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There is a charm about the forbidden that makes it unspeakably desirable.


-Mark Twain
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I watched the light drain from his eyes. His longing for an unforgettable night was no longer a dream, but a haunting memory imprinted on the shadows of the evening. I caught my reflection in the mirror. I hadn't realized I was smiling. I looked back at him, sitting there, and took a mental inventory of everything. I had found the perfect dress, the perfect shoes and bag, the perfect makeup. Now, for the finishing touch, the scent that was so comforting, yet so dangerous. Everything had to be perfect. No matter how many times I did this, it had never gotten old. I'd created something beautiful and unforgettable. I took one last look at my masterpiece.

Everything was perfect.

I met him the other night in the parking lot as he left work and knew immediately he was the one. Men were so easy. Flash a smile, toss your hair, pretend to be helpless, and they’re hooked every time. He was no different. We’d had our evening together, and it was time to part. I leaned down and gave him a sweet kiss, then tucked the handkerchief into the bag and reluctantly left him.

I walked through the cool evening air as it started to rain. I was as giddy as a child, not minding the few raindrops splashing against my skin. Each one highlighted how alive I felt in this moment. The world was my playground. He gave me his all. I couldn’t have asked for more. A night between us that would never be forgotten.
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Chapter One
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Having settled into a rare night off, Detective Tess Goodwin was savoring the quiet solitude of her home. The soft glow of the television illuminated the living room, where a glass of beer sat on the table beside a plate of reheated leftovers. Tess had seen this movie before, so she turned the volume down low, threw a blanket over her body, and cozied in for a night of relaxation. She relished this brief respite from the demanding nature of her profession.

Tess was a detective with the Connecticut State Police (CSP), the kind who never clocked out mentally. Even with the case technically wrapped, her mind was still running through inconsistencies, replaying witness statements, second-guessing every decision. However, her body craved a reprieve, and she dozed off on the couch before ever touching her beer.

The tranquility of the evening was shattered by the insistent ring of her phone. Glancing at the screen, Tess sighed. She recognized the department’s line, and she knew all too well what that meant. Reluctantly, she removed her blanket and reached for the phone. A terse voice delivered the news she anticipated. Another incident had occurred, and duty called once more. The caller provided an address, the digits echoing in Tess’s mind like an unwelcome refrain.

Closing her eyes for a moment, Tess prepared herself for the task ahead. The movie’s dialogue lingered in the background, a stark contrast to the gravity of the situation. With a sigh, she rose from the couch, the glass of beer now a forgotten companion on the coffee table. Tess ran her fingers through her short blonde hair, trying to comb out the tousled strands from her restless nap. She made her way into the bathroom, brushed her teeth, and splashed cold water on her face attempting to wake up. She looked in the mirror. Having seen too much in her career, her once bright and sharp blue eyes were now dulled by exhaustion. She threw her clothes back on and adjusted the sleeves of her button-down shirt. She rolled them up, revealing toned forearms. The faded scar near her wrist was a souvenir from a case long closed but never forgotten. Her toned body was slumped, still feeling the fatigue in her muscles and bones. She finished dressing, grabbed a thermos of coffee, and made her way to her vehicle. She climbed into the worn seat of her car and paused, readying herself for what she was about to see. Thunder rolled, mimicking the thoughts in her head...then the raindrops fell.

Flashing lights from police cars, fire trucks, and ambulances pierced the rainy curtain, casting an eerie dance of light and shadows on the surrounding trees. Yellow crime-scene tape crisscrossed the area, creating a boundary between the mundane world and the grim reality within. The tape fluttered in the gusts of wind, its color vivid against the gray backdrop of the rainy woods.

Tess reluctantly trudged through the mud. Her badge hung heavily on her belt, not just in weight but in responsibility. She knew this scene all too well. Other than the weather, the scene was pristine. The air was thick with the scent of rain-soaked earth and death. Police officers moved with purpose through the sodden underbrush. They meticulously marked evidence and took photographs, their expressions hidden beneath hoods and soaked hats as they gathered information. The incessant rain complicated their work, turning footprints into indistinct impressions, washing away potential clues, and casting a gloom over the already foreboding setting.

Amidst the chaos, the detective homed in on the well-dressed body, seemingly untouched by the elements. The figure, adorned in a dinner dress and clutching a brown purse, was perched against the dumpster as if casually taking a moment’s rest. Every article of clothing was immaculate. Tess repressed a shudder at the eerie contrast between the pristine appearance and the sinister reality of the scene.

No cause of death was obvious at first glance, even to the detective’s keen eye, but she knew it was just a matter of time before a small incision would be found on the inner thigh, a deliberate slicing of the femoral artery. It would have taken only a few minutes for this person to bleed out and die. The lack of blood at the scene indicated a methodical execution that occurred elsewhere. There were no obvious signs of struggle, except a slight disfigurement to the face. Tess knew one more thing without examining the body. If you looked closely enough, you’d realize the body was that of a male, not a female.

Recognizing the potential link to a past criminal case, Tess briskly made her way through the rainy night toward her car, leaving the crime-scene techs to do their jobs. The urgency in her steps mirrored the seriousness of the situation. The previous case had been a peculiar one. The suspect pled guilty, despite a lack of substantial evidence connecting him to the crimes, and was sentenced to a hospital for the criminally insane instead of prison. This was the fourth murder since his incarceration. Tess was well aware of the intricacies surrounding this case and the possible involvement of other family members. Revisiting the psychiatric hospital’s records was a crucial step to ensure Andrew Branson was still securely confined. The possibility of his involvement in the current crime scene couldn’t be ignored, given the similarities in modus operandi.

Pulling out her phone, she apprehensively dialed the number.

“Connecticut Valley, may I help you?” The female voice on the other end exuded professionalism, crisp and composed. Yet an undertone of reluctance lingered, as if the speaker were handling the call with a subtle weariness or disinterest.

“Hello, this is Detective Tess Goodwin of the Connecticut State Police. I’m calling to confirm the status of Mr. Andrew Branson.”

“Code word please.”

Tess gave the code word and held her breath. She awaited confirmation, hoping to either eliminate Mr. Branson as a potential suspect or uncover a chilling connection between the past and present crimes involving the wealthy Branson siblings. The night held secrets, and she was determined to unveil the truth hidden beneath the layers of mystery and rain-soaked intrigue.

“Yes, Detective, Mr. Branson is still here and is in solitary confinement.”

Surprised, but relieved, Tess continued her inquiry. “May I ask when he entered solitary confinement and why?”

“Mr. Branson tried to attack his lawyer and brother on their last visit. It’s been about two or three weeks now.”

“Thank you for the information. Please let me know if Mr. Branson’s status changes in any way.”

Tess breathed out a sigh of relief. She racked her pounding brain. Since Mr. Branson had an alibi, she wondered who could have possibly committed this murder. She walked over to the coroner, who had just arrived. Dr. Edgar Bryant, a short, pudgy man, had been a coroner for the state of Connecticut for the past twenty years. He too had seen this scene before. Dr. Bryant made his way over to the body and shook his head.

Setting down his bag and putting on gloves, Dr. Bryant turned to Tess. “Hello, Detective, another one I see.”

“I’m afraid so, Doc, at least by first glance it is.”

“And that maniac is still locked up?” The doctor’s eyes searched Tess’s for an answer.

“Yes sir, I just called and confirmed. He’s in solitary confinement again too.”

A soft “damn” escaped the doctor’s lips, as he looked over the body and shook his head again. “If it wasn’t so macabre, it would almost be art. Tess, I’ll call you when I get ready to do the exam.”

Tess nodded her head, then turned and walked to her car. She climbed into her Ford Police Interceptor and sat for a bit, listening to the rhythmic percussion of raindrops on the roof. She stared at the yellow tape surrounding the area and all the technicians gathering evidence. She knew they wouldn’t find much, if anything. All the crime scenes had been this way. This was the fourth body that had been found since Tess arrested Andrew Branson five years ago. He had been sentenced to Connecticut Valley Mental Health Facility for the Criminally Insane and was under constant medical care and supervision. The confirmation from the hospital about Mr. Branson’s current status in solitary confinement provided a momentary sense of relief, but it also deepened the mystery surrounding the crime scene before her. Tess couldn’t shake the feeling that a dark force was at play, connecting the past atrocities committed by Andrew Branson to the ones now. There was no way Andrew could be doing this, but the similarities of these last crimes to the ones that he was arrested for were remarkable. Could this be a copycat? If so, they had intimate knowledge of the prior crimes. Tess’s head was starting to pound harder. She thought this nightmare was over when she arrested Andrew Branson, but the resurgence of these gruesome crimes shattered that illusion.

She had checked and double checked her work, then even triple checked. Andrew Branson had murdered at least five men, drained them of their blood, disfigured their faces, dressed them in women’s clothing, and posed them. Frustration and confusion mounted as Tess questioned herself. Had she missed something in the investigation? Was there a detail she’d overlooked? The relentless pounding in her head demanded answers.

Tess slammed her fists against the steering wheel. The echoes of her scream left her to grapple with the unsettling truth that the nightmare was far from over.
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Upon reaching Katerina’s family estate in Greenwich, I let the sense of familiarity and comfort envelop me. I felt a mix of nostalgia and relief as we stepped through the front door, returning home after a relaxing and eventful time in France. I knew I needed to call my supervisor and tell him I was back, but I needed to digest our trip a little more. Honestly, I wasn’t in a hurry to get back to the FBI. After being injured during my last case, thoughts of quitting were in the forefront of my mind. The trip to France did little to ease my reluctance to return to work. The journey was a whirlwind of researching Granny May’s journals, deeds, and contracts, a task that proved both exhausting and rewarding. The family matriarch’s legacy extended beyond her life, and the discoveries made during our trip added layers to the intricate family history.

The shadow of Granny May’s tragic demise lingered in the background, a result of Katerina’s father, Senator Charles Lansing, seeking retribution over financial matters. Charles, with a political career stained by embezzlement and identity fraud, had escalated to the heinous acts of kidnapping and murder. His incarceration in a federal penitentiary marked a severed tie with the family and left behind a complex web of emotions.

We quietly entered the home and carried our luggage to our room. Jetlagged, we gave each other a knowing smile, acknowledging it was good to be home again, then collapsed onto the bed.

Katerina rolled onto her side and faced me. “Jara, do you really have to go back? Surely the FBI doesn’t need you right away. I want more time with you.”

I looked into her pleading pools of green and brushed back a strand of her red mane. “Nothing would make me happier than to hide away with you forever, but I promised to go back. I feel it’s something I have to do, even though I may not want to.”

Katerina huffed and turned her back to me. “Of course you do. Agent Jara Quinn reporting for duty to save the world.”

I wasn’t going to argue with her. Our time in France was as close to perfection as anything could have been, but we both knew it was time to return to reality. 

The enticing aromas of garlic and rosemary wafted through the air, drawing us downstairs to the kitchen where Katerina’s mother was tending to the roasting chicken. Always radiant, Victoria turned with a beaming smile. Steaming pots and pans abandoned, she dropped her utensils and ran to us.

“I thought I heard you two sneak in. I am so glad you are finally home. I have missed you so much.” Victoria went back and forth to each of us, embracing us harder each time. We helped her set out plates and silverware on the island, a favorite spot of mine. We laughed and caught up, telling of our adventures that hadn’t fit on the postcards and texts we’d sent. After a fabulous meal and great conversation, we all crashed for the night.

Routine and purpose blended in the days that followed, as we settled back into the rhythm of everyday life, Foundation business and laundry equally important. Katerina went with her mother to the Foundation to learn of the progress made with recovering the funds embezzled by Mr. Lansing.

I called to check in with Travis O’Ryan, my friend and former liaison from DHS. After the case with Mr. Lansing, Travis returned to the FBI. Although we were partners, he acted as if he was still my boss. Since he helped save Victoria, I gave him that one.

“Oh, you’re finally back from gallivanting around the world, huh?” Travis joked. “How good of you to return to the real world and us little people.”

“Come on, Travis, are you saying you missed me? We weren’t gone that long. Besides, the FBI wouldn’t let me work until I healed up more.”

I went off the road when I was shot, wrecking my Defender and shattering my scapula. I had one hell of a concussion. Victoria had it worse. She was placed in an induced coma after the kidnapping. She was still recovering. My shoulder still bothered me, but I did my PT exercises religiously while in France.

“I go in tomorrow for my clearance exam. I’m a little nervous,” I confided to Travis, “but I don’t think it will be a problem. I feel good.”

“Well, we need you, so don’t think you’re coming back to sit on your ass and read emails. We have work to do. Meet me after your exam. We have a lot to go over.” Travis  said.

I hadn’t heard Travis that serious since I was in the hospital. My mind started racing.

“Okay, Travis, spill it. What’s going on? What has you so worked up?”

“Damn, I wasn’t supposed to talk to you about this until you’re cleared, but I need your help, as in yesterday. We were asked by CSP to help with an investigation of a series of murders. It’s come to us because one of the bodies was found in Manhattan.”

“I get the cross-state issue, but what’s really got you worked up? Why is this so different? You’ve worked with serial killers before.”

“Yes, but not when the killer is already sentenced and locked up.”

Now I got it. The FBI juices started flowing and all reluctance evaporated. I was ready to work.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three


[image: ]


I was eager to look up what I could about the Branson case, and I delved into the details. Andrew Branson had been convicted of five murders spanning the years 2014 to 2020. The extent of his atrocities left a chilling uncertainty regarding the number of actual victims shrouded in the darkness of unsolved mysteries.

Andrew hailed from a prominent and affluent family in northern Connecticut. His father’s death in 2014 triggered a series of events that plunged the Branson family into turmoil. The family fortune was secured in trust funds for Andrew and his two siblings. The peculiar nature of their triplet status played a role in Andrew’s conviction. Alan and Andrew were identical twins, sharing the same DNA markers. Alibis and other factors had to be thoroughly looked into. Antoinette, Toni, being female and a fraternal triplet, her DNA was not tested. Alan’s alibis were allegedly ironclad, clearing him of any involvement in the murders.

Toni Branson lived mostly in Europe. She made occasional trips back to the United States, notably for her father’s funeral and the subsequent trial for her brother. According to my findings, the Branson family tragedy continued when Mrs. Branson died of COVID-19 in 2020, just prior to Andrew’s trial.

The more I uncovered, the more intricate the web of the Branson family’s saga became. Loss and murder cast a pall over their once-gilded existence. I felt a lingering sense of unease, wondering about the untold stories and hidden truths that might further unravel the dark tapestry of the Branson family’s history.

Although CSP Detective Tess Goodwin was credited for the arrest, it seemed the investigation ended prematurely when Andrew Branson confessed after a trace amount of DNA was found on the last body in 2020. Testing confirmed the DNA came from a Branson male, and with Andrew’s confession, the prosecution ended further investigative work and filed murder charges against him.

Andrew made a plea deal with the state, but due to a backlog of cases during the COVID-19 pandemic, he was not seen in court for sentencing until 2022. He had been held in a county facility until his hearing. He made an Alford plea, which was odd. Usually, those were made with defendants when the prosecution has more than enough evidence to convict, whether innocent or guilty, and the defendant did not admit to the crime. The Branson case was the opposite. The defendant admitted to the crime, and all the prosecution had was a small amount of DNA and a barebones confession. The judge sentenced him to prison for life with no parole, but for whatever reason, Mr. Branson’s sentence was modified so he would serve his time in a mental health facility for the criminally insane. The reason for this was redacted in the file.

I continued reading about the murders themselves. As stated in his arrest record, Andrew was caught after leaving a trace amount of DNA at the very last crime scene. Before that, all the crime scenes were pristine and exactly alike, except for a small disfigurement of the victim’s face. There was no DNA, fingerprints, hair, or anything to tie anyone to these crimes. All five victims had signs of being confined and were absent of blood. Other oddities of this case were that all the victims were male but disguised as females, wearing expensive dresses and holding purses. None of the victims were gay, crossdressers, drag queens, or transgenders.

As I was going over all of this, the name Tess Goodwin kept nagging at my brain. I know that name. I went back to my emails. There were three unopened emails from Detective Goodwin. I opened and skimmed them all. She explained the cases she’d closed regarding Andrew Branson and the murders that were occurring now. She was asking for the FBI’s help. I wondered how she got my name and email, but my name had been in the news a lot over the past year. The emails were dated two months ago, while I was still in France. I started to write back, but after all this time, it would take a whole email explaining why I hadn’t responded earlier. I found her cell number in one of the emails and decided to call.

A distracted and impatient voice answered. “Hello, this is Tess.”

“Hello, Detective Goodwin, this is Special Agent Jara Quinn. Sorry, I haven’t gotten back to you sooner regarding your emails, but I was out of the country and technically not cleared for duty.”

Her voice seemed to relax after hearing my name. “Please, call me Tess. No problem. I totally understand. I’m sorry for having bothered you. I’m at my wits end on this case, and I didn’t know where to turn. I hope you don’t mind me emailing you directly.”

“No, not at all. And please, call me Jara. I understand, though, you already were able to get FBI involvement. Is there anything else I can help with? I’m not officially back yet. I return tomorrow for my physical and debriefing.”

I could hear papers rustling and phones ringing in the background. Tess must be at the station. I heard a door close, and the background noise faded.

“Agent Quinn, I mean Jara, once you get some time, I would love to get your opinion on this case.” Her voice was almost pleading. “I feel I may be too involved to see clues that are right in front of me. Another body was discovered just yesterday, and I’m afraid there will be more. Can I send you some of what I have?”

“Sure, I’d be happy to help. To be honest, I think I’m already on the task force that is assigned to your case. I’d be happy to see what our involvement is going to be. I’ll call you when I know. Is this the best number to reach you?”

“Yes, thank you. I need all the insight I can get. Talk soon.”

I read through the emails again and printed out all the reports Tess sent me. I must have been deep in thought because I didn’t hear Katerina come in until she came up behind me and put her arms around my shoulders. She was kissing my neck before I realized she was even there.

“Wow, that must be some interesting reading if I have to go to this length to get attention.” She pretended to pout.

“Maybe I waited purposely for you to greet me that way.” I pulled her down on my lap and kissed her.

She laughed. “Well, you know, I don’t like to be ignored.”

“Me, ignore you? Never!”

Victoria walked in, and it was obvious she had been crying.

“Mom, what is it? What’s the matter?” Katerina got up and hugged her mother, then led her to the couch. Victoria dabbed her eyes and started to explain.

“A good friend of mine, Jerry Hatfield, was found murdered yesterday. His wife, Susan, is beside herself, and the police won’t tell her anything. They keep asking about her husband’s lifestyle. They’ve asked if he was gay or a crossdresser or something.”

“Was he?” I ask. “A crossdresser I mean.”

Victoria looked up, wide-eyed. “Why are you asking that? The man was murdered! What would that have to do with anything?”

“Victoria, I’m sorry if I sounded callous. I meant no disrespect. Some other murders have occurred lately that have the same cross-dressing element to them.” I looked at Katerina. “That was what I was reading about when you walked in. I may be working on this case.”

Both Victoria and Katerina stared at me.

“And? Is that all you’re going to tell us?” Katerina demanded.

“Kat, I’m not even back to work yet, so yes, that is all I’m going to say.”

Victoria started crying again. “So there have been others?”

“I’m afraid so, yes. I received some emails from a detective in the Connecticut State Police while we were in France. She had asked for FBI help, and we are now involved. I spoke with Travis earlier. He told me the FBI is putting together a task force. If I’m cleared, it sounds as if Travis and I will be on it.”

“Please Jara, if there is anything you can do,” Victoria cried, “I’d be forever grateful. This family is very dear to me.”

Katerina hugged her mother tightly as they cried together on the couch. I put my head in my hands, and my shoulders slumped as a feeling of helplessness washed over me.
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I woke early the next morning feeling unrested and nervous. I wondered if the stiffness in my left shoulder would prevent me from being cleared. I let the warmth from feeling Katerina’s body curled around me ease my nerves. She was still sleeping soundly. She has been my rock, my cheerleader, and my love. She never allowed me to get discouraged with my physical therapy, and our relationship grew even stronger in France. We had a lot of heart-to-heart discussions about my returning to the FBI and her leaving her job in Boston to work at the Foundation. We both need to keep busy.

I kissed her on the forehead and disentangled myself from the bedding. Stepping into the shower, I felt my muscles relax as the hot water soaked over my body. I closed my eyes and tried to clear my mind, welcoming positive energy to my soul. I guess it worked because I felt a familiar pair of hands gently rubbing my back and shoulders.

“I thought maybe you needed a bit of help relaxing,” Katerina said. She continued to rub my stiff muscles while kissing my neck. “You know you have nothing to worry about regarding this clearance. All your medical and physical therapy reports have shown continuing improvement, over 90 percent mobility in your shoulder, plus you have kept up with your counseling appointments. Do you have her report?”

“No, I believe she sent it directly to the FBI. Something about needing it to be in a sealed, confidential envelope. I don’t think she’ll say anything surprising. I mean as in nothing she hasn’t already said to me and that we have worked on. I don’t know what I’ll do if they don’t clear me.”

“I can think of a few things.” Katerina seductively moved her hand to my breast and pulled me to her.

“Although that would be an amazing way to spend my time, I’m afraid you would get bored after a while.” I laughed and brought her hand to my lips.

“I am never bored with you, nor do I think I could be. Life with you could never be dull. And if the unthinkable happens, we’ll figure it out. The FBI is not the only place you can work, you know. Many places could benefit from your expertise, me included.” Katerina smiled and kissed me passionately. We made love in the shower until the alarm went off, saying I needed to leave for my appointment. Katerina began laughing as I ducked out of the shower and grabbed my clothes.

“Well, I almost was able to keep you here, but I guess once a G-man, always a G-man. Anyway, you look great in a G-man uniform.”

I looked down at what I was wearing. Yeah, black pants, white shirt, black shoes, and a black jacket. Nodding my head, I laughed too. “Have to keep it simple for US government folks.”

I threw my hair back in a ponytail and kissed a naked, gorgeous Katerina, then reluctantly walked out of the bathroom.

“Wait a minute. G-man, you’re going to need this.” Katerina handed me a modified, black shoulder holster with a black and silver Glock 19. I looked down at the glistening silver barrel and custom-made grip in awe.

“How—”

“I talked to Travis. He said the FBI was going back to Glocks now, and I knew your gun was gone, still stuck in evidence.”

Next to the Glock was a smaller box.

“Go ahead and open it,” Katerina urged.

The Smith and Wesson J-frame Ladysmith had a wooden handle and a silver barrel. I still had my Ruger for my ankle, but this Ladysmith was amazing.

“I know you like to be prepared for anything. I hope you like them.” Katerina was beaming.

“I love them. Thank you so much. I can’t believe you thought of this!” I was stunned. I picked one up, then the other. They were beautiful. Yes, guns could be beautiful.

“I know how important today is for you. I just wanted you to know how much I support you.”

I sat the boxes down and took Katerina’s hand. Two things hit me at once. One, Katerina was still naked and two, I was going to be late.
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I made it to the New Haven FBI field office and gave my halfhearted apologies for being late.

“I guess you aren’t used to all this traffic so early in the morning.” Travis winked at me.

“Yeah, traffic, traffic was bad. That was it,” I answered, sheepish and red-faced.

Ignoring the exchange between Travis and me, Supervising Special Agent Jack Stewart motioned me down the hall to his office. “So, Miss Quinn, are you ready for the last leg of your return-to-duty process?”

“Yes, sir. Looking forward to it.”

SSA Stewart had a large but comfortable office. Sports pictures, commendations, and a small medal hung on his walls. His desk was an organized mess. Stacks of folders and books covered it, but he seemed to know where everything was. I saw no pictures of his family or friends. There was one photo of a military unit, but I couldn’t tell which branch. SSA Stewart was a tall, muscular man, with dark, short, cropped hair, approximately in his fifties. He was a very sharp dresser, even in his FBI black. He pulled out a stack of folders and a couple of manila envelopes. I noticed a couple were from my doctor and one was from my therapist. I pulled out a chair across from his desk and set my briefcase down.

“No, no, no,” he said, smiling. “I don’t want to be that formal. Let’s sit over here.” He motioned to an area with a couch and two chairs. “Anything to drink,? Coffee, water, or soda?”

“I think I’ve had my fill of coffee.” I didn’t want to seem like I was fidgeting due to caffeine. “Water is fine. Thank you.”

He pulled out a couple of bottles of water from a small fridge in the corner, grabbed the stack of folders, and sat down in one of the chairs. I sat on the couch and placed my case beside me.

“I hear from Travis you got some new weapons. I’m very excited to see how those perform.”

I laughed. “Don’t you mean how I perform?”

He gave me a warm smile that caught me a bit off guard.

“I’m not really worried about your performance, Jara. I’ve been reading that you took some pretty good shots under pressure. I don’t think a still target will be much of an issue for you.”

I relaxed a bit on the couch. “Well sir, I have been in a few pressure situations, but definitely not by my choosing.”

As I crossed my legs, I looked down and saw I was not wearing the socks I had originally picked out. In my rush and distracted state, I grabbed the socks on the bed. They were black...with red letters saying, Takes no shit! Loves a redhead.

Noticing my socks, SSA Stewart smiled. “Adding a little flair to the standard black, huh?”

My face went beet red, as I hurriedly uncrossed my legs. “I am so sorry. I, uh, I must have grabbed the wrong pair.”

Chuckling, SSA Stewart leaned over and pulled his pant leg up, exposing a bright-orange pair of socks. “We all need to show some individuality. It makes the team perform more efficiently. Success for the team is achievable when individuals strive to be their best selves and bring those qualities to the group. Although we are all unique, we share common team goals.”

Nodding my head in agreement, I said, “Still, other socks may be a better fit.”

“You have to admit, though, someone loves you and has your back. Now let’s get down to the matters at hand.”

SSA Stewart pulled out a couple of the folders, nodding his head up and down. “Uh-huh, yes, uh-huh. Okay, yes, that sounds about right.”

I drank my water as I watched him go through folder after folder. I glanced around the room again, taking in the photos and letters of commendation I had missed before. There was a Navy Cross, a Navy Distinguished Service Medal, a Purple Heart, and a Silver Star. He must have noticed me looking at the awards.

“Ignore those,” he said, nodding his head to the wall. “I hung those up because it looks good as a boss. Every one of those medals was earned by being in a unit, not that I did anything extraordinary or by myself.” He looked over at the Purple Heart. “Except I guess that one. Being shot is something personal, don’t you agree?”

I felt a twinge in my shoulder. I had never felt more alone than when I was shot and lying on the cold ground. I had thought of the people I loved and wondered if I would ever see them again. I must have teared up because I felt a tissue being handed to me.

“I’m sorry sir, but you are correct. I took being shot very personally. Had I stayed conscious longer, I might have gotten a little angry.”

“Angry enough for revenge?”

I let out a sigh. “No, not revenge. More like justice. Justice for all the people who were harmed by the person who shot me and the person who was behind it. Granted, I was angry later and, honestly, embarrassed. I had never been hurt on the job before. I felt I had let people down.”

“Uh-huh.” SSA Stewart looked through more papers. “So are you over that now?”

“Over it?” I shrugged my shoulders. “Well, the case is closed.”

“Yes, the case is closed, but are you over it? You know, the pissed-off feeling of being shot and almost dying. The feeling that you let everybody down and allowed Mrs. Lansing to be kidnapped. Are you over that yet?”

SSA Stewart had taken on a different tone, one that wanted to get under my skin. I felt my face get hot and my jaw tighten. Then I looked down at my socks. Takes no shit. Exactly. I’d take no shit.

“Sir, respectfully, yes, I am still angry, but not at what you’re saying. I had no control over being shot, or I would have chosen not to be. I didn’t let anyone down. I did everything I could to the best of my ability. My job was to protect the people under my care and to catch the son of a bitch that caused it all. Sir, I did that. What I’m angry about is that it took me this long to know what is important. I only have control over myself and my actions. And it is 100 percent okay to rely on persons that you trust.”

“Is that all?” he asked, one eyebrow raised just slightly.

“No sir, if I may, I need to use your bathroom. The coffee and water have kicked in.”

A loud, guttural laugh came from this once-stern face. “Good, good, asking for what you need when you need it. Turn right and go down the hall. It’s on the left.”

I headed to the bathroom, still hearing that laugh. I returned to his office a few minutes later to find no one there. I sat for a moment, wondering if I had blown it, when Travis walked in.

“Talk about making an impression. You got the old man to laugh. What did you say?” Travis seemed baffled.

I smiled and shrugged my shoulders.

“Well, whatever it was, you are now wanted at the firing range.” He motioned me down the hall to an elevator that took us to the basement.

The FBI had multiple ranges, but we were going to the one in the basement. I took off my jacket, checked my pockets, and asked Travis to check the back of my shirt.

“The back of your shirt? What the hell for?” I showed him my socks and he smiled. “Katerina.”

“I’m just making sure there are no other surprises.”

I did find a note in my jacket pocket. My love, whatever you set your mind to do, do it with conviction, courage, and caring. I love you, K.

As I approached the entrance of the indoor firing range, the heavy door swung open with a weary creak, revealing a world of controlled chaos. Stepping inside, I was greeted by the sharp scent of gunpowder and the rhythmic report of gunfire, punctuated by the metallic clang of casings hitting the floor.

The firing range was well-lit, bathed in the sterile glow of bright, fluorescent lights that illuminated a row of pristine shooting lanes. The stark contrast between the harsh lighting and the dimly lit hallway created an immediate sense of focus.

The recurring thud of gunfire grew louder as I approached the firing lanes. Overhead, the ventilation system hummed, its low-frequency vibrations melding with the symphony of controlled disorder in the range.

I took in the details. The shooting stall was separated from the adjacent lanes by sturdy partitions, creating a sense of individualized space. Directly ahead
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