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August 16, at 12:08 p.m.
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The sound of the explosion lasted only a fraction of a second, but the blast itself immediately killed both of the men nearby. The resulting fire inside the courtroom was relatively small, but it nevertheless caused a large-scale reaction. Within seconds, alarms were blaring, people were shouting, and a quick-thinking security guard began spraying the flames with a nearby fire extinguisher, creating an eerie grey fog inside the room.

Outside the courtroom door, Alyssa Bristol stood, confused, while people ran past her, going in and out of the room. The courthouse went into full lockdown protocol, and it would be nearly two hours before Alyssa would be allowed to leave so she could head back to the law firm of Dryden-Halbeck, where she was working.

Alyssa had delivered more than a stack of documents to the courthouse. She had also delivered the lethal explosives.
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August 17, at 1:06 p.m.
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The boardroom was a long, rectangular shape, and was dimly lit by an array of round lights which were inset into the ceiling. There were three mahogany-coloured conference tables, arranged end to end, with sixteen tan-coloured leather chairs arranged around them.

When Alyssa Bristol entered the room, there were only two people inside, both of whom were wearing suits and staring at her. She assumed they were the two police detectives she had been asked to speak with.

One of the men was leaning against the wall. He was a younger person, likely early thirties, and he seemed to have a natural scowl on his face. He had close-cropped black hair and a two-day growth of stubble on his face.

The other man was seated in front of his leaning colleague. He was an older fellow, with thinning hair, salt-and-pepper beard, and a forehead highlighted with creases. He had reading glasses perched upon the bottom of his nose.

“Hello.” The seated detective stood up and flashed a warm smile. “Are you Alyssa Bristol?”

“Yes.”

“Please, have a seat and be comfortable.” He waved his hand in the direction of one of the chairs. “I’m Detective Richard Newberg, and that’s Detective Neil Browne.”

Alyssa sat down. “It’s nice to meet you, sir.”

“My father was sir. There’s no need to be formal here, so you can call me Richard, or just detective if you want. Now, just sit back and relax.” Newberg sat back down, while Browne continued to stand and lean. Newberg picked up his pen and tapped it against his pad of yellow paper. “This is just an informal little chat to get your statement in the hopes we can better understand what took place yesterday. I realize this may be difficult for you, as it just happened yesterday, but we want to catch whoever did this, so we need you to simply do the best you can, okay?” He flashed a reassuring smile. “We’ve already asked the rest of the staff members on our list what questions we had for them, and I’ve compiled quite a lot of helpful notes. Now it’s your turn, so I’m hoping you’ll help me add to those notes.”

“Yes, of course.” Alyssa fidgeted in the chair. She was having some difficulty getting comfortable. “The firm encouraged all of us to come in, provide our statements, and cooperate with you to the best of our abilities.”

“I appreciate your helpful attitude, so thank you.” Newberg cleared his throat. “Now, as a nosy person, I naturally do a little research on each person before I interview them, so I can get to know them a bit faster. That way, we don’t waste so much of your time with small talk, and we can get to the larger, more pressing matters. While I was looking you up, I couldn’t help but notice that you’ve had a very busy year, haven’t you?”

Alyssa exhaled sharply. “Yes, it’s been a year unlike any other in my life, that’s for sure. And I don’t mean that in a good way.”

“I can only imagine how you must feel after everything that’s happened to you.” Newberg looked at some scribbled notes he’d made on a separate page. “Kidnapped and chased last spring, and then a month ago there were some pretty wild ghost stories coming out of Washington State, which I understand involved you as well. And now this terrible and horrifying bombing of the courthouse. You’ve been through a lot, so you have my sympathy.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s a lot for a person to deal with, especially a young person such as yourself.” Newberg made some fresh notes on his notepad. “Have you attended any sort of trauma counseling?”

“Yes.” Despite the cool temperature in the room, Alyssa could feel the prickly sensation of perspiration forming on her brow. “I’ve had several weekly sessions with a therapist over the past four months. I was at the point where I was considering checking in once every four weeks, but after what happened at the courthouse yesterday, I might keep it at weekly for a while longer.”

“That’s good.” Newberg continued to write. “Not enough people take their mental health treatments seriously, so it’s commendable that you’re looking after yourself.”

“Thank you.” Alyssa fanned herself with her hand. “The firm sent a message to everyone saying they’d pay for whatever counselling anyone needed because of what happened yesterday.”

“Nice.” Newberg looked up from his notes. “Listen, before we get into the tragedy at the courthouse, may I ask you a few things about the unfortunate events you experienced this past April?”

“Sure, what did you want to know?”

“Your abduction last spring coincided with the busiest week for local first responders in nearly a decade. My counterpart in the Burnaby RCMP said they seized a van, allegedly owned by your abductors, which was loaded with assault weapons, military hardware, and all kinds of tactical gear. Then the van was seized from them by the federal government later that same week, with no explanation given. Close to the same time, here in Vancouver, a house exploded and burned to the ground. Security systems all over the metro area were hacked into and compromised, and guess what? The feds took over both of those investigations as well. One minute I’m working the case, the next minute four spooks from CSIS walk in and take everything I have on it and then drive away.” Newberg shook his head. “It’s not every day someone from the federal spy agency pulls a police case file right out of your hands, but that’s exactly what happened. All of these bizarre and sometimes violent events seem to be connected to you, as your name keeps popping up in the middle of every one of them. That can’t be coincidental, so we need to ask you a particularly big question.”

“Yes,” Detective Browne finally spoke. “We’re curious about why the federal government is so interested in you.”

Newberg leaned forward in his chair and nodded. “We’re really curious.”

Alyssa wrung her hands, then shrugged. “I’m sorry, but you’d have to ask them about that.”

“That sounded like a non-answer to me.” Newberg turned to face Browne. “Did that sound like a non-answer to you as well?”

“It really did sound like a non-answer.” Browne narrowed his eyes as he studied Alyssa’s face.  “The last time the feds took over one of our investigations, it was tied to an imminent terror attack on the city. Can you at least tell me if there is a threat of some kind which is going to completely ruin my day?”

“I can definitely tell you that all of the people who were trying to abduct me are in a federal prison somewhere in the United States.” She looked from one detective to the other. “I am not aware of any active threats against the city or anywhere else. Beyond that, though, I honestly don’t know.”

“Okay.” Browne thought about her answer for a moment. “That’s something, anyway. Now, let’s talk about the incident at the courthouse yesterday.”

“Yes,” Newberg sat ready with his pen and paper. “Please tell us in your own words what happened.”

Alyssa took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I dropped off the box of documents to Mr. Richardt, and then I went out into the hallway. A couple of seconds later, the explosion happened. Sorry, but I’m not sure exactly which parts you want to know more about.”

“Then allow me to assist you, if you don’t mind.” Newberg resumed tapping his pen against the notepad. “Was the client, Mr. Zanikker, with Mr. Richardt when you went into the room?”

“Yes, they were sitting side-by-side at one of the tables located at the front of the courtroom.”

“Then you were the last person to see them alive, weren’t you?”

“I hadn’t thought about it like that.” Alyssa grimaced. “What a horrible thought. Yes, I guess that’s true, now that you mention it.”

“Let’s go back to the beginning.”

“To when I dropped the documents off?”

“No, back to the very beginning,” Newberg twirled his pen with his fingers. “I want you to go back to when you first saw the box which you would later bring to the courthouse.”

“Okay, uh... they keep the file boxes in the mailroom. They’re flat, die-cut, and you just fold them into a box whenever you need one. I made up a box and set it on the counter beside the copier near the door.”

“So, you made up the box yourself and set it on the counter,” he said as he wrote. “Don’t the mailroom staff do that kind of thing for you?”

“Until a month ago, I worked in the mailroom, so I could make one up just as quickly myself.” Alyssa shrugged. “I didn’t want to bother them to make one box when I could easily do it.”

Newberg nodded and continued writing. “And then?”

“Ashley, the mailroom girl, is still new, and she was busy with an urgent copy job, so I did my own copying at the second copier. The documents were needed for the afternoon portion of the trial, so we were in a time crunch. It was therefore practical for me to quickly do the job myself. While the copier was making copies, I’d be binding the completed pages and then I’d place the bound documents inside the box. Is this the information you’re looking for?”

“Yes, it is, and this is very helpful.” Newberg didn’t look up from the notepad as he continued writing. “So, once you were done with all the documents, what then?”

“I counted the fourteen documents to make sure they were all there. Then I closed the lid, taped up the box, put it on a dolly, left the building, and delivered them to the courthouse.”

Newberg finished writing, set his pen down, and then locked eyes with Alyssa. “Let’s talk about some of those steps in more detail for a moment.”

“Sure.”

“Let’s start from the point where you finished putting the box together, and then set it down on the counter. Was it out of your sight at any point?”

Alyssa shook her head. “Not while I was copying, no, but when I was binding the documents, yes. The binding machine requires me to turn my back, because when I’m standing at the copier, it’s on the counter behind me.”

Newberg picked up his pen and made another note. “Okay, so when you placed the final document inside the box, did you see anything other than documents inside of it?”

“No, there were fourteen bound documents inside the box, and nothing else.” Alyssa’s throat felt dry, and she could feel her fingers starting to tremble. “Like I told you, I re-counted them when I was finished, to make sure everything was there.”

“Okay, so at that point, you said you then taped up the box and put it onto a dolly.” Newberg looked at his notes and nodded. “I’ve got a pretty clear picture about that part, so let’s move forward from there. Did the box leave your sight at any point after that?”

Alyssa shook her head. “No.”

“How can you be so certain?”

“Because I didn’t leave any events out of what I told you earlier.” Alyssa used her unsteady fingers to count off her next points. “I taped it up, put it on the dolly, wheeled it into an elevator, went down to the lobby, out the door, along West Georgia Street, then turned right and went down Hornby Street to the courthouse. I went straight to their courtroom, and then dropped the box off. As soon as I did that, I wheeled the dolly back out into the hallway, where I was going to begin the trip back to the office until... well, until the blast happened. The box was with me continuously from the mailroom to the courtroom.”

Newberg made more notes. “So, to summarize, you were the last person to see the contents of the box before it was sealed.”

Alyssa glared at him. “Yes, but I’m not sure I like the way you said that.”

“And why is that?”

“Because you’ve now made a point of stating I was the last person to see inside the box and that I was the last person to see the victims alive.” She stood up, eyes wide. “Wait, am I being accused of something?”

“No.” Browne narrowed his eyes. “Why? Should we be accusing you of something?”

“No, you should not.” Alyssa made her way to the credenza along the side wall. She poured herself a glass of water, spilling some due to the increased shakiness in her hands. “Is your theory that the bomb was inside the box?”

“It used to be my theory,” Browne said, “but it’s since been established as a fact, thanks to some quick analysis on the part of our forensics team. They’ve confirmed there were plastic explosives inside the box you delivered.”

Alyssa took a drink, then set the glass down on the table. “Then there must be some mistake, because that’s not possible.”

“Uh huh,” Newberg tapped his pen on the pad. “You’re saying it’s not possible because you didn’t see any explosives inside of the box before you sealed it, correct?”

“Yes, that’s exactly correct.” Alyssa sat down and tapped the tip of her index finger on the boardroom table. “There were fourteen documents inside the box, and no explosives. None. Zero.”

“Let’s take a moment to recap what you and I have established in the past few minutes.” Newberg picked up his notepad and began to read. “You personally made up the box, even though it wasn’t your job. You personally prepared each document for the box, even though that wasn’t your job either. You filled the box, you double-checked the contents, and then you sealed the box, delivered it, and you insisted to us that it didn’t leave your sight at any point.”

“Yes, but...”

“Do you know what else we’ve established?” Newberg glanced at Alyssa. “That you were just far enough away to be completely safe from the blast.”

“I could have been killed.”

Newberg threw his hands into the air and let them fall back to the table. “And yet you were lucky enough to emerge from yet another incident without a scratch. You’ve been impossibly lucky these past few months, haven’t you?”

Alyssa’s mouth hung agape for a moment. “I’ve had terrible luck lately, are you kidding me?”

“You just walked away unscathed from a bomb blast which killed two other people, so I’d hardly refer to that as having terrible luck.” Newberg’s voice grew increasingly louder as he went on. “And the courtroom tragedy is only the latest violent incident you’ve emerged unscathed from. Abductions, explosions, shoot-outs, fires, and now a bomb blast, all happening this year, I might add, and yet here you sit, without a single scratch. How do you not view yourself as the luckiest person on the continent? Tell me all about the four-leaf clovers you must be having for breakfast each morning, so I can better understand how all of this is even possible.”

Alyssa rubbed her eyes. “I can’t explain how I’ve survived everything, but I can tell you that not all scratches and scars are visible.”

Newberg gave a slight nod and his voice calmed. “That’s a fair point, but tell me how you think an explosive device got inside the box.”

“I don’t know.” Alyssa slouched in the chair. “Like I said, I wasn’t able to see the box the entire time I was preparing the documents. My back was turned while I was binding them.”

“The mailroom supervisor, Sylvana Reyes,” Newberg flipped through some of his pages. “Here it is. She told me it takes around ninety seconds to bind a document. Would you agree with that assessment?”

“That’s about right, yes.”

“Okay, so then let me ask you this.” Newberg thought for a moment before continuing. “How likely is it that someone knew exactly when you’d turn your back, so they could dash into the mailroom, remove all the documents from the box, place an explosive device inside it, place the documents back, and then leave without you seeing them, and all of that happening inside of only a ninety second window?”

“It’s probably unlikely.”

“I’d agree, though I would have used the word extremely instead of probably.” Newberg leaned forward. “Based on what you and everyone else has told us, you were the only person with both the means and opportunity to place an explosive device inside the box.”

“But why would I hurt anyone?” Alyssa’s voice cracked. “I have no reason to want either of the victims dead.”

“Relax, Miss Bristol, I completely agree with you.” He reached for the nearby box of tissues and slid it toward her. “You appear to have no motive whatsoever to kill either of the two victims. However, I do know the client made over seven-hundred enemies. I wonder how long it’s going to take my team to see if one or more of those people are tied to you or your parents in some way?”

“My parents?” Alyssa sniffed, took a tissue, and then blew her nose. “What do they have to do with any of this?”

“Maybe nothing, maybe everything.” Newberg shrugged. “That’s what we’re trying to establish.” 

“Wait, I thought the purpose of my being here was only to provide you with my statement.”

“Yes, and you have been giving us your statement.” Newberg shrugged again. “We’re simply asking you some additional questions for the sake of adding some clarity and context to a few of the details in your statement, that’s all.”

“When we looked up your parents in our database,” Browne paused to whistle. “All kinds of red flags came up. There were several redacted lines, and even more blocked information. Now, I find that fascinating.”

“So very fascinating.” Newberg nodded. “And even more suspicious.”

Browne pulled out one of the chairs and sat down. “Listen, when I see a file like that, it usually means one of three things. The person is either involved with the military, the national security services, or they’re part of some high-risk operation.”

Newberg saw Alyssa’s confused expression, so he added some additional details. “You know, they could be an informant in a gang or crime syndicate, they could be a key witness in an upcoming federal trial, or something along those lines, where their information needs to be shielded from local police, in case there’s a wayward cop inside the system.”

“So,” Browne leaned in. “Are we close?”

“Even if you are right about any of those things,” Alyssa looked from Browne to Newberg, “how is it relevant?”

“Another non-answer.” Newberg clicked his tongue. “Did you catch that?”

“I did,” Browne said. “It should be obvious why it’s relevant, Miss Bristol. People with redacted files tend to be interesting people with an astonishing amount of very impressive enemies.”

“And,” Newberg interjected, “they tend to be the sort of very impressive enemies who could cause enough alarm in the people with redacted files to make them think they needed to take extreme measures.”

Browne snapped his fingers. “Oh, you mean like bombing a courthouse?”

“Could be, yes.” Newberg nodded in an exaggerated way. “So, let’s review what we know. This year, you have been at the centre of an improbable number of extraordinary events, and yet you answer most of our questions with non-answers. So, either you are the world’s most lucky – or unlucky, depending on your point of view – individual who just happens to be clueless, or there’s something big and important you’re keeping from us.”

“So, how about you help us to help you by disclosing what’s really going on.”

Alyssa covered her face with her hands. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

Newberg guffawed. “I can certainly understand why you don’t, but how about I switch hats and see if I can assist in your defence.”

Her hands dropped. “How?”

Newberg shrugged. “There must have been other staff in the mailroom with you while you were doing your own copying job. You mentioned Ashley, who we spoke with earlier. Was she, at any point, within reach of the box?”

“No, not at any point.”

“And who else was there?”

“Aside from Ashley and I, there was Colin, Sylvana, and Melody.”

“Were any of them near the box?”

“Not really.” Alyssa frowned. “The copier is on the other side of the room from where Colin and Melody sit.”

“And Sylvana?”

“Sylvana brought me the tape gun to seal the box, and she stood at the box for about one or two seconds, just to place the tape there.” Alyssa took another sip of water. “She then asked how the job was going and if I needed any help.”

“Okay.” Newberg made a note. “And did she have any time near the box while your back was turned?”

“No, she was within my line of sight the entire time.”

Newberg wrote more notes, then looked up at Alyssa. “Did anyone else come within three feet of the box?”

“The mailroom door is right beside the counter where the box was, so a few people were at least that close as they came in and out.”

“Did any of them stop at the box, or did they all just walk past it?”

“Everyone walked past it, except for two people.”

“And who were they?”

“Sylvana, who I just mentioned, and Gail was the other.”

Newberg twirled his pen in his fingers. “And who is Gail?”

“She’s the assistant to the lawyer whose copying job I was working on. She walked into the mailroom and told me she had brought me a label for the box.”

Newberg noted and nodded. “Gail, okay, got it. We’ll need to get her statement as well. And what is Gail’s last name?”

“Whitmore. Gail Whitmore. She assists Sal Zanetti, a senior lawyer here.”

“Thank you. And did Ms. Whitmore have any time alone with the box?”

“Maybe two or three seconds, if that.” Alyssa paused to sip more water. “She came in as I was starting the job, so the box was still empty at that point.”

“Hang on a second.” Browne tapped his finger against his chin. “Why did she bring you a label?”

“I’d never been to the courthouse before, so Gail offered to make an address label for me, which had the court room number and directions on it. That way I would know exactly where to go once I got there.”

Browne thought for a moment. “And how long was she near the box?”

“Maybe ten seconds, tops.”

Newberg made another note. “After she left, did you look inside the box?”

“Not immediately, but I was just finishing binding the first document, so I placed it inside the box a few seconds later.”

“And there was no bomb inside the box at that point, correct?”

Alyssa nodded. “That’s correct. It was completely empty at that point.”

Browne folded his arms. “Is there any chance you’re forgetting anything?”

“Like what?”

“For example, is there a chance that while you were at the courthouse, the box could have been switched out by someone?”

“No.” Alyssa shook her head, her eyes locking with Browne’s. “Unless the victims did it themselves, but that would make no sense. Like I told you, I took the box directly to Courtroom Twelve and delivered it into Mr. Richardt’s hands.”

“Did he say anything to you when you gave him the box?”

“Just a quick thank you, and the man beside him nodded at me.”

“And then what?”

“And then nothing.” Alyssa looked at both men. “I left the courtroom with the dolly to head back to the firm. I only made it as far as the hallway when I heard the blast.”

Browne nodded. “We saw the courtroom security camera footage before we came here this morning, and it supports your description of the events, but...” Browne stroked his chin and stared at the floor for a moment. “There’s something I’m still not understanding, so maybe you can help me with it.” He then locked eyes with Alyssa. “Why did you take the box to the courthouse in the first place?”

“But I already told you why.” Alyssa blinked at him, her face morphing further into a look of complete confusion. “They were going to need those documents as soon as the lunch recess ended.”

“No, you’re not understanding what I’m asking you.” Browne put his hands on his hips. “I want to know why you didn’t send a courier to deliver the box. Wouldn’t that be the standard way for a law firm to deliver time-sensitive documents to court?”

“I don’t know. Probably. The documents urgently needed to be delivered, so I just took them there myself.” 

Newberg made a note. “So would you agree the boxes could have been delivered by a courier just as easily, if not easier?”

“Yes, if I had thought to call one.”

Newberg looked up from his notes. “It would have been much easier for you to send a courier, yet you insisted on taking the box there yourself. Is there anything else you’d like to add?”

Alyssa shook her head. “I can’t think of anything right now.”

“Miss Bristol.” Newberg pointed at her with his pen. “You are a person of interest in this investigation, so you are not to leave town, and I’m serious about that. If you leave town without my direct, written consent, I will make it my life’s mission to have you up on felony charges for doing so. Is that understood?”

“Yes.” Alyssa shuddered.

Browne nodded. “Then I think we’re done here for now, but you should know I’ll need to speak to you again when I have more questions, and that will be sooner, rather than later. When that occasion arises, the questioning will take place at the police station, so I strongly suggest you obtain legal counsel between now and then.”

“I understand.”

Newberg stood up and looked at Alyssa. “Just wait here a minute.” He walked over to the far corner of the room, pulled out his older-model flip phone, and punched in a number. 
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1:36 p.m.
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Abby Lunay pulled open the thick glass door and then stepped inside the office tower’s lobby. She watched from a distance, as the person she had been following pressed a button to summon an elevator. 

Abby brushed aside a lock of her blonde hair, which had fallen into her eyes. It made her remember she was overdue for a haircut, but Alyssa had made Abby promise to never again use a hunting knife as a trimmer. Barbers and stylists were a waste of money, as far as Abby was concerned, to say nothing about how much time it took them to do a simple trim. 

And boring.

It was so boring to just sit there, especially when Abby was used to haircuts being a two or three minute affair. She would sharpen her knife blade, and then a few swishes and hacks later, her hair was done. If she had to choose between styled hair which took an hour, or a quick cut which was practical, but failed to meet the conventional aesthetic standard, Abby would be sharpening the knife blade before the question had been completely asked.

The ding of the elevator snapped Abby back to the present, and she watched as her target stepped into the elevator with two other people. Once the doors had closed, Abby walked over to the banks of elevators and stared at the numbers above the elevator door, in order to see where it stopped.

The digital display over the elevator paused for a few seconds at number fifteen. It then continued up to the seventeenth floor and paused again. The elevator then began its descent back to the ground floor.

Abby nodded, knowing which of the floors her target had gone to. Out of a sense of safety and discretion, she estimated she should wait at least three minutes before pushing the button to summon the next elevator.
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1:37 p.m.
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Newberg flipped his phone shut and then put it back into his shirt pocket.

Alyssa watched him. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

Newberg whistled. “It looks as if you’re going to need that legal counsel even sooner than we thought.”

“Why?” Alyssa’s forehead wrinkled. “What are you saying?”

“I was speaking with my Lieutenant, and I explained the situation to him.” Newberg shrugged. “The bottom line is he wants us to bring you in.”

“What?”

“Alyssa Bristol, as per the standards and criteria in the Anti-Terrorism Act and the Public Safety Act, I am placing you under arrest on suspicion of committing an act of domestic terrorism, as well as two counts of murder. You have the right to retain counsel without delay, though this could be revoked if we find reasonable grounds to suspect your involvement in a pending terror plot. You also have the right to free and immediate legal advice from duty counsel by telephone. Do you understand what I have said to you?”

Alyssa could feel her heart pounding, causing her head to throb. “I understand the words you’re saying, but I’m not understanding what’s happening.”

“It should have been clear when I told you just ten seconds ago. What’s happening is you’re being placed under arrest and I’m informing you of your rights. Under the Acts I cited, you can be held for up to seventy-two hours without charge, however we are required to bring you before a judge within twenty-four hours of this arrest. Although section seven and section 11c of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms states you are not obligated to say anything, this is not a right you have under the Terrorism Act. You would, however, still have the right to an attorney. Anything you say or do may be used as evidence in court. Do you understand?”

“I think so, yes.” Alyssa felt dizzy, and she was breathing heavily. “I want to call my parents.”

“Not at this time.” Newberg shook his head. “Under the Acts cited, we have the right to restrict who you can contact. If we suspect you have knowledge of a terror plot, you will be forced to give evidence to us in a court of law, even if you are not personally involved. Ms. Bristol, I’ll need you to stand up and face the wall, as we’re required to handcuff you before we escort you out of here.”
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Krissa Novak stepped off the elevator, turned to her right, and strode toward the reception desk. She was within an inch of being six feet tall, with pale skin and light-blue eyes. Her short, sandy-brown hair was mostly obscured by a stylish dark grey bucket-shaped hat. Despite the summer temperatures, she wore a long, thin, light-grey overcoat.

“Good morning,” Krissa flashed a wide smile at the two receptionists. “My name is Cheryl Hartman, and I’m here to see Sal Zanetti.”

One of the
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