “And you haven’t noticed anyone who might be taking an interest in you?”

This time Martin answered. “No, because we haven’t been walking to and from school lately.”

“Okay, both of you go home. Thanks for your help.”

Annie saw Gill’s expression and was more than glad to comply. They didn’t run off, but did go directly inside at a brisk walk. They heard Gill apologising for students getting in the way of the police.”

“We weren’t doing anything wrong,” Annie muttered.

“Well, yes and no,” Martin disagreed. “We were obeying an earlier injunction to keep our eyes open. If we had been walking to and from school, we would pass that dumpster, which can’t have been there for more than a day or two.”

“Gill won’t see that as a reason,” Annie predicted. 

“So what? Kelly has his own opinion of you,” Martin told her. “Did you get anything off that case? You really didn’t have much time.”

“For that, I didn’t need more than a second,” Annie said, diverted. “I really do think they mistook her for Abbie. And, you know those guys who were at the camp? The two hikers Abbie mentioned? I think one or other of those were here today. I had a sense of, ‘should have got her then’. And after that, I had the sense of having to take her somewhere – to someone.”

“Did you get an impression of a face?” Martin asked.

“Not really.”

“We need to tell Kelly. I’ll give him a call.”

Martin did that as they re-entered the building. He spoke cryptically, listened then answered then ended the call.

“He’s on it,” Martin whispered as they re-joined Annie’s parents. 

“Okay, let’s go,” Hank directed.

On the drive home, the three students weren’t talkative. Abbie was blaming herself because other students were in danger. Annie was worried about what would happen to Suzie when the mistake was realised, and Martin was wondering if the abductor would go directly to Carson, or to some where he would go to meet them.

Martin really didn’t want to go home, but at least he would have Gavin for company. Abbie had muttered about wishing Wanda had been with the police. Or Erin. In some ways he agreed. They had more leeway than the police in some ways. Neither would be tricked by a disguised Carson. Yet in this instance, they couldn’t have done anything more than the police.

He tramped from the car to his door and fumbled for his key. Before he even had it out, the door opened from inside. “I heard the car,” Gavin told him. “You look like something the cat wanted to drag in.”

“You look damn cheerful. I want good news.”

“My parents have gone back home.”

“They happy about it?” Martin asked as he went in and closed the door behind him.

“Not really, but I promised to keep in touch, tell them how I am going, and call if I need help.”

“You happy to do that?” Martin asked.

“I don’t hate them,” Gavin chided. “I know they were just concerned about me.”

“If you are happy, I’m glad. In fact, for all their attitude, they are way better than that bastard who sired me.”

“So why do you look awful?”

Martin dumped his bag near his bedroom door. “Just because of another bastard father causing trouble. I hoped Carson would stay locked up. We had a lockdown at school. A whole pile of media types turned up. Somehow, during that, one of the year 8 girls got abducted. I think they were after Abbie.”

“But she’s okay?” Gavin asked immediately.

“Abbie is, but o don’t know about the other girl.”

“What can we do?”

“Us? Nothing. As Gill implies, we’re kids. Best we can do is stay alert around Abbie.”

“I’m for that,” Gavin agreed. “Oh, Erin called me. Asking if I would give a DNA sample for some database she’s creating.”

“Huh?” The total change of subject took a moment to sink in. “Whatever for?”

“Something about helping adopted people like me find their birth parents. If we want to that is.”

“Do you?”

Gavin shrugged. “Maybe. But she said there would be no guarantees. Like my real mother would have to hear about it and want to find me too.”

“I guess so,” Martin agreed.
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Wanda was enjoying a malicious pleasure on several levels. Firstly for being accepted to help the AFP as an expert, and having her suggestions considered seriously, and second, because she had the opportunity to search the property of Andreas Quinn for the records she sought.

Dressed in a dark blue set of overalls with Police on the back, she would be taken as an official part of the search team. The AFP, she knew had a slightly different agenda, but she had evert intention of helping with their search too. 

Quinn was only aware of the search for pornographic material. He seemed sure he had covered all his tracks on that, but one of the team was an IT expert, who had also learnt a few things from Erin about how people tried to hide computer data. 

Wanda also didn’t think he took in the definition of ‘his property’, for when nothing was found at his house in town, he was told they would also be searching his rural property. He wasn’t alarmed.

The team leader, Inspector Graham, had taken in Wanda’s observations from her scouting foray and his men knew to look for signs of vehicle track heading towards the northern boundary. Wanda had only suggested the possibility of a cave or old mine as a hiding place. She had no issues with the thoroughness of the search, and only found one potential hiding place they missed.

Once they went out to the separate garage apartment/office, Wanda went into high gear, first comparing what was there with what she had seen during her illicit and unmentioned visit. It hadn’t been that long ago, so when she checked the shelves, some had a noticeable layer of dust and some didn’t. The remaining binder books and document boxes contained personal records - invoices, bills, receipts – like for tax records, along with other innocuous stuff.

Wanda mentioned her observation about the dust, and Quinn was challenged. He claimed he had gone through and tossed any records older than seven years.

The Graham didn’t challenge the claim just then. And Wanda gestured to dirt marks on the carpet, some were black, some were clay coloured. That too was unchallenged, but it supported her supposition. It was something only a house proud owner would notice, and if he didn’t consider it important, it indicated he could have made other mistakes.

Wanda studied his body language, without making it obvious. He was fidgety, probably angry with his son, but not obviously worried. That changed when Inspector Graham produced a topographic map that showed an old mine on his property.

“That?” Quinn was a decent actor, making himself sound confused. “That has been blocked off for years. The experts say it isn’t safe.” His fidgeting had turned to stiffness.

He wasn’t trying to hide his thoughts, having no conception that someone could be aware of them. As he shrugged and gave a rough direction, he was considering just letting them go and look, while he stayed at the house. He was planning to escape. His mind flipped through what was there and about several buried boxes, and where they were. He felt sure they would not be found.

Wanda prodded his mind to recall passwords and an image of two disc drives came to his mind. She hid her smile. Inspector Graham didn’t allow Quinn the option of being unsupervised. He directed two of his men to stay in the garage apartment, checking the contents of boxes in detail. Quinn was told to accompany the search team.

Wanda knew that the old mine was not far away. The bike he had ridden hadn’t been going very fast and she had an idea of the time taken to get there from the garage. She flowed the police officers, like an obedient junior officer, and suggested other things to Quinn’s mind. This time about the burial place at the site of the school camp. That really frightened him. What was more, the man was sick. He had enjoyed the last few hours of each of those helpless babies. Poor sick, innocent babies. Wanda believed, that if they found the missing hard drives, that images would be there. Well, the police could throw him to the wolves for all that, and certainly would. She just wanted those dead babies identified, and linked to the illegal adoption racket.

Finding the way wasn’t difficult. One of the men was a skilled tracker. The cave was hidden by double wooden doors. Old wood, but the lock was modern. Bolt cutters took care of that. The bars beyond proved to be another story.

“How does this open?” Graham demanded of Quinn. “Sir, I don’t know. All I remember is that metal gate was put there to stop anyone going in.” Quinn had found new courage. 

Graham called, “Bailey!”

That was the alias Wanda was using for the raid, and she went over and told to look at the set up. She had not had a chance to look at it before, but she did know what she needed to look for. She shone a torch to provide more light. It was an ingenious set up, but hearing Quinn mentally saying,” There is nothing there,” over and over, gave her all the clue she needed. Even so, she didn’t hurry her examination, wanting to check for traps as well. Her danger sense didn’t even twitch. So she kicked out the rock stopping movement, shoved the metal gate inwards and slid it aside. 

Behind her, Quinn tried to run for it. He had the idea that the man Wanda had seen on her first visit, would be nearby. Wanda knew he had been, but when he saw the police uniforms he had moved away. 

“Good work,” Graham commended. 

“Sir, those boxes I can see from here are identical to those found in Fischer’s apartment.”

He nodded and directed his men to check them. 

“Folders, Sir. Letters and reports,” came the confirmation. 

“Keep looking,” Graham directed. He gave Wanda a nod. Tacit permission to look around. She checked that the box contents matched the blackmailer’s material. They did. One box she opened curtailed sealed envelopes from the old adoption agency in NSW. Whoever had checked that archive, can’t have looked closely enough. Wanda looked around for the hidden alcove, by checking for signs of recent digging.

One of the crates used to bring the file boxes was still in plain sight, and empty. Wanda looked for the other, and found a narrow passage off to one side, starting in a patch of shadow. Before she entered, she sensed another of the team behind her.

“I swear there was nothing here when I looked,” he murmured ruefully. Are you going in?”

“Yes. Coming?”

“What gave this away?”

“The back wall of that outer cave, did you feel it?”

“It’s smooth, or rather the rough rock has been evened out a bit with cement.”

“That’s my take,” Wanda said, edging forward.

The way through was narrow, Wanda found it easy to traverse, but the officer had to traverse it sideways. They emerged into a chamber almost as big as the one where they entered. Next to one side wall was an old safe. She estimated it to be about forty years old. Her companion whistled softly.  Wanda didn’t go directly to it, but looked around. 

“Check behind there,” Wanda suggested, pointing to a large rock that wasn’t settled into the dirt floor.

While he did that, Wanda set to opening the safe. It didn’t take her very long, and her tools were back out of sight by the time her companion showed her two bubble wrapped hard drives.

“I think are what we want,” he said with satisfaction. “What’s in the safe?”

“I think, what’s in there is what I was looking for.”

“We will bring everything out,” was her companion’s official direction. 

Between them, they carried a pile of folders. Wanda estimated over a hundred in all. She re-checked the safe to see if she had missed anything and found four of the old 3 ¼ inch floppy discs. These went onto her pocket.

Wanda obeyed directions to place her finds in a pile apart from the boxes. She knew the police had protocols to follow, so the four discs were added to the top. She moved away to watch the purposeful activity and listening as arrangements were made for everything to be taken to a police locker. 

Quinn’s face had lost all colour. He was trying to convince the officers holding him that he had known nothing of all they found. He wasn’t making any headway and knew it. The two wrapped hard discs, when they had been shown to Graham, had really thrown him. Wanda had no doubts they would be like dynamite. Seeing the files from the hidden safe had been like a hammer blow to his gut. That too told Wanda a lot. He was afraid of the couple he had worked with at the agency. She could only guess why. 

Inspect Graham left six men guarding the rest of the files and findings. Wanda opted to remain as well. It wasn’t more than the desire to keep an eye on the files she had found...until her danger sense kicked into high gear. 
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The man had just lit some rags, shoved into the top of a glass bottle, when Wanda erupted from the entrance of the cave. He was watching the flame, preparing to throw the bottle into the cave. He didn’t see her coming. 

Two of the police officers, startled by her abrupt action, followed, just in time to see the flaming bottle fall to the ground, and the man curse. The fight was short and their help wasn’t needed. Instead, they quickly stamped out the flames, fed by petrol from within the bottle. It helped that the ground was still damp from the recent downpour. 

That the man intended the flaming bottle to destroy the contents of the cave, and incidentally harm a number of police officers, didn’t need to be started. Wanda allowed the man to be handcuffed before she got her weight off him. She didn’t need to tell the police what to do with him. 

“How did you know?” Graham’s subordinate asked. 

“I saw a flash of flame. A lighter, I assumed,” was all she admitted. Let them think she had just happened to be looking outside at the time. 

“Good work,” came the praise. “And fast reactions.  My thanks for saving us from a nasty time.”

“I’m afraid self-preservation was my foremost thought,” Wanda told him, earning her a faint chuckle.

“Do you know who he is?” Wanda was asked.

“No.” That was the simple answer. She only knew he had a role in protecting the cave, and wasn’t about to mention she had seen him before. A decisive nod was the only response before he got on his radio to call Inspector Graham.

Wanda left the police to their routine, and went back to stand near the pile of folders and discs that most concerned her. She was tempted to try and look at one, but they were all sealed. Having to wait, gave her mind time to consider what had been found. The records stolen from NSW were officially sealed adoption records.  Would the police be allowed to open them? She guessed lawyers would be involved there. As for the others, the ones she believed were from the adoption agency that had been closed down, would they be a different story?

She could argue that it was evidence of crimes/ Inspector Graham hadn’t indicated his thoughts on that. He had been focussed on Quinn’s hard drives. She went on to consider the older files. Should she ask to look at them? A small part of her wanted to, but she didn’t know for sure if it would be considered prying. Maybe some of the babies had been forcibly taken from their mothers, but had they been ‘sold’, like Fischer had claimed. Logically or not, she felt if a church agency had been involved, no one would have sold a child. 

“No...” she thought to herself. “I will have the details from the already opened files Fischer had in his room. If he sent letters to Marilyn Jamieson, and the parents of Martin’s friend Gavin’s parents, anything she wanted to know there was already in the open...so to speak.  

Half an hour later, two police vehicles reached the cave. All the files and discs from the safe were packed into one evidence box, which was sealed and labelled. The two hard drives went into another. The files from NSW were split into two more boxes. The mine entrance was criss-crossed by police tape, warning it was a crime scene.

When she was back at the farmhouse, she kept a low profile, and noticed a silent exchange of looks between Quinn and the other prisoner. Acrimonious and hiding fear. 

She gave the two men no overt attention, as she wrote up a report for Graham. Yet when she stood to take her signed statement to Graham, they seemed to be staring at her. She gave them a casual glance – enough that they both looked away. They would be ignorant of her damning thoughts, but maybe they were feeling a sense of something old that despised men who dealt with innocent children as if they were merchandise. 

Wanda didn’t need to ask when she would be allowed to access the evidence. That had been carefully laid out before the raid. Her mandate as a temporary attachment to the Victoria Police related only to the most recent sealed files and the old floppy discs. There was an understanding related to the hard drives. Any information on them, relating to the adoption agency, would be shared. It likely wouldn’t be immediately. Well, she knew how to wait, and was satisfied with the outcome of the raid.

Her ride back dropped her at the hotel where Erin and Gerry were staying. She made her way up to the third floor and let herself in. Erin had copied the key card so she could come and go. After a shower and handful of protein bites Erin kept handy, she decided to call David. Her mind quickly calculated the time difference and decided her husband would still be up. 

“You’ve finally decided to remember your family, Huh?” was David’s return greeting.

Wanda returned a rude noise. 

“Keeping out of trouble?” David asked.

“I’m being good,” Wanda assured him, “Had a productive day.” She went on to tell him an=bout the raid, without mentioning the attack.

“Let’s hope it tells us something,” David expressed his hope. “I’d like to find Maude’s other girl, but you seem to be finding a wider net of illegal deeds.”

“Isn’t that always the case? Though hopefully we will sift out something useful.”

“Let me know if there is anything I can research for you.”

“I will,” Wanda promised. “And I will likely have some more bone samples for DNA analysis. I am hoping none of them match Ellie Hartley’s sample. When I get them, I will send them in a diplomatic pouch, okay?”

“Easy,” David assured her. 

Wanda began talking of other things when she heard the beeps for a call waiting. She checked, Martin’s name came up. She mentioned the call, and gave him her usual parting words. She had a feeling she needed to hear what Martin wanted to say.

The call had gone to her message app, so she checked first if he had left a message. He hadn’t, so she decided to ring him back. “Martin, what’s up?”

“Have you heard what’s happened? At my school?”

“No...tell me.”

Wanda let Martin relate all that had happened and how Annie and Abbie had helped.

“And you want to do more?” Wanda deduced. “I am sure Kelly and his colleagues are all over it, and since I think I know who was behind this, I really don’t want you, or the girls, to get too involved. Even so, tell them to keep the day’s events in mind. Something might occur to them.”

“Can’t you do something?” 

“David keeps reminding me I am not Wonder Woman,” Wanda told him. “He is right, I know. In this case, I am very much a stranger. I can’t do everything.”

“Yeah...I guess,” Martin groused.

“Keep hoping for the best. Keep wishing the girl will be found okay. Sometimes, karma needs directions.”

She heard a strangled laugh, and guessed Martin understood her meaning. “I will call if I hear anything.”

Wanda ended the call and for no definite reason, decided to make up her face. At least she no longer smelt of dirt and smoke. 
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Wanda’s phone rang. 

“Erin! What’s up?”

“I told Kelly you have had a lot of experience in hostage situations.”

“You’ve found the girl, have you?”

“How did you hear about it? One of our friends?”

“Yes. Where is she?”

“I don’t have the address, but it is a vacant factory building somewhere.”

“How’d they find her?”

Something Annie or Abbie picked up that pointed a finger at those two guys Abbie saw on the hike at the camp.”

“So they identified them?”

“Apparently.”

“So what is the situation?”

“Three men and the girl are inside. Police have a cordon around it. Usual thing, refusing to come out. Threatening to shoot if the police come in.”

“I’m willing to help of course, though David is usually my back up.”

Kelly is willing to do that. Can you come right now?”

“Yes. I’m at your hotel.”

Erin spoke to someone nearby, then she spoke into the phone again. “A car will be downstairs in ten minutes. Kelso I think.”

“Right.” Wanda ended the call and went quickly to her travel bag to get her less than legal tool kit, and make a quick change of clothes. She debated putting her IDs in her pocket, and did put her official one into a hidden pocket. The last thing she grabbed was a coil on thin but strong rope, some hooks and compressed air capsules. Her current alias ID was more accessible. She quickly checked her mental inventory and added a mini Taser and some pepper spray. She had just reached street level when the car pulled up.

“Hi,” she greeted Kelso when she got in. he was doing his own driving this time. “How come you got pulled into this?”

“I know the area where we are headed. Your husband and I were flying a drone over it when young Martin Kemple was having a bad time.”

“Ah! So tell me what the rooves are like?” Kelso did and Wanda listened well. 

“They are not all alike. It depends on when they were built. There are some built together with the same design.”

“Great, thanks.” Wanda didn’t try to plan ahead but the information was useful. “Have they confirmed the IDs of the men inside?”

“Two of them, yes.”

“What’s known of them? Are they violent? Are they the sort to kill a hostage?”

Kelso considered what he knew. “This is a new activity for them, but I don’t think so. Likely they will just try to run.”

“No ID on the third one?”

“Nothing confirmed, the description was vague.”

“Carson?”

“If it is he’s done as good a job on his face as you have. I don’t think he will recognise you.”

“If he does, and he tries anything, he will regret it,” Wanda promised in a low voice. “So, he did get bail?”

“Yes,” was Kelso’s terse answer.

Kelso pulled up near the police control post. Wanda wasted
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