
Introduction

There are three levels of trouble:

There is the ordinary kind, which you can solve by yourself. 

There is the more serious kind, where you go to a friend or family member for help.

Then there is the life-and-death kind, where you will accept any help you can get. Even if it’s being offered by Abby Lunay.
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Tuesday, May 4 at 1:48pm
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Henry Castle arrived at the school and began preparing for the abduction of his teenaged target. He stood beside the blacked-out van, which was parked at the edge of the school grounds. He studied the L-shaped, two-story building and its surroundings as he held his phone to his ear. There were two men standing beside him, testing the wireless headsets which they had just adorned.

“You took too long, Walker, so we arrived at the target’s school later than I would have liked,” Castle scowled as the cool mist began to turn into light rain. “What’s your current status?”

“We’re on our way to you now, and we still have over an hour before her classes are out,” Walker replied into his communicator. “I told you I’d crack it.”

Castle scoffed. “Do you recall bragging that you could break into any electronic planner in under thirty minutes?”

“Well, until today, I always could.”

“And do you recall me saying you’d be lucky to access that particular one we stole in three times that long?”

“Fine, I admit that my estimate may have been off this one time.”

“Humility is a wonderful thing, Walker,” Castle said. “If you learn to embrace it, that same humility could serve as a solid foundation for you to start building a personality.”

“To be fair, this device was something I’d never seen before.” Walker’s voice was laced with a curious mix of contempt and admiration. “There were two levels of encryption and a security algorithm which was constantly probing for unauthorized access. I had to disable both levels of encryption and the security probe at the same time or the memory would have wiped itself.”

“We’re on a tight schedule and have a very narrow window to do this abduction,” Castle did not mask his contempt. “And yet you wanted me to give you three hours to do the job. If I had I let you take that long, we’d have missed this opportunity.”

“Hey, but when you gave me ninety minutes, I got it done in that time.”

“Barely.”

“But the point is I did, and you should be thanking me.”

“Very well. Then I thank you for nearly making us late because of your misplaced confidence and stubborn arrogance. What’s your ETA?”

“Let me see,” Walker said. “We’re fifteen minutes out.”

“Fine. Are you and Brenner in civilian clothing?”

“Affirmative. We just left the thrift store, and we have civvies for everyone.”

“Good.” Castle’s barely perceptible nod was the only movement he made. “Too many people in urban camouflage will draw attention to what we’re doing. We’re in Canada, remember, so be sure to leave all weapons in the van when you arrive, or we risk having people make nervous phone calls to the police. I’d rather not draw attention to our efforts here.”

“Understood.”

“While you’re at it,” Castle added, “park your van at the northeast corner of the school’s field beside the alley. We’ve got the southwest corner covered. That will give us line of sight around the entire school, and we can triangulate if needed.”

“Copy that.”

Castle disconnected the call and clipped the phone to his belt.

“We’re all set here,” Harrison, one of the other men with him, nodded. “I heard you tell Walker to park the van at the opposite end of the school. That’s smart, and not just for line-of-sight. Two identical black vans parked beside one another risks attracting attention.”

“Correct.” Castle glanced briefly at Harrison. “It’s always a pleasant surprise when you demonstrate a modicum of critical thinking.”

Castle expected people who worked on his team to be loyal and hard-working individuals who didn’t question his orders. However, he also valued smart, quick-thinking people who could improvise and adapt on the fly. It required a delicate balancing act, as critical thinkers didn’t tend to blindly follow orders, and obedient people didn’t tend to be particularly imaginative. As a result, Castle normally took great care when assembling his teams to include an assortment of people with complementary skills, opting mostly for obedience, because his patience for smart-asses was severely limited. This particular mission was rushed, however, so he had to take the only four mercenaries who were available.

“I can’t keep this thought to myself any more.” Harrison sighed, and looked up to Castle. “I’ve got to ask you something about this op because I can’t make any sense of it.”

“Go ahead.”

“You got the job at four this morning and you hired everyone who could get themselves on-site by five. By seven, we’d prepped, stocked, and loaded two vans and we have all this equipment and gear with us.” Harrison gestured with his hand toward the van’s contents. “We drove for more than three hours to get here, had to get smuggled across the border, and we were briefed by you about the mission on the way, and I can’t help but ask myself the same question over and over.” 

“Which is...?”

“Was all of this necessary just to abduct one seventeen-year-old girl? I mean, you said in the briefing she could offer up some resistance, but this is bordering on the ridiculous.”

“Abundant supplies and a variety of high-quality gear give us options and agility.” Castle didn’t take his eyes off of the school. “I predict we’ll need to improvise as this job unfolds, and all the gear we brought will allow us to do just that. Options and agility are essential elements, regardless of how major or minor a given operation is. As General Rommel famously said, the battle is fought and decided by the quartermasters long before the shooting begins. As for there being five of us, I agree it’s not the ideal number for this mission, but we disagree as to why. You seem to be implying we could pull this off with fewer people.”

“And you don’t think we can?”

“No, fewer people would decrease our odds of success to unacceptably low levels.” Castle turned his head just long enough to look down his nose at Harrison. “In an ideal scenario, I’d have had two weeks to plan and prepare, and I would have been able to hand-pick the twelve team members needed for this operation.”

Harrison blinked hard then raised his eyebrows. “You’d have brought a dozen people... to abduct one teenager?”

“Yes,” Castle scoffed. “And if Alyssa Bristol is anything like her parents, then even a dozen people might not be enough.”
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Tuesday, 1:51pm
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Mrs. Rousseau, the Gym teacher, blew her whistle and the two wrestlers stood up and left the mat. “Nicely done, both of you. It was close, but Navpreet wins the match on points. All right, lastlym we have Karen and Alyssa. Step up to the mat, please.”

Karen strode out, stood on the edge of the mat, and glared at Alyssa, who had taken only a few hesitant steps forward. 

“Come on, Alyssa, let’s move it,” the teacher prompted. “It’s your turn, so step up to the mat. If we hurry, we might have time to get this match finished before the end of the period.”

Alyssa shuffled toward the mat with all the enthusiasm of a condemned prisoner approaching the gallows. She stopped at the edge of the mat.

“Let’s go, Aloser,” her would-be wrestling opponent jeered. “Bring it.”

“No.” Alyssa stopped walking. “It’s unsafe.”

“Go on.” The teacher waved for her to move forward. “You’ll be fine.”

“I wasn’t worried about it being unsafe for me.” Alyssa glared at Karen, who had been Alyssa’s primary source of torment since she started high school. Karen often attacked Alyssa, both physically and psychologically, and although Alyssa knew she could flatten Karen in a fight, she didn’t dare. When Alyssa had been bullied in elementary school, she’d lashed out at her tormenter and had broken his arm. Not only did she get suspended for her efforts, her parents warned her to keep her responses proportional. As a young girl, she didn’t know what that meant exactly, so she opted for a minimalist approach. In high school, that passivity made her a target.

Karen, on the other hand, was bold, brash, and a confident go-getter, and she had a gaggle of hangers-on who would follow her lead. If Karen didn’t like someone, then nobody in her group did either; and it was a fairly large group. Karen decided who got bullied, who got ignored, and who could be in her exclusive circle. Alyssa had been placed on the bullied list.

Mrs. Rousseau looked at her watch, then emitted a loud moan of frustration.

“We’ve run out of time, so Karen wins by forfeit.” The Gym teacher glanced with considerable annoyance at Alyssa. “All right, ladies, go get changed. Alyssa, a word with me now, please.”

As the rest of the girls sped to the changing room, Alyssa walked up to her teacher. “Yes, Mrs. Rousseau?”

“I need your help understanding something.” Rousseau pinched the bridge of her nose. “I can tell you’re a physically fit, strong, healthy young woman, so why has your participation in class been hit-and-miss?”

“I don’t know,” Alyssa shrugged and looked down at the gym floor as though the scuffed varnish had suddenly become the most interesting thing in the room. “Some sports I really like, but there are others which I feel I should avoid.”

“You seem to excel in solo sports, but I notice you’ve been avoiding activities where there’s any sort of potential for physical contact,” the teacher said. “Floor hockey, football, basketball, and now wrestling.”

“My parents have warned me about injuries.”

“It’s perfectly safe in a supervised environment,” Rousseau soothed. “They shouldn’t be so worried about you getting hurt.”

“They’re not.” Alyssa glanced up but didn’t make eye contact. “They’re more worried about me hurting other people.”

“Alyssa, there’s no delicate way of saying this,” Rousseau said as she folded her arms. “You have to step up, participate more, and find your confidence, or you’ll fail Gym class a second time and you need it to graduate. Now go get changed so you’re not late for your next subject.”
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Tuesday, 2:52pm
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“All right, people, this is it,” Castle spoke into his headset. “Brenner and Reinhart, there are two exits and I want one of you at each of them. Reinhart, you take the north entrance, while Brenner covers the south.  Harrison is on tech lead. He will be the coordinator for this op and will be quarterbacking the plays I call. Walker, you’ll remain in the northeast van monitoring everyone’s button cameras. And Walker, make sure you’re ready to bug out on short notice, in case we need to execute a hasty departure.”

“Got it,” Walker replied.

“All right, Harrison,” Castle nodded at him. “You’re on.”

“Remember not to attract any undue attention,” Harrison spoke into his mic. “As far as anyone is concerned, the two of you are just bored parents waiting for your son or daughter after school. Make sure your button cameras have the facial recognition software activated to ensure we get a positive ID on the target. The dismissal bell will ring in less than eight minutes, so be ready.”

“Gentlemen,” Castle interjected, “we only get one shot at doing this with the element of surprise on our side, so there are to be no mistakes. Are there any questions?”

The silence provided his answer.

“Good.” Castle picked up his binoculars and scanned the school. “Remember, your target is Alyssa Bristol. Although I made you memorize every line and contour of the photo we extracted from the target’s residence, there is a high probability that her hair and clothes are different. Remain on this channel and keep your comms open. Stay alert, and watch those exits.”
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Tuesday, 2:55pm

[image: ]


Megan Locke hurried into the school. She briskly marched down the long corridor, counting on her disguise to provide her with hassle-free access to the school. There were only a few adults who could walk through a private high school and not be confronted, and one of them was a cop. The brim of her police hat was pulled low, so as to hide as much of her face as possible. As long as no real cops happened to be onsite at the same time, she was confident the disguise would work.

The chilly rain had dampened her outfit, but Megan was in such a high state of worry, she didn’t feel the cold or wet, but instead felt as though she were in a sauna.

She’d managed to trace the cellular signal from Alyssa’s phone to the school office. Her heart raced as she continued her brisk pace down the hallway.
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Tuesday, 2:56pm
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Castle was silent for a moment before responding to what he had just heard. “Reinhart, did you say you just saw a cop enter the school?”

“Affirmative,” Reinhart’s voice came through the earpiece. “A brown-skinned chick in a police uniform just walked past me and went into the school, and she seemed to be in a hurry.”

“Stand by.” Castle flipped through a number of screens on his tablet. “Gentlemen, I’m not showing any police dispatches having been made to the school, so just keep your wits about you. For all we know, she’s just picking up her kid.”

“I don’t know, Castle. She looks to be in her early twenties, or twenty-five at the most. I don’t see how she could have a high-school-aged kid, unless she became a mom when she was between the ages of five and eight.”

“Understood,” Castle said after a thoughtful pause. “Stand by.”

Harrison looked over at Castle. “Do we abort the grab?”

“Negative.” Castle’s mind was racing as various scenarios played out in his head. “That being said, though, this is an unexpected development and a potential complication. There’s an unknown player on the field, and it presents me with some intriguing new variables to consider. For now, we proceed as planned. If things go south, then I’ll be ready to call new plays on the fly and we’ll continue improvising from there if necessary.”
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Tuesday, 3:00pm
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The dismissal bell rang, and Alyssa tossed her books into her backpack with a sigh of relief. She had made it through the day without being kept after school, and she was relieved. As she stood up from her desk, Mr. Weston, her English teacher, called out to her.

“Alyssa, could you come here for a moment, please?”

Alyssa deflated. It seemed the day would continue to present her with unwanted gifts. The rest of the students walked or darted out of the room as Alyssa shuffled her way to her teacher’s desk.

“What?”

Mr. Weston held up a finger and waited for the last of the other students to leave the room. He looked around one last time to ensure they were alone. 

“I’d like to speak to you about the research essay you handed in.”

“What about it?”

“I want to be fair and tell you this before I hand back the marked essays to the class tomorrow, because I don’t want this to come as a shock to you.” Weston sighed, then locked eyes with Alyssa. “As it stands now, you’re getting an ‘F’ on the assignment, but I’m willing to give you until Friday to rewrite it for a better grade.”

“What?” Alyssa’s eyes widened and her stomach knotted. “But why? What was wrong with the report I submitted?”

“For one thing, you didn’t write it yourself.” Weston stood up and leaned against the wall behind his desk. He watched her closely to gauge her reactions. “You paid someone else to write it for you, didn’t you?”

“They helped me with the content, but it still had to be turned into a report. Also, the introduction, conclusion, analysis, and summary were all completely written by me,” Alyssa poked her index finger a few times into the middle of her chest. “Everything you read, I typed up myself.”

“You didn’t include a bibliography.”

“Yes, I did,” the pitch of Alyssa’s voice went up a half-octave. “It was the very last page of the essay.”

“The last page of your research essay was an expense sheet with the word bibliography written across the top.”

“Well, yeah, it shows you how much I had to pay to get the essay done.”

“So, you’re admitting you paid for your content,” Weston said as he pointed at her.

“Well, yes, of course I did,” Alyssa nodded. “Good research costs money, and I’m supposed to list my sources in the bibliography, right? Well, that’s what I did, including the amount I paid.”

“No, the word bibliography is made up of two Greek words. There’s biblion meaning book, and graphia meaning writing. You didn’t write a list of books; you simply cited the author’s name and a line called fees followed by a dollar amount. No page numbers were listed, nor the name of the book you were supposedly basing your essay on.”

“You allow website links as a source, and there’s no writing or books involved there either,” Alyssa wasn’t aware her voice had added a few decibels. “What source would you trust more: some random web site anybody could have made up themselves, or the first-hand comments of the person who wrote the actual book?”

“First of all, Alyssa, take a breath.”

“It already feels like I’m taking too many as it is.”

“Before I respond, I just want you to be calm.”

“I’ve wanted to be calm for seventeen years, so it looks like neither of us will get what we want.”

“All right, then I’ll continue as you are,” Mr. Weston said as he gave her an exasperated look. “Listen to me carefully. Emmett Fischer may be a Nobel Prize-winning scientist, but he’s also a renowned recluse who regards human beings as nature’s most catastrophically failed experiment and that humanity has no redeeming qualities. He doesn’t speak to his own family, let alone to random high school students. Do you know what I think? I think you didn’t want to write the essay, so you hired someone online to write it on your behalf. For you to hand this in to me and pretend you happened to bump into Dr. Fischer at the grocery store or something is both insulting and absurd. He lives fifty miles outside of Utne, Norway, so unless you spent last weekend taking an extremely long hike in the Scandinavian wilderness, you lied about your source. Either way, it’s irrelevant because you paid for your content.”

She stomped her foot on the floor. “Other students’ parents help them with their content, so are you going to fail them as well?”

“No, and that’s not even close to being the same thing. Look, don’t make me call your parents over this.”

“You can’t call them.” Alyssa wiped her eyes, exhaled, and then looked down at the floor. “They’re... away at the moment.”

“Oh they are, huh?” Mr. Weston chuckled. “And where exactly are they?”

Her reply was barely audible. “In Europe.”

“It happens to be parent-teacher night on Thursday, and your father confirmed his attendance, so it’s doubtful they’ve gone that far.” Weston folded his arms. “The assignment was to write an in-depth essay about the three energy alternatives Dr. Fischer explored in his Ecology for Today book. I know you’re smart and capable, as I hear you’re getting an A in Biology and Chemistry, so I don’t know what the mental block is with English. This isn’t a science class, so you don’t have to get too technical, if that’s what you’re worried about. You just need to write a research essay stating a summary of his book and your opinion on all three topics; not just two of them.”

Alyssa shrugged as she continued staring at the floor. “Dr. Fischer isn’t as keen on tidal energy as he used to be.”

“No, you’re incorrect,” Weston said. “If you’d actually read his book, you’d have seen how much he advocates it, and speaks of it in glowing terms, along with solar and wind power. When I see your father on Thursday, I’ll have the opportunity to speak directly to him about you paying for your essay and these fabricated excuses you’re offering up. Redo the essay by Friday, or the failing grade stands. You need to do well on this essay, or you’ll have to attend summer school. Or, worse, you’ll have to repeat my class next year, and neither of us want that to happen.”
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Tuesday, 3:05pm 
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Henry Castle narrowed his eyes. “Does anyone have eyes on the target yet?”

“Negative,” Brenner and Reinhart answered at the same time.

“Stay ready.” Castle muted his microphone then muttered to himself. “Something’s not right. I can feel it.”
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Tuesday, 3:06pm 
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“Ah, good afternoon, Alyssa,” the Principal, Jeff Peterson, greeted her as she walked into the school office. “My week truly wouldn’t be complete without seeing you in here at least once. So, what is it today?”

“It’s not detention this time, Mr. Peterson. My phone was confiscated in Biology class, so I’m just here to pick it up.”

“Glad to hear it isn’t detention.” He rummaged under the counter until he found the envelope with her name written on it. He pulled it out, opened it, and then held up her phone. “While you’re here, Miss Riley told me you’re still not attending her classes on a regular basis. Band used to be your favourite subject, yet now you’ve missed every class in the past two weeks. Did something happen?”

“No,” Alyssa lied. “I just... lost interest.”

“If you continue to skip out,” Peterson said while waving her phone in his hand, “you’ll end up failing the class which will result in a lower overall average for your grades. It could make it more difficult for you to be accepted by colleges or universities if that happens.” 

“Yeah, I get it,” Alyssa huffed. She was relieved it was the end of the school day, because she was of the misguided opinion it meant the worst of the day was finally behind her.

Peterson nodded and then handed her the phone. 

“Thanks.” Alyssa turned the phone on and inserted her passcode. 
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Tuesday, 3:07pm
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Henry Castle heard a beep and checked his tablet. He activated his microphone.

“Gentlemen, the target has just signed into her phone, so she’s likely to come out of the school at any moment. Be ready to move in.”
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Tuesday, 3:07pm

[image: ]


Immediately after unlocking her phone, a red pop-up window with white letters appeared on her screen. The message read BI-SP-LP and it caused her heart to race and her stomach to drop. 

Is this for real? Alyssa wondered as her stomach and chest tightened. She felt her face and ears get hot, yet she also felt as though ice water had begun to race through her veins. “Um, Mr. Peterson?”

“Yes, Alyssa?”

“Would it be okay if I left my phone here?” She placed it on the front counter, trying to steady her trembling hand. “Just put it back into the envelope for now, and I’ll pick it up tomorrow.”

“You look a bit distressed. Is everything all right?”

“It’s fine.” Alyssa wasn’t aware of how wide her eyes were at that moment, nor how the pitch and cadence of her voice had changed. “Yes. Everything is fine. I just want to pick it up later. Things are really fine, but I have to go right now. I’ll pick it up later. Wait, I already said that, didn’t I? Anyway. Um. Bye.”

Alyssa darted out of the office, leaving behind a bewildered and speechless Mr. Peterson.
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Tuesday, 3:08pm
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“I have eyes on the target,” Castle said into his headset. “She’s at the south exit. Brenner, execute your orders. Leave your audio open and active.”

“Copy that, I see her,” Jay Brenner said. “Approaching her now.”

He jogged up to his target.

“Oh, thank goodness I found you, Alyssa.” Brenner wore his best worried expression. “Your mother asked me to bring you to the airport right away. Your father’s been seriously injured, and he’s asking to see you at the hospital.”

Alyssa folded her arms. “Is that all?”

“Uh.” Brenner was unable to mask his confusion. “Your father’s been hurt in Europe and is in critical condition and he may not make it, so he wants you on a plane to be there with him. Isn’t that enough?”

“Oh, wait, sorry,” Alyssa slapped her hand against her forehead. “I can’t believe what a dummy I am. I think I forgot my phone back in the office, and I’ll need it if I’m going with you to the airport. Wait here, and I’ll be right back.”

Alyssa turned and ran back inside the school, dodging the students who were exiting the building.

“She’s gone back inside.” Brenner’s words were slow and his mind raced. He replayed the scene again in his mind but it did little to help him to understand what had just happened. “I did not apprehend the target.”

“Yeah, so I saw and heard,” Castle’s pensive voice rumbled in reply. “Something’s definitely askew. Her body language suggested a high level of anxiety or agitation, so we have to entertain the possibility that, somehow, our cover has been blown.”

Harrison looked over at Castle. “The cop?”

“We have to consider that possibility.” Castle’s eyes narrowed. “I’d wager the woman you saw wasn’t a real cop. Reinhart and Brenner, stay at your assigned exits, in case the target tries to get out through either door. She looks a little different from the photo I had you all memorize. Brenner, seeing as how you were the closest one to her, I want you to tell everyone what the target is wearing and what her hair looks like so they can more readily identify her.”

“The target has pale skin and straight, shoulder-length brown hair with long bangs, not the longer wavy hair in the photo. She has on a black t-shirt with Crimson Visigoths written on it in red and she’s wearing dark grey sweatpants. Her backpack is black with red trim.”

“Reinhart, I estimate there’s a ninety percent probability the target will head out the north exit where you are instead of where Brenner is, so be alert. Both of you, call in the moment you have a visual on her, and stay alert. I wouldn’t put it past her to climb out a window, so be prepared for anything and expect fierce resistance.”
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Tuesday, 3:10pm
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Megan Locke worried she had somehow missed Alyssa. Her tracker showed Alyssa’s phone as being in the office, but when she went there, Alyssa wasn’t in the vicinity. 

What if she left for home without her phone and I’ve missed her?

Megan’s heart raced and she felt the perspiration dampening her temples. Her skin prickled where the hat band gripped her scalp. She decided to check the office one final time. As she got closer, she noticed Alyssa coming around the corner at the far end of the hallway, heading toward her. Alyssa, upon seeing Megan, quickened her pace. 

“Officer,” Alyssa called out as she waved. “I need your help.”

“Yes?” Megan made sure her voice sounded deep and authoritative, yet friendly. “How can I help you, miss?”

“There’s a man outside, and he just tried to...” Alyssa stopped about thirty feet away, and looked at Megan’s uniform.

“Yes?” Megan prompted. “He just tried to what?”

“Never mind.” Alyssa turned and began to run.

“Alyssa, wait,” Megan called out. “I know about the code you received on your phone.”

Alyssa stopped running and turned around. She regarded Megan with suspicion.

“You got the code BI-SP-LP.” Megan tried to sound calm, despite her nervousness. “I’m the one who sent it to you. It stands for Become Invisible, Security Protocols, Leave Phone.”

“Yes, I know what it stands for.” Alyssa cocked her head slightly. “Is that all?”

“No.” Megan smiled. “I also have the code phrase. Tango Alpha Four.”

Trusted Ally Four. Alyssa nodded. 

Megan removed the police cap and pointed at her own face. “Alyssa, it’s me.”

“Gina?” Alyssa’s mouth hung open for a moment. “What are you doing here? I don’t need to be looked after while I’m at school.”

“Alyssa, my real name is Megan, not Gina. I’ll have to explain everything to you later, when you’re safe.”

“When I’m safe?” Alyssa looked around. “You mean I’m not safe right now?”

“No, not at the moment.” Megan tried to keep the urgency out of her voice, but failed rather spectacularly. “If the person you saw is part of the threat to you, then it means they found you faster than I hoped.”

“Who is he and why is he—?”

“I don’t know any of the details yet, okay?” Megan walked up to Alyssa and put her right hand on Alyssa’s shoulder. “I don’t know who we’re dealing with, and right now I don’t care. My priority is to protect you from any threat, no matter who it’s from.”

“What started all of... whatever this is?”

“I don’t know any of that either.” Megan took a deep breath and then shook her head. “I was alerted when the silent alarm in your house was set off. I went to your place immediately, and the first thing I saw when I got there was your kicked-in back door.”

“We were robbed?”

“I thought so at first, but it appears the only things they took were a framed picture of you and the electronic planner which was recharging in the kitchen. Nothing else seems to have been touched.”

“I assume they took my photo so they’d know what I look like, but why take the planner?”

“My guess? Your school’s phone number is in there so they could use it to do a reverse-look-up and then they’d know which school they could find you at.”

“Oh my god, I can’t deal with this.” Alyssa wrung her hands. “I’m even more scared than I was a minute ago.”

“I am too, if I’m being honest.”

“What do we do?”

Megan wanted to say I don’t know, but thought it best not to mention that, as she needed Alyssa to believe everything was going to be fine. Instead, Megan opted for a different response. “Let me think about our best options while we keep moving.”

The two began to walk along the hallway away from the office. 

Alyssa held onto Megan’s elbow. “I am so stressed out right now.”

“Believe me, I can relate to that.” Megan decided it may be a good idea to keep Alyssa distracted so she wouldn’t be overcome with fear. “How did you know I wasn’t a real cop?”

“There’s no nametag on the uniform.”

Megan turned the information over in her mind a few times before responding.

“You knew I wasn’t a real cop because I didn’t have a nametag?”

“If you want to pass yourself off as RCMP, there should be a nametag on the right side of the uniform.” Alyssa kept walking. “But it wasn’t just the nametag. The hat’s wrong too. It should have a yellow band with a crest on the front, not a white band with the word police on it. The items clipped to your belt are wrong, too. The shirt you’re wearing is pale blue but it should be a light grey, and the gun you’re carrying is an obvious fake. Is that a Halloween costume, or something?”

“It’s the or something. I knew you were observant, but I didn’t really know how observant until just now.”

“You’ve been my sitter for around three years, so you should already know how paranoid my dad is.” Alyssa rolled her eyes. “My childhood consisted of him forcing me to memorize these kinds of details as well as emergency codes and protocols. While other kids got to run around on the playground, my dad had me doing threat assessments on the parents who were there supervising. Until now, I never thought I would ever use any of the dumb stuff he taught me.”

“And here I thought disguising myself as a cop would help me,” Megan said. “Most people wouldn’t have seen through the disguise so quickly.”

“Most people don’t have my dad as their father. When I saw you were a fake cop, I thought you were with the creepy dude I met outside.”

“Whoever he is, I promise you, I’m not with him.”

“I’m pretty sure he’s American, like you. But he’s from Lower Michigan, based on his speech pattern.”

Two students emerged from a nearby classroom, walked past them, and then made their way down the hall. Megan and Alyssa remained silent until they were certain the two were out of earshot. 

“Alyssa, I’m curious. I never told you anything about myself, so how do you know I’m American?”

“Your accent. I’m going to guess you’re from either Kansas or Iowa.”

“St. Louis, Missouri, so you’re close enough. You’re like your mom. You have a good ear for languages and accents.”

Alyssa tugged gently at Megan’s arm. “Where are we going?”

“For now, this way.” 

Alyssa followed Megan until they came to the entrance of the gymnasium. Megan turned to face Alyssa. “We need to get out of here, and I was thinking the best way to do that would be to create some kind of diversion, and I’ve thought of one. We need to get to the drama room. Where is it?”

“This is a high school, so every room is technically a drama room.” Alyssa then pointed to her right. “The theatre is down that way, up the stairs, and then across the hall. Why?”

“Because something else occurred to me.” Megan sighed. “If these guys are professionals, then a diversion probably won’t be enough.”
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Henry Castle held the binoculars steady as he spoke. “Has anyone called in to you with a visual?”

“Negative.” Harrison didn’t look up from his computer screen. “So far, one hundred and thirty-eight students have come out and we’ve managed to get a good look at every one of them. Nobody has reported contact with any of the subjects so far, and the target hasn’t shown up on any of the button cameras.”

“Then unless she’s already slipped out, which is highly unlikely, it’s safe to deduce she’s on to us.” Castle lowered his binoculars and donned the headset. “All right, everyone, listen up. Walker, we need to flush them out, so get out of the van, head inside the school, and then conduct a room-to-room search of the entire building.”

“Will do,” Walker hopped out of the north-east van, “but I’m not in civilian clothes. Should I change first?”

“Negative. It’s an acceptably small risk, as I doubt one person in gray camouflage is going to look too much out of place,” Castle’s voice rumbled. “Once you’re inside, make sure you hit every classroom, lounge, study hall, supply room, bathroom, boiler room, and broom closet in that entire school. Once we force them to move, we can converge upon them in a coordinated strike. Remember to wait for my command and keep your comms open.”

The coordinator, Harrison, looked up at Castle. “Wouldn’t the search go a lot faster if we sent everyone inside?”

Castle hit the mute button on his headset and glanced down at the seated coordinator.

“If I’m hearing you correctly, Harrison, you want me to send our entire team inside the school, even though it would present an opportunity for our target to escape through the suddenly unguarded exits or out the unwatched windows.” 

“It was just a thought.” Harrison shrugged.

“But it wasn’t a sensible one.” Castle resumed his binocular-aided scan of the school. “No, we’re going to do this methodically and logically. We have both doors covered, I’m watching the windows, and you’re monitoring Walker’s button camera as he flushes them out and forces them to make a move. We’ve seen the floor plans of the school, and there are no basements, subterranean passages, or other hidden escape routes.”

“What do you anticipate the hostiles to do?”

“That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?” Castle lowered the binoculars. “Or, in our case, the four hundred thousand dollar question. The way I see it, they might try to hide, hoping we give up and go away. It’s more likely, however, that they’ll create a diversion. If something big and flashy takes place, then we can’t take our eyes off the windows and exits.”

“Understood.”
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