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Synopsis

 Haunted by
nightmares of losing everything dear to her, Special Agent Terri
McKinnon takes on a new case that just might prove to be more than
she ever bargained for. With the help of her FBI partner, Agent
Bobby Kraft, and Dr. Jen Rosenberg, Terri finds herself facing a
dangerous new foe that could shake her foundation to the core. The
sequel to On Dangerous Ground.
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Chapter One

Terri watched through the second-story window,
fighting hard against her own panic and the almost blinding pain to
keep her weapon trained on the psychotic killer who was holding Jen
against the doorframe of her own bedroom with a loaded gun up her
nose. She adjusted her grip on her sweat-slick weapon, squeezed her
left eye closed to line up the sights on the slide of the gun, and
pulled the trigger.

Nothing.

Terri pulled it again. A shot rang out, but she
quickly realized, from the lack of recoil, that the blast hadn’t
come from her own SIG Sauer P-228 handgun. She stared at her
weapon, until now always so reliable, and her hand began to shake.
She looked up to the second floor window and the source of the
shot. No matter how much she wanted to look away, she was drawn to
the gory, bright red spray of blood splashed across the unbroken
white of the drywall. Her ears registered the sound of a small body
as it hit the landing of the stairway, impacting with a dull
thud.

Oh, God, no.

Terri struggled to breathe against the racing of her
own heart as it threatened to explode from her chest, and her brain
struggled to make sense of the carnage that she’d just witnessed.
She became dimly aware, through the intense mix of sensation and
emotion, of the ring tone of a cell phone.

Her phone.

She fought toward consciousness while the phone rang
a second time. Heart still pounding, Terri felt around blindly for
the offending piece of technology as she tried to awaken and calm
herself. She flipped the phone open with her thumb.

“Hello?”

“Terri, where are you? I thought you were meeting us
at the bar. We were getting worried about you.”

She pulled herself fully awake, pulse still racing,
and looked around the darkened media room of her own Dupont Circle
townhouse. No white farmhouse, no dew-dampened lawn, just her own
leather couch. Home. “Sorry, Bobby. I fell asleep on the sofa. Give
me a few minutes. I’ll be right there.”

“Well, Agent McKinnon, you’d better put a wiggle on
it and get over here to claim your girlfriend. She’s getting a lot
of attention from these college kids.”

Terri finally relaxed enough to laugh. “Yes, sir,
Agent Kraft. Keep an eye on her for me. I’ll be right there.”

Attempting to will away the last images of the
extremely vivid nightmare that had broken the peace of her nap,
Terri closed the phone after Bobby said his good-byes. Still
shaking, she dragged herself up off the sofa and headed for the
bathroom to freshen up and get out the door.

Six months.

It had been six months since that fateful night,
somewhere in the mountainous, rural farmlands of western Virginia.
So much had changed since then.

She pulled her hair back in a loose ponytail and
splashed some cold water on her face. Jen was alive and happy, the
bad guy was dead, and Terri had spent many uncomfortable hours
during the last six months trying to figure out what to do about
her continuing nightmares. Yes, the bad guy was dead, but only
because Terri had killed him. She knew she should draw comfort from
the fact that her actions had been necessary. If she hadn’t pulled
the trigger, Jen would be dead. However, the nightmares continued,
and though they came with less frequency, they were just as
horrific. The gory details remained undiluted by the passage of
time.

The late September night was warm, and the outside
air helped her to clear the last vestiges of the nightmare as she
walked the four blocks down Connecticut Avenue. She heard the music
before she even rounded the corner. The evening was filled with the
sounds of the busy Dupont Circle neighborhood of Washington, DC,
augmented by the driving dance beat of the nearby bar. Terri braced
herself for the volume of the club as she pulled the door open and
walked inside.

She searched the large, smoke-filled room until her
eyes met with the dark brown ones of her partner Bobby, who waved
her over as he took a swig of beer and continued cruising the
club’s patrons. As she picked her way through the frenzied dancers,
Terri laughed a little to herself. She knew exactly what he was
looking for. She was here for a different reason. Well, not exactly
different. He was in the club to hook up with a yet unnamed boy in
tight jeans. She was here to hook up with the bartender. The really
cute little bartender with auburn hair, decked in Levi’s 501 jeans
and a tight black T-shirt that advertised the American University
Gay/Straight Student Alliance, who also happened to be Jen, her
girlfriend and assistant professor of the American University
Department of Information Technology.

Terri squeezed her way past the last couple of
androgynous college students, lost in the music, and landed in
front of Bobby. He pulled her close in order to talk over the noise
of the club, and pointed to Jen. “I didn’t know she could do that.
She’s really good at it.”

“Yeah, she is. She told me that she worked at a bar
for extra cash while she was in grad school at MIT, so she was
pretty excited about working for the Alliance fundraiser.”

“How’s that going to work?”

Terri watched Jen as she shouted over the noise to
answer Bobby’s question. “The Alliance provides the bartenders.
They get to keep the cover charge and any tips that they get before
ten p.m. After that, the regular staff takes over...”

“And you get to go home with the cute bartender.”

“Yeah, I get to go home with the cute bartender. It
helps that she’s the faculty advisor for the Alliance.”

Bobby laughed. “And those 501s don’t hurt
either.”

“No, Bobby, they don’t hurt in the least.”

Terri checked her watch, noting that it was almost
time for the regular staff to take over the bartending duties. The
crowd was thick with boisterous college students and the denizens
of the Circle, but Terri saw no one but Jen, as she set up glasses,
filled them with ice, and began upending bottles with a practiced
ease that Terri found to be frankly sexy. And she again noted that
Bobby was absolutely right about the button fly jeans. She checked
her watch again and realized that she’d been so mesmerized by Jen’s
bar skills and hot back pockets that she hadn’t even bothered to
approach and order a drink. Well, that situation needed to be
rectified. She patted Bobby on the arm, wished him “happy hunting,”
and edged her way through the crowd toward the other end of the
bar.

Climbing onto a recently vacated barstool, Terri
caught Jen’s attention and was treated with a smile that lit a
special place in her soul every time she saw it. Jen turned and
pulled a bottle of Bombay Sapphire Gin from the back bar and
pointed to it, silently asking Terri if she’d like her usual drink.
Terri acknowledged the offer and watched Jen reach for a tall
highball glass, fill it with ice, pour a generous amount of the
top-shelf liquor over it, and use the soda gun to fill the glass
with tonic water. Jen slid the glass across the bar and hollered
over the noise, “Hey, baby.”

“Hey, you. How’s it going?” Terri pulled a
twenty-dollar bill out of her pocket and slid it across the bar.
Jen attempted to wave it off, but Terri insisted. “Ring it up and
put the change in the bucket for the Alliance. Are you almost
finished?”

Jen checked the Budweiser clock over the bar. “Ten
minutes, then we do the money thing with the manager, and I’m out
of here. Just sit tight and I’ll check back in when I’m done.”

Terri raised her glass and swiveled the barstool. She
spotted Bobby in the corner, stalking his prey, and decided to
leave him to his activities for the evening. Time passed quickly
while Terri watched people dance and mingle. Before she knew it,
she felt a warm hand on her shoulder and heard Jen’s voice in her
ear. “I’m all done. Do you want to stay?”

Terri was feeling overwhelmed by the crowd and the
noise, so she shook her head, drained the last bit of her drink,
and allowed herself to be led by the hand through the busy club and
out the door. As they headed out into the clear night air, Terri
relaxed a little and decided to properly greet Jen by dragging her
around the corner to the end of the alley, wrapping her arms around
her waist, and pulling her close for a warm, wet kiss. Jen melted
into the kiss, leaning forward until Terri’s back was pressed
against the brick wall. A mutual need for air forced them to
stop.

Jen repeated her greeting from earlier, “Hey,
baby.”

“Hey, you. Did you have a good night?”

Jen stayed close, hanging onto Terri’s belt loops.
“It’s better now. You were late. I was worried about you.”

“Sorry, I kind of fell asleep on the sofa. It’s been
a long week.”

“Yeah, it has been, but it’s Friday and we have the
whole weekend to relax. Whatever shall we do with ourselves?”

Terri slid her hands into the back pockets of the
blue jeans that had held her interest for so much of the evening,
pulled Jen closer, and answered, “Actually, I have some ideas about
what I’d like to do to you.”

“My, my, Agent McKinnon, care to share?”

Terri nuzzled in under Jen’s chin, nipping lightly
around her neck, as Jen closed her eyes and allowed her head to
roll back. “Well, I thought maybe I could—”

“Dr. Rosenberg?”

Terri stopped mid-nuzzle, surprised by the sound of
an unfamiliar voice. She felt Jen’s attempt to back away.
Evidently, she was surprised as well by the fact that they weren’t
as alone as they had assumed. She removed her hands from Jen’s
pockets and also attempted to back away but was stopped by the
brick wall behind her.

The unfamiliar voice said, “Wow, Dr. Rosenberg. Way
to go.”

A red glow crawled up Jen’s face, and Terri processed
that the comment had not come from a stranger, but from someone
that Jen knew. Jen’s response confirmed it. “Umm, hi, Denny. Here
for the fundraiser?”

Terri was now in full agent mode, watching as Denny
answered.

“Um, yeah, but I’m kind of late.” Terri was well
aware of the fact that she was being studied as well, but relaxed a
little as Jen remembered her manners and began the
introductions.

“Terri, this is Denise Robertson, but everyone calls
her Denny. You know, my new graduate assistant.” Remembering her
own manners, Terri extended her hand to the woman. “Denny, this is
my girlfriend, Terri McKinnon. Sorry, I forgot that you two haven’t
met yet.” Terri felt the strong grip as her handshake was returned,
and they exchanged a friendly nod and smile.

Denny backed away, motioning toward the door of the
club with both thumbs. “Well, I should probably go inside. Besides,
I think I was interrupting. You two have a good evening.” Before
she left, she grinned at Terri again. “It was nice to meet you.”
She shot a cheeky wink toward Jen. “I’ll see you Monday, Dr.
Rosenberg.”

Denny rounded the corner and disappeared from view.
Turning her attention toward Jen, Terri noted the reappearance of a
slight blush on the freckled cheeks. “And where did she play
softball?”

It was apparent that Terri’s assumption was correct
as the tinge of red turned to flame. “She was a shortstop at James
Madison and was in a couple of my classes there last year. She’s
really bright, so when I spotted her records on the top of the
pile, I thought she’d be a great assistant.”

Terri could only laugh as she recalled Jen’s history
with softball players.

“Agent McKinnon, I am fully aware of exactly where
and how my bread gets buttered, so you have nothing to worry about.
Besides, Denny was right. She was interrupting. I believe you were
about to tell me about something really interesting that you wanted
to do this weekend.”

Terri gave her one last nip to the neck. “I think I’d
rather show you.” She took Jen by the hand and led her down the
alley back toward Connecticut Avenue. “C’mon. Let’s go home.”


Chapter Two

A thunderous wall of sound echoed through the desert
as the weapons facility was obliterated in a fiery ball of
destruction. Smoke rolled across the unbroken stretch of sun-baked
earth, engulfing everything in its path, cactus and Gila monster
alike. A second blast erupted, followed quickly by a third and a
fourth, as the fireball reached the all-terrain vehicles parked
around the flaming hulk of exploded timber and cinderblock,
igniting their gas tanks in a booming celebration of carnage.

Then silence.

A deafening quiet followed the sound, as the
cacophony of smoke and noise was carried away by the prevailing
winds. Nothing moved. Nothing with the exception of a lone figure,
clad from top to toe in black, from the wide straps of a tank top
to the roomy functionality of a pair of well-fitting cargo pants to
the tightly wrapped laces of a pair of hard-worn combat boots. As
the figure emerged from the smoke, details became more distinct.
Handguns, a matched set of Desert Eagle Mark XIX automatics, unused
but ready if necessary, strapped securely to the thighs of the
figure. A crossbelt of black military webbing, loaded with extra
9-round clips and a rather large, deadly-looking Dark Ops fighting
knife, nestled neatly between the shapely breasts of the commando.
Chocolate brown hair, pulled back into a loose ponytail framed the
figure’s face, eyes hidden by a pair of Ray-Ban Flight Extreme
sunglasses.

A rhythmic, insistent tapping sound drew the
attention of the deadly commando. She threw the electronic
detonator gripped tightly in her right hand to the side, its
necessity gone with the fireball that had consumed the squat
concrete building. Turning her attention to the source of the
sound, the commando pulled a Mossberg 590 Compact Cruiser shotgun
around from its back strap, snapped it quickly up and then back
down, and chambered the round with a smooth, one-handed move.
Firing once at the noise, she pulled the powerful weapon up again;
muscles rippling as another one-handed pump chambered the next
round. She fired again as the rapping sound continued, now
accompanied by a voice. A very insistent voice. She pumped the
shotgun one last time, but did not fire, as the indistinct voice
formed itself into actual words.

 


“Dr. Rosenberg?”

The beautiful, yet lethal commando lowered the hot,
smoking barrel of her shotgun and reached up to remove her
sunglasses. Her deep blue eyes bore straight ahead. Her voice was
husky and crackled with humor.

“Hey, Rosenberg, snap out of it. You’re at work.”

Startled, Jen shook her head, attempting to clear the
vivid images of the fantasy as she became fully aware that the
disembodied voice in the desert was actually attached to a person
who was now knocking at her door, requesting her attention for a
second time.

“Dr. Rosenberg, are you okay?”

Jen blinked stupidly as her eyes met those of her
graduate assistant Denny,standing in the open door of Jen’s office.
More than slightly embarrassed at being caught in the middle of a
daydream instead of working, she shoved the sensations of the
fantasy aside, waved Denny into her office, and attempted to
apologize.

“Sorry, Denny. I was just, umm, working out a program
for debugging class. I get kind of lost in that. Come in and have a
seat.”

Denny sat and dropped her backpack to the floor.
“Wow, that must be some program to make you blush like that. I
can’t wait to see it.”

Denny quickly clapped a hand over her mouth,
seemingly surprised at her own words. Jen decided that diversion
was the best plan, so she cleared her throat and changed the
subject.

“So, Denny, how are things going? Do you have those
lesson plans for basic programming ready?” Jen sat back and crossed
her legs, attempting to ignore the last bit of the fantasy that had
gathered in the crotch of her stylish, charcoal-gray pinstriped
trousers.

“Umm, yeah.” Denny retrieved the lesson plans from
her backpack and handed them across the desk.

Jen scanned the papers quickly before setting them
aside on the cluttered surface of her desk. “Thanks, I’ll look
those over when we’re done here. How is everything else going? Are
you finding your way around the city, meeting new folks, all that
kind of thing?”

Denny nodded. “Yeah. My apartment is nice, and the
neighbors are too. Classes are going well, and the freshmen seem to
think I know what I’m talking about, so it’s all good. It’s really
different from Harrisonburg, but I can handle it.”

“It’s different all right,” Jen agreed. Her thoughts
drifted to the process of her own relocation from the same area of
western Virginia, three months earlier. “I was fortunate enough to
have a tour guide, so that helped a lot.”

“Yeah, that would help, but I’m managing pretty well
on my own. You know, single girl, big city. It’s been great.”

Jen noticed the time. She had a department meeting to
get to. “So is there anything else I can do for you? I kind of need
to head out.”

“Well, there is one more thing. I got a call the
other day from someone. They offered me, well, I guess they offered
me a job. The details are sort of strange, so I need some advice.
It seems almost too good to be true, but the pay is good, and I
really need the money.”

Jen narrowed her eyes, remembering a similar shady
job offer once in her past, and offered a warning. “Denny, be
careful. I get that you need the money. I certainly did when I was
in school, and the one offer I took wound up coming back to bite me
in the ass in a really big way. I know the money is tempting, and I
certainly don’t have the authority to tell you what to do, but
just...well, just be careful. You know what they say about things
that seem too good to be true.”

“Yeah, I get it. They usually are.” Denny’s face
telegraphed her disappointment, but Jen sensed a trace of residual
thought, as if she were still contemplating the idea.

“I’m serious here, Denny. I know you’re twenty-three
years old and think that nothing’s going to happen. Hell, I was
nineteen years old and I was positive that nothing would happen. So
trust me when I tell you, if a crazy person shows up at your house
ten years from now and threatens to blow your brains out, you’ll
really wish you’d listened to me.”

“What?”

“When I was an undergrad at Michigan, I learned to
seriously hack from this strange guy who owned a computer shop. He
showed me some pretty tricky stuff for the time, and I eventually
did a little of that hacking-for-cash thing. Well, this led to
that, and the guy wound up in prison, thanks to me. He got out last
year and decided that he was pissed and wanted me dead. He showed
up at my house and would have killed me, but Terri shot and killed
him.”

“Holy cow, you’re serious.”

“Yes, Denny, I’m very serious. But hey, look on the
bright side. I got a really hot FBI agent out of the deal.”
Grinning weakly, Jen sat back. “Not that it’s a great way to meet
girls, but...”

“You mean your girlfriend is an FBI agent? Holy
crap... I mean, wow, umm...” Denny sat and stared, apparently
trying to come up with something else to say. “I mean, she is hot,
and...”

“Yes, that she is. But that’s another discussion for
another time. I really do need to leave for a meeting. I’ll check
your plans when I get back, and e-mail you if you need to change
anything. I’m sure they’re fine.” Jen got up from her chair,
indicating that it was time for Denny to do the same.

“Okay, Dr. Rosenberg. Wow, that’s a lot to think
about.”

Jen attempted to ease the tension in the office,
“Trust me, Denny. If you need the cash, try bartending. The tips
are good, and there is a greatly reduced risk of eventual bloody
death. Besides, it’s easier to meet girls that way; trust me.”

Jen grabbed her briefcase and ushered Denny from the
office. Closing the door behind her, Jen watched Denny, still
shaking her head, as she headed off down the hallway. Jen grimaced
to herself, remembering how very much like Denny she had once
been—naïve, trusting, and called after her, “See you tomorrow.”

Denny didn’t even turn around. She just waved and
turned to head down the steps. Jen followed soon after, inwardly
hoping that her story had made the proper impact and that Denny
would make the right decision. She was also well aware that Denny
was one of that class of young people who tended to believe that
they were bulletproof. Knowing that she’d done all that was
possible for the time being, Jen hiked her briefcase higher on her
shoulder and headed out the door for her meeting.

As she crossed the campus on the bright, early fall
day, Jen felt buzzing in the pocket of her trousers, followed by
the sound of the Mission: Impossible theme song. She smiled,
knowing from the ring tone that Terri was the caller, and answered.
“Hey, you. What’s up?”

“Hey, you too. Not a lot. I just wanted to check in
and see how your day was going.”

“Great. I’m actually on my way to a meeting over at
the faculty lunchroom. I was thinking about you earlier.”

“What was it this time? Was I blowing stuff up in the
desert again?”

“Well, umm, yeah... kind of.”

“Oh, God, Jen. You have such an imagination.”

“That’s not a complaint I hear, is it, Agent
McKinnon?”

Terri sighed heavily, her amusement replaced by
something else. “No, it’s not. You know, I just worry that—”

“I know very well what you worry about,” Jen
interrupted, “and we’ve had this conversation before. I am
perfectly content with you, the real you. I just have a vivid
imagination and there are no expectations on my part that you leave
the FBI and become some kind of Siberian mercenary. I love you just
the way you are, so you can really stop worrying any time now.
Okay?”

“Okay, I believe you. It’s silly anyway. Never mind.
Actually, I did call for a reason. Do you mind if Bobby comes over
for dinner tonight? He’s been a little moody lately, so I asked him
over to talk.”

“Is he all right?”

“Well, I think so, but this isn’t like him, so I
thought I’d try to find out what’s going on. You know I can always
bribe him to talk when there’s food involved.”

“Yes, I am well aware of the power of your culinary
skills. Of course, baby, that’s fine. Do you need me to stop at the
store on the way home?”

“I don’t think...oh, wait. If you could stop and get
a loaf of bread and a bottle of wine for us, that would be great.
There’s beer in the fridge for Bobby, and I already have the other
stuff for dinner.”

“Check. Loaf of bread and a bottle of wine. You want
red or white?”

“Sweetie, whatever you like. Either is fine.”

Jen checked her watch. “Okay, I’ll see what strikes
me when I get to the store. I have to go... meeting, you know.”

“Oh, right. Go to your meeting and I’ll see you
around five. I love you.”

Jen felt the flutter in her chest that she always did
when she heard that last little phrase. “I love you too. See you
later.”

Jen snapped her phone closed after Terri said
good-bye, and headed into her meeting, hoping that it would be
short and interesting enough to keep the Siberian mercenary images
at bay. It never was, but she could still hope.


Chapter Three

Terri sat quietly at her new desk on the fourth floor
of the J. Edgar Hoover FBI Building. Twiddling a pen in her left
hand, she looked over the paperwork for her last, recently-closed
case. Making sure that all the I’s were dotted and the T’s were
crossed, she signed the report, tucked it into its folder, and
leaned back to stretch. That was done. Now what?

Terri looked across her desk, catching Bobby’s
attention. He pointed at the folder containing the completed
report. “What’s up? You done with that?”

“Yep. One more little old lady that won’t ever cheat
at bingo again.” Terri used the now all-too-familiar sarcastic
catch phrase, indicating her dismay at the constant stream of
boring, dead assignments that she and Bobby had been forced to
endure in the past several months. “Bobby, this sucks. Are we ever
going to get a real case again?”

“How should I know, kiddo? I just do what they tell
me to do and try to make the best of it. Hang in there.”

“Well, I’m getting sick of hanging in there all the
time. These dead-end, nothing cases are going to be the death of
both of us. Especially you.”

Bobby waved aside her concern. “It’s cool. I’ve had
enough excitement. I’m actually kind of enjoying the peace and
quiet.” He looked aside as if something on the wall was
particularly interesting. Terri spotted the avoidance
immediately.

“Hey, mister, I saw that. What the hell is going on
with you? I’ve done everything, and that includes feeding you a
couple of nights ago, and I get nothing. You’re pissed about this,
and you’re not telling me something. What’s that all about?”

Bobby opened his mouth to answer, but never got a
chance to get the words out, as Supervisor George McNally stepped
off the elevator, gruff demeanor and steel-gray brush cut intact,
and summoned his agents.

“McKinnon. Kraft. My office. Now.”

Terri rolled her eyes at McNally’s usual lack of
manners, noting that Bobby did the same. She smirked at Bobby’s
familiar reaction, taking some comfort in the fact that he shared
her opinion regarding their boss’ predictable behavior. She picked
up the folder that she’d been working on and allowed herself to be
ushered into McNally’s office by Bobby. He closed the door behind
them.

Without even looking up, McNally tossed a new folder
on his desk.“Have a seat.”

Terri sat, crossed her legs, and laid the folder that
she had been carrying across her lap. Bobby mirrored her actions,
and sat back, waiting for McNally to continue.

“Are those reports complete?” McNally held out his
hand to collect the reports. “Good... thank you. Now, I have
something new for you.”

Terri sat forward, eager to get back to work on a
case that might be just the least bit interesting. She noted that
McNally exchanged a look with Bobby, but opted to allow it to
go.

McNally slid the new folder across his desk, sat
back, and pointed to it. “That is the preliminary report from the
Centreville Police Department regarding a small warehouse company.
Apparently, one of the secretaries in the company did a little
whistle-blowing on her employers, alleging the misuse of federal
postal channels.”

Terri’s mouth fell open in shock. “Mail fraud?
Another case of mail fraud? You’ve got to be kidding.”

She cringed at the inappropriateness of her reaction,
and braced for McNally’s response.

“Agent McKinnon, as you were,” McNally ordered
through gritted teeth. “This is the case you need to work on, and
there will be no further discussion.”

She looked to Bobby for support, but he avoided her
glance, apparently finding the view out the window over McNally’s
left shoulder more interesting. What was going on here? She
attempted to collect herself enough to continue without further
pissing off the boss. “But, sir—”

“No buts, Agent McKinnon. This is your assignment.”
Terri stared at him, dumbstruck as McNally stared right back. This
was usually the point in the conversation that McNally said thank
you and expected his agents to leave, but he surprised Terri by
doing something different. “Agent Kraft, please get started on
this.” He slid the folder to Bobby, who picked it up and set it
across his lap. “And would you please give Agent McKinnon and me a
moment alone? Thank you.”

Bobby tucked the folder under his arm and got up to
leave the office, avoiding the glare Terri was pointedly shooting
at him. The door closed behind him, and Terri turned her attention
to McNally, who was leaning back as far as his office chair would
allow, cradling the back of his head with his hands, studying Terri
intently.

“Agent McKinnon... Terri...” She started inwardly at
McNally’s use of her first name. “We, that is to say, you
have a problem. I just got the latest report regarding your fitness
for duty from the head shrinkers upstairs, and you still haven’t
been cleared to return to regular duty. That’s why I’ve had to give
you and Agent Kraft all the shit cases.”

McNally’s words were like a bucket of ice water
dumped on her anger. She looked up, struggling to collect herself,
and tried to piece together a response. “But, sir, I don’t
understand. I’ve gone to the appointments, talked about everything.
I’m good to go here.”

“Well, the folks upstairs don’t share your opinion,
and until something up there changes, there’s nothing I can do. I
can only suggest that you make another appointment and just keep
talking to them.” He sat forward, offering out his hands in a
supplicating gesture. “I’m sorry, Terri, but my hands are tied.
This is up to you to fix. The report says that you are still too
great a risk to be in a hazardous situation. Until that report
comes back squeaky clean, I can’t put you out there with a loaded
weapon in your hands. I can’t be sure that you’ll use it if the
situation requires it.”

Terri stared at him with absolutely no idea what to
say next. She sat, noting inwardly that her anger was almost gone,
replaced by a deep sadness that she was clueless how to deal
with.

“Terri, you know that things haven’t been right since
you shot that perp on the Rosenberg case. I was uncomfortable about
it at the time, and things aren’t any better now. I know that the
fact that he shot you first doesn’t make it any easier, but I let
you go off cowboy-style on something that I was unsure of, and you
almost got yourself and Agent Kraft killed. I will assume partial
responsibility for the situation, but I can’t fix it. That’s up to
you.”

Terri allowed McNally’s words to sink in. She
couldn’t argue with him because she knew deep down that he was
right. There was no way she would allow anyone in the office,
especially McNally, to see her cry, but it took all the resolve she
had to keep it from happening.. “Yes, sir. I understand. I’ll take
care of that right away. Thank you.”

McNally allowed a small smile, breaking his granite
façade. “Yes, Agent McKinnon, I know you will. Now, go catch me an
evil stamp collector. Thank you.” He directed his attention to the
screen of his computer, indicating to Terri that she could leave.
She opened the door to his office and stepped back into the shared
space of the Investigations Department, quietly pulling the door
closed behind her.

Terri crossed the space to return to her desk; the
desk that she now feared that she would be chained to forever, and
waited for Bobby to look at her. He just kept studying the new case
file, apparently unwilling to meet her insistent gaze. “Bobby, you
knew about this, didn’t you?”

He closed the file on his desk, raising his head just
enough to look her in the eye. “Yeah, Terri, I did.”

As the deep sadness settled in for a long stay, Terri
felt the anger begin to bubble up again. “And you couldn’t be
bothered to tell me, right?”

“Sweetie, no, it wasn’t like that at all. McNally
wanted to see me on Monday, so that’s why I came in early. He gave
me the lowdown and offered me a choice. He also told me not to say
anything to you until he had a chance to talk to you about it.
Don’t you think I would have told you otherwise?”

Bobby’s words went a long way toward calming her
rage. “You know, I’m not sure what I think about anything right
now. You’ll understand that I’m feeling a
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