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Justice measured in moments.
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With Gratitude. 

To my wife, family, and friends: You have inspired countless conversations, laughter, and adventures that have shaped these retirement years.

Early morning gym sessions, shared travels sparking thrilling novel ideas, and the simple joy of savoring life's exquisite (and sometimes heated) debates—like whether sourdough pizza reigns supreme and whether such culinary treasures are exclusive to Italy—have fueled my creative energy.

And, of course, I proudly serve as my wife’s personal Uber, transporting her to every adventure, near and far. This journey thrives with you by my side.
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Worn but not broken--every struggle shapes a story.
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Chapter one

Every Moment Counts





The room is heavy with silence, broken only by the faint hum of fluorescent lights. Dust motes hang in a thin beam of sunlight, floating aimlessly, while the world outside the hospital window carries on. But inside, time has stopped. 

Alexandra Stone sits motionless in her wheelchair, a still figure against the gray backdrop of the courtyard. Her unkempt blonde hair falls limply over her shoulders, catching faint glints of light as if mocking its former sheen. A faint, fragmented memory flashes before her eyes: the chatter of a classroom, the shuffle of feet. She’s at the front, commanding the room, her voice steady, the power of her words drawing even the most distracted recruits into focus.

“Every negotiation is about lives,” she had said, her gaze unwavering. “Ours, theirs. You don't have to like them, but you have to care enough to listen.” The memory fades, leaving only the faint tick of the wall clock and the weight of the present.

A knock echoes through the room. It’s soft, hesitant, but the figure by the window doesn’t flinch.

Mike Thompson, chief of the FBI, steps inside, his broad frame filling the small space. His shoes press into the threadbare carpet, muffling his footsteps. He stops a few feet away, studying her like she’s a fragile artifact.

“Alex,” he says, his voice low but weighted.

She doesn’t move.

He sinks into the chair across from her, gripping the armrests like they’re the only things tethering him to the ground. On the table between them, the hourglass sits—its glass cloudy with age, its sand frozen in place. Mike’s gaze flickers to it, and something sharp crosses his features.

“You remember this?” He gestures to the hourglass. “Vegas. The mock casino robbery.” A bitter smile tugs at his lips. “You said it reminded you how every moment counts.”

Alex doesn’t react, her eyes fixed on the window.

Mike leans forward, elbows on his knees, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Eight months, Alex. It’s been eight months since the crash. The truck... the wreck...” His voice breaks, and he clears his throat, forcing himself to go on. “I’m trying, Alex. I’m trying to deal with it. But you can’t just—” He stops himself, shaking his head.

“I miss them too. Every damn day.”

Still nothing.

Mike’s hands clench into fists on his thighs, the knuckles white. “You’ve always been the one to pull people back, Alex. You saved lives. Hell, you saved me. And now I’m asking—begging—you to save yourself. Because I can’t do this alone. I’m barely keeping it together.” His voice cracks. “You’re all I’ve got left.”

Her fingers twitch, almost imperceptibly, as if trying to grasp something just out of reach. But it’s gone in an instant, leaving Mike staring at her as if willing her to respond.

The door creaks open. Dr. Kristen Moran, a specialist in trauma recovery and mental illness, steps inside. She is a tall woman in her early forties, with kind, intelligent eyes behind a pair of sleek, rimless glasses. She wears her dark hair in a neat bun and is dressed professionally yet approachable, a soft beige cardigan draped over her shoulders.

Dr. Moran gives Mike a brief, understanding glance, then nods toward the hallway.

“Chief Thompson,” she says softly, “we’ll give her some space now.”

Mike hesitates, his gaze lingering on Alex for one last moment. Then, with a heavy sigh, he stands, walking past Dr. Moran in the doorway, his shoulders slumped. Dr. Moran follows him, and as they exit, she quietly closes the door behind them, leaving the room in stillness.

Dr. Moran's retreat leaves the air heavy with unspoken words, a weight that presses down on the room like a physical presence. Alex's eyes remain locked on the window, her mind a battlefield of fragmented memories and present despair.

 

***


 

Dr. Simon Harrington, a colleague who teaches a course at the FBI Academy titled "Eyeology," steps inside. He specializes in the study of eye movements, particularly pupil dilation, which he maintains can reveal insights that even the most seasoned criminal can't conceal. Harrington believes that pupil dilation, an involuntary response, reacts not only to light but also to psychological stimuli—fear, excitement, arousal, deception.

Simon stands there for a moment, his eyes moving from the door to Alex. He takes a deliberate step forward, his movements slow and controlled. The closer he gets, the more palpable the tension becomes.

He takes his time. Positioning himself slightly to the side of Alex, his gaze aligns with hers, though she continues staring out the window. Any subtle movement, any shift in her focus, the smallest sign that she’s aware of his presence—he watches for it all.

“You’re the best hostage negotiator and profiler we have, Stone.” Harrington’s voice is low but resolute, a steady cadence meant to coax, not demand. “You’ve walked through fire, faced the worst. But this... this isn’t where you stop. It’s not who you are.”

As he speaks, Simon subtly observes her pupils, looking for signs of recognition or emotional response. He knows that pupil dilation can provide insights that Alex herself might not articulate. There’s the faintest flicker in her gaze, but it’s as fleeting as it is ambiguous.

Harrington waits. The seconds stretch on, pulling at him with a strange force, testing his resolve.

Finally, he exhales, the weight of the room pressing down on him. He takes a step back, his eyes lingering on her one last time. The reality settles in—a cold, hard truth. There is no breakthrough. Not today. Not yet.

With a sharp, controlled breath, he turns and walks out, his footsteps muffled against the floor. The door closes behind him with a soft click, and once again, the room falls into a stifling, crushing silence.

Alex remains motionless, her gaze never wavering from the distant view outside. Somewhere in the distance, the faintest echo of her own voice lingers in her mind: Every moment counts.








  
  

Chapter two

Beyond Reach





The sterile hospital room smells faintly of antiseptic, the walls a dull beige that seems to absorb the harsh fluorescence above. Time here is a cruel illusion—both dragging and slipping away unnoticed. Alex Stone sits motionless in a wheelchair near the window, her body present but her essence elsewhere. Her once-sharp blue eyes now stare blankly, the vibrant life behind them hidden by a haze she cannot pierce. 

The faint rhythm of her breathing matches the ticking clock, its sound a cruel mockery of the energy she once carried. Somewhere deep within her mind, flashes of color and sound spark—disjointed memories of an explosion, screams, and the oppressive blackness of a hood pulled tight over her face. They flare and vanish like static, too fast to grasp, too painful to endure.

In an adjoining observation room, Mike Thompson stands stiffly by the window, staring at Alex. The tension in his shoulders mirrors the storm of helplessness he feels. “She was the best,” he murmurs to no one in particular, his reflection in the glass cold and foreign.

Dr. Kristen Moran exhales and takes a seat at the small desk, cluttered with folders bearing Alex’s name. Her lab coat is pristine, but sleepless nights and mounting frustration shadow her face. She adjusts the glasses perched on her nose and flips through the most recent notes.

“We’ve exhausted nearly every treatment available,” she says finally, her voice steady but tinged with regret. “Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy, EMDR... even antidepressants. We’ve tried movement therapies, art, music—anything that might provoke a reaction. She’s completely unresponsive.”

Mike turns sharply, his fists clenched at his sides. “And you’re telling me that’s it? That’s all we can do?” His voice cracks, the weight of his emotions barely restrained.

Dr. Moran meets his gaze. “It’s not for lack of trying. Alex doesn’t engage with any of it. She doesn’t resist, either. It’s as if... she’s not here anymore.”

Mike’s eyes dart to Alex, her silhouette outlined by the pale light streaming through the window. His mind races back to missions they shared, her quick thinking and unyielding strength.The image doesn’t match the hollow figure before him.

“What about EMDR?” he presses.

“We tried it.” Dr. Moran folds her hands, her words more clinical now. “Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing works by reprocessing traumatic memories using bilateral stimulation. It’s effective with PTSD patients. But Alex...” She shakes her head. “She refuses to revisit her past. Without that step, there’s no way to help her process the trauma.”

Alex’s hands rest on the wheelchair arms, limp and pale. For a moment, her fingers twitch, but the movement is too subtle to notice. Somewhere in the recesses of her mind, fragments shift—a voice calling her name, the warm weight of her newborn’s tiny hand in hers, hostages at risk. Focus, Alex. Get them out alive. The thought flashes and fades.

Mike paces, raking a hand through his hair. “She’s not responding to the medication, either?”

“No.” Dr. Moran’s tone softens.“We’ve cycled through SSRIs, SNRIs, tricyclics... nothing. Her body isn’t rejecting them, but it’s not benefiting either. It’s like her entire system is in stasis.”

The silence grows heavy, pressing against the walls like an unwelcome guest. Dr. Moran hesitates before speaking again. “There is one thing we haven’t tried.”

Mike stops mid-step, his gazes napping to her. “What is it?”

Dr. Moran straightens, steeling herself. “Isolation isn’t helping. I suggest moving her to the common area for psychiatric observation. The environment there is more dynamic—other patients, social interactions, external stimuli. It might provoke something. Even a small reaction could be progress.”

Mike’s expression hardens. “You want to throw her into a room with people who could be violent, unstable? She’s not like them. She doesn’t belong there.”

“She doesn’t belong anywhere right now,” Dr. Moran counters, her voice rising slightly. “That’s the problem. If we leave her here, she’ll keep fading. This might be the only way to reach her.”

Alex’s chest rises and falls, a rhythm so steady it feels unnatural. Inside, a flicker of memory stirs: the sharp crack of gunfire, the metallic taste of fear, the weight of guilt pressing like a vise. But it slips away, leaving only emptiness in its wake.

Dr. Simon Harrington enters the observation room quietly, his calm demeanor diffusing the escalating tension. He steps closer to the glass, observing Alex intently. “She’s not gone,” he says softly, more to himself than anyone else. “She’s still in there. She’s just... disconnected.”

Mike shakes his head. “Disconnected? She’s a ghost, Simon. She won’t fight for herself.” His voice drops to a whisper. “She doesn’t care anymore.”

Dr. Harrington turns to him, his gaze steady. “Then we have to care for her, Chief Thompson. Even when she can’t. Especially then.”

The words hang in the air. Mike’s throat tightens as he looks at Alex, her figure bathed in the cold light of an unfeeling world. His jaw sets. “Fine,” he says, his voice hoarse. “Do what you have to do. But if anything happens to her—”

“It won’t,” Dr. Moran interrupts, her tone resolute. “We’ll monitor her closely.”

Unseen by them, Alex’s hand twitches again, the movement almost imperceptible. But in her mind, a faint whisper breaks through the void: Keep going.








  
  

Chapter three

The Weight of Choices





Mike leans back in his chair, the haunting strains of Miles Davis filling the room from his vintage record player. The needle crackles slightly, a reminder of its analog charm. His fingers tap rhythmically against his knee, though the movement is more reflexive than deliberate. Across the room, his FBI badge rests on the coffee table, dull and smeared with fingerprints. Mike rises, picks it up and retrieves his handkerchief, methodically polishing the metal as he always does, a ritual that brings him a semblance of order. 

The espresso machine hisses in the background, breaking his focus. He pours a single shot into his favorite ceramic cup, and, out of habit, pours a second into Alex’s usual demitasse. The sight of the empty chair across the table feels like a weight pressing on his chest. He sips his coffee, his gaze lingering on her untouched cup, the aroma filling the air like a ghost of her presence.

He sets his cup down abruptly and glances at the stack of case files on his desk. He sighs, realizing another day has arrived, another assignment where justice seems just out of reach. The top case file is marked "Confidential." He opens the file, scanning the details of a suspect released on a technicality. His jaw tightens. Justice and the law—two sides of the same coin, yet often worlds apart.

The thought spirals, tugging at memories he’s tried to bury. His wife’s voice echoes faintly in his mind, always complaining of aches and pains. He had dismissed her concerns, chalking them up to her hypochondria, only to realize too late that her cancer was real. Too late to save her. Too late to repair the damage. His hand grips the edge of the table until his knuckles whiten.

The strain becomes unbearable. With a sudden motion, he grabs the glass of whiskey sitting on the counter and hurls it against the wall. It shatters with a violent crash, shards raining onto the floor like jagged stars. The sound silences the room, even the record player seeming to pause in deference. Mike’s chest heaves, his breath shallow and erratic, but the momentary release offers no solace.

He doesn’t bother cleaning up the mess. Instead, he moves to the window, staring out at his neighbor’s brick wall, indifferent to the turmoil boiling within him. His fingers twitch as if reaching for the phone to call his estranged kids, but the weight of guilt keeps him frozen. They wouldn’t pick up—not after how he failed them, too.

A sharp knock at the door cuts through the silence. Mike doesn’t move, his eyes fixed on the horizon. The knock comes again, louder this time. Simon’s voice carries through the door, muffled but insistent.

“Mike, it’s me. Open up.”

Mike exhales sharply, but does not answer. He remains rooted to the spot, his face impassive as he listens to Simon knock again before finally giving up. The footsteps recede, leaving Mike alone with the remnants of his outburst.

His gaze falls on the record player. He flips the vinyl to a new track, letting the mournful melody wash over him. The music doesn’t erase the turmoil, but it provides a fleeting balm. He retrieves the espresso cup meant for Alex and sets it back on the counter, its contents untouched. The action feels symbolic, a gesture for someone who isn’t there but who somehow still anchors him.

The glint of his badge catches his eye again, lying amidst the clutter of the coffee table. He picks it up, turning it over in his hand, the smooth metal now pristine. It’s a reminder of his duty—a duty he has always upheld, though at great personal cost. The badge feels heavier than usual tonight.

As the last notes of the record fade, Mike sinks into his chair, gripping his badge tightly. The tension in his chest remains, but his resolve hardens. Tomorrow, he’ll step back into the field. Tomorrow, he’ll face the world again. For now, he sits in the stillness, the shards of glass catching the faint light like scattered regrets, and lets the jazz carry him somewhere far from the weight of his choices.
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