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Chapter One

Cassidy Walker was having a good morning. A surprisingly good morning.

The alarm went off with enough time to grab a coffee and a sausage biscuit on her way in to work. She hadn’t spilled any of her breakfast on her top. Her hair was cooperating. And so was the weather. For the past few years, the Arkansas State Fair had been mostly rained out.

Not this year.

Tipping her head back, she checked the bright blue October sky. Nope. Not a single cloud. The forecast for the next ten days showed clear skies and pleasantly cool temperatures.

So, yes. Things had been going exceptionally well for the day before the opening of the fair. The weeks leading up to this day had been a scramble. Media Day was usually a complete circus, too, but here they were. Everything that could be done was done.

Their PR team had sent passes to news outlets all around the state. The food vendors had spent hours prepping for the VIP tasting scheduled for early afternoon. Arcade barkers had decorated their booths with tempting plush animals. The ride operators, having completed final run-throughs, had provided good b-roll for the news cameras.

So far, so good. Cassidy couldn’t help but feel optimistic as she hung back, allowing the group of elementary school children who’d earned a morning at the fair with perfect attendance to scurry to get close to the man leading the way to the fair’s carnival midway—Governor James Henry Beauford.

The kids were props for a photo opportunity with the governor. And for once, the big man was running on schedule. Maybe even a little early. Shocking for a politician known for stopping and chatting with anybody who dared to make direct eye contact.

He smiled and chatted with the children as they lined up to pose in front of the gilt-painted carousel. He flashed his spotlight of a smile at each child, knowing the cameras captured every moment. The snowy-haired gentleman charmed both the schoolchildren and the media.

“Born to glad-hand.”

The man beside her chuckled. Special Agent Ryan Hastings from the Arkansas State Police led the governor’s personal protection detail. They’d met the previous day at a security briefing, and Cassidy had liked the man right away. He didn’t have any of the overinflated self-importance she’d come to expect from many of the men in his position.

“This is all for nothing,” he said. “They’re not even old enough to vote.”

“Can we get some shots of the governor and the kids on the carousel?” the media director shouted over the high-pitched music.

Hastings groaned as the children cheered and Beauford gave his own hearty cheer of approval.

Cassidy shot a pitying glance at the harried teacher who’d been charged with shepherding the group of overstimulated first graders through the morning’s schedule. “You get your guy, I’ll help herd the little ones,” she said to the special agent. “The sooner we do this, the quicker it’s over.”

They managed to get everyone on the merry-go-round with surprisingly little fuss. One boy, a skinny little slip of a kid with huge eyes and an even bigger backpack strapped to his back, opted to sit on one of the ride’s stationary benches. The hairs on her arms rose.

She eyed the bag with a puzzled frown. It was well over the limit they imposed on bags at the entry points. Reaching for the two-way radio clipped to her belt, she said, “Stanford, you read me?”

The man who oversaw the security checkpoint at the south gate answered right away. “Copy.”

“Y’all are checking bags, aren’t you?”

“Ten-four.”

“I’m seeing some that shouldn’t have gotten by.”

There was a pause. “Yes, ma’am. Of course, there’s a lot of camera and audio equipment coming in today.” Static crackled. “I’ll make sure we tighten it up.”

“Ten-four.”

Cassidy winced as the operator also cranked up the canned calliope music. The same syrupy-sweet tunes would play in her sleep for weeks after the fair ended. Grimacing, she grasped the pole closest to her. Why couldn’t her brain latch on to the thrash metal they blasted at some of the scarier rides?

As the carousel picked up speed, she clung to a nearby horse. The scent of oil and sugar carried on the breeze. Her stomach flipped even as her mouth watered. Cassidy sighed. She was prepared for the next ten days. The hunger for junk food edging out nervous nausea. The scents of hay and animals from the barns. The temptations of the concessions offering everything from fresh-squeezed lemonade to deep-fried butter. She was unashamedly partial to those huge smoked-turkey legs.

A glance over her shoulder told her the governor was in his element. Standing beside a blonde girl riding a white horse with a glittering gold mane and tail, she watched a boy stand up in the stirrups of his trusty gray steed and give a whoop of excitement. A grandfather of eight, Beauford threw his head back and laughed heartily.

The footage would play beautifully on the evening news.

Smiling, she turned her attention to the midway as they whirled past. Media Day was a busy one, but nowhere near as chaotic as Opening Day. She should enjoy this relative calm before the storm.

But she couldn’t wait for it all to get started.

The weeks leading up to the fair were a grind of endless meetings and walk-throughs. Once the gates opened to the public, the action kicked into high gear. Parking-lot fender benders. The constant competition and sometimes outright sabotage between vendors. Fights breaking out in the lines for the carnival rides. Tearful reunions between frightened parents and their wandering kids. The neon lights. The obnoxious cajoling and taunts of the barkers running the games.

These ten days encapsulated the kind of mostly harmless bedlam she thrived on.

Instinctively, she checked the sky again. Still no sign of rain clouds. This year would be different. Exhaling long and soft, she allowed her shoulders to relax. There’d be no torrential storms dampening attendance numbers and setting tempers on edge. Conditions looked to be optimal.

The grounds should be crowded during the day. On the weekdays, office workers would come for lunch and teenagers would rule the nights. The weekends would be packed with families.

It was a good day, and if her luck held, it would be an even better week.

Cassidy’s phone vibrated in her jacket pocket. She pulled it out and saw a text from an unknown caller. Not unusual. Nearly every exhibitor, vendor and fair worker had her mobile number. Still, if anyone truly needed her, they’d call over the radio.

“Should we go again?”

The governor’s suggestion was met by the cheers of the children. Between them and her exaggerated groan, they almost managed to drown out the familiar calliope music blaring from hidden speakers.

There were ten thousand other tasks she should be handling. But she couldn’t bail with the governor on the ride. Not for anything short of an emergency. Gripping the pole tighter with one hand, she pulled her radio from her belt with the other. She needed to check to be sure things were good to go for the rest of the day’s events.

Pressing the button, she raised it close to her lips. “Bud, you read me?”

A moment passed before her second-in-command answered her call. “Thompson here.”

She turned away from the other adults on the ride and spoke quietly. “Hey, the big guy is having a good time down here. Looks like we’re going around again. Everything good up there?”

“We’re set up for the tasting. A few media types have wandered up here. I think they’re afraid they’ll miss out on the…” he paused for dramatic effect “…Cream-filled, Strawberry-dipped, Deep-fried, Chocolate-drizzled Funnel Cake on a Stick.”

“Holy cow,” she said with a chuckle.

“Nope, I think the cow would be the BBQ Bacon Pineapple Cheeseburger.”

Cassidy smiled. Bud Thompson’s affinity for fair food oddities was a running joke between them. “Well, you’ve got a good thirty minutes before they set up. Someone checking to be sure everything is under control in RV city?”

“Ten-four, boss.”

Smirking, she hooked her radio on her waistband. She cast a glance at the livestock barns as they spun past. The first rounds of judging had started the previous weekend. Many of the exhibitors camped within the fairgrounds so they could care for their animals while in competition. It wasn’t unusual for there to be territorial disputes between families, and while the temps they hired for security were enthusiastic, they lacked Bud’s experience in deescalating tense situations.

Resolved to enjoy this moment of peace, she closed her eyes and focused on the feel of the warm breeze on her face. She refused to think about what the constant swirl was doing to her once-cooperative hair.

Her phone buzzed again.

She reached into her blazer pocket and pulled out the device. Sure enough, missed messages from unknown numbers were stacking up. Sighing, she opened the app to the green bubble of an SMS message.

Do not stop the ride.

What the hell… She looked up and down the midway. Aside from the merry-go-round, only a handful of carnival rides were active.

A moment later, a second message appeared.

Do not get off the ride.

Her heart dropped into her stomach as she reread those chilling words, and her grip tightened as she stepped closer to the edge of the platform, scanning the area as she turned.

She scrolled back to the first of the messages.

Hang on tight. I have a surprise for you.

Her mind racing, she thumbed through the rest of the texts she’d put off reading. One from a food vendor looking for a lost delivery, another from the woman who was overseeing one of the arts and crafts competitions. Then there was one that made her breath catch in her throat.

I’ve planted explosive devices throughout the fairgrounds.

“Oh no,” she exhaled. “No. No. No-no-no,” she said as she started weaving her way through the galloping horses, her eyes fixed on the man standing a few feet away from the governor.

“Hastings.” She raised a hand to hail the tall man as she approached.

He looked up with a smirky smile, but it quickly melted away. He straightened and closed the gap between them in two strides. “What is it?”

Not wanting to cause any panic, she thrust her phone out for him to see. The moment he digested the gist of the threat, he barked, “Stop the ride,” and turned in the direction of the governor.

“No!” Digging her heels in, she pulled him back. “We can’t stop. Look.”

Do not stop the ride.

Do not get off the ride.

“Yeah, well, no,” he said. “My duty is to my principal, and we’re getting off this thing.”

“But what if it’s on here?”

“I have to get him out of the area,” he said, grinding out each word. “We’ll slow it down and jump off.”

“They told us not to get off,” she argued, following as he strode in the opposite direction of the ride’s movement.

He stopped in his tracks, his expression softening apologetically but his jaw taut with determination. “Whoever this is told you not to get off the ride,” he pointed out quietly.

Cassidy gaped at his back. She stared in disbelief as the operator leaped onto the deck with practiced ease, talked to Special Agent Hastings, then jumped off a moment later. Within seconds, the carousel slowed.

By the time it wound down to a creep, full-blown panic crawled up her throat. The only word she could force past the lump lodged there was, “No!”

Hastings held on to Governor Beauford’s arm as he shot a glance at her. “We’re having a mechanical issue,” the governor announced, raising his voice to be heard over the incessant music. “We can’t stop the ride, so we’re going to have to hop off.”

Hastings must have radioed for backup, because two state troopers in uniform appeared as if conjured. They steadied the governor as he jumped from the platform, his politician’s smile never slipping. “This is why we test run these things.” He waved encouragingly to the gaggle of press. “Hey, kids, you want to go check out the cows?”

The small crowd around the carousel quickly fell into step behind the jovial politician. Cassidy pulled her phone from her pocket again and typed out a reply.

Who are you? Why are you doing this?

The three dots danced at the bottom of her screen. A response came through with periods emphasizing each word.

Do. Not. Stop. The. Ride.

She looked up, a grim frown tugging at her lips. She caught sight of the skinny young man at the operator’s controls. The next time she passed him, she said, “Can you kill the music?”

He tugged his ball cap lower on his forehead. “Are we done here?”

“I’m not, but you are. Don’t stop the ride, but cut the calliope, and grab one of the officers for me.”

Firing off the first questions that came to mind, she typed furiously.

Who are you? What do you want?

She waited, her throat dry, praying she’d get something, anything, more out of whoever was doing this.

Another number popped up seconds later, but the message read simply, Twelve.

“Twelve? Twelve what? Twelve o’clock? Twelve bombs?”

Cassidy typed frantically, copying and pasting her queries into each of the text threads in a desperate attempt to maintain contact.

But no one replied.

Pulling the radio from her waistband, she held it to her mouth. “All available security personnel to the…” She paused as she tried to catch sight of a good spot for an outpost nearby but not too close. “Report to the central midway—Manny’s corn dog stand,” she ordered. “Quickly.”

She was struggling to clip it to her belt with trembling hands when a man in turnout pants came trotting up to the operator’s station.

“Ma’am?”

“If you want to talk to me, you have to come aboard.” She closed her eyes against a rising wave of nausea.

She heard the thud of heavy boots hitting the metal platform and forced herself to look in their direction. The firefighter approached. His expression of grim determination spoke volumes.

“You know what’s happening?”

“Sergeant Evan Furst, Little Rock Fire Department Tactical Response Squad.” He introduced himself. “Special Agent Hastings gave me the gist.”

Cassidy’s years in military, security and law-enforcement-adjacent careers helped her recognize the double speak used for “bomb squad” when she heard it.

“We’ve got a real situation here, Sarge,” she said with a wan smile.

Gesturing to something behind her, he looked worried. “There’s a bench seat, ma’am. Why don’t you sit down? Try to focus on something stationary.”

“Do I look bad?” She gave a shaky laugh.

“I’m only saying we’ve got a real situation here, ma’am,” he said, tossing her words back at her in a deceptively light tone. “Special Agent Hastings has alerted Arkansas State Police Headquarters. They’re sending specialists. There’s a bomb threat?”

“Yes. They replied with the number twelve, but I don’t know if means twelve o’clock or twelve bombs,” she confirmed. “The initial message said ‘devices’ plural, though, so let’s assume more than one.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’ve asked my security team to assemble at the corn dog stand.” She gestured vaguely at the asphalt midway.

“We’re on it, ma’am. Are you in radio communication with your team?”

“Yes,” she said, fighting down the bile rising in her throat.

“Good. I will liaise with them and with the other tactical teams as they assemble. If you’d relay all the messages sent via radio once I get with your team, I’d appreciate it. We want to keep the suspect’s line of communication as uncluttered as possible.”

“Will do.” A knot of dread tightened in her stomach as she watched him hop down from the ride. Before he made it more than three strides, she called out to him. “I could use some water.”

Sergeant Furst raised a hand to let her know he’d heard her, moved two of the metal crowd-control panels to close off access to the operator’s station, then trotted off in the direction of the food stands in the center of the carnival.

Cassidy forced herself to put her phone in her blazer pocket, then, swinging from pole to pole, made her way to a gaudily painted bench bookended by sparkly green seahorses. She kept her eyes trained on her feet, trying to block out the motion by focusing on the tips of her lug-soled boots.

Sliding into the double bench, she dropped down heavily on the wooden seat, wondering idly who would ever choose to ride a merry-go-round seated backward.

A soft shuffling sound to her right made her freeze. Tearing her gaze from the tips of her shoes, she turned to find the small, skinny kid with the enormous backpack staring up at her wide-eyed.

“Did you say there’s a bomb?”



Chapter Two

“What have we got?” Captain Jake Donovan slid from the driver’s seat of his state-issued SUV. Squinting into the late-­morning sun, he raised a hand to shade his eyes before reaching for a black cap with the Arkansas State Police logo.

“Bomb threat.” The firefighter hooked a thumb over his shoulder, then offered his hand. “Sergeant Evan Furst. I’m lead technician with the LRFD bomb squad.”

He shook hands with the young man in the LRFD shirt who’d met him at the south gate in an ATV, intent on taking Jake straight down onto the fairground’s colorful carnival midway.

“Where are we at?” Jake walked around to the passenger side of his vehicle before pressing the button on his key fob to release the rear door. He gave a short, sharp whistle and Max, a ninety-pound German shepherd, jumped out of the vehicle and promptly sat at Jake’s feet.

“We’re assembled near the corn dog stand, but Colonel Aronson is in the arena at the moment.” Furst gestured toward the midway.

“Let’s head down there first, then I’ll check in with the boss.” He jerked his chin in the direction of the carnival rides. “What have we got?”

Furst nodded. “We believe there’s at least one device on the merry-go-round.”

Beyond the food stand, the garishly outfitted carousel spun in a slow circle. Jake frowned as he noted it was the only ride in motion. The only one with people on it. But there was no music playing. The entire carnival was oddly quiet.

“It’s on there? Why is it running?”

“Instructions from head of Security, sir,” Furst explained with a grimace. “The threat came through to her via text message. Whoever is doing this said not to stop the carousel.”

“Text message?” Jake turned his head sharply, his brow furrowed in confusion. “And we think the device is on the ride?”

Sergeant Furst’s lips thinned into a tight line as he nodded. “The informant gave specific instruction not to the stop the ride. They claim there are multiple devices scattered around the grounds.”

“Do we know how many?”

“Head of Security is guessing twelve, but we are not certain.”

“Twelve?”

His tone was sharp enough to elicit a head tilt and a grunt from Max. Without looking, he reached down and placed a hand on his K-9 partner’s head to reassure the dog. Max sometimes had a better read on his emotions than he did himself.

He bent to be sure Max’s lead was securely clipped to his harness. The breakaway feature of the leash allowed him to deploy Max when they needed his speed and agility, but there were too many people around, and Jake didn’t have a clear picture on where they should begin their search.

“Who are all these people? I didn’t think the fair opened until tomorrow.”

“Media Day.” They set off in the direction of the corn dog stand. “There are also workers finishing setup.” An autumnal breeze carried the scent of smoked meats and cooking grease. “Food prep, too, I imagine,” Furst added with a wry smirk. “They were taking photos with the governor and some kids from one of the local schools when Security called us in.”

“The governor’s here?” Jake’s eyes widened.

“Safe. His personal detail got him off the ride and into Barton.” Furst pointed toward the old arena in the center of the fairgrounds.

“And there was no detonation?” Jake asked.

“No, sir. We’re not sure what might trigger one, though,” Furst admitted.

Once the premier entertainment venue in Central Arkansas, Barton Coliseum lost its headliners to newer, flashier arenas, but still served as home to rodeos, monster truck rallies and other regional events.

Jake looked around. “And where is this ‘head of Security’…?” he prompted, letting the question dangle.

“Walker,” Furst advised.

Jake’s steps slowed as he caught sight of a blonde woman on one of the carousel benches, holding hands with a gangly boy seated across from her. The fanciful seahorses on the ends of the seats sported glittering blue-green paint. The boy sat on the edge of his seat, a black backpack looped over his narrow shoulders.

“Why is there a kid on there?” But before he could pick up the pace again, the woman moved to sit on the same bench as the boy. They hugged, then seemed to tussle a bit. “What the—” Jake clicked his tongue once and took off in a flat run. “Hey, lady! Miss!” He sprinted toward the carousel. “Ma’am! Stop!”

Max galloped easily beside him, insultingly unwinded and enjoying the uphill jaunt.

“Ma’am,” Jake tried again, but he was too late.

Somehow the woman had managed to loop her arm through one of the backpack straps as the boy slithered loose. Now her young friend stood at the end of the bench and the black straps were settled firmly on her shoulders.

“Somebody grab him,” she shouted as they spun past again.

The wind caught the little boy’s oversize orange T-shirt as he stared at the ground swirling past the edge of the platform, his hand wrapped tightly around one of the poles supporting the canopy.

Using his nephews as a gauge, Jake guessed the kid was no more than six or seven. Tears ran down the boy’s face as he inched closer to the edge. Jake heard the woman call out again, shouting for someone to help the boy down.

They pulled up inside the metal fencing around the ride. Unfurling some slack in Max’s lead, he gave the dog the command to stay and then stepped forward. “I’ve got you, buddy.” He reached out to the boy the next time he passed. “You can meet my dog.”

The ride made another circuit, but this time Jake could see the kid wanted off but was scared to make the leap. All long, gangly arms and knobby knees, the boy braced to jump. “You’ll catch me?”

“Absolutely,” Jake shouted after him.

When he came around again, Jake counted down in a firm, commanding tone. “Three, two, one, jump!”

Max added emphasis to the prompt with a short, sharp bark.

The boy flung himself at Jake, who stumbled back on impact. The kid’s skinny limbs wrapped around him, and he hung on like a koala clinging to a tree trunk.

He wrapped the boy up tightly. “There you go, little man,” Jake said, breathless. “Good jump.”

“I was scared,” the small boy said, speaking into the crook of Jake’s neck.

“I know, but you did good.”

The boy peeled himself away enough to frown down at the bulky tactical vest Jake wore. “You’re all lumpy.”

Chuckling, Jake nodded as he turned away from the ride, determined to make the promised introduction then hand the boy off as soon as possible. “I guess I am. Wanna meet Max?”

Lowering the boy to the tarmac, he set him down beside the dog outfitted in matching tactical harness. Sitting at attention, they were almost the same height, but a good portion of his stature could be attributed to the dog’s ears.

“Trooper Max, meet… Hey, what’s your name?”

“Darien.” The boy stared back at him with eyes almost as big as Max’s ears. “He’s big. Does he bite?”

“Nah, never the good guys,” Jake said, giving Max’s head a gentle stroke to let the dog know all was well.

Darien mimicked the move, then instantly stepped back. “I never petted a big dog before,” he confessed. Then, as though he feared he’d insulted Max, he quickly added, “He’s real soft though.”

“Yes. Very soft.”

Furst reappeared with a woman wearing a T-shirt that matched Darien’s. After identifying her as his teacher, Jake flashed her a quick smile in response to the profusion of thanks and admonishments flowing from the woman’s lips. He patted Darien’s back and gave him a gentle shove into the woman’s grasping hands. “Go on, buddy. Max and I have work to do.”

Straightening, he watched her lead her young charge away before turning to the firefighter. “Where’s this Walker person?” he demanded, switching gears without missing a beat.

Sergeant Furst nodded to the ride as the blonde wearing the backpack came whirling past again. “There.”

“She’s the head of Security?” Jake caught a glimpse of wispy blond hair she disappeared around the other side again.

“Cassidy Walker,” Furst affirmed. He glanced down at a small notebook. “Been working for the state fair for nearly three years. Former training officer for US Air Force Security Forces, 19th Security Forces Squadron, Little Rock AFB.”

“Cassidy Walker.” Jake’s mind reeled as if he was the one stuck on a merry-go-round.

“Excuse me,” the woman on the carousel called as she swung past them again.

Both men looked up
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