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      Every time a hostage walked away from a situation unharmed it was reason for the Hostage Negotiation Team to celebrate.

      Today was one of those days.

      Captain Ron Reed, head of Hartford’s Hostage Negotiation Team, couldn’t stop smiling.  Coming off today’s case where three lives were saved gave him a rush he’d never experienced any other way.  His team was well trained, worked hard, and were good at what they did.

      But they were celebrating more than a job well done.   Claire Michaels was his best negotiator, had saved three people’s lives today, and she was getting married tomorrow.  That thought made him slow his steps as he walked out of the station to the street.

      I’m not losing anyone just because Claire is getting married. She’ll still be part of the team, he told himself for the millionth time.  But deep down, he knew everything would be different after today. The team dynamic would change no matter what anyone said.

      Picking up the pace again, he crossed the street to Eli’s Diner.  How many times have I made this trip?

      The twenty-four hour diner had been a refuge for Ron after tough cases and tiring days.  It had been more than just somewhere to get good food, but surrounded by his team, it had been a place to recharge as well.  Up until now, the team had all had empty homes waiting for them at the end of the day, so they’d gathered here for meals as often as they could.  The diner grounded them and gave Ron a way to have a pseudo-family.  And Claire, Colby, and Bart had become his family.

      He’d been a bit surprised when Claire had suggested having a little get-together of their team the night before her wedding, but he’d been glad she was feeling sentimental, too.  Their “family” was expanding and tonight was their last chance to be together, like it always had been, just one more time.

      He entered the diner and the old-fashioned bell chimed to announce him.  He loosened his tie a bit and shrugged out of his jacket.  It felt odd not wearing a heavier coat in March.  Mother Nature was teasing him with warmer than normal days one week and chilly winter days the next.  Today had been warm, but consistent spring weather couldn’t get here fast enough for Ron.

      “Be right with you, Captain,” Cecily, the main waitress, said over her shoulder as she grabbed two plates and carried them to the front counter to serve a young girl and her mother.

      “Hey, I thought we agreed you’d call me Ron.” He smiled and took his usual seat at the end of the counter where he had a view of both exits. His eyes were drawn to the back of the diner covered in plastic sheeting.  Drywall dust peeked out from underneath and hammering noises came from the area.  “When did Eli decide to renovate?”

      Cecily came over with her order book in hand.  “It was the strangest thing. Day before yesterday Eli tells us he’s got a guy coming in to rewire the place for WiFi, renovate his office, and maybe knock out a wall to give us a little more seating. It was so out of the blue.”  She shuddered.  “The contractor guy gave me the creeps, though. I’ve steered away from the whole mess.”

      “Maybe you should introduce us. I’ll put this guy on notice that Eli’s diner is special to a lot of cops in Hartford.”

      “I just might do that if he gets any weirder.  Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

      “Yeah, thanks.”  He turned his attention to the little girl sitting a few seats down from him.  Her mother was talking on the phone while the girl twirled on her seat.  Every time she came around one full rotation, she giggled.

      “Beth, stop that,” her mother commanded, pulling herself away from her phone conversation for a second.  “We’re in a hurry, so eat your fries.”

      The way the little girl’s face fell made Ron want to ask the mom to let her do it, but he kept quiet.  Who was he to contradict a parent? He’d never had children of his own.  The memory of his ex-wife Sarah and the one chance he’d had to be a father wormed its way into his mind, but he quickly pushed it back and locked it up. He couldn’t allow himself to go there.  Today was a happy day and he was determined to keep it that way, focusing on the family he’d built from his coworkers, not the one he’d lost.

      Cecily brought his coffee out, and he busied himself with adding the cream. “You must be glad for a little lull before the dinner rush,” he said, nodding to the nearly empty diner.

      “You have no idea.  It gets crazy around here.” Cecily brushed an escaping bit of hair back from her face and tucked it in her ponytail. “I heard tomorrow is the big day?”

      “Yeah. Today was her last day of work before she gets a week off for her honeymoon.  That’s where they all are now, finishing up some paperwork from a big case we worked and making sure Claire is set to go.” Ron smiled and leaned forward on the counter. “That’s one of the perks of being a captain. You can farm out the paperwork.”

      “Claire sounded so happy when she called earlier to make sure we had plenty of Dutch apple pie,” she said with a wink.  “And promised me a front row seat to the wedding if I had banana cream, too. Eli has spent every moment baking since then. Well, when he’s not with that contractor.”  She smoothed down her apron. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No, thanks. I’ll just wait for everyone else.”

      She nodded and disappeared into the back.

      Ron’s gaze fell on the little girl now watching him.  She had ignored her mother and her fries were still untouched. Her mother was still on the phone begging someone to babysit for her.  He gave the girl a smile.  “Hey there.  Do you like pie?”

      She just watched him for a moment, her brown eyes measuring him before she nodded.  “Banana cream is my favorite.  Is that a real policeman’s badge?” She pointed to his badge on his belt.

      Ron looked down and lifted the corner of the badge to the light. “Yes.  My name is Captain Reed, what’s yours?”

      “I’m Beth and I’m five.”

      She started to say something else, but her mother got off the phone and stood between them, her back to Ron.  “Beth, why aren’t your fries gone? I told you we’re in a hurry today.  I’ve got to get you over to Dustin’s.  He said he’d babysit you until I get home tonight.”

      “No, Mom, please don’t take me to Dustin’s.” He couldn’t see Beth anymore, but he could hear how small her voice sounded.  What doesn’t she like about Dustin?  With his job he’d learned long ago to listen to children when they used that tone of voice.

      “It’ll just be for tonight, sweetie, then I’ll work something else out.  Now hurry up, we’ve got to go.”  She leaned over the counter to call to Cecily.  “Miss, can I get our check please? Right away?”

      “Sure thing,” Cecily said coming back into the dining room. “I’ll be right with you, ma’am.”

      Ron took a sip of his drink while he watched Cecily get the mother’s check ready.  Beth was eating her fries slowly, her long brown hair covering her face like a curtain as she looked down at her plate.  Such a difference from the giggling girl who’d been in that seat a few moments ago.  Her mom impatiently watched her eat the last fry.

      “Come on, baby, let’s get out of here,” the mom said, as she helped Beth down from her seat.

      “I have to go to the bathroom,” the little girl said the moment her feet touched the floor.  It was obvious she was doing all she could to postpone their departure.

      The mom sighed dramatically before hustling her to the back of the diner.  “Can we hurry, please?” she said to her daughter as they passed the sheeting.

      The bell over the door chimed and Ron turned to see his team of Colby, Bart, and Claire walk in.  Claire was between the men, laughing.  She looked so peaceful and on a hostage negotiator, that look was something rare.  He was glad to see it.

      Ron smiled and tapped his watch as they approached him.  “You’re late.”

      Bart ran his hand over his unshaven jaw and shook his head.  “But we got all the paperwork done like you asked, Cap’n, and with what happened today, you know we worked a miracle on that.”

      He fist-bumped Colby, the stress of the day dissipating into the diner’s atmosphere.  It wasn’t just today, though. Bart had been different since his trip to South America and his father’s death.  It was like he’d laid some ghosts to rest and was more comfortable in his own skin.  Open to really being himself.  It also probably helped that Lucy was becoming a permanent fixture in his life lately.

      “We’ve been so busy lately,” Colby added as he moved around the stool and sat down next to the captain.  “Hopefully nothing goes down tomorrow that would affect the wedding.” He gave Claire a teasing sideways glance, barely suppressing a laugh.

      “Don’t even joke about that,” Claire admonished, rapping the wooden underside of the counter.  “You’ll jinx it.”  She sat on the other side of Ron and took the clip out of her hair, letting it fall down her back.  “I’m just glad we’ve made it this far.  We’re headed down the home stretch.”

      “Rafe would take a priest hostage to make sure Claire marries him,” Colby said, reaching across Ron to pat her hand. “I think the second we’re all in the church he’ll bolt the doors so no one can go in or out until you’re officially his wife.”

      Claire swatted his arm. “Believe me, he doesn’t have to take hostages to get me to marry him.  Now, you on the other hand, might need to resort to extreme measures to get Sophia in the same place as you are for more than a day or two.”

      Bart’s laugh turned into a groan.  “I can’t believe you just said that. Let’s not have anyone take hostages for any reason okay? Deal? We want a crisis-free wedding day.”

      Colby grimaced, all teasing gone.  “Well, she’s right about one thing.  Long distance relationships suck.”

      “It’s only been a couple of months,” Claire pointed out. “And you guys visit every other weekend.”

      “It’s not enough,” Colby frowned.  “I want her here. Close.”

      “Believe me, we do, too,” Bart said with an arch of his eyebrow. “We’ve had to put up with you after a weekend of visiting her.  Your mood when you come back to work isn’t pretty. Like you don’t even want to be there or something.”

      “I’m not moody,” Colby protested with a dark look and they all laughed, especially Ron.  Colby had been a bear to work with the last little while.  “Well, that will all change when she moves down here in a few weeks,” he amended.

      Ron leaned back and looked at the three members of his team laughing together.  He wanted to imprint this moment on his memory forever, their teasing, their bond.  He was realizing more and more that he needed to cherish the happy times—and remind himself that he wasn’t losing another family he’d built.

      The bell on the door rang again, interrupting his train of thought, and Ron glanced over to see a woman walk in and head straight for them.  He stood, blinking twice. He’d just been thinking of family and loss and his ex-wife appeared? What kind of karma was that?

      “Sarah?”  Her named rolled off his tongue easily, as if they still talked every day and part of him still wished they did. The fact was, they’d barely spoken in five years.

      She didn’t waste time with a greeting.  “Why couldn’t you have just done all this through email?” She stood in front of him, calm and collected, her eyebrows raised while she waited for his answer.

      When his tongue refused to work and he didn’t reply right away, she added, “We could have met somewhere and discussed Grandma’s will like adults. I don’t like being summoned to bring the Corvette all the way down here. I had to push back a client just to meet your time deadline.”

      “What are you talking about?” She wasn’t making sense.  Looking at her, not a hair out of place, with a white blouse and navy pants as starched as her expression, part of him was tempted to try to provoke her out of that calm state she was trying so hard to maintain.  He knew what was under that orderly exterior—a passionate woman that he still loved.

      And that was why he needed to stay away from her.  She didn’t know it, but she still held his heart and had the power to hurt him.  That was enough reason for him to back away now.  With that thought, Ron retreated until his leg hit the stool behind him.

      She stared up at him, her blue eyes narrowed, the tips of her short blonde hair brushing her chin. “You know how much that car means to me. I really think we could have discussed this in a civil manner. Come to an agreement of some kind.”

      He reached out and took her arm, then pulled back at the zing he felt when his fingers touched her.  It had been so long, but the connection was still there.

      He scrambled for something to say to cover his confusion at that fact. “I’m all for civil discussion. But I really have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      She adjusted her purse on her shoulder.  He knew it was probably heavy since she kept so many odds and ends in there. He’d jokingly called it her “just in case” bag when they’d been married.

      “Ron, I’m still on billable hours. And while I know my job as an accountant isn’t as exciting as you chasing down the bad guys, my time is valuable. Don’t play games with me. I got a message that you wanted me to bring the Corvette to the diner parking lot by 5:00 sharp.”

      Ron took a careful breath. He didn’t want to do this in front of his team. He didn’t talk about his ex-wife much and they were staring in curiosity.

      “How about we go to my office and talk about this in private?”  He turned to grab his jacket off an unoccupied stool.  “I’ll be right back, Claire,” he said in a low voice.  “You guys go ahead and start without me.”

      Sarah moved between him and Claire, pressing her lips together as she took in Claire, Colby, and Bart sitting behind him.

      “Am I interrupting a ‘work’ meeting for you?” She folded her arms, watching him carefully.  “Why would you call and interrupt my work day when you’re obviously busy yourself?”

      Leaning down to be eye level with her, he counted to ten. “Sarah, I didn’t leave any message for you. I have no idea what’s going on. I just want to talk about this privately. It has nothing to do with interrupting anyone’s work day.”

      Sarah’s head dipped to her chest as she inhaled slowly.  When she raised her chin, she exhaled with a little puff of air.

      “I know your job and your ‘people’ always come first, before anything. Nothing ever changes. But I have a routine now that I like to stick with, okay?”  She waved her hand between them.  “Let’s settle the issue with the Corvette so we can both get back to our lives. My schedule is already way off now that I’ve got a dinner client to finish up with that I wasn’t expecting to have this evening.”

      Ron clenched his jaw.  “I’m sorry, but that’s not my fault. Besides, having flexibility in your schedule is a good thing.”

      “Not in my book.” She stared back at him with a mutinous expression, her slight pout showing her mask of calmness was slipping.

      He stared, tempted to reach out and touch that lower lip.  She was still so beautiful.  His hand started to rise, nearly of its own volition.

      “So can we hurry this up?”  Sarah said, glancing down at her watch.

      Ron quickly put his arm at his side, ignoring the stab to his heart.  What am I thinking?  Since the divorce she’d kept her distance, but that had made it easier to keep her in the dark about what she still meant to him.  Leading separate lives helped make the confusion and pain better somehow—at least that’s what he told himself.

      “Fine, let’s go to my office and get this over with then.” Ron strode past her toward the door, deliberately not noticing the  little wrinkle in her brow she always got when she was puzzling something out in her mind and had questions.  How many times had he smoothed that little wrinkle with his thumb, right before he kissed her questions out of her?

      He shoved the memory away.  Well, she didn’t want his touch anymore and it stung like a face slap when she was standing right in front of him.

      He reached the hostess podium and turned back to look at Sarah, not far from his friends. His straying thoughts took in the fact that, right then, everyone he loved most in the world was gathered in the same place for the first time. And probably the last.

      Sarah caught up with him, pulling her purse up on her shoulder again.  “I don’t know what’s going on with you, but—”

      Her words were cut off by a blast of hot air and fire, an explosion so large it blew them all backward.  Ron hit the floor hard and lay there dazed and groggy.

      Glass and debris rained down. Confetti-sized menus and napkins floated like snowflakes in slow motion all around him. For a second the entire world was a silent tunnel with him at the end of it.  It would be so easy to just close his eyes and let the blackness suck him down into unconsciousness.  But he couldn’t.  Not yet.  Get up. Get everyone out.

      “Sarah?” he croaked.  He tried again.  “Sarah?”  His legs felt like lead and the urge to just lie back was stronger than ever.  No. Keep moving.  “Claire?”

      He coughed and tried to catch a breath, but couldn’t get the oxygen to his lungs.  With a shallow intake of air, he turned over on his stomach and used his arms to raise himself to a sitting position.

      The inside of the diner looked like a destructive madman had rearranged it.  The booths were toppled or stacked on top of each other.  The hostess station was next to him now.  The only thing that was still standing where it had before the blast was the four walls, the ceiling, and the antique counter.

      “Sarah,” he called again.  “Bart? Colby?” The little girl. Was she still in the back with her mother?

      No one answered.  Where is everyone?  He crawled forward. Sarah had been nearly right beside him. Now there was no sign of her.  He rubbed his eyes and coughed.

      Moving slowly, he prayed she was alive.  It didn’t take long to find her sandwiched between an overturned booth bench and the podium for the hostess station.  With some effort he managed to maneuver close to her, the adrenaline kicking in as his blood pounded through his system.  Don’t let her be dead. Not like this.

      “I’m here,” she said, looking up at him in a daze.  From what he could see she had a cut on her head, her cheek was already turning red with a large bruise and she was curled up, not moving around a lot.  But she was alive.

      “Are you hurting? Broken bones?”  He bent over, trying to hear her over the alarms going off inside the restaurant and from several cars in the front parking lot.  At least he hoped that’s what the ring was and that he hadn’t lost his hearing.

      “I don’t think so.  My face . . .” She lifted a hand to her cheek and winced.  “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure.” Black smoke curled around them now, making it difficult to see much of anything.  “Claire? Colby? Bart?” He coughed and tried to wipe his watering eyes.  “We’ve got to get out of here.”

      “Captain, you all right?” Claire called out from somewhere behind him.

      “I’m okay. Can you see Colby or Bart?”  He squinted, his professional instincts kicking in to assess the possibility of going out the front door.

      The glass in all the windows and door was shattered and a hole gaped in the wall, letting in oxygen to feed the hungry fire that was now headed toward the ceiling.  That kind of damage could have meant a gas line explosion or other accident, but the burning car visible in the front section of the parking lot told him different.

      But who would car bomb a diner?

      His head was still fuzzy, but even in his condition, he knew he didn’t want to move Sarah in case she had spinal injuries.  She, however, had other ideas and started to sit up.

      “Wait for the paramedics,” he cautioned her, holding up a hand.  “They should be here any minute.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” she said, obviously irked at his advice.  She gingerly leaned on the overturned hostess station as she pulled herself upright.

      Ron resisted the urge to roll his eyes, turning to the people who would accept his command of the situation.  “Claire, let’s go out the back to avoid the fire,” he shouted.  “Colby, Bart, you with us?”

      “Bart’s down, sir,” Colby called out.  “We need an ambulance.”

      “I called 911,” Eli said in his booming voice, coming out of the kitchen with a fire extinguisher.

      He waded through the debris like it was fall leaves under his feet, heading for the flames. Safety sprinklers kicked on overhead and had a good start on putting the fire out, but they also made everything an even bigger mess by plastering wet soot and debris to any flat surface.

      The alarms were still screeching and combined with the hiss of the fire it was nearly impossible to speak and be heard.  Or maybe it was because Ron’s ears were still ringing from the blast and smack on the head.  He opened his jaw, trying to relieve some of the pressure in his ears, and his hearing did seem to get stronger with his efforts.  The squeal of the alarms got louder anyway.

      But then he heard a pop reverberate through the air.  A sound that he knew well in his profession.

      “Get down, Eli!” Ron shouted.  He drew his 9mm from his ankle holster and found cover behind an overturned booth.  The smoke was choking him, obscuring the way out, but they had to leave.  Now. “Colby, we’ve got a shooter. We need to get everyone out, but stay down!”

      Eli came out of the smoke like an apparition.  He staggered toward Ron and clutched his chest, his mouth opening and closing, but no words coming out.  Is he having a heart attack?

      Realization dawned as soon as he saw the red stain forming in a grotesque sort of circle on Eli’s white apron. He started to topple, so Ron pushed forward and tried to grab him.  Juggling the large man’s weight was overwhelming, but he got him to the floor.  He could hear the diner owner’s groans and knew he didn’t have long before he bled out.

      Ron crouched over Eli, trying to get his bearings.  Get help in here.  He had to move, get clear. But before he could even draw another breath, a man dressed in full combat gear stood over him, an assault rifle aimed at his heart.

      “Hello, Ron,” the man shouted, as four other men dressed identically gathered around the perimeter of the room.  “I’ve been waiting for this moment.”  He crouched down to Ron’s eye level, but Ron couldn’t get a clear view of his face in all the smoke.  “What do you think?  Did I get your attention?”

      That voice. Where had he heard that voice before? Ron stared down the barrel of the rifle, then back up at his captor.  “Yeah, I’d say you got my attention.”

      Now what?
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      Sarah froze.  The scene in front of her was straight out of a nightmare.

      The tip of the gun brushed Ron’s top shirt button and the man who held it was the most hardened-looking man she’d ever seen.  His black hair curled under his ears, highlighting a flame tattoo that feathered on the side of his neck with every movement.  Clean-shaven, he had a scar on his jaw, testifying that he’d been burned at some point in his life.  He was overly muscular, like he’d spent too much time in the gym and didn’t know when to stop.  And he had a gun on Ron.  The room spun and she put a hand to her temple.  Think Sarah. Think.  What can I do?

      We’re across the street from the police station, she reminded herself. Help is probably on the way right now.  Relieved at the thought, she kept her eyes on the gunman in front of her, as if watching would make him less likely to shoot. Did he care about having a witness? What was he going to do when every officer from across the street descended on the diner?

      She turned to the door, crouching, and with only one of her high-heeled shoes still on her foot.  She tested her rubbery legs to see if they could hold her weight, and it was tough with only one shoe, but doable.

      Starting to stand, she immediately crouched back down when automatic gunfire echoed all around her.  Two men dressed in full combat gear from helmet to boots stood at the front door of the diner firing their weapons toward the parking lot.

      Where their rescuers would be coming from.

      The thought of all those police officers coming to help and being gunned down tore a scream of terror from her throat.  It was quickly lost in the noise around her.  Please don’t let them die.

      She tried to focus on the men and wrap her brain around what was happening.  No. They were pointing their guns higher in the air.  Like they wanted to scare the police from approaching them.  Why?

      She grabbed her throat and sat down hard, the images in front of her harder and harder to process.  Ron being held at gunpoint.  Bullet casings hitting the floor, the diner smoldering around her. Sarah could feel panic rising in her. She closed her eyes and tried to take a deep breath, but that made it worse instead of better.  She just had to get out of here.

      Sarah opened her eyes. Everything was moving in slow motion, but happening so fast.  She was breathing fast and shallow, which made her even more dizzy.  It was all Sarah could do to stay sitting upright and not curl up in a fetal position and scream until help came or she was killed.  This was going from bad to worse in the space of a millisecond.

      The shooting finally stopped and she got on her hands and knees to crawl around an overturned table blocking her way to the door.  I need air.

      The gunmen turned to her simultaneously, blocking her way out.  She was forced to stop mid-crawl.  A whimper rose in her throat as she looked up at them.  Their faces were blank, as if this was routine, something they practiced every day.  She swallowed and sat back, waiting for them to kill her.

      “Please, don’t,” she said, hoping they would hear her plea. They didn’t even blink. Did have earplugs in?  Nothing fazed them, not even the noise of the alarms or the guns.

      The two men didn’t acknowledge her, instead watched somewhere behind her position, as if waiting for a command of some sort.  Sarah pressed her hands into her face, making it hurt like a thousand needles were being stabbed into it.  Sarah knew she was bruised and burned, but at the moment, it was fear, not fire, burning the back of her throat.

      “What’s going on?” she managed to ask, loudly, before the man standing in front of her took his helmet off and revealed a completely bald head.

      He glanced at the tattooed guy still holding Ron at gunpoint.  Tattoo Guy nodded and the bald man grabbed her arm, forcing her to her feet.  The room spun and tilted at the sudden movement, her balance off with only one heel on. She held her stomach.  “I think I’m going to throw up.  Please.  Let me get my purse.  I need my purse.”

      She started to search for it, spying it on the other side of the broken booth. Why didn’t I pick it up before? That purse had a first aid kit in it, her phone, and a set of keys she could maybe use as a weapon if push came to shove.

      Baldy’s grip tightened, but he didn’t let her go, merely gave her another blank look.

      “Please, can I just get my purse?”  She pulled on his grip a bit, trying to free her arm.  “It’s right there.”

      “Shut up,” he said, shoving her away from it and toward Ron.

      “Stand up, Captain,” Tattooed Guy shouted in Ron’s face.  “Now.”  He lifted his gun to press against Ron’s chest and Sarah’s heart hitched.  No matter what had passed between them, she didn’t want him dead.  Penniless, miserable, and alone, maybe, but not dead.

      Ron stared at her as he got slowly to his feet, regret in his eyes.  She flashed back to the last day they’d had together.  That same look had been on his face when he’d come home to find his bags packed. She’d wanted a reaction, some attention, maybe a promise to try again, but he’d just picked up the bag. He hadn’t fought for her. He’d let her go.

      She knew deep down he regretted how things turned out, but that day he’d offered no explanation or even much of an apology. He’d been stone-faced with no emotion allowed to show through the cracks.  Always the police officer, first and foremost.

      But now, as he stood in front of a gunman, she saw fear flicker over his face. That was something she’d never seen before.  It just wasn’t in him.  She looked between Ron and the gunman. If Ron was scared, with his training and everything he dealt with in his profession, then she should be terrified.

      Ron stood in front of the man, his features smoothing.  “What’s your name?”  His calm tone gave her some courage.  He was going to sort this out.  She took another breath. Everything will be okay.

      The gunman sneered.  “How quickly you forget.” He turned to the bald man holding her.  “What are you staring at? Get everyone to the back room.  We’re on a schedule.  And shut off those alarms.”

      The gunmen around her jumped into action, the bald one hauling her toward the back, his grip tight enough to snap her arm in two.  She walked like a drunken sailor on her one heel. Up, down, up, down.  Her guard seemed annoyed by it, but she didn’t dare take off the one shoe she had left with all the glass and debris on the floor.  She glanced back at Ron, but smoke obscured her view of him.  This is not okay.  His calm tone hadn’t helped like she’d hoped.

      Sarah quickly faced front and looked down as she tripped over something large and soft.  It was a woman’s body.  The waitress.  Judging from the angle of her neck, she was dead.  Sarah let out a yelp of fear, her insides churning. Stay calm.

      She looked away and saw two of the other guards attaching clay-like squares the size of a laptop screen to various locations on the walls and doorway of the diner.  The last gunman was struggling to keep his assault rifle at the ready while he pulled Ron’s co-worker, Claire, away from a man on the floor.

      “What is this all about?” Sarah asked, walking on tiptoe to minimize injury to her bare foot.

      “Shut up,” Baldy told her.  He pulled her through the plastic sheeting covering the back of the diner, revealing a work area whose floor was covered in dust and tools.  He led her to a door that looked oddly small because the walls around the frame had been overlaid with a thick fiberglass-looking material.  Like it was fortified.

      The reality of her situation sank deep into her bones.  They weren’t going to kill anyone right now.  They were all hostages and this attack had been pre-planned.  She tried to turn around, but Baldy gripped her arm so hard she groaned at the pressure adding to her aches and bruises.

      “You’re going to break my arm,” she told him, then regretted her words. She didn’t want to give him any ideas.  “Please. Let me go.”

      “Okay.” He let go, but shoved her through the fortified door.

      Sarah stood inside the room, rubbing her arm and getting her bearings.  It was a back office.  It was a fairly large rectangle, with a little alcove that had a flat screen TV.  There were four chairs arranged in a semi-circle on the perimeter of the room with a larger captain’s chair in the middle.  The desk was in the corner and it had a laptop and a small TV on it. The only window was small and placed high above the desk.

      “Sit down,” Baldy commanded.

      He turned around to leave the way they’d come, and she followed him out the door, until he stopped and pushed his finger into her chest.  “Sit down,” he said again.

      His eyes narrowed to mere slits, his other hand on his assault rifle.  She stepped back, the vehemence in his voice echoing in her ears.  Maybe I’ll wait for Ron and decide what to do from there.

      She hobbled back into the room.  It had been protected from the blast and the floor was thankfully clear, so she took off her one remaining shoe.  Looking down at the wedge heel, she wished she’d worn stilettos.  They would have made a makeshift weapon at least. Her low heel looked pretty harmless against someone like Baldy.

      Before she could think more on it, Baldy pushed into the room again.  She moved to the side as another guard escorted everyone else in.  Claire came first, limping.  Sarah flattened herself against the wall, unable to stifle a gasp when she saw Claire’s pant legs shredded and an open gash bleeding down her calf.  Colby was next, and there was blood all over his front, but she couldn’t tell if it was his or not.  He held a bloody and barely conscious Bart around the waist, but struggled to hold him up.  She quickly covered her mouth with her hand. The sight of blood had always made her feel sick.

      She needed to take her mind off of it.  Lightly skimming the bruise on her face, she felt for the small burn near the top of it, assessing her own wounds.  The burn almost hurt worse than the large bruise.  She really couldn’t complain, though, comparing her injuries to the ones on the people in front of her.  It was a miracle she wasn’t hurt worse.  Everything had flown through the room during the explosion.  When she’d finally opened her eyes, she was on the floor with the hostess podium and a fallen booth piled protectively around her.  That stroke of luck had shielded her from the impact and she was grateful to be alive.

      Her eyes searched the people being herded in.  “Where’s Ron?” she asked when Claire and Colby got close.

      “I’m not sure,” Colby told her as he laid Bart on the floor and slumped beside him.  He turned to Baldy, his jaw set.  “No matter what this is about, we need a doctor in here.” He motioned to Bart, before clenching his fists.  “If he dies, I’ll make it my personal mission in life to make you suffer.  Believe me, you don’t want his death on your hands.”

      Baldy stared Colby down and patted his rifle.  With barely a blink, he went over to stand next to the door.  He did keep a wary eye on Colby as he opened it and glanced out, obviously waiting for someone else to come.

      He’s waiting for Ron to come, the voice in her head said.  They wouldn’t take everyone else hostage and kill him, right? That wouldn’t make sense.  Nothing makes sense.  Her eyes stayed glued to the door.

      Claire maneuvered her way to the floor, pulling Sarah’s attention to her, in obvious pain from her leg wound. She knelt next to Bart.  “How bad?” Claire said to Colby.

      He studied Bart, not looking up.  “Bad.  He’s going to go into shock if we don’t do something.”  Colby grimaced as he held his side.  “I’ve got some shrapnel that needs to come out.”

      Claire leaned over and pulled what was left of his shirt back. She hissed out a breath when she saw his side. “Cole, it’s full of glass.”

      “Feels like it, too.”  He took a look at her leg.  “We’ve got to get your bleeding controlled. Fast.”

      Listening to them talk about the blood made Sarah feel light-headed again. She’d never been good in a crisis, especially one that involved wounds.  She bent over, trying to take deep breaths, but the rusty scent of blood was everywhere.  She gagged and put her nose inside her shirt.

      Don’t throw up, don’t throw up, she chanted in her head.  It was no use.  She ran for the door in the corner, praying there was a bathroom or at least a closet of some sort where she could be sick in private.

      She burst through the door, her hand over her mouth.  Knowing she had mere seconds before she lost it completely, she nearly cried in relief when she saw the toilet.  She managed to get the lid open seconds before she promptly lost her lunch.  Tears streamed down her face as she struggled to get control of herself.

      When she was finally done, she flushed the toilet and went to the sink.  The cold water felt so good on her face.  She splashed it over and over on her cheek that had now started to throb with pain.  Daring to look in the mirror, she stared at her reflection.  Her injuries looked as bad as they felt.  Half her cheek and over to her ear was purpling with a bruise.  Part of her hairline and forehead were singed.  Her cheek was swelling, the burn pulling at the skin.  She would definitely have some scars to remember this day by, both emotionally and physically.

      Claire appeared in the doorway and Sarah cringed at being so weak in front of Ron’s co-workers.  She wanted to look strong. Capable.  Instead, she was the girl in the bathroom throwing up.

      “Are you okay?” Claire asked, shuffling over to touch her shoulder.

      “I’ve never been good with blood,” Sarah explained, hoping Claire wouldn’t say anything else about it.

      She didn’t, but squeezed Sarah’s shoulder.  “I understand.”  Claire bent down, awkwardly making allowances for her injured leg, and opened the cupboard under the sink to rummage through it.

      “What are you looking for?” Sarah asked.

      “Anything we can use for first aid.”

      Sarah winced.  Of course. They had a room full of wounded people. Claire must think her an idiot.  “I wish I had my purse.  I keep a first aid kit in there.  Do you think they’d get it for me to help Bart at least?”

      Claire shook her head.  “I doubt it.”

      Sarah closed her eyes. She hated how helpless she was feeling, like she was on a carousel spinning faster and faster and she couldn’t get off.

      Pull it together.  Breathe in. Breathe out. Calm.  She opened her eyes.  “There’s a towel on top of the cupboard.”

      She turned and went on tiptoes.  The cupboard was oddly shaped and taller than normal, making her reach and wish she had both her heels on now.  Even with her tiptoes she was barely able to grasp a corner of the material. “There’s another one on the rack,” she said, finally pulling the towel down.  “But there’s no way to tell how fresh it is.”

      Claire was still looking in the cupboard, as if willing something else to appear in its nearly empty depth. “There’s a roll of toilet paper down here, but not much else.”  Claire stood and steadied herself.  “What I wouldn’t give for some tweezers and antiseptic right about now.”

      “I have both of those in my purse.”  Sarah knew she wasn’t helping going on and on about her purse and more or less just babbling, but she couldn’t hold it back.  Everything was just so wrong.

      Claire didn’t comment, but expertly folded the towel in a triangular shape and tied the corners around her leg.  “That should hold for a while.”

      Sarah followed her out.  Colby gave them a hopeful look, but it died on his face when Claire shook her head.

      “Nothing useful?” he asked anyway.

      “It’s a windowless room with a roll of toilet paper and two towels,” Claire reported.  “I used one. Here’s the other for Bart.”

      He took it.  “At least that’s something.  But we’re stuck for now.  No exits through the bathroom and the only way in or out is that door, which they’ve fortified with bullet-resistant fiberglass walls. This room is like a mini-bunker.”  Colby looked down at Bart.  “On the bright side, we’ll be safe from any more bombs.”

      “Which won’t matter if we don’t get some medical attention pretty quick,” Claire replied.

      “Aren’t you a Mary Sunshine,” Colby growled back, holding his side again. His teeth were clenched as if he were trying not to show he was in pain.

      “What about locking them out?” Sarah asked.

      “No lock on the door and nothing to barricade it with besides that old desk that would be easily pushed aside,” Colby said. “But it’s a good thought.”

      “Don’t you guys have a radio or a gun on you?” Sarah asked, trying to think of something they could do.

      “They picked us clean before we came in, threw our guns and ID out the front door,” Claire said.

      “And where’s Ron? Why haven’t they brought him in?”  No one answered this time, but she saw a look pass between Colby and Claire.  “What? Do you know something I don’t?  Did they kill him?”
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