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Chapter 1: A Baker's Dream
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Sweet Dreams Bakery opens at 5:45 sharp, but Pete Martinez has been inside since two. He’s at the ovens before his own son is up, before the high schoolers slouch in to start the dish pit, before the city even stirs. First thing: he checks the French, which will go fast; next, the ciabatta, then a tray of honey oat. Pete walks the line with a hand behind his back, his face flushed from the steady heat, a dusting of flour on his cheek, his glasses slipping from the condensation. Every morning: muscle memory. He could, and sometimes does, count the seconds between the click of the pilot light and the opening bell.

At 6:12, the first customer is already hovering. Pete’s not supposed to man the counter, but he’s there anyway, greeting the regular—nurse, always double espresso, low-fat muffin, never a word about the day ahead. He cracks a joke about her being up before the dough rises. She laughs, hands over a five, tells him he missed a spot of flour on his nose. Pete grins, wipes at his face, but the smear stays put.

By 7:30, the bakery’s a gridlock of backpacks, briefcases, and the faint whiff of commuter stress. Pete’s in the thick of it, filling boxes, shouting over the espresso machine, calling names— “Carla! Six-pack of kolaches for the community center!” He checks the pastries cooling on the rack, flicks a finger at a barely-golden danish, spins on his heel, and scolds a teenager for standing with her hands in her pockets. When a little girl presses her face to the display case, he bends down to her level and points out which cupcake “sings the loudest.” The kid giggles; her mother looks grateful for three minutes of distraction.

Pete knows every inch of his bakery: the way the door sticks in summer, the specific shudder in the freezer, the soft spot in the subfloor beneath the third mixer. He’s proud of it—of what he’s built since his dad’s old storefront became “Sweet Dreams 2.0,” of the line out the door every Saturday. When he tastes a still-warm pecan twist, he closes his eyes and chews, not just for flavor, but for proof of life: Here it is, the reason for the sweat and the fifteen-hour days.

He’s wiping the counter with a battered rag when he spots the accountant for the first time.

Sandy Thompson. There’s no mistaking him. The man enters with the quiet confidence of someone used to attention, but allergic to spectacle. Not tall, not broad, but with an aura of reliability. Pete knows, because he’d watched Sandy hold court at a Chamber of Commerce breakfast three weeks ago, shaking hands and making small talk about Roth IRAs like a gameshow host who moonlights as a saint. The man’s hair is neat as fresh pie crust. The glasses are expensive, but subtle, almost a wink. He wears a suit that’s somehow less showy than the bakery’s logo tee.

Sandy sidesteps a clump of harried parents, stands at the edge of the case, and offers Pete a soft, “Morning.” Not “Good morning,” not “Hey there”—just the singular, understated noun. Pete likes that. He slides a tray of strawberry scones between the glass and grins. “Morning! Try the new ones, they’re sinful.” He winks at the nearest kid. The kid blinks, too shy to meet his eye.

Sandy’s handshake is perfect: just the right amount of squeeze, palm dry, two gentle up-and-downs. “Pete Martinez, I presume.” The way he says it, it’s not a guess. It’s a confirmation.

Pete puffs his chest. “Guilty. You must be Mr. Thompson.”

“Sandy, please. Or I’ll think you’re about to audit me.” His laugh is a practiced thing, but not fake. He reaches for a scone, then hesitates. “You mind if I—?”

“On the house,” Pete says, shoving the tray closer. “We don’t trust anyone who doesn’t eat.”

Sandy takes a bite, closes his eyes briefly, and nods. “You’ve set the bar high for employee snacks, I’ll tell you that.”

The bakery is still roaring—phones ringing, ovens beeping, someone shouting for almond milk—but the conversation slices through the chaos. Pete gestures toward a corner table, and Sandy follows, folding himself into a chair with the careful precision of someone cataloging every movement for later. Pete slumps opposite him, the rag still in his fist.

“So,” Pete says, “I hear you’re going to keep us from drowning in receipts.”

“That’s the plan,” Sandy says, brushing a crumb from his lapel. “I’ve been told you need a little more structure.”

Pete shrugs. “We’re a bakery, not the Pentagon.”

Sandy’s smile widens just enough to show teeth. “You’d be surprised how much paperwork a single loaf of bread can generate.”

Pete tilts his head, amused. “You ever work in a bakery?”

“No, but I did taxes for a sausage factory once. That was...eye-opening.”

“Bet you never ate a hot dog again.”

Sandy leans in, confiding: “Strictly tofu now.” They both laugh, and Pete feels the weight of the morning recede, if only for a minute.

“Want the grand tour?” Pete asks, already rising from his seat.

“Absolutely.”

They move through the bakery, Pete in the lead, Sandy trailing with the air of a court stenographer. Pete shows off the new convection oven—“paid for itself in six months”—and the walk-in fridge, where the temp is always just a little too cold. He brags about the back patio, where the staff gets their lunch, and gestures toward the wall of Polaroids that tracks every employee from opening day to present.

“Impressive operation,” Sandy says, eyeing the wall.

“We’re one big dysfunctional family,” Pete replies.

Sandy notes the lack of cameras, the absence of a check-in log for employees, the way the petty cash box is wedged next to a container of rainbow sprinkles. He files away the sight of a teenager counting cash, unsupervised, and the clipboard listing last week’s deliveries, unsigned and smudged with chocolate.

As they squeeze past a prep table, Sandy points to a loaf. “What’s that one called?”

“Pan de muerto,” Pete says, beaming. “Traditional for Day of the Dead, but we sell it all year. Family recipe.”

Sandy inspects it like a museum artifact. “Looks almost too pretty to eat.”

“My grandma would haunt me if I botched it.”

“You keep a lot of traditions going here?”

Pete shrugs, but there’s pride in it. “Some. I like the old ways. But I also like making enough to pay everyone above minimum wage.”

Sandy nods, tucking that away. “That’s rare these days.”

They circle back toward the front. Pete’s cell buzzes, and he glances at the screen: a reminder about his son’s dentist appointment. He shoves it back in his pocket. “You got a family, Sandy?”

“Wife. Daughter just graduated college.”

“Congrats. Where at?”

“UT Austin. Marketing.” Sandy’s voice is warm, but Pete can tell the man’s never far from the bottom line.

The clatter of dishes drowns out the next exchange. When it quiets, Pete says, “You always this early, or just for us?”

Sandy’s grin is quick. “Early bird gets the ledger.”

They stand in companionable silence for a beat. Pete watches Sandy scan the bakery, and it’s obvious the guy is already making lists in his head. Pete wonders what he sees: the flaws? The potential?

“Anything jump out at you?” Pete asks.

Sandy considers, choosing his words. “Nothing alarming. But I’d like to get a look at your back office. See how things flow.”

“You’ll find some ketchup stains and a mountain of old bills. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Sounds like home,” Sandy says.

As they shake hands a second time, Pete feels oddly reassured. There’s something about Sandy—calm, unflappable. Like he’s seen every kind of mess and can clean it up with a smile. Pete respects that.

As Sandy turns to leave, he pauses, eyeing the scone display one last time. “Mind if I grab another for the road?”

“Take as many as you want. They’re better than kale chips.”

Sandy chuckles. “Not much of a contest.”

He departs, weaving through the crowd. Pete watches him go, then glances at the flour smudge still on his nose. He shrugs. There’s work to do, and the ovens won’t wait.

But for the first time in months, Pete feels like maybe—just maybe—things are about to get easier.

* * *
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At exactly 8:05, Pete props open the door to his office, beckoning Sandy in with a crisp, “You found the place okay?” Sandy’s already in the hall, tie straight, briefcase in hand, shoes unscuffed despite the bakery’s perpetual grit. The office is small but bright—corner room, two windows, a battered desk with three different types of organizers scattered across the top like a shrine to unfinished paperwork. Pete sweeps aside a stack of HR forms and offers Sandy the battered guest chair.

“Coffee?” Pete says. He pours two mugs from the communal carafe, oblivious to the flecks of grounds floating at the surface. Sandy smiles, takes the cup, and pretends not to notice.

“We’re lucky to have you,” Pete says, sliding into his own chair, which creaks under his weight. “I mean it. I was ready to throw the checkbook in the dumpster last quarter.”

“I appreciate the warm welcome,” Sandy replies, letting the bitterness of the coffee wash over his tongue. “And the trust.”

Pete rubs a thumb across his temple, looking sheepish. “Trust is all I got. My dad ran the old shop on handshake deals. I guess I inherited the gene.” He hesitates, weighing something. “You see, the truth is, nobody’s looked at our books for more than a year. I kept thinking I’d get to it, but—” he gestures to the bakery through the glass, “the days just disappear.”

Sandy nods, hands folded. “It’s a common problem.”

“Not for people like you,” Pete says, grinning. “You’re organized. You wear suits on a Tuesday. You probably even floss.”

Sandy chuckles, feigning modesty. “I do what I can.”

Pete leans in, suddenly earnest. “Just tell me: are we going under?”

Sandy doesn’t answer right away. He lets the question settle, knowing silence amplifies anxiety. Then, with a reassuring tilt of his head: “Nothing I’ve seen says imminent disaster. But there are a few loose ends. Nothing we can’t fix.”

Pete’s face relaxes, but he still fidgets. “God, that’s good to hear. You know, my wife says the same thing about me.” He laughs, soft and self-deprecating. “Loose ends, that is.”

“Happy to tie them up,” Sandy says. The phrase is a little too neat, but it gets the job done.

They stand, shake hands again—Pete is a habitual hand-shaker, Sandy notes—and Pete gestures down the hallway. “Your office is the last door on the right. We had to clear out a bunch of old junk, but it should be good to go. If you need anything, just holler.”

“Will do,” Sandy says, and he’s already mentally cataloging the next ten steps.

His office is a narrow rectangle with a window that overlooks the alley. Two file cabinets, one wobbly bookcase, a desk that’s seen better decades, and a fresh legal pad waiting beside a box of mechanical pencils. Sandy unpacks methodically: laptop, folders, personalized calendar, a small photo of Denise and Jenna on a Maui beach. He sets the photo in the corner, angled away from the sun, and takes a moment to really see the room.

It’s quiet here. The hum of the bakery’s vent system is a soft baseline; there’s the occasional clatter from the kitchen or the muffled voices in the hall. But here, in the cloistered air of the back office, Sandy can finally breathe. He sits, adjusts his glasses, and lets the feeling settle in.

This is the part he likes most: the first look, the raw assessment. In another life, he could have been a forensic scientist, a chess player, maybe even a detective. Instead, he’s a numbers man, and every new ledger is a fresh crime scene.

The first box of records is labeled in Sharpie: “Jan-Jun 2021.” Sandy sets it on the desk, pops the lid, and begins. The receipts are a mess—some crumpled, others pristinely folder-clipped but out of sequence. He starts with the bank statements, scanning for outliers: large deposits, weird withdrawals, checks written in the wrong pen color. He notes the signatures. Pete signs every one, even the ones for thirty bucks. That’s good. Or bad, depending on who you ask.

Sandy opens QuickBooks on his laptop, cross-references the digital ledger with the paper trail. They don’t always match. Small discrepancies—cash not lining up, petty purchases for cleaning supplies that don’t make sense given the supply invoices. Nothing criminal. Yet. But plenty of sloppiness, and if he wanted to, he could drive a semi through the loopholes.

He sorts the receipts by vendor, then by month, then by category. He builds a spreadsheet as he goes, color-coding issues: yellow for minor mistakes, orange for procedural gaps, red for anything exploitable. The box is half-empty when he sits back, sips his coffee, and stares at the wall. He’s already found three. Payroll misentries, reimbursement patterns, the fact that the register is often counted by one person, not two.

The thrill isn’t in the money—it never is. It’s in the game. The test. The slow, careful gathering of facts, followed by the subtle application of pressure. Sandy runs a hand across his chin, smiling slightly. He could have this place humming, or he could have it on its knees.

He opens the next folder: “Contracts.” There are old vendor agreements, signed in blue ink, amended in black, with notations in at least two different handwritings. Some are out of date. Some are missing pages. Sandy lists the gaps on a fresh sheet of the legal pad, his handwriting small and neat. It’s astonishing how easily people lose control of their own systems.

At noon, Pete pokes his head in. “You need lunch?”

Sandy glances up, perfectly in control. “I’m good. I brought a sandwich.”

“Suit yourself. Holler if you want something sweet. We’ve got a new lemon tart that’s deadly.”

Sandy offers a “Will do,” then listens to the footsteps recede. He likes the rhythm of this place. The predictability. The way everyone is comfortable, just distracted enough to let the world happen to them.

He leans back in the chair, cracks his knuckles, and considers. He could clear up these records in a week. He could audit them blindfolded. He could, with just a little nudge, make himself essential.

Sandy starts a second spreadsheet, this one for himself. No color-coding—just notes, strategies, a running log of every opportunity and risk. He highlights the vulnerabilities, the trust gaps, the soft spots in the process where a diligent person could, say, slip in a false invoice or redirect a payment.

It’s not a crime, yet. But Sandy’s already a few moves ahead.

He’s smiling when he closes the first box, and the smile lingers as he stares out the window, picturing the alley, the dumpster, the world beyond.

No one ever expects the accountant.

* * *
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It’s after six when Pete finally appears in Sandy’s doorway, half a danish in hand, tie already pulled loose and shirt stained with something that looks like raspberry jam. The bakery’s quieted; most of the staff have cleared out, leaving only the faint thump of a mop against linoleum and the scent of sweet bread lingering in the hall.

Sandy looks up from his computer, blinking away columns of numbers. “Long day?”

Pete groans theatrically, collapsing into the guest chair. “You ever try to teach a teenager to make change? I swear, it’d be easier to just give the bread away.”

Sandy smiles, closing his laptop. “That’s what keeps you young, right?”

“Maybe. Or maybe it just keeps me broke.” Pete chews thoughtfully, then glances at Sandy with a faint frown. “You’re not overwhelmed, are you? My wife said we’d scare you off with our mess.”

“Not at all,” Sandy says, voice gentle. “Honestly, I’ve seen way worse. At my first job, the CFO kept all the receipts in his car’s glove box. In August. In Houston.”

Pete barks a laugh, eyes crinkling. “That’s a new one.”

“I like it here,” Sandy continues. “It’s honest work. Everyone’s trying their best. Makes my job easier.”

Pete looks relieved, but there’s a flicker of concern beneath. “You sure? I know I’ve let things slide. Sometimes I worry the whole operation is held together with duct tape and wishful thinking.”

Sandy leans forward, resting his arms on the desk. “You built something real, Pete. That’s rare. People trust you. They want you to succeed.”

Pete looks down, embarrassed. “Well, let’s hope you can keep us above water. I don’t want to lose this place.”

“You won’t,” Sandy says, and means it in the way that matters. “I’ll see to that.”

Pete’s face softens. For a moment, he just sits there, letting the assurance land. He wipes a crumb from his chin and stands, stretching.

“Thanks,” he says, sincere. “If you ever need anything—anything at all—just say the word.”

“I will,” Sandy replies.

Pete hesitates at the door, then grins. “You ever need a late-night snack, come down to the kitchen. I always bake too much.”

Sandy raises his mug in salute. “Deal.”

When Pete leaves, Sandy listens to the receding footsteps, the soft click of the office light turning off in the hall. The connection is complete: trust, earned and cemented.

He makes a note on his legal pad: “Social capital—banked.”

It’s not flashy. It’s not dramatic. But it’s all the leverage he needs.

* * *

[image: ]


The building empties by seven. A last sweep through the front, a clatter of mop buckets, the echo of distant laughter. Then even those fade. In his office at the end of the hall, Sandy savors the transition: day’s commotion blurring to the hum of fluorescent lights, the faint metallic tick of a wall clock, the insulation of old brick and closed doors.

He sits perfectly still, listening to the silence settle over the bakery, and lets the shape of his scheme crystallize.

He’d been watching for weeks. Every morning, he recorded the coffee count, the register total, the float for petty cash. He’d timed the deliveries, memorized the cleaning crew’s routine. Each time Pete wandered in—jovial, trusting—Sandy was reminded of how simple the world could be if you just let yourself believe in other people.

But Sandy doesn’t believe. Not in that way. He believes in rules, loopholes, leverage. He believes, mostly, in himself.

He spreads the week’s files on his desk, aligning each folder parallel to the edge, stacking the rest in order of relevance. The night air, filtered through the old vent system, smells like burnt sugar and paper. He likes the smell; it calms his nerves. He opens the blue notebook labeled “Variance” and reviews the columns—highlighted, annotated, cross-referenced against the digital logs. He double-checks the spreadsheet formulas, runs a quick simulation on the new vendor payments, then sits back, folding his hands in his lap.

He’s done this before. Not here, not with bread and cupcakes, but in plenty of offices where nobody looks too closely at the numbers. Always small, always slow. An “extra” expense line here, a slightly padded reimbursement there. He never took more than the system could bear; he always left enough for everyone to eat.

But here, the scale is bigger, and the oversight is a joke. Pete signs everything. The only one who’d ever spot a pattern is Pete himself, and Pete is allergic to bad news.

Sandy flips to the last page of his legal pad and begins to draft the sequence. It starts with a harmless test: a micro-invoice from a dummy vendor, routed through a shadow account he set up the previous month. The bakery has hundreds of vendors—flour, sugar, fruit, utilities, specialty packaging. Slip in a small line item, make sure it’s approved, see if anyone blinks.

If it works, he’ll escalate. Move from hundreds to thousands, shuffle the lines between maintenance and marketing. Invoicing is child’s play; payroll is trickier, but with the right sequence, it’s possible to ghost a name for six months without anyone raising an eyebrow.

The beauty is in the increments, the plausible deniability. Sandy drafts the first invoice, printing it on a letterhead he created in fifteen minutes on a home computer. He uses an address in Round Rock—rented box, paid with cash, never linked to his name. He’s already scheduled the PO Box renewal for the next year, paid in advance. He emails himself a reminder: “Check mail once a month, never on the same day.”

He checks the printer—loaded, toner full. He rehearses the sequence: print, sign, scan, attach to email, submit with a bland note. He lines up the envelopes, addresses them, and sets the first “payment due” sticky on his calendar.

He spends an hour testing the chain, reviewing digital footprints, deleting browser histories, scrubbing any trace from the QuickBooks audit log. He drafts a note to Pete, asking for approval on an “urgent supplier issue,” using the same casual, slightly bumbling language Pete favors. (“Hey—ran into a snag with the bagel flour. Let me know if you want me to hold payment, otherwise I’ll cut the check Friday.”) It’s so boring it’s invisible.

When everything is set, Sandy leans back in his chair and closes his eyes. He runs through the risk tree—what if the package is lost? What if someone calls the vendor? What if the bank flags the transfer? He has answers for each, contingency plans layered like filo pastry. Worst case, he blames the intern, or claims a typo. Nothing sticks unless you let it.

He opens his eyes, stares at the photo of Denise and Jenna. Jenna’s in a lei, grinning, her arm around his wife’s shoulder. They look happy. He’s never told them exactly what he does at work, only that it’s “complicated, boring, keeps the lights on.” He wonders, sometimes, if Denise suspects. She’s smart enough, but also the world’s most gifted ignorer of inconvenient facts.

He pushes the photo aside, just a little, and refocuses.

He lays out the supplies for tomorrow: two new ledgers, a pack of sticky notes, a set of pilot pens. He aligns the pencils, points facing left, erasers trimmed and clean. He sets the first invoice dead center on the blotter, squares it, then slides the blue notebook beneath. Everything in its place.

He sits there for a long time, just breathing, watching the red glow of the exit sign in the hallway. He feels the anticipation—not like guilt, not like fear, but like the start of a performance, the hush before the curtain goes up. He’s not a villain. Not a thief, even. Just a man who understands systems, and how easily they break.

When he stands, his movements are slow, deliberate. He collects his jacket, smooths the lapels, checks his reflection in the window. Nothing out of place. He kills the office light, walks the length of the hallway, and pauses at the door to Pete’s office.

Inside, he can just make out the silhouette of the old desk, the stacks of forms waiting for his morning review. He’s already thinking three moves ahead—how to pace the withdrawals, which vendors to duplicate, when to let a “mistake” be found so that trust is maintained.

He closes the door, quietly.

In the alley, the streetlight buzzes. A car passes, indifferent. The world is still turning, and Sandy is in the middle of it, steps perfectly mapped.

He drives home with the radio off, replaying the day in his mind. He wonders how long it will take for anyone to notice. He bets months, maybe a year. By then, it won’t matter.

As he turns into his driveway, he glances in the rearview, checking for headlights. Old habit. There’s nothing but the steady glow of his porch lamp, the shadow of his own hands on the steering wheel.

He sits for a moment, savoring the stillness. The game is in motion. Everything else—bread, family, even Pete—will arrange itself around the moves he makes now.

He walks inside, hangs his jacket in the closet, and straightens the sleeves. He kisses Denise on the cheek, pours a glass of water, and retreats to the spare room, where he keeps a second set of files, just in case.

In the morning, he’ll be back at the bakery before anyone else. He’ll drink the coffee, fix the ledgers, and smile at every customer. He’ll be the favorite uncle, the steady hand, the man who never forgets your birthday.

He’ll be the last person anyone suspects.

And as the city wakes up, Sandy Thompson will savor the feeling of being—finally, fully—in control.
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Chapter 2: The First Taste
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Sweet Dreams Bakery after dark is less a place than an echo. By 7:45 the lights in the front windows are killed, the espresso machine wiped down and sullen, the ovens cooling in sprints. In the back hallway, Sandy listens for the clues that mean “alone.” The swish of a mop in the breakroom—pause—another swipe, then the mechanical clatter of the handle being hung back up. Faint laughter as the last of the closing crew punches out. The front door’s jangly bell protests one final time, then nothing.

He waits for the all-clear, a precise seven minutes, then crosses to the back office with a purpose-built calm. The air in here is cut by old toner and the ozone tang of cheap power strips. Overhead, the fluorescents buzz at a frequency only accountants hear. Sandy surveys the office: two chairs, two computers, a steel bookcase jammed with ledger binders, and in the far corner, the “petty cash” drawer—a plastic tray, battered by years of neglect, perched next to a rainbow sprinkles canister.

He straightens his tie before sitting. It’s an unconscious gesture, maybe a holdover from his father, maybe just superstition. Sandy lifts the petty cash drawer, sets it on the blotter, and cracks it open.

Inside: bills of every denomination, none crisp, most folded like origami afterthoughts. Coins at the bottom, dull with bakery grease. He ignores the coins, thumbs quickly through the bills, making a mental inventory before the physical one. The logbook is a joke—handwritten, pages curling at the edges, each withdrawal or deposit jotted in a parade of inconsistent pen colors. The last entry, dated that morning, records a $20 withdrawal for “parking meter.” The register is $1670 over, which makes Sandy smile.

He counts the cash with a magician’s fluency: sort by denomination, stack in fives, tens, twenties, then aggregate to hundreds. His hands barely slow, even when he reaches the “reserve” envelope—a battered, yellowed thing with “DO NOT TOUCH—FRANK” scrawled in Sharpie. He opens it. Four crisp hundreds, as promised. He takes five $100 bills from the main stack, peels them with a clean thumb, and lays them under the ledger. He does not hesitate. The act is a pivot: pull, pocket, replace.

He pauses, lets his eyes close for a second. The room is cold and quiet, save for the electric whir of the computer fan under the desk and the distant Doppler of a car rolling by on Congress Avenue. He feels a single bead of sweat begin at his right temple, crawls down toward his ear. He doesn’t touch it.

Next, the reconstruction. He fluffs the remaining cash, splits it into two uneven piles, then arranges both to look messy, abundant, and—above all—untouched. The bills overlap in a way that disguises the missing weight. He writes “Deposit: $120, office supplies—S. Thompson” in the logbook, backdates it to last Tuesday, and signs with his left hand, sloppily. He flips a few earlier pages, makes an identical entry from three months prior, then closes the book and puts it under the tray, not on top, exactly where Frank always leaves it.

He logs into the shared computer. Password is “bakery1978”—not a challenge. In QuickBooks, he navigates to the petty cash register, enters the staged deposit, runs the reconciliation, checks that the variance now reads $0. He then finds the audit log, downloads the entire month to a thumb drive, and deletes the last hour’s activity. He checks the company email, drafts a fake “Heads-up: office supply run, receipt incoming” note from his own address to Frank and CCs Pete. He sends it, then immediately logs in as Pete, marks the email as read, and deletes the sent message from both ends. When he’s done, there is no trace.

The most dangerous part, he knows, is not the math but the muscle memory. So he double-checks the locks on the desk, wipes the plastic cash tray with a napkin, and replaces the rainbow sprinkles canister exactly as he found it—label facing out, lid slightly askew, just visible from the door.

He runs through a checklist in his mind: Logbook, cash, digital, email, physical evidence. Done. He closes the computer, stands, and brushes a fleck of lint from his lapel. The bead of sweat has evaporated, but he straightens his tie anyway.

On the wall, a photo: Pete and the first five employees, all in silly hats, beaming at the grand re-opening. Sandy looks at their faces, lets himself wonder what any of them would notice, if anything, tomorrow. Probably nothing. Pete doesn’t count the drawer, Frank never opens the log unless it’s month-end, and the closing crew’s only worry is leftover pastry.

Still, he lingers. This is the only part that ever makes him nervous—not the theft, but the anticipation. The possibility of error. He exhales, then closes the office door gently behind him. He walks the hallway slowly, letting his heart decelerate, and stops just once, to check the mirror in the staff bathroom. Hair neat, glasses level, tie straight.

He pockets the five hundred like it’s a business card.
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