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      Five minutes before sunset, he coasted his stripped-down white side-panel van to a crawl at the bus stop on Watt Avenue at the Interstate 80 overpass, stopping precisely thirty feet past the last passenger shelter. He’d done his homework four months ago on his scouting trip and had discovered the blind spot in the Sacramento County camera surveillance web.

      Having committed to memory a photograph earlier today, he spotted the person he’d come for. His partner for this op stepped to the curb, opened the passenger door, and slid into the front seat. He accelerated and took the eastbound ramp one hundred feet ahead without exchanging a word with his new partner. His phone barked directions to the city of Gladding, predicting a twenty-six-minute trip.

      They settled into silence, the way he preferred to work. His job as a scout and an on-the-ground observer had him working alone for the past three years. He’d had no one to depend on, but even more satisfying, he relied on no one. Then, following the events in Spicewood four months ago, his role changed. Belcher wanted him to get his hands dirty.

      It wasn’t as if he hadn’t done things like this before, but he’d thought he’d put this type of work behind him in the sandbox. He would have walked if Belcher hadn’t offered double his regular fee. Now he had to rely on the assistance of a partner he’d only talked with over the phone once to iron out the op details. With any luck, the newbie with the fresh face sitting next to him knew enough to stick to the script and not freewheel.

      Google Maps was accurate. They arrived at their staging point eight minutes before go time and well after the last glimmer of light had left the summer sky—more than enough time to prepare their gear and load the prepositioned second vehicle. He manually popped the old beater’s trunk parked under the oak tree on the outskirts of their target’s property before tossing the car keys to his partner.

      They worked together, transferring six of the two dozen metallic boxes, each the size of a toaster oven, from deep inside the van to the trunk. After locking up the sedan, they donned equipment vests and loaded up with zip ties, duct tape, one-foot-square cloth sacks, and ketamine-filled syringes. Finally, they ops-checked their sidearms and extra ammo. But if this part of the operation went smoothly, the guns would be only for show. That was the optimist in him speaking. The pessimist had him thinking two magazines each wouldn’t be enough.

      Returning to the van silently, his partner hopped in to drive while he took the passenger seat. They both put on ski masks. His partner then drove down the hundred-yard-long, sweeping dark access road of the target’s semi-rural property. This place was ideal for what they were about to do. The front of the house was shielded from the road by trees and shrubs, and the nearest neighbor was an eighth of a mile away. The chance of encountering a stray witness was virtually nonexistent.

      At this time in the evening, the husband wouldn’t be home for an hour. The maid should have left for the day a half-hour ago. The wife should be in the hot tub on the back deck and at least two cocktails into her nightly routine. The two teenagers should be in their rooms under the pretense of doing their homework. However, he’d done his homework. The boy was likely cruising porn sites, and the girl should be on her phone scrolling through her Instagram and TikTok feeds.

      Once his partner pulled around the circular driveway, he activated the signal jammer in the glove compartment to disrupt cell service within five hundred feet. The range was far enough to cover the property but not so far to impact the nearest neighbor. He then walked thirty feet to the buried utility box at the edge of the concrete driveway, lifted the lid, and cut the fiber optic service line. The security system sensors would work without the internet, but the camera feeds were inaccessible to anyone inside.

      All communication to and from the house was now disabled.

      Both approached the front porch. He left an Amazon package near a patio cover post and rang the doorbell before joining his partner to the right of the door out of view of the peephole. A minute later, the door swung open, and someone stepped out. That was their cue. They rushed the person, a quick glance confirming it was the teenage girl. He placed a hand over the girl’s mouth, injected her arm with ketamine as she struggled, and began a countdown in his head. They’d have to hit her over the head if she wasn’t out by thirty. Arms flailing, she put up a strong fight, but as he passed twenty in his head, her motions slowed and came to a body-limp stop.

      He dragged her inside, leaving her on the floor in the entry room with a zip tie around her hands. No one else was in view as he closed the door. Soft music came from the direction of the living room screen door, suggesting the wife had stuck to her routine and was in the hot tub. That meant their next target was to secure the boy. By now, he was pissed off that his porn sites were inaccessible so he could be on the move.

      Drawing their weapons, they glided past the formal dining and living rooms and turned down the unlit hallway to the bedrooms, stopping at the second door on the left—the boy’s room. The door was halfway closed with light spilling out into the corridor, so he eased it open until he determined the space was unoccupied. Then he heard a toilet flushing from inside. That meant the boy was using the Jack and Jill bathroom he shared with his sister.

      He gestured for his partner to take position near the bookcase to the right of the bathroom door. He settled into the corner to the left. Moments later, the boy walked out and spotted him. “What the hell?” The boy pivoted to retreat into the bathroom, but his partner enveloped him with muscular arms, placing a hand over his mouth. Another dose of ketamine and the boy was out in twenty-five seconds.

      Tying the boy’s hands, his partner dragged him down the terracotta-tiled hallway and left him on the floor next to his sister. That left only the mother, but she would be trickier to capture. They needed her conscious to make a phone call if the husband didn’t come home on schedule.

      They pushed through the formal part of the house toward the great room and back deck. A loud crashing sound of a metal pan hitting the tile floor shrilled when they entered the kitchen. He looked left. “Damn it,” he whispered. The maid hadn’t gone for the day. She screamed and mumbled something in Spanish as she grabbed a butcher knife from the kitchen island. Then two loud pops sounded. Her yelling stopped, but her body jerked as two expanding red spots appeared on her shirt near her breasts. Her eyes turned glassy with disbelief before she fell to the floor.

      He glanced at his partner, still pointing a semiautomatic sidearm in her direction. “I told you no shooting unless necessary.”

      His partner glared. “It seemed pretty necessary to me.” Newbie had a point. At least his partner was a good shot and double-tapped her center mass.

      He heard rustling noises through the deck screen door and trained his weapon in that direction. He pushed toward it and slid the door open against the rails, discovering the wife, dressed in a bikini, toweling off. “Freeze,” he ordered.

      The wife gasped and threw her hands up, letting the towel drop to the wood deck. She still had quite the physique for a mother of two in her fifties. But based on the amount of money this family had, she likely had a frequent flyer card with her plastic surgeon.

      “Where is your cell phone?” He glanced at the table attached to the side of the hot tub. There were three glasses, all empty.

      She trembled as much as her voice. “By the hot tub.”

      He gestured for his partner to retrieve the phone and hand it to him. Stuffing it into his vest pocket, he asked, “Where are your clothes?”

      “In my bedroom.”

      “Go.” He wagged the muzzle, encouraging her to lead the way.

      Her gait was unsteady, likely the result of the high temperature in the hot tub magnifying the effects of her three-cocktail night. Stepping into the kitchen, the wife turned her head in the direction of the maid, who was now lying in a puddle of blood. She then screamed, clutching her chest. “My God, Amelia.”

      “Unless you want to end up like her, keep walking.” He pushed her along.

      “Where are my kids?” Her voice turned from rattled to determined.

      “They are unhurt.” His impatience was growing. They had a timetable to keep, and coping with a half-drunk, distraught mother wasn’t in it. “Now go.”

      She wobbled through the great room. She glanced toward the front door when crossing the entry area and gasped. “My babies.”

      “They’re just drugged to make them sleep. If you don’t do as we tell you, we’ll put a bullet in their skulls.”

      The wife nodded to a weak whimper before continuing down the hallway. Once in the primary bedroom, she gathered the clothes strewn about the bed and put them on, including a pair of tennies.

      He cuffed her hands behind her back with a zip tie and considered the next step. The original plan was to wait for the husband to come home in the next thirty minutes and make their demands. However, the gunshots with the back door open had thrown a monkey wrench into the mix. Considering the lack of traffic in this semi-rural area, the closest neighbors might have heard the loud gunshots and reported them to the police. That necessitated a change of venue.

      He turned to his partner. “Your little party poppers earlier threw us a curveball. We need to go now.”

      His partner let out a weighty sigh, appropriately reading blame into his order. Then, without delay, they ushered the woman into the hallway, past her sleeping children, and to the front porch.

      He ordered, “Sit on your ass. If you try anything, your kids die. Do you understand?”

      She silently nodded, freeing up the two kidnappers, now killers, to retrieve the unconscious boy and girl and toss them into the back of the waiting van. After searching the kids for their cell phones and throwing them into the bushes, he returned to the porch. The wife was sitting with her hands behind her back, looking utterly frazzled as if her world was coming to an end. She wasn’t that far off if her husband didn’t cooperate.

      He pulled her up by the arm, guiding her to the van. “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “For a ride.” He pushed her through the open sliding door and ordered her to sit. “Extend your legs.” He couldn’t chance her getting up and overpowering the driver while in transit, so he zip-tied her feet together at the ankles and slammed the door shut.

      They hopped into the van with his partner behind the wheel. While they coasted to the main road, where they’d left the second vehicle, he pulled out the wife’s cell phone. He held it to her face until the facial recognition feature unlocked the device. He then located the phone app and scrolled through the call log until he found her husband’s number. He dialed. The call picked up on the third ring.

      “I’m coming home right now, Kathy. I didn’t forget your bottle of vodka.”

      “That’s very kind of you, but your wife won’t be drinking any more tonight.” He used a nonthreatening voice to keep the woman calm. The last thing he wanted was a blubbering mess on his hands.

      “Who is this?”

      “That isn’t important, but the fact that we have your wife and kids is. If you don’t do exactly as we say, they will die.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? Is this some joke?” the husband asked.

      “This is no joke.” He put the phone on speaker and held it close to the wife’s face. “Tell him.”

      “Pookie, this is real. They’ve taken the kids and me, and they killed Amelia in the kitchen. For God’s sake, Pookie, do whatever they say.” The wife ended on a shrill note. She seemed like the type of woman a man would put up with for only two reasons—great blow jobs or a fat bank account. Maybe he’d be doing the husband a favor by capping her when all of this was over.

      “Do you believe me now?” If the husband didn’t provide the correct answer, his wife would die, and he’d have to answer to Belcher.

      “I do. What do you want?”

      “We have a job for you, but first, you need to meet us at the old POW site outside of town. We’ll give you everything you need. If you do exactly as we say, your family will live. That starts with no police, or we will shoot them and leave their bodies for the coyotes. Say it. No police.”

      “No police.”

      “Very good.” He kept his voice calm and steady, lacing it with military precision. He needed to set the tone that this man was dealing with a soulless professional, not someone he could negotiate with. “If you’re not at the site in fifteen minutes, your family dies. Say it. They will die.”

      “They will die.” The husband’s voice cracked this time, suggesting he’d made his point.

      He ended the call when the van stopped next to their second vehicle on the main road. He then opened the door and tossed the phone into the heavy brush. Hopping into the sedan, he took the lead toward the abandoned POW camp. Glancing in his rearview mirror, he realized they were leaving a mess inside the house, but it didn’t matter. By this time tomorrow, they would have gotten what they needed, or they would all be dead.
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      Lexi pulled open the door leading to the Parkland West Physical Therapy Office. Dozens of memories swirled in her head the moment she walked through. This was the place where she learned to walk again. Today, though, she wasn’t here for herself. She was here for the woman she planned to propose to in two nights. Striding down the hallway, Lexi had an extra pep in her step. Today was special, and she wouldn’t let anything keep her from being here for Nita. Not her job and not even lunch with her father. After fifteen years of emotional exile, their slow reconciliation would have to wait another day.

      She’d thought learning to run with a prosthetic and working her way back to the ATF’s Special Response Team was the hardest thing she’d ever done, but the last twelve weeks had proved her wrong. Coming home every night to witness Nita struggle to balance her addiction and recovery from shoulder surgery was the ultimate test of patience. It was a trait Lexi had little of outside of defusing bombs. She’d wanted to pop the question every time Nita met a milestone in her rehabilitation, but somehow, she’d kept her eagerness in check.

      Lexi poked her head into the break room on her way to the weight room. She spotted her former physical therapist tossing the wrappers from his lunch into the wastebasket. “I’m late. Did I miss it?”

      Samuel released a lopsided grin. Lexi’s medical records may have reflected that he was the therapist who got her running again, but even he knew Nita had done all the hard work before he took over. Technically, he was now Nita’s therapist, but she was doing all the work again, planning and scheduling her own therapy. His role was to supervise. Sometimes. “No. She wanted to wait for you. She’s still stretching.”

      “Thanks, Samuel. See you after we get back from Sacramento.”

      He offered her a flamboyant bow. “Hail to the hero.”

      “Give it a rest.” Lexi gave him a dismissive wave. Nothing she did that day at the governor’s mansion in Spicewood, Texas, was beyond her training. Receiving awards and medals for doing her job was unnecessary and embarrassing.

      She strolled further down the hallway, stopping at the entrance of the exercise room. The room was busy with eight patients and their therapists. Well, except for Nita. She doubled as patient and therapist today. Lexi spotted her on a floor mat in the far corner, using perfect posture while performing her pre-workout stretches. Since her first day rehabbing, Nita had been the picture of determination to get back as much range of motion as the plate and screws in her shoulder allowed.

      Nita looked up from performing an external rotation stretch with a stick and locked eyes with Lexi. An instant smile beckoned her over. While she closed the distance, Nita rose, taking care to not support her weight with the injured shoulder. Her tank top exposed the scar left behind from the surgery, and at its center was a quarter-sized blemish where a nightclub shooter’s bullet had ripped through her flesh. Lexi’s job of defusing bombs was inherently dangerous, and threats of violence came with the territory. But Nita’s injury was proof that no one was safe from random acts or nutcases.

      “I’m so glad you could make it today. Did Carlson throw a fit because you’ll miss the monthly staff meeting?” Nita’s slight grin meant Lexi had earned extra points by putting her needs first. Those meetings had become a colossal waste of time, serving only to make Carlson appear more involved than he was.

      “He’ll survive.” Lexi winked, rubbing Nita’s upper arms. “Ready?”

      “For days.” Nita released a breathy exhale. She’d kept to her slow and steady mantra to avoid injury, and today she’d savor her reward—weights. Her rehab had centered on stretching, counterweights, and bands until today. Yesterday, she’d finally hit the marks needed to graduate to free weights—the final exercise category for her type of injury. Since the bands had already rebuilt her strength to the five-pound level, she would double that to ten today.

      Lexi retrieved a ten-pound weight from the stand against the wall mirror while Nita assumed the proper stance and posture. “You’re sure you’re ready for this? I don’t want to be the one to set you back.”

      “Look who’s cautious now about rehab.” Nita narrowed one eye in her patented “I told you so” fashion.

      Last year, Lexi had set her goals too high, despite Nita’s warnings. She’d pushed herself too hard twice on her own journey to recovery, setting her back several precious weeks. “It’s different when I’m responsible for someone else, especially you. I can’t stand seeing you hurt.”

      “Now you know what I go through with every patient and what I especially went through with you.”

      “All right, smarty-pants, let’s graduate you.” Lexi lowered the weight to Nita’s hand.

      Nita kept her arm straight so her hand dangled at her hip and let gravity do the work when she gripped the weight. A smile appeared. “This feels so good.”

      Samuel approached. “Any pain?”

      “Not yet, but I expect some when I start the routine.” Nita cocked her head in his direction. “It was tight this morning when I woke.”

      “Keep an eye out for signs of a frozen shoulder after sleeping.” His wink was a playful needle of the once student now teaching the teacher. When Samuel first stepped into the therapy office three years ago, Nita became his trainer. Now she was taking instruction from him. “You know the drill. I’ll monitor you from over there.” Samuel gestured his chin toward a row of chairs against a wall. “Have fun, but pace yourself.”

      Nita grinned, clearly relishing the coming workout. She then stepped through her week-twelve routine of stretches with the weight and transitioned into strength-building lifts. Surprisingly, she didn’t grimace once. That was a good sign that her pain was under control. However, when Nita finished her thirty-minute workout and returned the weight to its resting place on the rack, she rolled her shoulder several times. Maybe her pain was still an issue.

      “I’m so proud of you, Nita.” Lexi kissed her forehead, tasting the salty sweat from her brow. “You’re powering through your pain like a champ.”

      “Yeah, sure.” The way Nita brushed off the compliment gave her pause. She hadn’t been present for every physical therapy session, but she’d attended every one with a milestone. In those six instances, Nita had reached for a pain pill only twice, and with her history of addiction, that was something to be proud of.

      “Let’s get you changed and back to helping other patients.” Lexi led Nita to the women’s locker room and invited her to sit next to her on the wood bench.

      Nita toweled off. “Are you packed for our flight tomorrow?”

      “Not yet.” Lexi let out a deep sigh. As if receiving the Public Safety Officer Medal of Honor wasn’t enough for her role in saving the governor of Texas, she and Noah Black were featured speakers at the upcoming annual National Peace Officers Conference in Sacramento and guests of honor at the awards banquet that same night. Sadly, the real hero from that day wouldn’t be on the stage with them. Simon Winslow was still recuperating following complications from the gunshot wounds sustained while saving Lexi’s life. If not for his heroism, she wouldn’t be here.

      Nita rested a hand on Lexi’s thigh. “I know you’re not big on fanfare, but your peers are honoring you. You should be proud. I know I am.”

      “But Simon should be there, just like he should have been at the White House with us.”

      “He’s bouncing back from the staph infection and should be released soon.” Nita gave her leg a reassuring rub. “We should visit him soon. I want to thank him properly for saving your life.”

      Lexi interlocked her fingers with Nita’s. “I’d like that.”

      “Hey, at least we’re getting there a day early and get to see Noah tomorrow.”

      “Yeah.” Lexi sighed deeper this time. Spending time with her friend somewhere other than behind a podium, on a stage, or shaking hands with government officials was a welcome change.

      “Is your tux ready at the dry cleaners?” Nita asked.

      Lexi slumped her shoulders. Organizers gave her the choice of wearing a cocktail dress or a tuxedo for the black and white event tomorrow. Since her first day of kindergarten, dresses hadn’t been a part of her wardrobe, so her only choice was to wear the stiff tux she’d bought for the special events she now had to attend. “Yeah, I’ll pick it up on the way home from the office.” She let a smile grow. “Please tell me you plan to wear the little black number your cousin bought you for your birthday last month.”

      Nita rubbed her injured shoulder. “I’d love to, but the scars are still so prominent.”

      Lexi leaned back and kissed the surgical scar high on her shoulder blade. “I’m so glad the bullet missed your lung.” She shifted again to get a better look at Nita. “How about I pick up your cousin’s white lacey thing?”

      Nita grimaced. “Ew. Her thong?”

      “No, that thing she wears to the club on chilly nights.”

      “Oh, her scalloped lace shrug.” Nita laughed. “That’s perfect. I can pair it with my black and white heels.”

      “You’ll look absolutely delicious.”

      “And you’ll look ever so handsome. It should be a perfect trip.” Nita scooted closer. “We’ll fly to Sacramento in the morning, make love in the afternoon, and have dinner with Noah. Then, the next night, we’ll dance under a disco ball.”

      Then, when the moment was right, Lexi would drop to one knee and propose to Nita with her grandmother’s engagement ring. Yep, this will be a perfect trip.
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      “Shit. Shit. Shit.” Zack gripped the steering wheel of his beat-up Corolla tighter, turning his pale knuckles a gnarly shade of white, almost alien-like. Running late to work was the last thing he needed. One more time, having McBean as a last name wouldn’t matter. He’d lose his job.

      Zack hated working as a grocery clerk, but he had no other choice. His inability to pass a drug test and no skills contributed to his unemployability since graduating high school three years ago. Then there was his mother. She’d threatened to kick him out of the house on his twenty-first birthday if he didn’t have a job. She attributed the absence of prospects to his lack of initiative for anything but weed and video games. He agreed, but after three months of searching, his uncle was the only one who would hire him, not because he wanted to, but because he had to. An uncle by marriage, he was likely pressured into it by Zack’s mother and aunt. After all, McBean’s grocery store had been in the family for five generations, and any McBean who wanted to work there could.

      He honked his horn at the towering Range Rover in front of him. The light had been green for three seconds, yet the ass behind the wheel had yet to stop thumbing through the Facebook feed on their phone. The idiot still didn’t go, so Zack cranked his wheels left and punched it, crossing the yellow line and barely missing a postal truck. The soccer mom in the driver’s seat flipped him the bird, which he gladly returned.

      Skidding to a stop behind McBean’s, Gladding’s oldest grocery store, Zack pushed the driver’s door open with both hands, kicking off the familiar loud creak. He grabbed his horrid brown work apron from the passenger seat before slamming the door shut with a powerful hip thrust and recreating the same thunderous screech.

      Dashing toward the back door, he looped the apron over his neck and tightened the strings around his waist at the back. Then, slowing near the employee entrance, he straightened the button attached to the apron’s upper bib to display the store’s tiresome motto correctly: “Always clean at McBean’s.”

      Rushing through the door, Zack threw on the brakes when he saw Riley stacking the banana boxes that had come in yesterday onto a flatbed cart twenty feet away. She was perfection in jeans and a McBean’s apron, but her thin body was only part of what made her attractive. Riley’s charming smile could bring traffic to a halt, and her wit could keep Zack entertained for decades.

      Crap, he thought, rubbing his face stubble with a hand. He should have taken the time to shave before leaving this morning. Riley hated men with unkempt whiskers. She was way out of his league and never showed an ounce of interest, but stranger things had happened.

      He let out a breathy sigh, punched in at the wall-mounted digital time clock, and slicked back his hair after wetting his fingertips on his tongue. Striding up to Riley, he put on a swagger reserved only for her. “I’ll get that. I have fruit today.”

      Riley glanced over her shoulder at him, rolling her eyes. “You’re late. Again. You were supposed to have these out before opening.”

      “My alarm must not have gone off.” Zack stepped forward, hoping to get a whiff of Riley’s intoxicating lavender shampoo.

      “It hasn’t gone off since the day you started. Nephew or not, I’m surprised you still have a job.”

      “I’m only ten minutes late most days.” Zack shrugged, knowing if his last name wasn’t McBean, he would have gotten the boot a long time ago. But it was, which meant he had a job for life if he didn’t steal from the till or do drugs in the store. “It’s no big deal.”

      “One day, you’ll push Biscuit too far.” Riley turned her nose up. “When you do, I hope he shows you the door.”

      Zack snickered at his uncle’s nickname. Every afternoon, he’d hunker down in his office and devour an entire package of English Tea Biscuits while reviewing orders, bills, and payroll. He must have had the metabolism of a teenager because he never put on an extra pound.

      He looked past her and scanned the rest of the stockroom. “Where is Biscuit?”

      “We don’t know.” Riley’s narrowed brow meant she was concerned, a response he didn’t share. Not in the least. “Bret had to use his key to let us in this morning.”

      Zack cringed at the mention of the assistant manager. Since his first day, College Man had been a thorn in his side. He insisted every item on every shelf be lined up perfectly before opening. “In that case, what’s the rush?”

      “You are a lost cause.” Riley threw her hands up before pushing the cart through the double swing doors to the main floor.

      “All righty.” Zack patted his cargo pants pocket, hoping he hadn’t forgotten to grab it. The bulge beneath the fabric said he hadn’t. With Riley doing his job and Biscuit nowhere to be found, lighting up would start the day properly.

      Retracing his steps, Zack exited through the employee door. He settled into his usual spot near the dumpster to mask the coming scent, retrieved his jar of Baby Jeeter, and pulled out a single pre-rolled blunt. One spark of his Bic and Zack was inhaling his stress reliever—Sativa. It had become his go-to drug in the morning to give him a boost of energy.

      His mind drifted to everything that had gone wrong in his twenty-one years. Besides having a job he couldn’t stand and a legacy he had no hope of living up to, he didn’t know what to do with his life. He was a slightly above-average gamer with no hope of sponsorship, and the only other thing he knew well was weed. But budtender jobs were scarce these days. Every pothead in the region was vying for a handful of positions at dispensaries. So until one came open, he’d have to endure his daily dose of Biscuit.

      An unfamiliar car turned the corner of the store at high speed, faster than Zack’s typical panicked late approach. He harrumphed. It was more dented and beat up than his hand-me-down. The tires screeched against the pavement before the sedan abruptly stopped in the loading zone near the employee entrance. The driver’s door flew open. His uncle stepped out, looking more jittery than usual.

      Strange, Zack thought. That wasn’t his uncle’s car. He tried to make himself small by standing flat against the dumpster. He pinched out his joint against the metal siding, hoping he’d snuffed it before the smell wafted toward the door. When his uncle ditched inside the store, that was Zack’s chance to sneak inside. He took two steps toward the door but stopped when it swung open and Biscuit reappeared, pushing a produce flatbed. Zack retreated to his hiding position.

      Biscuit popped the clunker’s trunk and moved at lightning speed, loading the flatbed with several metallic boxes. He always walked the store aisles fast, but this speed was off the charts. After closing the trunk, he opened a box, grabbed a canister the size of a baseball, and walked toward the dumpster.

      “Shit,” Zack whispered, stuffing the half-smoked blunt into his pocket. He was busted. On his first day of work, his uncle had told him if he ever caught him doing drugs, legal or not, on store property, he’d throw him out on his ear. Zack braced himself for an ass chewing as the appetizer and unemployment as the dessert.

      Biscuit approached Zack but looked right through him as if he didn’t exist. The armpits of his shirt were soaked through, something Zack had never seen before on his uncle. He worked hard but applied deodorant thick like a coat of paint. It worked better than a diaper. “Move,” he ordered. Zack obliged. Biscuit then placed the container on the ground next to the dumpster. When Zack reached to throw it into the trash, his uncle pulled him back. “Leave it.” He returned to the flatbed and pushed it to the door.

      “Strange. Very strange,” Zack mumbled, noticing the skin on his uncle’s neck was blotchy. Something was up because he only got red when he was nervous or stressed. “Do you need help, Uncle Del?”

      “No. I’ve got it.” Biscuit disappeared inside.

      Speechless, Zack caught the door before it closed and reentered the store. His uncle pushed through the double door onto the main floor without a single word. The only other time Zack had seen his uncle this off-kilter was when his father died. He’d said then, “The only thing that cuts me to the quick is family.” Maybe he’d fought with Zack’s aunt, or something was wrong with one of his kids.

      The door swung open again, and Riley stepped through. She narrowed her eyes and gestured her thumb toward the door. “What’s up with Biscuit?”

      “I have no idea.” Zack craned his neck before the door settled, catching another glimpse of his uncle. “He pulled up in some old beater, loaded up a flatbed with boxes, and went inside without giving me an ass chewing.”

      “That’s strange.” Riley joined his stare out the door. “Do you know what was in the boxes?”

      “Not a clue.” Zack shrugged. He couldn’t care what his uncle was up to and grabbed another flatbed cart to load with other produce.

      Riley wrinkled her brow. “We better keep an eye on him.”

      We? Zack thought. That was the first time Riley had offered to do anything with him. This was an opportunity he couldn’t pass up. Maybe working together to solve the mystery of what had Biscuit flustered today might open the door to something more. Like a date.

      “Sure. Why not?” Zack returned the flatbed to its proper spot and followed Riley onto the floor. Walking side by side, they scanned the aisles, looking for his uncle, eventually spotting him in the canned vegetable aisle. He placed a canister he’d brought in from his car on the top shelf and repositioned the stock in front of it. Sweat soaked more of his shirt. The red spots on his skin had expanded and stretched to his face.

      His uncle looked like a man on a mission, moving from one aisle to the next, hiding canisters on the shelves. Then, pushing the cart to the hallway outside his office, Biscuit unloaded the boxes inside and came out carrying two small containers. He then doubled back to the storage area, reappearing a minute later with one less metallic cylinder.

      “What do you think he’s up to?” Zack eyed his uncle as he walked toward them.

      “I don’t know, but he looks unhinged.” Riley turned her head, looking squarely at Zack. “Someone needs to talk to him.”

      “Not me.” Zack took a step backward. Boldness was not his trademark. “He hates me on a good day.”

      “Fine. I’ll do it.” Riley touched Biscuit’s forearm before he passed by, bringing him to a stop. “Are you all right, Mr. Beckett? Do you need help with anything?”

      Biscuit darted his eyes back and forth. “There’s no time.” He continued to the front registers and spoke briefly to Bret at the manager’s station. Bret then dug something out of his pocket and handed it to his uncle.

      “He’s acting really strange.” Riley folded her arms across her chest.

      “That’s an understatement,” Zack snorted. If his mother could only see Uncle Del now, she’d sing a different tune. “Why can’t you be more like your uncle?” she used to say. Zack would rather be a stoner than a neurotic nerd.

      Biscuit pressed a switch near the main entrance. The cashier and the two customers in line turned their heads simultaneously toward the door and ruckus as the overnight metal grate lowered, blocking the way out for customers. Biscuit padlocked it and attached a metallic cylinder to the grate. He then returned to the manager’s station, ripped the landline phone from the podium, and pressed the microphone on the store’s intercom system.

      “Attention. This is an emergency. The store is locked down. I need everyone, including employees, to come to the registers immediately.” Biscuit repeated the command and waited for people to filter to the front.

      Zack counted twelve, including himself—five employees and seven customers. Their reactions ranged from confused to worried. He leaned into Riley and whispered, “Do you know what’s going on?”

      “I have no clue.” Riley shivered. “But he’s giving me the creeps.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Amanda Keene pulled her Range Rover into the shopping center, mumbling, “Asshole,” without moving her lips. She glanced in the rearview mirror, confirming her son was still engrossed with his iPad. Since he’d become more adept at reading lips, she’d become the primary contributor to the family swear jar.

      She mouthed the word again, still cursing the impatient idiot who couldn’t wait an extra five seconds while she pressed send on her phone and safely stowed it in the center console cupholder. Amanda had become accustomed to it in California, just as she did in Manhattan when the FBI had stationed her husband there. It must have been a coastal, big city trait. Her husband’s two assignments to “flyover country” in the Midwest, as he’d called it, were polar opposites. Drivers there were considerate and patient. Here, every other person in a beater or little imported sedan thought they owned the road. That everyone should make way for their inability to plan and leave on time.

      Amanda coasted into her usual parking spot, halfway between the ice cream and grocery stores. Friday was her and Dylan’s big day of the week, forgoing homeschooling in the morning. It started at seven-thirty with breakfast, continued with his weekly speech therapy session, and ended with his favorite ice cream cone. He got to suck it down while his mother did the weekly grocery shopping.

      She’d timed their arrival just right again, one minute before Baskin-Robbins opened their door. She adjusted her rearview so Dylan could see her lips and waited for him to look up. He still had a way to go before he became proficient enough to rely on reading lips, but forcing him to practice was key to getting him to that point. “You did very good today. Ready for your treat?”

      He grinned, exposing the newly formed gap of his two missing front teeth.

      Once inside, Amanda waited patiently for the clerk to don her apron. “Good morning. It’s good to see you back. What will it be today?” The plucky twenty-something clerk had served Amanda and her son for the last year, offering a glistening smile every time they walked through the door.

      Amanda signed to her son as she spoke, “Chocolate again?”

      He nodded and signed back, On a sugar cone.

      Amanda repeated his order. Once Dylan was plied with enough sugar for a small army, she thanked the clerk and stuffed a few dollars into the tip jar on the way out. These places never paid enough to get by, but Amanda did her part by recognizing hard work.

      She then checked the time on her phone—right on schedule. If the line was short at checkout, she and Dylan should get home in time for him to enjoy one episode of Amphibia before settling into their afternoon math lesson.

      She couldn’t spoil him enough on a speech therapy day. She remembered hearing his voice for the first time four months ago, and of all the words in the English language, he’d said the word “Mom.” From that day on, he got every treat he wanted on Fridays.

      Dylan grunted. One byproduct of speech therapy was becoming more vocal when he was frustrated.

      Amanda glanced down. Two streaks of melted ice cream had made their way down to Dylan’s hand. In his world, that was a disaster. Ice cream should never be wasted. She bent at the knees to his eye level, fumbling to stuff her phone into the hip pocket of her leggings. “Remember? Lick it in circles first until the ice cream doesn’t flow over the edge of the cone.” She reached into her pocket and wiped his hand dry with a tissue. “All good?”

      He nodded.

      Straightening her knees, Amanda glanced at the homeless man pawing through the curbside trash can as he pulled out four aluminum soda cans. She’d seen him before in the shopping center, each time appearing harmless, but she never as much as acknowledged him with a “good morning.”

      Since Dylan had the ice cream disaster under control, they continued to the next store. Once inside, Amanda grabbed a smaller-sized shopping cart and roamed up and down the aisles of McBean’s, collecting the items on her list. The store was light on customers, but the manager was busy placing items and tidying up the shelves.

      Amanda stopped at the bakery to place a special order. Waiting for the baker to finish shifting trays in the oven gave her time to consider whether the effort to make her husband’s upcoming birthday special was worth it. Maxwell had made it clear he wouldn’t change his work habits to lighten her load of homeschooling a hearing-impaired child while parenting two teenagers. His solution to every time-intensive home task was to hire someone to handle it. And when he suggested placing their son in a special boarding school, that was the last straw. Dylan’s birth may not have been planned, but he was still Amanda’s son. She refused to ship him off because he took too much of her time. But celebrating Maxwell’s birthday wasn’t for him. It was for the son who adored his father and insisted on a cake and candles for every birthday.

      Amanda signed and said to her son, “What flavor should we order?”

      He signed, Chocolate.

      “Can you say it?” Amanda had discovered he was content in signing if she didn’t encourage him to use his voice daily. While that was still effective communication, relying only on sign language defeated the purpose of taking him to speech therapy to learn to talk with those who couldn’t sign.

      Dylan opened his mouth but closed it quickly when the baker came to the counter. He was still self-conscious about talking in front of strangers.

      “It’s okay.” She winked at him before turning to the Hispanic baker. “Good morning, Maria.”

      “Good morning, Amanda. And how are you, Dylan? I see you’ve finished your ice cream.”

      Dylan nodded. The chocolate smudges at the dimples in his smile were a dead giveaway.

      “How can I help you two today?” Maria returned her attention to Amanda.

      “We’d like to order a double-layer chocolate birthday cake for Tuesday.” Amanda glanced at Dylan, signing the word “chocolate.”

      “Of course.” Maria peeled an order from her pad and handed it to Amanda to fill out the details.

      An announcement came over the loudspeaker. “Attention. This is an emergency. The store is locked down. I need everyone, including employees, to come to the registers immediately.”

      Maria narrowed her brow.

      “What’s going on, Maria?” Amanda’s concern immediately went to her son.

      The male voice repeated the command, prompting Maria to shut down her register. “I don’t know, but we should go. That was the store manager’s voice.”

      Amanda tugged on Dylan’s jacket sleeve to get his attention. She signed and said, “There’s some emergency. We have to go to the front.” Her son wasn’t the clingy type, preferring most days to be lost in his silent world. But when she took her first step toward the front, he grabbed her hand. She gave him a reassuring squeeze and followed Maria down the aisle.

      A mix of employees and customers had gathered near the front registers. Everyone was staring at the manager with a microphone in his hand. Several employees whispered back and forth, but the customers remained silent in a thickening tension. Dylan acted like a champ, holding his mother’s hand without complaint.

      The manager pulled a pistol from his waistband to several gasps. Every set of eyes in the store widened, even his. “I’ve rigged the doors with motion-sensor explosives. Meaning, if anyone gets near the doors, the building will blow up.”

      Amanda instinctively hid her son behind her and reached for her phone in her hip pocket, but it wasn’t there. “Dammit,” she whispered. What a horrible time to lose a phone.

      The manager pulled out a reusable plastic shopping bag from the supervisor’s station. “I need everyone’s cell phones and devices now. If you don’t”—he pointed his weapon at the metal cylinder he’d attached to the security gate—“I’ll blow us up.” A chorus of gasps filled the room. Finally, he handed the bag to a tall, muscular employee who was the real-life version of a Ken doll. “Phones, now.”

      The employee approached each person, collecting cell phones, smartwatches, and an iPad from one customer. Amanda’s heart pounded faster when he reached her. The manager would likely think she was holding out when she said she didn’t have her phone with her. Would that earn her a pistol-whipping? A bullet in the chest?

      Amanda patted down the pockets of her hoodie and the thigh pockets on her black leggings. She finally read Ken doll’s name tag. “I’m sorry, Bret. I must have lost it in the parking lot.”

      Bret turned toward the manager. “She said she doesn’t have one.”

      “Bullshit.” The manager’s anger built, turning his neck blotchy red. He waved the pistol in Bret’s direction. “Search them.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am.” Bret dumped the contents of Amanda’s small backpack onto the register counter but didn’t find a phone. He then patted her down gingerly, cringing when he reached her chest. “Sorry.” He turned to search her son, but Dylan retreated behind her hip.

      Resisting might be enough to push the unstable manager over the edge, so Amanda gently nudged Dylan out from behind her and spoke and signed, “It’s okay. Let him touch you.”

      Dylan reluctantly stepped forward and endured the same humiliating search.

      Bret turned toward the manager, extending the bag of devices. “This is all of them, Mr. Beckett.”

      The manager snatched the bag with a look of fear in his eyes. “I’ve placed devices around the store. You’ll have access to the front aisle and a path to the bathroom. I’ll detonate the bombs if anyone tries to break into my office. Stay put. If no one tries to be a hero, this will be over soon.”

      The ominous order left everyone quivering in silence. Even Amanda’s son, who had a healthy fear of guns despite his father carrying one every day for work. This was the first time she was glad Dylan was deaf and couldn’t hear how much danger they were in.

      The twelve hostages—six women, five men, and Dylan—had divided into groups. The five employees huddled together—the two men were rubbing the backs of their necks in palpable frustration and the three women were comforting each other. The seven customers formed a loose group. An older couple, likely from the nearby senior community, joined Amanda and her son. Two women, one muscular and one young enough to be a student from Gladding High School, hovered close by. Finally, a man in his thirties who looked like he’d recently served in the military stood nearby, eyeing the aisles and looking like a trapped animal.

      “What should we do?” The older woman trembled. Her voice was shaky too.

      The older man wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “We do as he says, and we won’t get hurt.”

      Amanda waved the women and the other man over. She then moved Dylan to her side so he could read the lips of everyone in the group. They appeared concerned but not overwhelmed. “Did anyone get off a message before the phones were taken?”

      “I did.” The young woman nervously bit her nails. “I told my mom about the bombs, and she’s calling the police. The girl at the register ringing up my snacks texted too.”

      “That’s good news.” Amanda waved over the group of employees. They formed a circle, tighter than social graces would have dictated on any other day. The closeness was oddly comforting. “I understand one of you got off a text message.” She gestured toward the high schooler. “She did too, so the police should be here soon.”

      “Thank goodness.” A young female employee let out a deep sigh of relief. Her name tag read, “Riley.” The others were Zack, Bret, Ally, and Maria. Amanda knew Maria from her frequent visits. Funny, she thought. She recognized their faces and had seen their name tags every week for over a year, yet she’d only bothered to commit Maria’s name to memory. In fact, she couldn’t recall the young lady’s name at the ice cream store. That was a social oversight she’d need to correct in every store she visited regularly.

      “That was the store manager, right?” Amanda asked.

      “Yes.” Bret rubbed the back of his neck, shaking his head in wonder. “I don’t know what’s gotten into him today. He seemed fine yesterday.”

      “Then something must have happened between then and now. How did he seem when he came in this morning?” Amanda never thought she’d think this but thank goodness she was married to an FBI agent. Nineteen years of listening to him talk about cases and how he solved most of them by understanding the subject. Strangely, the source of the stress in their marriage might now help her get through a harried situation.

      “He was late.” Bret crossed his arms across his chest, stressing his next point. “And that never happens.”

      “I saw him come in today.” Zack wagged a thumb toward the corridor where she’d seen employees come through before. That must lead to where workers parked their cars. “He was acting really strange.”

      “Strange how?” Amanda asked.

      “First, Biscuit didn’t give a crap that I’d lit one up.” Zack shoved both hands in his front pockets, hunching his shoulders when the high schooler snickered.

      Amanda doubted Zack was referring to tobacco. “Biscuit?”

      “Uncle Del, the manager,” Zack explained. “He brought in a butt load of metal cases and cylinders, so Riley and I followed him around. We watched him drop off one or two on every aisle and take a bunch to his office. Then he left one in the back—I’m guessing at the rear door—and attached one to the front door.”

      Uncle? Amanda thought. Having family here might be helpful. Zack might know what would make his uncle go off the deep end. “Does he have a history of mental illness?”

      “Uncle Del?” Zack smirked. “Not unless you count his obsession with rules and English tea biscuits.”

      “Something pushed him over the edge.” Amanda conjured up several scenarios, the worst being that Uncle Del’s family was lying dead in their house, and he intended to take more people out when he killed himself. “Until we or the police figure out what that is, we better do as
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