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1. The Sentinel
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Something moved inside the admin building.

Brendan maneuvered his drone for a better vantage point. Its current position above the trees of the academy campus allowed him to see two sides of the building, and this was to be the last pass before packing it up for the night. He yawned but came fully awake as he double-checked his tablet monitor that relayed the drone’s camera footage. They hadn’t seen a thing move within the building since leaving it locked up after the fight with the headmaster. Every night since the gate to the headmaster’s world had been closed, Brendan and the A.V. Club had kept watch, not trusting the Dutchman Springs Academy security enough to leave it in their hands.

A curtain fluttered. Fourth floor. One level below the headmaster’s office. The entire building was dark but for exterior lights. No one had entered any of the doors. He would have seen them. That could only mean someone had gotten in through the gate from the other Earth.

“Soren,” Brendan said into his phone. No reply came. The push-to-talk app they all had installed had been working perfectly so far. “Soren, wake up.”

“Huh?” Soren said, his voice thick. “Yeah, I’m here. What’s up?”

“I’ve got someone inside. None of the building’s doors have been opened. They’re back. Where’s Vlad?”

“He, uh, went to bed.”

Brendan cursed silently. “What do you have on your thermal scope?”

After a pause, Soren said, “Nothing. The top floor is as it always is. Are you sure you saw something?”

“I’m sure,” he snapped, knowing as he said it the words would sound angry. He clenched his teeth and took a deep breath. Soren, more so than any of the rest of the A.V. Club, was sensitive. A cross word would send the boy into a nervous tizzy. Or he’d sulk and be useless.

“Look, I’m sorry,” Brendan said. “Just check again.”

“There’s nothing to see. If the gate machine had turned on, I wouldn’t miss it.”

Brendan piloted the drone down to the fourth floor right by the window and set it to hover.

“I know you wouldn’t, Soren. Just check the rest of the building. If they’ve moved the machine, maybe the heat signature won’t show up on the top floor.”

The headmaster’s machine radiated a heat effect when on as well as intense cold close to the gate between worlds. There also had been a disruption in wireless signals and even a haze in the air. These had been the clues that had first tipped them off that something was amiss inside the headmaster’s office.

“Nothing,” Soren said. “I’m looking at the entire building. I see your drone. There’s a few people walking around campus. That’s it.”

Brendan tuned him out and focused on the screen. He could see nothing past the curtain and hoped the moonlight wouldn’t reflect off his drone’s black body. He didn’t have any fancy features on the drone’s camera, but he was able to adjust the gain levels to maximize the light of the image. He could make out the edge of the desk within the office. 

There. Someone moved. Two someones. He inched the drone closer. If it was the headmaster from Not-Earth or any of his flunkies, he had to know.

He worked the remote as gently as possible, but it proved difficult. His fingers trembled from the coffee he had drunk before the night’s watch. It was a bad habit he had gotten used to, chugging two cups every evening from the Bean, their off-campus coffee hangout. When the headmaster reopened the door to this world, he would be awake and ready for it. His finger pushed too hard on the controls. The drone hit the window.

From his seat on a courtyard bench, he was too far away to hear, but the drone had to have made a noise. He worked the twin control sticks, and soon enough the drone was up and backing away from the window. He struggled to get it stable. The window came into view. He didn’t see anyone. Whoever had been there was gone.

He set the drone back on a programmed patrol pattern and grabbed his phone. He punched Tina’s contact button and waited. “Come on, answer. You sure you don’t see anything, Soren?”

“Nothing.”

Tina picked up. “What’s up?”

“Get down here. Call security first.”

“You sure?”

“Just do it.”

He got back on the controls. The drone was now revolving around the building’s perimeter, and he set it to hover once it was on the opposite side of the structure. Then he woke up his second drone. This quadcopter waited right where he had parked it atop an aluminum awning above the student restaurant. He launched it upwards and had it hover around the fourth floor on his side of the building. The power levels were at ninety-five percent. It could remain in place for over an hour.

His tablet screen now split, allowing for both drones’ cameras to send their feeds. A small red circle on the bottom of one side of the screen indicated the second drone’s weapon was charged. The stun gun was a special modification he hadn’t shared with anyone. 

“Tina,” he said to his phone.

He piloted the drone lower. Third floor. No lights. No movement. Second floor.

“Tina.” No answer.

Lobby floor. He zoomed in. He could see the elevator lights. It was descending and almost there. The building was locked. The real headmaster had transferred all staff out of the building. It was off-limits to everyone. Even security was ordered to enter only in groups of four. He watched as the elevator bypassed the lobby and went down to the basement. 

“Tina!” Where is she?

“Hold on,” Tina said finally. “I’m just getting off the phone with security. Keep your pants on. I’m heading your way now.”

His phone lit up with an incoming call. School security. Brendan touched the answer button and set the phone down again, intent on the screen. He pulled the second drone back and began to move it along the building’s right side. A single door led to the basement. It was locked. He had checked that night after the regular security guard had made his rounds. 

“Hello? Hello?” the security guard on the phone said.

“Get to the admin building,” Brendan said. “Someone is here. They’re in the basement. I’ve got the lower exit covered.”

There came a reply, but Brendan wasn’t listening. He stuffed his phone into his pocket and picked up the second drone control. He ran towards the admin building.

Tina was calling his name from across the courtyard. She was struggling to pull on a baggy sweatshirt. Her flip-flops weren’t letting her run well and she hobbled, skipped, and lurched to keep from losing a shoe. Her normally well-arranged straight-cut bob was up at several angles. 

He didn’t wait.

He rounded the side of the admin building. Only then did he realize he had left his tablet behind. There was no way to see what the drone saw. The second drone hung perfectly in the air above the side door. Security wasn’t there yet. Their building was close; they were being slow. Negligent. It should have been them out here watching for this, the first line of defense against an invasion. He ran back around the front of the building and looked inside the dark lobby. The elevator was still on “B.” 

Tina arrived and followed him back to the side entrance.

“What did you see?” she asked.

“Two people,” he gasped. He was breathing hard. His extracurricular activities didn’t include any cardio. 

“You shouldn’t be rushing in here like this alone.”

The side door shook. Someone was on the opposite side and had tried to open it, but it was locked. Without a key, they were stuck. Unless they weren’t from this world. The people from Not-Earth had enhanced strength and might be able to break the door down, or they could just smash the lobby’s glass doors.

“Better stay back,” he said.

Tina didn’t budge.

He brought the drone down so it was right above them. The door stopped shaking. Now a small window pushed open. Short hedges obscured his view of who was coming out, but two people squeezed through the window. Brendan moved the drone forward, his finger hovering over the firing button of his drone’s weapon. He had one shot. It could only down one target, but that would be one less foe to deal with.  

“What’s going on here?” a woman’s voice asked. It was one of the security guards. The woman brought up a flashlight and shined it in Brendan’s face.

“Shine it there!” Brendan shouted. “There! Behind those bushes!”

The security guard went forward.

“Wait, you’re alone?” Brendan asked.

“Don’t worry, I’ll protect you,” Tina said.

The guard’s light went up to the bushes and the two partially obscured figures shielding their eyes. The guard ordered them forward, and out came two students, one boy, one girl. Brendan didn’t recognize either of them. His finger remained poised over the weapon button.

“Congratulations,” Tina said. “You’ve caught sophomores.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

2. The Song’s Not the Same
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“Let me get this straight,” Vlad Behram said. The large boy was not even trying to suppress his broad grin. “You want the school evacuated because two kids snuck into the admin building to do some kissy face?”

“I didn’t say evacuated,” Brendan said. He stared at his empty coffee cup, swirled the last couple of drops together on the bottom, and drank it down. “I just want security to do their job like the headmaster promised.”

“Close enough.” 

Brendan sank into his chair. The Bean was crowded even by Saturday morning standards. Champ’s business had always been steady, if not quite as robust as the chain coffee shops scattered throughout the town of Dutchman Springs. Perhaps it was the bite in the autumn air sending customers into his establishment. The aroma of a fresh batch of barfi filled the air with its notes of cardamom and cinnamon. Champ no longer gave out free samples, and a line quickly formed at the counter. The blue-turbaned owner was a one-man show, making coffee drinks, serving treats, and taking money.

The TV was on but with the audio off. The non-supers news held few people’s attention, including Tina’s. She had her face in her phone.

“Sir Duke was spotted again,” she said. “On his way to stop a brawl at a shopping mall. Huh. His car broke down. There’s footage of him from a traffic drone walking along the side of the road. By the time he got there, the police had stopped the fight.” She put her phone away and considered Brendan. “How much coffee you drinking now?”

“You’re not my mom,” Brendan said.

“Definitely not. But I’d like to point out that it’s making you a bit edgy. And when’s the last time you called her, anyway?”

He didn’t want to say. It had been a week. She had left him four messages. Each time he had been busy, either with surveillance or working on his own batch of drones. Since she didn’t text, he had to catch her between shifts at the hospital or while she was home. Each voicemail notification pricked his conscience, but he had so much work to do. Even while in class, he was always thinking about new drone designs—when he wasn’t nodding off. The coffee barely put a dent in how tired he felt.

Tina put a hand on his. They had gone out a couple of times, but all Brendan could talk about was the headmaster, the gate to Not-Earth, and Poser and Paul, the two students who had been swapped for their Not-Earth counterparts. The two boys were still missing, presumably taken to Not-Earth like their real headmaster whom they had rescued. But the police would be of no help, as both boys’ doubles being at school meant they were accounted for, and the gate to Not-Earth couldn’t be reopened to show anyone in authority that there was a danger. Brendan had waited for the real headmaster, Charlotte, and the nurse to come up with some sort of plan. But no plan came.

“Brendan?”

“Sorry. I’m just a little tired.”

“I’ll say. When’s the last time you got more than a couple of hours of sleep?”

“I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not. You’ve got to take a few nights off. Let us handle watching the building. Let security handle the patrols.”

“They’re not taking this seriously,” he said a little too loudly. A few heads turned their direction. “When I called last night, they sent one guard. One! If the headmaster had returned, we couldn’t have done anything to stop him.”

“Well, he didn’t return. It was two kids who had broken in. And this is your third false alarm this week. They’re getting used to ignoring you.”

He shot her an accusing look. “And what about you? Are you getting used to ignoring me too? I seem to be the only one there every night.”

She flushed. Chewed the cuticle of her thumb.

“Hey, buddy,” Vlad said, “Maybe we all just need a night off. You do too. In fact, why don’t we get off campus today and go do something?”

Tina withdrew her hand from his. He could see her fighting back tears. 

“We were all there until a half hour after midnight last night,” Tina said in a low voice. “Vlad and I went to bed. Soren stayed up and was on the roof manning the scope. We’re all trying to keep an eye on this place, so stop making it all about you.”

She pushed away from the table and stormed out of the coffee shop. A few people at nearby tables started clapping. Brendan got up to leave.

“We’ve all been working hard on this,” Vlad said. “But what we’re doing is not sustainable.”

“Then quit if you want to.”

As he left, it took all his willpower not to elbow through a newly arriving group of students who blocked the door.

***
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The easiest advice any of Brendan’s court-appointed therapists had ever given him was to get away from triggers, or people in general, when he was feeling angry. This way he would avoid lashing out. As he walked the green belt that circled the campus, the only other people around were locals who were out for a stroll or running. Although he wasn’t the only Latino in town, only white people seemed to be up that particular morning breaking a sweat. A few said good morning. A few gave him a wide berth. He wasn’t large by any stretch, so maybe it was the fact that he was male and alone, and some of the joggers and walkers were women. Whatever the reason, the walk was making him feel more irritable. He returned to campus. 

He had actual homework he could do, as well as his continued research into just how a gate between two versions of Earth was even possible. He still had Charlotte’s first glove, which he kept powered down in his backpack at all times. The glove, now partially disassembled and more of a bracelet, duplicated the headmaster’s ring in that it could open the Not-Earth gate...if the machine hadn’t been disconnected from the Not-Earth side of things. Right now it was just a hunk of metal.

Charlotte’s second glove was more interesting, but he hadn’t been able to get his hands on it. It could open a doorway to yet another Earth downstream from his. She claimed it could even be used to send someone there, including the wearer, without creating an open gate. It was how Charlotte had managed to evade capture by her father for so long. 

Knowing such devices and machines existed should have thrilled him. But all he felt was a burden. The headmaster had used the machine, heedless of any consequences to Brendan’s world. In Brendan’s mind, even Charlotte had risked too much in building her gloves.

Maybe everyone from Not-Earth is crazy.

Now he felt like he was just holding his breath until the headmaster returned to show his face again. But the headmaster hadn’t been the only invader. There had been two security guards from the other side, as well as Not-Earth’s double of his father, Myron Reece, the supervillain known as Drone King. They had kidnapped two students from Dutchman Springs Academy who hadn’t been recovered.

Brendan had kept the first glove and the ring. The ring was safe with his dad. How these objects could be used wasn’t clear to him, but just having them out of the headmaster’s and Charlotte’s hands felt right. His friends and the security guards who were supposed to be helping were unreliable, but he and his surveillance drones would be ready. He tightened his grip on his pack as he walked. 

He saw Poser sitting alone on a sunny bench next to a modern sculpture that made Brendan think of a melted candle, as if a school plopped in the middle of a desert needed a reminder it was hot. The old Poser had a few painted nails, hair done up into a tall pillar, and strange clothes. The new Poser wore a white T-shirt and jeans, his hair tied back into a ponytail. He had headphones in and he offered Brendan a sleepy nod as he approached.

“Hey, Brian, how are you feeling this morning?”

Poser shrugged. “Got some sleep. Not a lot, but some.” He pulled the earphones off. “I’ve been listening to all of the music on the other me’s phone. It’s all different. Not by much, but by a little. A note here, a changed lyric. None of it’s the same.”

“Are the bands the same?”

“Mostly. There’s stuff on here I’ve never heard of. I know it’s a small deal, but it’s things like this that make me want to start freaking out again. Why couldn’t he have just left me alone?”

Brendan sat down next to Poser. “Maybe he was thinking you’d want what he was offering.” He thought for a moment. “I think some people just really want to be strong and powerful. Look at the supers here. Maybe Myron Reece and your headmaster thought everyone is like that, and if they tasted that power they’d follow orders. Are you seeing your parents this weekend?”

“Yeah. Catching the hyperloop in an hour. My dad asked if I was on drugs wanting to spend time with him. The other me is going to hate his new mom and dad. They’ll actually call and be interested, unlike these people.” 

Brendan could only nod. Poser stared at some passing students and grew sullen.

“It’s not fair for him or them,” Poser said. “Or any of us.”

“You were a victim of a crime. I’m doing what I can to keep it from happening again.”

Poser pointed to Brendan’s pack. “You still have it.”

It wasn’t a question, but Brendan said, “Yeah. The ring and the glove are both safe. The glove stays with me. I can’t chance leaving it anywhere, even locked in the electronics lab. I don’t know if Charlotte, or some security guard, or even the real headmaster will try to take it.”

“And what if things don’t work out here for me?”

“What do you mean?”

“You know. Charlotte could use her glove on me. Send me down the line to see if things are better on the next Earth. Or maybe the one beyond, until I find the right one. Maybe it’s all a loop and I’ll eventually make it home.”

“It doesn’t work like that, Brian. Charlotte can go one world downstream, and that’s it. I think it took her a while to figure that out. We don’t know anything about the next Earth down, either. Maybe you’re there and maybe no one you know is alive. I don’t exist on your Earth. Maybe your parents never met on the next one down. It can always be worse. And we still have no idea if even just being on the wrong Earth is damaging anything. Charlotte already takes too many risks. So don’t ask that. Never again. When we figure out how to return to your Earth, you’ll know.”

Poser went back to watching the students pass them by. Then he chuckled. “I guess I better try to find some new music.”

“Couldn’t hurt. The stuff the old you listened to was atrocious.”

***
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“What’s wrong, Brendan?” Nurse Dreyfus asked. 

He stood awkwardly in the door to her office, unsure of where to begin. Her usual disarming demeanor did nothing to settle his nerves. She was somehow part of what was going on, but he had a hard time understanding how she fit in. Charlotte trusted her, had perhaps even lived with her for the past two years. The real headmaster seemed to fear her.

“I, uh, just saw Brian. He looks like he’s still having trouble adjusting.”

“Why don’t you step in and we can talk about it. I saw Brian yesterday. He’s stronger than you think and this will all just take some time.”

She was doing it again, giving him the impression that he was her complete focus, that she would make everything okay. Even just being in her presence made him feel warm and fuzzy inside. But there was something wrong about that. Everything wasn’t all right.

“Did you give him more of the special water?” The water she had provided had given him and Tina a strength boost while on Not-Earth.

“That was only a temporary fix to make him feel better. He will need to acclimate without it.”

“I think I understand. Like Charlotte has adjusted to living here. But what if it doesn’t work for him? It’s not just the air and the food, but he’s having a hard time being separated from his parents, and with small things. Even the music he likes is different.”

“It will be a challenge for him. But until he can go home, he must do his best to adapt. I will continue to monitor him and help as much as I can. How are you coping? Are you getting enough rest? You look tired.”

“I sleep like a baby.”

Some kids were shouting in the hallway. Brendan waited until they passed along and weren’t in listening distance.

“I need to ask where you get the water you gave us.”

“Why? Do you need some?”

“No, that’s not it. I’m just trying to process everything that’s happened and it has never quite made sense.”

“Brendan, you know nothing about me and I know it’s not fair, because in my position I know everything about you. I am on your side. But as you are discovering, some knowledge is a burden. Even learning about Charlotte’s world is more than some can process. But you’re exceptionally bright. You’ve been there now. You demonstrated incredible bravery in standing up to the other Sperry Appleton. However, the fight is over for now.”

Her mobile phone pinged. She offered a warm smile. “I have other appointments of a more mundane nature, but we can talk later. Would you like that?”

He nodded even as he realized she had dodged his question.
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3. Saturday Schedule
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He figured the electronics lab would be vacant on a Saturday morning, but a couple of older students, juniors maybe, were tooling away at a corner workbench. Their project was a large computer, replete with exotic features like colorful liquid cooling and more fancy lights than most airport landing strips. They barely acknowledged him as he set up to start tinkering. He put earphones in and cued up part seven of a free Yale lecture on astrophysics. Nothing he had listened to so far explained how the headmaster and Charlotte could rip a hole between points in the multiverse. The lecturer had a soothing voice with a heavy upper-crust New York accent, which helped Brendan believe the woman knew what she was talking about.

He removed the glove from his backpack and stared at it for a while. He opened his notebook. Several diagrams he had made displayed every circuit, resistor, and capacitor he could see. He hadn’t dared take it apart yet. He couldn’t chance damaging anything.

One of the students moved past him on the way to a sink. Brendan tucked the glove away and opened his project drawer. A partially completed third drone lay amidst a jumble of metal and plastic components, all things he had scavenged or purchased with his meager funds. He needed a plan, or his drone would be little more than another toy. He stifled a yawn and began emptying the drawer. The pieces, once laid out, did nothing to suggest their potential. He wasn’t smart enough. His father could take these parts and turn them into anything he wanted them to be, but all of Brendan’s designs had been based on ones found online. His drones flew, obeyed commands, but had none of the Drone King’s magic.

“Cool,” one of the students said. The boy was drying his hands with a paper towel and looking at Brendan’s collection of half-finished projects. “That’s quite the motor you have on that thing. What’s its lift potential?”

“It doesn’t work,” Brendan said, pausing the lecture on his phone. He stared at the other student until the boy walked away. The two students huddled back over their project. They looked in Brendan’s direction a couple of times and laughed.

Ms. Hayes, the electronics science teacher, came out of her back office. He hadn’t noticed her before. When she saw him, she headed straight in his direction. “Good to see you this morning, Brendan.”

“Hey.”

She was easily his favorite teacher, always inventive in keeping things interesting, and liberal with free lab use. She was popular with many of the other male students, too, because she was one of the youngest instructors at Dutchman Springs Academy, and the general opinion was that she was hot.

“I’m glad I caught you. I missed your assignment on the history of alternating current. It was due yesterday and I sent you a message to turn it in by nine p.m. I was hoping you still might get it done this morning, but I didn’t receive it.”

“I’m working on it.”

She looked at the drone on the desk. “You don’t appear to be. I’m afraid it means a no credit on the assignment. Brendan, you’ve also been more asleep than awake in class. I understand being tired. You have a demanding schedule. But if this is a trend, your counselor Mr. Childes will have to talk to you so you can do whatever is necessary to make adjustments. I’ve never been one to get in the way of activities outside of schoolwork. It’s generally none of my business. Having the creative freedom to explore projects within this lab is part of learning. But the academic side of your life can’t be neglected.”

“I said I’d finish the assignment,” he said a little too loud, smacking the workbench with the screwdriver. “If you have to fail me on it, fine. And I’ll try not to fall asleep. Is there anything else?”

She had recoiled from him, clearly surprised by his outburst. He instantly felt a rush of guilt. The other students were staring at him too. 

“Brendan, are you okay? Is there something you’d like to talk about?”

He just shook his head. He didn’t trust himself enough to speak coherently.

“Enjoy your project. Get some rest this weekend. Maybe we can chat on Monday and come up with a makeup assignment.”

He nodded and she left. He looked at the screwdriver in his hands and set it down. Closed his eyes and caught his breath. He wanted to pick up the drone and smash it to pieces. What was the point of any of it?

His phone buzzed. “Where you at?” Tina texted.

He considered not answering, but then replied, “Lab.”

She showed up five minutes later and plopped down at his workbench. He was absentmindedly disassembling one of his rotors, with no clear idea of what to do with any of it.

“Sorry I got upset,” she said.

He nodded. Just speaking was going to be hard for him. He needed more time alone before he could be civil and attempt his own apology. “Don’t worry about it. We good?”

“I guess. Is this what you’re going to do today?”

“I’m going to get this done. I’ve also got research to listen to, and I’m going to try to see the headmaster later. It’s been a week.”

“I could go with you.”

“If you want. I think Charlotte should be there.”

“Have you spoken with her?”

“I tell her when we’re setting up for the night. She replies but doesn’t show. I’m going to send her a message this afternoon before I go to the headmaster’s office. Hopefully, she’ll come.”

Tina screwed her mouth to one side. “Hmm.”

“What else do you want me to do?”

“I’ll lay this out carefully so I don’t upset you. One: we don’t have the manpower to monitor the building full time. What if the headmaster returns at ten in the morning during class? Thinking that he’s going to pop in when we’re conveniently waiting for him is silly. Two: the only other person who has opened a gate between two Earths is running around doing lord knows what, and you don’t consider it a priority to find out what she’s doing.”

“She’s on our side.”

“So far. But ask yourself why you wouldn’t give her the glove or the ring back. It’s because you didn’t one hundred percent trust her then. Because she built a second one without you knowing with even more bells and whistles. Who knows what else she might be building.”

He raised a hand for her to stop talking. “Fine. I’ll call her.”

“It doesn’t have to be all you. We need to see the headmaster, make sure he’s still working with us. If you think security is dropping the ball, he needs to know. See if Charlotte will show up for the meet. But let’s confirm for ourselves that she’s not getting into mischief.”

“I’ll text her after I make the appointment with the headmaster.”

“Good.” She stood up. “Once you do, let’s take a walk down to the farmer’s market so we get a change of scenery. The headmaster’s Saturday hours don’t start until noon.”

“I know. But I want to get this third drone finished by tonight.”

Her face iced over. “Suit yourself.” She turned and walked out of the lab.

The two other students resumed their laughter. Brendan put his earphones back in and turned the volume up, but quickly remembered he had no idea what he was doing. He put away the drone and took out the remnants of Charlotte’s glove. 

Time to see what makes you tick.

***
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Brendan sent a message to the headmaster’s virtual assistant and received a confirmation of the request. A second message appeared in seconds on his tablet. “The time slot you requested is full. Is there a better time we can schedule an appointment?”

He messaged Tina. “Headmaster has no open appointments. Going anyway now.”

Then he copied the message and sent it to Charlotte. The headmaster’s stepdaughter from Not-Earth didn’t reply. He had seen so little of her lately. She had her own obsessions. But she was also used to keeping secrets. What was she working on? Her ability to make the second glove so quickly had been startling. What else was she capable of? 

Tina was right; they needed to watch her.

He waited outside the humanities building and studied the few passing students and school staff. Were there others besides Poser and Paul who had been swapped with doubles? No one paid him any mind. He checked the time. Tina wasn’t there yet, but he didn’t feel like waiting.

The headmaster’s temporary new office was in a classroom. It was a Spartan affair compared to his old digs, a single space he shared with his assistant and his secretary. The headmaster stayed seated as he spoke with a student who looked like he had just run in from the track, judging by his tank top, running shorts, and shoes. The headmaster looked better since being rescued from Not-Earth. His skin looked less pale and his cheeks were no longer sunken. Still, this man’s eyes didn’t carry the same fire as the other headmaster’s. Perhaps they never had. It was as if their own headmaster was cut from the poorer extremities of the same cloth.

“Good morning, Mr. Garza,” the secretary said. The woman behind the desk had a wooden face that barely moved when she smiled. Her small eyes appeared large behind her thick glasses. Perhaps the woman was partially blind. Had she not noticed when the headmaster had been kidnapped and replaced? 

“I need to talk to him,” Brendan said.

“I’ll see if we can slip you in. Have a seat.”

Tina came inside the office and sat next to Brendan without saying a word. She was sweating and breathing heavily. She was going through basketball tryouts, so perhaps she had been working out. He liked it when she sat so close to him. They waited. A pair of students entered who had appointments. The secretary had them sit and told them it would be just another minute.

Brendan had his backpack in his lap and he gripped and twisted at one of the loop handles. Tina put her hand on his and patted it. He took a deep breath and tried to calm down.

“Mr. Garza. Ms. Collins,” the headmaster said. 

The other two students and the secretary looked up at him as he escorted Brendan and Tina across the room to his desk.

“I have just a few minutes. How may I be of service?”

Both Tina and Brendan tried to speak at the same time. Brendan said, “We needed security last night at the admin building. Only one guard arrived. Someone was inside.”

“I read the report. It was a false alarm. Two students unlocked one of the windows and got in. They were given a warning.”

“That’s not the point. What if it had been him coming back?”

The headmaster nodded solemnly. “Mr. Garza, I appreciate your zeal in this matter. We have the building under our own surveillance, and our security staff is committed to preventing another incident. But we mustn’t overreact to non-emergencies.”

“This was a little more than an incident!” Tina kept nudging him as he spoke, but he ignored her. “At least two of your students and two of your security staff are still missing. You were kidnapped and had to be rescued. The police have yet to be informed of any of this. They know about the men attacking the campus, but what else have you told them?”

A placid smile crossed the headmaster’s face. “The investigation is ongoing.”

Brendan started to stand, but Tina’s nails dug into his arm.

“We’re concerned that you’re not taking this seriously enough,” Tina said. “We’ve been keeping watch on the building, and we don’t see much in the way of security helping out. I know there’s been a few false alarms, but maybe if security showed its face more often, we wouldn’t feel the need to spend every night guarding the place.”

“Your commitment is commendable. I’m still in your debt for bringing me back here. I’ve reached out to a contact within the FBI who might have some insights. I was going to let you know once he and I met. But we do have cameras set on the building. The footage is monitored around the clock by both security and state-of-the-art surveillance software. In the meantime, I encourage you to get rest, focus on schoolwork, and leave it in the school’s hands. If my counterpart were still a threat, I wouldn’t be able in good conscience to allow students to continue with their normal activity.”

Brendan was at a loss for words.

“Thank you,” Tina said. “Please keep us informed as to what your investigation finds. We’re deeply concerned about our missing
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