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Chapter 1: A Guard’s Duty
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Richard Jewell parks a quarter-mile from the security employee entrance. He likes the walk. It gives him time to survey the skyline and the sprawling chain-link perimeter fencing. Sweat prickles behind his knees in the Georgia dusk; he tugs the shirt hem smooth over his gut, thumb and forefinger smoothing wrinkles that only exist in his mind. The uniform is new: deep blue, creased sharp, polyester blend that doesn’t breathe. His badge—CENTENNIAL OLYMPIC PARK SECURITY—is buffed to mirror polish, hard edges catching what’s left of sunset.

He’s early. Always early. 

He palms his utility belt before stepping onto the paved service corridor, counting: radio, flashlight, spray, notepad, two pens, folding Gerber tool. The weight comforts him, organizes the world into manageable increments. He rehearses the access protocol under his breath: “Employee badge out, bag subject to search, step to the left, eyes up and forward.”

The night shift trickles in from the parking lot. Young men, some younger than him, with lanyards and ballcaps, drifting in clumps. He recognizes most—faces from briefing, a few from the local mall gig or hospital stints. They slap backs and practice their banter, cutting the tension with dick jokes and ex-college stories. Richard keeps to the edge, offers a curt nod if someone meets his eyes. The new guys see the way he holds himself—upright, shoulders squared, not a slouch among them—and whisper. He catches the term “Mall Cop” in the periphery of his hearing. Richard grits his teeth, lets it pass through.

The entrance is a tent, white vinyl, manned by two off-duty Atlanta PD moonlighting for double-pay. The taller one, big jaw and cop stubble, waves him through with a flat “Evenin’, Jewell.” The other doesn’t look up from his paper coffee cup.

Inside, the makeshift corridor is lined with crates of bottled water and extra Olympic folding chairs, all zip-tied with red tags. The floor smells of mildewed plastic. He finds a steel bench under a halogen flood and sits, exhaling for the first time in twenty minutes. He removes his cap, runs fingers along the sweatband, replaces it, checks the tilt in a darkened window. All part of the ritual.

The equipment check is never perfunctory. First the radio: battery inserted, on-off click, squelch test. He slides the ear mic up under his collar, wires perfectly hidden. Flashlight: maglite, C batteries, lanyard intact, bulb working. Notepad: three fresh pads, blue covers, bound at the top. He clicks both pens, lines them up, clicks them again. Mace canister’s expiry date is four months off. He lines everything up on the bench, reassembles the belt, stands, flexes once to check for snags.

A voice echoes down the corridor—two, actually, overlapping. He recognizes the first: his supervisor, Mr. Goodman, thin and nasal, never loud. The other, a woman, is unfamiliar but has the sharp cadence of an actual law enforcement officer. They’re discussing the Opening Ceremony.

“The torch relay gave me ulcers,” Goodman says. “Three bomb threats in one hour. No follow-through, thank God.”

The woman says, “Your people handled it. Gotta be honest, I didn’t think they’d be so... professional.”

Goodman: “Jewell’s our best. Lives for this.” There’s an audible shift, as if both are looking his way. “Sometimes I wish he’d take a day off.”

A bark of laughter, then the woman says, “Better than the other kind.”

Footsteps. Goodman appears, reading glasses askew, holding a clipboard as if it’s welded to his hand. He stops in front of Richard, looks him up and down. “Ready for roll call?”

“Yes, sir.” Richard stands at parade rest, left hand folded behind the back, right arm at his side.

Goodman eyes the lineup on the bench. “You expecting trouble?”

“I prefer to be over-prepared, sir.”

A pause. Goodman smiles, but his eyes do not. “They’ve doubled patrol zones on account of yesterday’s crowd. The eyes upstairs want full sweeps every ninety minutes. Random bag checks, zero tolerance on open containers, and keep an eye on the bandshell. Kids are climbing up on the staging, tearing at wires. It’s not your job to get physical—call APD if you need backup.”

“Yes sir. Absolutely.”

“Richard.” Goodman lowers his voice, clipboard tucked to his chest. “There are a lot of moving pieces tonight. Some of these guys... they’re new. The park is a soft target, everyone knows it. If you see something, don’t be a hero. Just radio it in.”

Richard holds the eye contact a beat too long. “Copy that. I understand the gravity of our responsibility.” The words come out stiff, as if recited for a test.

Goodman gives a curt nod, then moves on, calling after the late arrivals with his nasal “Pick it up, gentlemen!”

Alone again, Richard straps on the belt, holsters the maglite, runs the notepad into its pouch. He stands in the harsh halogen, feeling sweat bead under his collar. For a second—half a second—he recalls the psych evals at the academy, the low-furnished room with a mirror that was not a mirror. The examiner in plainclothes, the way she clicked her pen with the same nervous rhythm he does now. “How would you respond,” she’d said, “if your commanding officer disagreed with your assessment of a security threat?” He’d answered with textbook precision, and still, he’d failed. Twice.

Tonight he is not a real cop. But tonight, he can be perfect.

He shoulders out into the flow of staffers headed toward the main plaza, lips pressed into a straight line, the rest of the world receding into a haze of duty and protocol.
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Chapter 2: The Backpack
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Centennial Olympic Park at night is a mouthful—loud, sticky, kinetic. Richard Jewell shoulders into the main plaza, head on a swivel. The uniform chafes his neck but holds his shape: shirt tucked, badge aligned with the line of his breastbone, radio mic clipped just so. He patrols with left-foot-forward purpose, scanning the perimeter as if he’s clocking sniper nests. 

He clocks everything.

Thousands of people, but the crowd has a kind of tidal structure. In the center: a stage with bunting and colored lights, loudspeakers that vibrate the air every time a new medal count is announced. Vendors in red aprons shout over each other hawking souvenirs, all the flags and foam hats a person could want. The masses: tourists in shorts, church groups with matching t-shirts, Japanese teenagers taking flash photos of the “Coca-Cola Tower” sculpture, middle-aged men with Olympics windbreakers zipped up despite the heat. There are couples, clusters, strays, but also currents—everyone is moving somewhere, even when they stand still.

Richard likes this. No static targets.

His patrol vector is simple: north gate to south fence, then east toward the sound tower, circling the temporary fences with a polite but visible presence. No loitering in one spot, no huddling with other guards. Stay moving, stay seen. He cuts a straight line through the families sprawled on the grass, their coolers forming a soft perimeter. Every fifteen paces, he looks over his shoulder.

The first sweep is muscle memory. He checks the benches for sleeping drunks, hands always hovering near the utility belt. He checks trash cans for broken glass and left-behind bags, eyes quick to pick up irregular shapes. He checks the knot of volunteers near the east info booth, makes a mental note of their badge numbers and shirt colors, then moves on.

There’s always a rhythm: scan, assess, move. Scan, assess, move. Tonight it’s two steps fast, one step slow, because the park is crowded and the smell of sweat and hot dogs is heavy. He works his way toward the sound tower—a prefab riser stacked with audio gear, set up for tomorrow’s concert series. There’s a bottleneck of bodies around the base, people pressed close to the speakers and the temporary barriers. Richard slows, edge-walking through the crush, and keeps an eye on the perimeter.

A flicker in the pattern.

He sees it in the corner of his vision—a shadow where there should be none, then the glint of green canvas in the halogen spill. A backpack, wedged under the rear leg of a park bench. No owner in sight. The crowd eddies around it, but nobody touches.

Richard’s jaw locks. He feels his heart thump, slow and heavy, like it’s pacing him through the protocol. He glances right and left: no other guards in range. The nearest APD officer is a hundred yards away, deep in a cluster of parents with strollers. Richard wets his lips and runs the checklist in his head.

He approaches the bench with his walk shifted—shoulders wider, steps precise, his silhouette meant to draw attention. Two teenage girls in windbreakers glance up from their soda cups and move a foot to the left, giving him space. He puts his hands on his hips, feigning casual, and leans in.

The backpack is military surplus. Green, battered, the kind with too many pockets. The bottom is streaked with mud, dried and flaking. One strap is half-torn, the nylon fibers frayed like a chewed rope. It doesn’t match any of the day’s volunteer gear or the typical tourist luggage. 

There’s weight in it. Not sagging, not overstuffed—just a steady, full bulge. The zippers are all closed, but one pocket is open at the seam, a bit of duct tape visible at the edge. Jewell narrows his eyes. Someone tried to hide it, but not well.

He scans the ground: no fresh footprints, just a mess of tread marks and spilled popcorn. He circles the bench once, slow, ignoring the stares. The hairs on his forearm prickle.

This is not a lost-and-found situation.

He remembers Goodman’s voice: "If you see something, don't be a hero—radio it in." The words hang in his head like a warning. He flicks his gaze back to the sound tower. Two roadies in black t-shirts are joking and shoving, oblivious. A kid with a disposable camera is aiming at the night sky, not the bench. The crowd is a buffer. Nobody’s clocked the bag but him.

Richard steps back and thumbs the radio mic.

Before he clicks transmit, he hesitates—a beat, maybe two. His brain is a pinball of options: what if it’s nothing? What if it’s a setup, a test, some kind of prank? What if it’s a decoy? He pictures the post-shift meeting, Goodman’s eyebrows raised, the slow shake of the head. Overreaction, waste of resources, false alarm. But he knows the protocol. Better to be wrong than dead.

He inhales once, sharp, the air catching on sweat at the base of his tongue. Then he keys the mic.

“Control, this is Jewell. Suspicious bag at the Tower Three bench. Requesting unit for assessment.” He keeps his voice flat, unemotional, but the words still catch in his throat like dry crackers.

A pause. Static, then the crackle of a dispatcher. “Copy, Jewell. Stay on location. APD notified.”

He keeps his eyes on the backpack, and his shadow keeps it company. From a dozen feet away, the bag could be anything. From five feet, it’s a ticking question mark.

He glances up, spots a group of foreign tourists gawking at the sculpture nearby. He wants to yell at them, move them, but his orders are clear: observe, report, wait. No heroics.

The seconds pass like glue. His feet ache but he doesn’t shift his weight. Every few breaths, he checks the sky, the benches, the crowd. Nothing moves but the slow drift of people at the park’s edge.

He runs the mental drill again: suspect bag, possible threat, don’t approach. But his brain keeps arguing, and his fingers keep twitching toward his belt. He makes a fist, feels the skin of his palm bunch up against the base of his thumb.

The backpack doesn’t move. Doesn’t tick. Doesn’t do anything but exist.

Richard studies it until the whole world narrows to that patch of grass, that slip of canvas and mud and duct tape. 

He doesn’t want to blink.

He stands there, statue-still, until backup arrives. 

* * *
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Richard Jewell waits, jaw flexed, until he feels the presence behind him—footsteps, two sets, one heavy, one light. He doesn’t turn until the tall one, the off-duty cop from the tent, pulls up next to him, radiating authority like a car radiator.

“Problem?” the cop asks, not quite a whisper but not for public consumption either.

Richard points with a controlled flick of his fingers. “Unattended bag. Military surplus, doesn’t match event gear. Didn’t see who left it.”

The cop leans in, all muscle and bone, and eyes the backpack from a safe arm’s length. He grunts. “You touch it?”

“No, sir.”

The cop’s partner circles the bench, squinting at the underside, then pulls out a phone, snapping two quick photos.

“You sure it wasn’t here earlier?” the tall one asks, looking at Jewell with the practiced suspicion of a guy who’s cleaned up more than one rookie mistake.

“Positive. I swept this row at nineteen-thirty. Nothing then.” Jewell doesn’t blink.

The cop nods, almost imperceptible, and radioes it up. The code is short and clinical: possible 10-89, send bomb tech, maintain perimeter.

Within thirty seconds, the three of them form an accidental triangle, using their bodies as a human fence. People notice the stance, the stiffness, and start giving the bench more room.

But not enough. A cluster of college kids in Olympics shirts stumbles close, one of them sloshing beer onto his shoes. Richard steps into their path, polite but not apologetic.

“Sir, we need to move you to the center walkway. Please keep walking.”

The drunk kid smirks, raising his cup in salute, but the group moves on.

The waiting is the worst part. Jewell feels the sweat run down his spine, cooling then reheating under the polyester shell. His calves burn, thighs tingling from standing motionless. He keeps counting the seconds, replaying the last five minutes in loop: the sweep, the spot, the pause before the radio call. Did he miss a cue? Was it planted while he was checking the far fence? He replays every possible scenario.

A voice pops in on the security frequency: “Tower Three, bomb unit ETA is four. Secure two-hundred-foot radius. Clear benches, keep pedestrian lanes open.”

The cop gestures to Jewell. “Help us clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

Richard breaks formation, moving with deliberate haste, giving each group a single warning: “Please move to the main plaza, this area is closed.” He lies with fluency, says “chemical spill” to a kid with his face painted, says “power line down” to an elderly woman holding her grandson’s hand. Most people comply. The ones who don’t get an extra second of his glare, and that does it.

He circles back. The benches are clear now, and the crowd is thickening at the edges, a mass of faces peering in, waiting for spectacle. News travels fast: three people are already filming on handheld camcorders. Richard wants to yell at them but knows it won’t help.

The bomb squad’s arrival is anticlimax. A plain sedan, two guys in polos and cargo pants, one of them pulling on heavy gloves before he’s even out of the car. They speak to the cop in a low monotone, then kneel near the bench. Jewell watches their hands: methodical, not hurried, not afraid.

“Let’s move back,” the tall cop says, and steers Jewell and his partner another fifty feet away. The cop’s hand is gentle but absolute on his shoulder.

Richard fights the urge to keep staring. He turns toward the sound tower instead, scans the faces in the crowd. He wonders who left the bag, whether they’re here watching, whether this is a sick test or a goddamn preview of something worse. His brain churns, every instinct screaming at him to do something, but protocol is all he has now.

A minute passes, maybe two. Then a voice calls out: “We got something here.”

The bomb tech’s gloved hand pulls the backpack onto the grass. The bottom is heavier than expected; it lands with a dull, meaty thud. The tech turns the bag, unzips the main compartment, and peels it open. Even from fifty feet away, Jewell sees the brown tape, the black wires, the glassy glint of metal pipe. 

He sucks in air and holds it. The tech turns his head and says something into his lapel. The cop goes pale.

Jewell feels every nerve in his body go cold, then hot again, like jumping from a freezer into a sauna. He expects shouting, alarms, a stampede, but everything stays slow—syrup slow.

The cop’s radio crackles: “All units, evacuate sector four. Immediate. Evacuate.”

Richard is already moving before the words finish. He pulls his radio, voice firm. “Control, this is Jewell. Confirm explosive in green canvas bag at Tower Three. Initiating evacuation.” He’s surprised how calm he sounds.

“Copy, Jewell. Proceed. APD units en route.”

He jogs the outer circle, relaying the message to every volunteer, every vendor, every wide-eyed bystander. “Move to the main gates—now. Do not stop.” He feels hands tug at his sleeve, people asking questions he can’t answer. He repeats the message, louder, until his throat aches.

The crowd moves, at first slow, then faster as the word “bomb” filters through. Richard spots two mothers clutching toddlers, their faces white. He guides them out, keeps his arms wide, herds the mass away from the sound tower.

Over the radio: “Fifteen minutes until EOD arrives. Hold perimeter, keep everyone clear.”

Richard plants himself at the edge of the safe zone, facing the bench. The bomb techs are withdrawing, leaving the bag untouched. He knows the drill. Nothing is ever disarmed in the field—not here, not tonight. You cordon, you wait, you hope.

He looks back at the park, now eerily empty. His hands shake, so he clenches them, tucks them under his arms. He scans the faces at the fence line, searching for something—someone—out of place. All he sees is a sea of phones, eyes reflecting the flash of red and blue.

He keys the radio again, voice tight. “Perimeter secure. All civilians moved to distance.”

Control: “Good work, Jewell. Stay put.”

He doesn’t relax. Can’t. He keeps his eyes on the green bag, waiting for it to do something—anything.

The night is silent except for the echo of his own heart.

* * *
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Richard Jewell’s voice is a metronome, loud and measured, as he moves through the haze of floodlight and panic. “This way, please. Keep moving. Toward the north exit.” The words come out crisp, exactly as drilled. He’s not the tallest or the loudest, but people hear him—something about the finality in his tone. When he says “now,” it’s not a suggestion.

A college girl with an Olympics backpack stops, tries to double back for her friend. Richard intercepts, body between her and the bench. “Ma’am, you need to clear this area immediately. The exit is that direction.” He points with an open hand, the way police are trained to, not a finger jab. She hesitates, then obeys.

His mind divides the park into quadrants. Closest to the device: top priority. He works outward, eye always on the bench and the growing radius of emptiness around it. The bench is now a black hole, the crowd a receding tide. He sweeps his gaze left to right, counting heads, tracking movement, never letting the bag out of sight.

Vendors wheel their carts away, looking back over their shoulders. A man in a Coca-Cola polo stands stubbornly at his booth, counting register money. Richard stops: “Sir, leave the cash. Move.” The man blinks, then hustles off, register forgotten.

Two kids, maybe seven or eight, linger at the edge of the cordon. Their mother is close behind, clutching their hands. Richard crouches to their level, voice softer. “It’s not safe here. Run to the big fountain, okay? You see the fountain?” The kids nod, then bolt.

By the time he finishes the first circle, other guards are in place—three from Goodman’s crew, two from APD, a pair of bomb techs shadowing the bench from a cautious distance. The new arrivals look to Jewell for next steps, and he feels a rush of strange, hollow pride. He’s never commanded anything bigger than a fire drill, but tonight his word is law.

He splits the reinforcements into a ring: north, south, east, west. Every man and woman spaced equidistant, eyes forward, radios ready. It’s textbook, and for a moment Richard is back at the academy, diagramming response grids on a whiteboard for a lieutenant who never smiled. He almost grins, but remembers the bag.

A reporter in a tan blazer slips the line, camera rolling. Richard stops him at the tape, hand on the man’s chest. “Media needs to stand behind the barrier. No exceptions.” The reporter tries to argue, and Richard cuts him off. “You’re in the blast zone. Move.” The words are stone. The man retreats.

From the tower, a bullhorn blares: “Attention, park guests. For your safety, please exit immediately and follow the instructions of security personnel.” The message is tinny, robotic, but it amplifies Richard’s orders, and the crowd flow increases. 

He checks his watch. It’s only been three minutes since the call, but the park looks half-abandoned. The people who remain are at the edges—stragglers, the stubborn, the ones who think rules don’t apply to them. He walks the perimeter, voice never wavering. “Keep moving. Don’t look back. Stay calm.” Some do, some don’t.

Sweat pools in the hollow of his back, soaks the elastic of his waistband. His tongue feels thick, and every breath tastes like hot plastic and ozone. Time bends—stretches, then snaps back with each update from Control. 

“EOD unit is five minutes out,” says the radio. 

He keys the mic. “Perimeter holding. All clear within two hundred feet.”

“Copy. APD taking over crowd control. Remain in place until relieved.”

Richard nods, even though nobody can see. He stands post at the northwest corner, a vantage that covers the bench, the bomb techs, and the crowd. He rolls his feet back and forth inside his shoes, fighting the urge to pace. Instead, he scans every face beyond the line—looking for the one who doesn’t fit, who’s too calm, who’s watching like a predator and not a mark. His skin crawls, but he doesn’t flinch.

The APD contingent arrives in force: six officers in body armor, riot helmets hung at their waists. The lead officer, a woman with close-cropped hair and the badge number taped to her vest, takes one look at the scene and gives Richard a nod of professional respect. “You Jewell?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good work. Stay with me for now, you know the ground better than my guys.”

He falls in beside her as she coordinates the next layer of perimeter, using hand signals and short, clipped orders. She doesn’t ask for his input, but when she moves her team, she checks his eyes for confirmation. He gives it, small tilt of the head, never breaking sightline with the bench.

The bomb squad works in pairs. One positions a blast shield—a square of black composite that unfolds like a briefcase—between the bag and the open park. The other kneels, extending a telescopic probe. From this distance it’s impossible to see the tech’s hands, but Richard recognizes the posture: slow, steady, no wasted motion.

Every time the wind shifts, Richard imagines he hears a tick, or a pop, or the thin whine of something winding down. He has to stop himself from checking the time every ten seconds.

“Control to all units: EOD commencing approach. Hold positions.”

Richard’s world narrows to a tunnel: the bench, the bag, the bomb tech’s hunched shoulders. The rest of the park—the noise, the spectators, even the air itself—seems far away.

For a flash, he wonders if the person who left the bag is still here. If so, they’d see him now, front and center, jaw set, sweat dripping down his cheek, unmoving.

He hopes they are watching.

There’s a stutter in the radio, then a clear voice: “Device is confirmed. Pipe bomb, wired in triplicate. Request K9 and bomb robot for removal.”

A new layer of tension crackles through the zone. The lead officer glances at Richard, then points to the north entrance. “Start moving your people farther back. We’re making a secondary cordon.”

Richard relays the command, moving up and down the line. “Let’s give the techs more room. Fifty more feet, everybody.” The guards move as one, retraining the ring. APD fans out, using arms and batons as gentle paddles to shepherd the crowd farther away. 

Within sixty seconds, the only people within two football fields of the bench are in uniform.

Richard sips water from a bottle, the plastic crackling in his grip. He forces himself to drink slow, ignoring the urge to chug and choke. His mouth is bone-dry, but he’s wired tight and focused. He runs the scenario in his head: what if there’s a second device, a second target, a distraction? He keeps his eyes moving, mapping every vendor cart, every trash can, every shadow.

The bomb techs retreat to a safe distance, signaling the next phase. A wheeled robot—nothing like the movies, just a slab on treads with a claw—moves toward the bench. It’s loud, whirring and clacking over the grass, but deliberate. At the edge of the bench, it lifts the pack in one motion, then backs away, dragging the bag like a dog with a chew toy. 

Nobody breathes.

The robot hauls the pack behind the blast shield. The techs crouch, then one waves a green flag—old school, but effective. The lead APD officer radios in, “Device secured. No detonation. Begin evidence protocols.”

Richard sags a little, knees softening. He stays upright, but the adrenaline burns off in a wave that leaves him dizzy.

“Stand down perimeter, but stay close,” the cop says.

He stays. He watches as the bomb techs bag the pack, mark the spot with orange cones, begin their documentation. The rest of the guards start to drift, tension draining out of them like air from a punctured tire. Some lean against fences, some make jokes, a few just stare into the middle distance.

Richard doesn’t move. He keeps his eyes open, just in case.

After a while, the lead APD officer walks over. “You did good,” she says, quiet but certain.

“Just followed the book,” Richard answers, voice raspy.

She nods. “Sometimes the book’s all you need.” Then she moves on.

Richard stands there, heart finally settling. The north exit is clear, the park is safe, the job is done. His hands still shake, but only a little.

He looks up. The sky is streaked with the last fumes of fireworks, and the floodlights catch the smoke in sheets of pale yellow.

He lets out a breath that’s been trapped in his lungs for the better part of an hour.

Then, finally, he allows himself to sit on the nearest bench, hands folded, eyes fixed on the empty grass where the danger used to be.
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Chapter 3: Countdown To Chaos
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Richard Jewell doesn't sit for long. Thirty seconds, maybe less, then he's up again, scanning the field like he's lost something. The bench is still there, empty now except for the black smudge where the bag sat. Across the park, the bomb squad's sedan is parked at an angle, hazard lights blinking. Two men in body armor, dark blue, are moving equipment out of the trunk. Helmets, rolling cases, a robot that looks less like a movie prop and more like a mutilated lawnmower with claws. No wasted motion.

The crowd behind the cordon is swelling. Word spreads even before the APD starts their megaphone routine. Richard hears phrases—"Bomb scare," "Terrorist shit," "Park's closed, man"—ripple out like aftershocks. A few people already have their phones up, filming the men in bomb suits. He hates that.

He adjusts his cap, glances at his watch, then at the clusters of civilians that still hover at the perimeter. Two off-duty guards are letting people out in slow trickles, waving them off with the bored authority of high school crossing guards. Jewell watches, frowning, then jogs over.

"We need to clear this whole sector," he says to the nearest guard, a tall kid whose badge is crooked.

The kid shrugs. "They're not listening, dude. Some of them are coming back after we move 'em."

"Then make them listen. Stay on the tape, don't let anyone cross. If they get mouthy, tell them the park's closed by federal order." Jewell doesn't bother lowering his voice.

The guard shrugs again but straightens up, chest out. Jewell moves on to the next cluster, finds a volunteer in a neon vest arguing with an old man in a Braves cap.

"Sir, you need to get to the main street," Jewell says, voice loud but not aggressive.

The man squints at him. "I've been coming to this park every day for a year. What makes tonight special?"

Jewell looks him dead in the eye. "There's a bomb threat, sir. Please step behind the line."

The old man's mouth snaps shut. He shuffles away, shoes scuffing the concrete.

By the time Jewell loops back to the north end, the bomb techs are advancing. He slows, then stops. Watches.

The taller of the two techs, helmet under one arm, paces off the distance to the bench. He plants a thin tripod in the grass, then retreats behind the bomb shield. The other tech is already assembling the robot, sliding a battery pack into the slot with the confidence of a man who does this every day before breakfast.

Jewell keys his radio, low. "Control, this is Jewell. North perimeter holding. Civilians clear to two hundred feet, will keep pushing."

"Copy," says Control. "Bomb unit requests all non-essential personnel stay behind media fence. That's you, Jewell."

He almost spits. He hates the term "non-essential." He's the only one who saw the bag, who had the stones to call it in. But protocol is protocol.

"Affirmative," he says. He moves back, but only as far as he has to. He stands just behind the media fence, arms folded, eyes locked on the robot.

It whirs, moves on tank treads across the grass. The crowd is silent now, every head tracking the machine. Jewell feels the tension in his teeth, grinding away a day's worth of grit. He checks his watch: 19:56.

The robot stops short of the bench. A manipulator arm extends, slow and deliberate. Jewell squints, tries to see what the techs see through their helmet cams. The robot's claw reaches, grips the bag by the torn strap. It doesn't move.

"Control, status?" Jewell asks.

"Robot will attempt lift in ten seconds," comes the answer. "Crowd is secure, perimeter holding. Stand by."

Jewell breathes once, twice. His hands twitch; he shoves them into his armpits to keep them from shaking.

The robot's arm retracts, hoisting the bag off the ground by a quarter inch. It sways. Jewell notices, for the first time, that the bottom of the pack is darker now—wet, maybe. He files it away.

"Bag's heavier than it looks," he murmurs.

The robot backs away, carrying the pack with painful slowness. It rolls behind the bomb shield, stops. The two techs crouch behind a cement planter, one speaking into his mic, the other writing on a clipboard. Jewell can't hear the words, but he reads the posture—something's off.

Behind him, a police officer barks orders into a loudhailer. "Remain behind the barriers. There is no immediate threat. We are handling the situation. Remain calm."

Jewell looks back at the cordon. Two dozen people have phones out now. A kid in a Falcons jersey is holding his little sister up on his shoulders, both of them grinning like it's a parade. Jewell hates that too.

He sees a straggler at the edge, a woman in a white tracksuit and sun visor, weaving through the thinning crowd. She's got a toddler by the wrist, moving against the flow. Jewell sets off at a trot, intercepts.

"Ma'am, you need to evacuate," he says.

She doesn't stop. "I left my purse by the benches. It's got my wallet, my phone—"

Jewell blocks her path, steps sideways to corral her toward the fence. "Nobody is allowed near that area right now. I'll have an officer collect your bag once the scene is cleared."

She bristles, but his tone gives her nothing to argue with. "Fine," she says, and walks away, child in tow.

He looks up. The bomb techs are standing again, gesturing at the robot and at each other. One shakes his head. Jewell watches the taller tech pull out a long, collapsible pole from his gear bag and start assembling something that looks like a selfie stick on steroids.

"Why aren't they just blowing it up?" the crooked-badge guard asks, sidling up.

Jewell grunts. "Probably want to see if it's real first. Or if there's more inside. Could be a test run."

The guard nods like he understands, but his eyes are elsewhere.

Jewell returns to his post, eyes never leaving the robot.

Now the radio is busier. "Bomb unit prepping for secondary diagnostics," says Control.

He keys the mic again. "Understood. Crowd calm, perimeter stable. No media breaches."

"Good. Keep your head down, Jewell. Stay sharp."

He resists the urge to say "always." Instead, he watches.

The robot prods the bag with its claw, side to side. The tech with the pole angles it toward the pack, then clicks something on the handle. Jewell sees a red light blink to life—a camera, or maybe a scanner.

Another minute passes. Jewell checks his watch again: 20:01. He counts the heads in the crowd, notes the faces that are too intent, too still.

He sees a man at the far fence, hands in pockets, not filming. Just watching. The man’s posture is off—relaxed, but not like the gawkers. Jewell watches him for a beat, then files him under "possible" and scans the rest of the perimeter.

Behind the police line, a channel 2 van is parked, satellite dish telescoped skyward. A reporter is rehearsing her standup, mascara streaked by sweat. Jewell wonders if she's already written the segment in her head.

He returns to the action.

The robot's camera flashes, and one of the techs gestures with a single finger, rotating it in the air. The robot begins to circle the bench, dragging the pack with it. Jewell sees the tech point at the underside, then at the wet patch. The robot’s arm extends again, this time pressing the bag down to the turf.

A voice on the radio, urgent but flat: "Device has visible wiring. Possible secondary inside main compartment. EOD recommends crowd move back another one hundred feet."

"Copy that," says Control. "All units, extend perimeter. North and east sectors, push crowd to street."

Jewell snaps to, starts moving the fence line himself, waving the other guards up. "Everyone, back to the sidewalk. Please move quickly and calmly. This is for your safety."

The guards are jumpier now, less resistant to his direction. Jewell uses his body like a plow, guiding clusters of people away from the grass and toward the street. The crowd gets the message. Movement speeds up.

He checks for stragglers, finds none. He double-checks. Then, and only then, does he allow himself a breath.

At the scene, the bomb techs are crouched, faces ghostly behind their visors. The taller one speaks into his radio, voice clipped.

Jewell reads his lips: "We need containment," he says, "or remote detonation."

A ripple of anxiety passes through Jewell's gut. He has seen this dance before, but never this close.

The robot is backing away now, pulling the bag into the lee of a concrete barrier, fifty feet from the bench. The techs wave the other officers back. Jewell steps behind the nearest tree, puts the trunk between himself and the device. He checks his watch: 20:05.

Silence hangs. The crowd is a quarter-mile away, a single, murky organism. Jewell can hear the faintest tick of cicadas in the trees. He wonders if anyone in the world is thinking about this bench, this patch of grass, this half-pint can of hell waiting to pop.

He thinks of his mother, probably watching reruns in her robe, waiting for him to call.

He shifts his weight, adjusts his cap, and waits.

A radio call: "Prepare for controlled detonation. EOD will signal with siren. All units stand by and confirm safety positions."

Jewell keys in: "Jewell, secured. North perimeter clear, behind cover."

He feels his pulse in his wrists, in his ears. Every muscle is ready.

He watches the robot roll out, a red beacon flashing on its crown. He wonders if it has a name. He wants it to make it back.

The scene holds, stretched tight. Jewell doesn't blink.

"Fire in the hole," says the radio, and the siren whoops—two high, warbling bursts.

Jewell braces.

The air pressure hits first, then the sound—a deep, wet whump that slams through his chest. A black mushroom lifts from the concrete barrier, shreds of canvas and plastic erupting upward, then raining down in burning motes. Debris patters on the grass, some of it still smoking.

Jewell is moving before the echoes die. He hustles across the safe zone, eyes on the blast site, radio at his mouth. "Control, Jewell. Detonation successful. No secondary explosions. Request medical and cleanup."

He slows at the edge of the crater. The bench is gone, replaced by a smoking divot. No sign of the robot.

The bomb techs are advancing, one with a handheld meter, the other probing the debris with a long, forked stick. Jewell stands just outside the tape, waiting for a signal.
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