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“No!” Kelso said firmly. “We cannot justify breaking into that mine. I don’t know how you work overseas, but we can’t do that here. Not without reasonable cause.”

Wanda wanted to growl in frustration, but only sighed. “So we need to find a way to link him to the case before being able to search his property.”

“Yes,” Kelso agreed. “Do you think Vanessa could identify him?”

“I asked her that, but it has been a dozen years since she last saw him. We didn’t have a picture of him to show her.”

Erin spoke up. “I did sense reluctance to talk about him, and I had the feeling she was still holding back some things.”

“I sensed that too,” Wanda admitted. “And he is likely to be the one who voiced the phone threats.”

“Now she is safely away, out of the country, she might feel safe enough to speak out,” Erin proposed. 

“I think she is going to need time to get settled and realise what I have done for her is permanent,” Wanda gave her opinion. 

“One positive,” Kelso spoke to distract Wanda. “He doesn’t know we found that old mine. If he moved the other files there, it is also likely the other records are there. I think we can feel sure he’s not about to destroy them.”

“Yet!” Wanda countered.

“I guess I can agree with that. If we keep away, he will settle down. We can afford to continue our other investigations. It might just take longer.”

This time Wanda did growl. 

“His son is in custody,” Erin reminded her. “The group looking into his collection of pornography will be looking into all his contacts. Other detectives are on the blackmail angle. His father can’t be happy with him. Especially as he has had to cover his own tracks.”

“So you think there might be a reason for them to look at him?” Wanda eyed her cousin. 

“He’s rattled,” Erin proposed. “Or he wouldn’t have moved stuff so quickly. And he had all that security. He has to be hiding something. And if he did obtain those old records, and had them handy, he was intending something. He wasn’t indicted like the couple who ran the agency, and the real records couldn’t be found. If he really wanted no chance all that would come back to haunt him, he should have destroyed the records years ago.”

“Did they need you to get into the son’s computer files?” Wanda asked Erin.

“No, he didn’t have any kind of password on them.”

“And if they find anything, will we get to know?” Wanda asked.

“Yes,” Kelso assured her. “So, in the meantime, there are other things you can turn your particularly convoluted mind to considering. That’s assuming you are not wanted back home...”

“Dav’s okay with me staying for now.”

“Good. Have you seen the specs for the prototype you were after a while back?”

“No. Was there something on that pseudo game console then?”

“Apparently, what the data recovery experts found, were not games,” Erin confirmed. “Who would know if it were what Kemple claimed?”

“Commander Britten would be the one to ask,” Wanda said immediately. 

“Then why don’t you contact him, discreetly, and find a way to confirm what we found – one way or the other?” Kelso suggested.

“Okay,” Wanda agreed, but she didn’t get up right away. “Any further info on Carson?”

Erin grinned. “I’ve traced multiple bank accounts that he has. I might have missed some though. And I have inserted a minor subroutine to prevent money being transferred or withdrawn. He only has access to whatever account he’s been using since he scarpered. I have put a slightly different routine on the accounts Victoria Carson transferred money to.”

“Well, that’s fun to know,” Wanda said casually. “Any idea where he is now?”

“Specifically, no,” Kelso admitted. “However, the last time he accessed his current bank account, he was still in Melbourne.”

“Can we be sure Abbie is safe at the Jamiesons?” Wanda asked bluntly. “We know, he knows, she is still attending Bellfield College.”

“Too much attention might effectively point a finger at her location,” Kelso said. “The staff at the school are on the alert for strangers hanging about. Annie and Abbie are getting dropped off in the mornings, and Martin’s new friend is seeing them the last bit of the way home.”

“Still...” Wanda felt uneasy. “I’ll be happier when Carson is locked up. What will happen if he doesn’t show for his hearing – the one for his part in Abbie’s abduction?”

“He will have a lot more trouble to handle,” Kelso summarised. “But if he does appear, he will be slapped with the charges for trying to remove you from the world.”

“Huh! Let’s hope he won’t be allowed bail after that.”

“He doesn’t know a lot of what we are finding out,” Kelso told her. “While he might not be able to be charged with fraud for his older crimes, we are finding out a lot – thanks to Thea and Robbo and the things they learnt about him, and from those boxes you saved from the storage unit. They will have a strong suit for a civil case against him.”

“I wish Thea and Robbo luck with that.”

“We have found an excellent lawyer to help them,” Kelso assured her. “And you might like to go through those boxes too, while you are here.”

“You have them here?”

“Yes – everything was copied and certified. The copies are here and the originals are in secure storage.”

“Have you caught anything with your mole trap?”

“Not yet,” Kelso admitted. “We’ll be dribbling the information. No sense in dumping it all at once.”

Curiosity satisfied, Wanda pushed herself out of the chair and announced, “I will contact the Commander, and look at the boxed stuff. Will I be able to look over what you have on Carson? And what the police have?”

“It should be possible,” Kelso considered. “Des knows your talents, but I will need to ask him. Though, when you are going through that box of documents, keep in mind one anomaly. We still have a gap of five years where we don’t know what name he was using, or rather, we have nothing to confirm it. It is the period when we think he was calling himself Jason Dell Walton.”

“Oh?” Wanda prompted. 

Kelso mentioned a few points, then summarised. “All the other aliases we know of, were based on real people who died about 40 years ago. We have data on a Jason Dell Walton from birth to university. His family lost track of him when he was in his late twenties. We have found someone of that name at the company where the Hartley Trust was administered, but nothing after he was fired from there. Which is about when we believe Carson became Mainwright.”

“Right...another skeleton to find,” Wanda said thoughtfully. 

“It might be a literal skeleton,” Erin proposed, and after she said it, she felt a shiver of unease. One glance at her cousin told her Wanda had felt the same thing. 

“If so, proving things will be difficult,” Wanda predicted. “Oh, is Carson still using Carson as his name?”

Kelso clarified, “Someone is using the bank accounts in that name. However, it appears that the person is only withdrawing cash at intervals, and occasionally making payments from bank to bank.”

“So, he could be using a new alias to book accommodation,” Wanda suggested.

Kelso nodded.

Wanda went off to borrow five minutes on Kelso’s spare computer so she could send an email to Commander Britten of the Atlas Task force. Just a terse message for him to contact her when he could. She thanked Thea for letting her send the message and went to find a snack. She couldn’t predict when he would get in touch It would be by phone, since he knew her personal cell phone had the ability to decrypt his call.

Since she was no longer an active Task Force member, she had no idea how their investigation was going since it had moved back to Europe. However, she did know that the Commander was not generally out in the field. He called back within fifteen minutes.

“Have you any idea what the time here is?” the Commander’s voice greeted her. 

“No, Sir, since I don’t know where you are. But you must have been awake.”

A chuckle answered that. “Are you keeping out of trouble?”

“Define trouble?” Wanda countered. “I am back in Melbourne for a brief sojourn.” She went on to report what had been found, along with all the relevant details. “What I have been asked, is if there is a way to confirm that the data recovered relates to the matter you are over seeing.”

“What format is the data in?”

Wanda gestured to Erin and said, “I will put Erin on.”

Erin took the phone and was all business as she reported what she knew. Then she listened, nodded, and ended the call. “He will send a segment of an image and a segment of a PDF to your phone. He says he is reluctant to send more than that. He also said, knowing your memory, you might be able to match that segment to something in the recovered data.”

“It’s a good idea. Now I just need to get permission to look at what they recovered. I assume he will need time to organise that?”

“An hour or two,” Erin told her with a grin. “His team are either busy, or asleep. It was 4am where he was.”
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“It’s just the girls coming today,” Martin told Erin when she arrived alone. “Where’s Gerry?”

“Busy,” Erin told him with a faint grin for being evasive. “How are you and Gavin getting along?”

“Okay. He’s getting the jobseeker allowance now, and he has part time work at the supermarket, collecting trolleys.”

“Is he still seeing the girls home?”

“Yes.”

Erin hid her sigh of relief. 

“Has something come up?”

“A couple of things,” Erin told him. “Part of it concerns you.”

“Oh!” Martin frowned, suspecting what it was. “That PS2 had the stuff on as Kemple claimed?”

“Apparently so,” Erin admitted. Wanda was sent a fragment of an image of the prototype specs and she compared it to the data recovered from that unit. She is sure it is related.”

“Wanda? She’s here?”

Erin realised her unintended slip. “She doesn’t need to be here to do that comparison. It is the internet age, after all.”

“She is here!” Martin accused. “Why hasn’t she said hello to us?”

This time, Erin did sigh audibly. “Keep this to yourself, okay. Seriously. Yes, she came back here. She brought the DNA results from the bones found at the scout property.”

“Proving the girl wasn’t one of Maude’s daughters,” Martin recalled. “But that was days ago!”

“Yes, it was, and you will need to understand that she does not want it generally known.”

“Right, I understand, but...then tell her hi from me.”

“I will, now, back to what I was talking about. Your father, provided the information as part of a deal to be allowed bail.”

“Shit! They aren’t going to let him out?”

“It has not been confirmed, yet. However, if they do, he will have to abide by some stringent conditions.”

“He’d better not come around here,” Martin muttered. 

“The matter of the restraining order will be stressed, I understand. You still might want to give Gavin a heads up about it.”

“Yeah, I’ll do that. Can you get me a copy of his mugshot?”

“I’ll see.” Erin grinned. 

“What was the other thing?” Martin asked.

“That concerns Abbie, but I will go in to that later.”

“We’ve got our camp coming up next weekend. Friday to Sunday,” Martin told her.

“I know. I have organised to be one of the school’s supervisory staff. An extra that can go where needed.”

“Who is deciding where ‘needed’ is?”

“Me. Your Mr Gill is in agreement. I believe the incident at your sport’s day had a profound effect on him.”

“I kind of got that idea,” Martin admitted. “I’m glad you will be around.”

“It won’t just be me and Gerry. We will have a couple of others as well.”

Martin was about to ask if Wanda would be one, when the two girls arrived. He decided to wait and see.

“We think we’ve solved that problem you set us,” Annie announced as soon as they were inside. “Dad just scratched his head and told us to figure it out. I don’t think he had a clue.”

“Since he is already a darned impressive architect, I don’t think he needs the esoteric stuff.”

“Do we?” Abbie asked. “I mean, working it out was fun, but what use is it?”

Erin mentioned a number of scientific disciplines where it would apply. Then she said, “So, if designing dresses gets too tame, you have options.”

“Do you have another problem like that?” Annie asked.

“Something a bit different, but later. There is something I need to discuss with you first.”

“About my not-father?” Abbie guessed. “Have they caught him yet?”

“No, but we think he is still in or around Melbourne.”

“He’s looking for me,” Abbie said. “I don’t have to go back to him, do I?”

“No. He abandoned you, and you are now under the guardianship of the Hartley Trust.”

“Not like if you had run off from him,” Martin smirked. Abbie glared at him.

“However, we can’t be sure if he knows he’s not your biological father,” Erin warned. “And, we don’t think he realises we know he was involved with that business on your sports day.”

“I saw a brief article in the paper,” Martin said. “I think they were implying it was a random thing. No names were mentioned.”

“My point here is that he will likely try again. Have any of you sensed or seen any oddities?”

“Not since then,” Annie said. Abbie nodded agreement.

“Though if he learnt we’d be at the interschool sports, likely he will know about the camp,” Abbie realised. “Do you think he will try again? There?”

“As I have suggested before, expect trouble,” Erin advised. “I have arranged to be an extra staff member at your camp. I will be tagging along, or at least somewhere nearby whatever group you are in. So if you need help and I am not already in sight, use the personal alarm I made for you. I told Martin, there will be other people around, besides Gerry and me.”

“Why are you going to all this trouble, just for me?” Abbie asked.

“It’s not just for you,” Erin specified. “In your case, it’s because you don’t deserve to be a pawn in some malicious scheme. It is also for Maude, who has only just found you again. And if a certain person outsmarts himself, it will be so we can catch him and make him pay for hurting a lot of innocent, trusting people.”

“All that. Are you hoping Carson will turn up?” Martin asked. “Can’t you get a restraining order against him? Like I got against Kemple?”

“It is an interesting idea,” Erin agreed. “I can’t say if Kelso and his former police associates have thought of it or not. The trouble is, the order would need to be served on him, and he has to be found first to do it.”

“Which is right back to where we are now,” Abbie sighed.

“I don’t want you getting depressed at the idea,” Erin spoke with a hint of humour. “I’ve read about the sorts of fun you lot are going to have. Most of it is within the property of the camp. The only part that isn’t is a bush walk through some conservation park.”

“So, aren’t all these preparations a bit over the top?” Abbie challenged. “Or are there things you aren’t telling us?”

Erin suppressed her surprise at the accurate guess.

“Things, yes. Nothing that should affect you at all. There are some other side investigations I am helping with.”

Three pairs of eyes stared at her. Erin silently debated, what, if anything, to tell them. 

“It occurred to me, that Wanda when she was here, was doing more than that prototype business,” Martin began, speaking deliberately. 

“And it all related to Maude in some way,” Annie added.

“And all of us, in some way,” Abbie added her bit. 

“And since she’s better off not being here, you’ve taken over,” Martin went on, “Can’t you tell us what is going on?”

“Okay, okay. Stop looking like belligerent recruits and sit down.” Erin took her own advice and sat in the biggest chair. It gave her more time to think.

“The things I am not talking about all relate to things Wanda started. I won’t be giving you details of all we are doing. I’m only going to mention one minor aspect that as I said, shouldn’t affect you.”

The eyes continued to watch her every slight movement. “It is a coincidence that the location of your camp is very close to the place we believe Maude’s girls were brought to when they were taken from her. About 12 years ago, an illegal adoption agency was raided and closed down. It was based near Avonsleigh, which is east of Emerald. The operators, who were a married couple, are still in prison, but they are due to be released later this year. We have been investigating people who knew them.”

“Accomplices?” Annie suggested. “Wasn’t that done back then?”

“I have no idea. Wanda might know. She had access to the police files and court transcripts. Some of the people still live around there. However, I very much doubt the rescued children will be recognised now they are almost adult.”

“If you think I used to be there,” Abbie began, “why can’t they tell what happened to my twin? That is still so unreal.”

“Why? Because the records that were found and seized absolute crap,” Erin told them. “Take my word for it.”

“But you are trying to find the real ones,” Annie guessed, looking hopeful. “You’re still trying to find Maude’s other girl, now you know she might not be dead?”

Erin nodded. “We have discovered a few new leads. However, we don’t think Carson ever had direct contact with that agency. So, this little side investigation will be of no interest to him.”

“Except if he can’t get at me and finds out my twin, if she’s alive, he’ll go after her,” Abbie said, aghast. “She won’t even know to expect trouble.”

“Is any of this related to Mum’s problem?” Annie asked. 

Erin decided to stick to strictly provable fact. “The only common factor is the adoption angle. The agency your mother interacted with was run by one of the churches, and based in NSW. By the way, the guy who sent those letters has been arrested and is being questioned. So far he hasn’t admitted how he got the data he used. His computer is being gone over.”

“By you?” Martin asked.

“Your Victorian Police don’t need me for that. The guy had no idea of internet security. Now, I have said all I intend to, and I am trusting all of you to keep it to yourselves. Well, except for your folks, Annie. They can be told, and they are welcome to call me if they have questions. So, now, get to work!”
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While the day was meant to be fine and reach about 25°C, the early morning was icy. The fifty or so students from two of the year ten classes at Bellfield College, along with their parents, were bundled up in warm jackets. The students had bundles of sleeping gear, bags of clothes and other necessities. Some of the latter were not items from the suggested requirement list.

“Look, Gail has brought her doona.” Abbie nudged Annie. “Aren’t you glad you decided to bring Mum’s sleeping bag?” Annie retorted. “It rolls up easier, fits into its own bag and isn’t likely to be dragged over dirt. And yes, Hannah, Helen and Claire have doonas too. And pillows.”

“Yeah, but how warm is the sleeping bag?” Abbie voiced her lingering regrets.

“Ms Sutton told us the camp provides extra blankets,” Annie reminded her friend. “We have sheets, and the sleeping bag can be zipped up or used as a blanket. Mine is like Mum’s and I know they are really cosy.”

“Still...”

Annie repeated, in a whisper, the argument that had convinced Abbie to leave her doona at home. “And no one needs to know that your doona cover is from ‘Frozen’.”

“Don’t you dare tell anyone that!”

“Won’t! I’ll just stick to saying you have the sleeping bag so you won’t be frozen at night.”

Annie ducked the punch Abbie aimed at her. 

“Are you girls sure you have everything?” Hank Jamieson asked, concerned.

“Yes! You asked us that at home and mum said—“

“If you have forgotten anything you can do without it,” Marilyn reiterated. 

“Hey! There’s Martin. He must have come with Will,” Annie remarked.

“How come boys can travel so light?” Abbie asked. The bag she had borrowed for her stuff was twice the size of the one Martin had. 

“He probably doesn’t bother with umpteen changes of clothes,” Hank chuckled.

“He also doesn’t have a sleeping bag. We could have leant him one,” Annie commented.

The two boys came over and Annie repeated her comment. 

“They have blankets and pillows,” Martin shrugged. “They’ll do. Less for me to worry about...and carry. Those girls,” he shrugged in Gail’s direction, “Are going to have fun when their parents aren’t around to carry half of it for them.”

Abbie covered her mouth to stifle laughter. “I bet their bags are heavy too.”

Karen and Naomi sidled up without their parents, and heard the comments. 

“Maybe they will learn how to rough it,” Naomi suggested. “And what they really don’t need.” 

“Isn’t that part of the point?” Hank Jamieson asked. “Beside friendship building and all that?”

“Not a stated point,” Karen argued. “But I have heard my aunt’s comments about the things students feel they simply must bring. She did tell all of us not to bring anything valuable, or which they would not want to get broken.”

“I only put in my iPad,” Abbie admitted. “It’s got some eBooks on it and if they have Wi-Fi, I can go on the internet too.”

“Well, don’t tell everyone you have it,” Karen advised. “And make sure it is not obvious if you leave it in the bunkroom.”

Annie only had her kindle, and a dongle so she could have Wi-Fi for her phone. She kept that to herself.

Order was being imposed as both classes sorted themselves out near the bus assigned to each class. Everyone had to bring their bags to the bus storage bay, and only keep the small carry bag with them on the bus. 

After the loading started, Ms Sutton suggested that people who needed to, go and use the toilets in the sports building and hurry back for roll call. Abbie decided she needed to go and hurried off. Others were also heading that way. 

Abbie was just about to return to the bus when she heard someone throwing up in one of the cubicles. She hesitated, wondering what to do. The thought of someone doing that on the bus was decidedly unpleasant. She knew what Annie would do, but frowned. Then she thought, what if whoever it was, missed the bus? Reluctantly, she went to the only closed door and called, “Are you okay?”

“Of course I am,” the voice from within claimed. “I’m not ill sick.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I am. I told my folks I didn’t want breakfast so early. I will be okay in a bit.”

Abbie decided it was Hannah she was talking to, but she didn’t make a point to ask. “I will make sure the bus doesn’t leave without you.”

“Is that you, Abbie?”

“Yes, Hannah.”

“Don’t tell anyone, okay?”

“I won’t, but if you throw up on the bus, I will have to.”

“Won’t happen,” Hannah declared. “Now, take a hike.”

With a soft, “Huh!” Abbie trotted back to the bus assigned to her class. She told Ms Sutton that Hannah was almost finished in the toilet, and went down the bus aisle to where Annie was saving a seat for her. She debated mentioning Hannah’s state, feeling it was wrong not to, but understanding why Hannah didn’t want anyone else to know. Then she saw Hannah trotting back and decided to stay quiet. 

Will and Martin were in the two seats across the aisle from them. Will was I the aisle seat. 

“Hey, where are your crutches?” Abbie asked. 

“Packed below,” Will grinned. “I proved I was okay getting in and out of the bus without them.”

“With a little bit of help,” Martin qualified. “But just as well, the things would trip everyone.”

The babble of excited voices quietened when Ms Sutton called for silence.

“Right! This bus has seat belts, so make sure you buckle up. Unless there is a good reason, I expect everyone to stay in their seat until we get to the camp. The trip should take just over an hour. When we get there, you will be assigned rooms. Each one has four beds. You will have time to sort yourselves out and make your beds...” She continued giving the basic instructions for the first day. 

“I have never done anything like this,” Abbie admitted apprehensively. “Anytime Mum and I went with Dad on holiday, we stayed at hotels.”

“What about when you visited NSW?” Annie reminded her.

“Oh, that. This can’t be any worse, I guess.”

“You probably aren’t the only one new to camping,” Martin called over, speaking past Will. His eyes rolled in the direction of the group he called ‘The Hells Angels’, who were lording it over everyone from the very back seats.

Abbie stifled a laugh. “I reckon you are right. Have you ever been camping?”

Will answered, “Only once. It was fun. We slept in tents.”

“Tents!” Abbie kept her reaction quiet. “I’d rather have a bed.”

Martin put in, “The rooms might have bunks.”

“I hope not!” Abbie retorted. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“Camping? No,” Martin finally admitted. “But that’s not to say I haven’t slept in the park a time or two...when I didn’t want to be at home.”

“Why...” Will began to ask, but was interrupted by Annie asking him if he was going to try all the activities.

“What? Oh! Those I can, I didn’t want to miss all the fun.”

The second teacher on the bus was Mr Arnott, one of the Geography teachers. He took a stroll down the aisle to check all seat belts were on. When he returned to his seat, the driver closed the door and the bus began to move. 

Nearly everyone was waving at parents, who were standing in groups outside. While some of the chattering had diminished, the remainder was still loud enough to drown out the music being piped through the bus speakers. Those that wanted to hear music, had phones out and earbuds in, listening to their preferred music. 

Annie kept her phone in her bag. She didn’t want to risk it being lost or damaged. She had considered leaving it at home, but with Erin stressing the need to be alert, and recalling the sports day, she decided it was better that she had it. Just in case. That reminded her she hadn’t seen Erin or Gerry at the school that morning. Though they were probably getting themselves there, like the extra teachers that were going. She was kind of glad they were going. Not for any particular reason, well sort of, but mainly because they were friends. And even though she had been camping before, this was the first time she had done so without her parents being there. She was feeling the same as Abbie in a way. Apprehensive, but telling herself over and over she would be fine.
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