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			To my brother Joe Campo, the first “character” I ever met, who is now, I am sure, cracking up every angel he meets.

			To my niece, Sue Campo, who left us too soon. 

			To Anthony Lombardo, Retired First Grade Detective NYPD, a dear friend and contributor to my work, whose entire life and career redefined “meritorious.” You’ll see Anthony standing next to Saint Peter staring down the wise guys and letting them know he’ll be watching them. 

			And to the 13 members of our U.S. armed services who joined a long list of men and women dating back to the Revolutionary War, who have become the currency by which the cost of freedom is paid. 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			One year ago …

			Federal Agent Brooke Burrell was out for blood. Crouched low, with her sidearm in both hands, hunting her prey as she darted between the maze of cars stalled on the city-bound lanes of the Manhattan Bridge. Her bruised ribs, under her nearly perforated Kevlar vest, complained with almost every footfall.

			All the while her eyes were locked on the blue-and-white ambulance commandeered by the son of a bitch who shot her. He had killed so many while almost destroying New York City in a terrorist attack. The murderous bastard wasn’t going to escape this time.

			-ƒ-

			In the driver’s seat of the ambulance, Paul Grundig was frustrated with the traffic. Then he heard something over the unit’s police band scanner that made him rethink his plan to get to the Wall Street heliport, which was his back-up escape point. There, he had a helicopter waiting to take him to Teterboro Airport and his chartered jet standing by to fly him to Turks and Cacaos and a new identity. 

			The radio squawked, “All units, the federal authorities have closed the Manhattan Bridge in pursuit of an ambulance believed to have suspects fleeing the attack on Big Allis. All non-assigned units are ordered to converge on the bridge.”

			Paul looked around. So far, no cops were charging the ambulance, but that wouldn’t last long. He looked in the back at Girbram. He was lying on a gurney, having taken a slug in the leg. He would only slow Paul down.

			“What are we going to do?” Girbram asked.

			“We?” Paul said as he put the barrel of his gun on the sheet over Girbram’s heart and fired.

			Paul went out the driver’s side of the rig and looked for a way off the bridge.

			-ƒ-

			Brooke saw him get out. She was hidden from his view by the back of the ambulance. She stepped lightly with her gun pointed straight up. People in the cars around her ducked, some mesmerized. Some idiot beeped his horn.

			-ƒ-

			Paul instinctively turned in the direction of the beep and caught a glimpse of someone moving between the cars to his rear. He ran towards the middle of the span. 

			-ƒ-

			Keeping low, Brooke followed him from the far side of the cars. When she peeked over the hood of a car, Paul had disappeared. She stood and scanned the area but saw no sign of him among the people who got out of their cars to see why the traffic was at a standstill. She ran over to the edge of the roadway and up ahead saw Paul climbing down the slanted girders of the bridge. Smaller lattice-like straps of steel across the girders made for a simple ladder of sorts.

			Brooke closed her eyes. For a second, she considered just calling it in and letting the cops handle this, but a sociopathic killer like Paul would not give up, and he’d use the people in the cars as human shields at some point, and maybe get away. Then she thought about all the death and pain this son of a bitch had caused, and before she had a chance to stop herself, she had holstered her gun and was over the side and climbing down, fitting her foot into the latticework while holding onto the grimy girders.

			-ƒ-

			Paul jumped the last few feet from the girder down onto the pedestrian walkway. The M train rumbled down the middle of the bridge that carried the subway line, as well as cars, between Brooklyn and Manhattan. Paul looked back and, seeing the woman’s arms and hands holding onto the steel cross-girders as she descended, took a shot at her.

			-ƒ-

			The bullet hit the beam and shattered in front of Brooke. She slipped and fell the last five feet to the ground. It knocked the wind out of her for a moment. Her vest took the brunt of the red-hot, scattered lead, but a fragment pierced the fleshy part of her left arm. Her sleeve became wet with blood, but it wasn’t too deep. She groaned as she shook away the pain and unsteadily got herself up. A runner who was jogging by stopped to help her.

			“Thank you. But take cover. Get everybody down.” She pulled her US Treasury windbreaker aside, flashing her tin clipped to her belt. “I’m a cop, and there’s a guy with a gun up ahead. Get everyone down.”

			Another shot rang out and skidded across the concrete of the walkway. There were only a few pedestrians on the walkway. The jogger crouched low and yelled at those who were walking to get down.

			The wide-open walkway provided no cover for Brooke. The cyclone fence that separated the walkway from the train tracks had many pad locked service gates, one was a few feet from her. She took out her gun, aimed, turned her head and fired three times at the lock. 

			With great pain shooting through her, she kicked the gate, and the perforated and mangled lock gave way. The gate swung open and she got out of Paul’s line of fire as a bullet whipped by where she had been standing a split second before. The long chain-linked fence between her and Paul offered a small amount of cover. He couldn’t get off a clean shot through the chain link from an angle.

			-ƒ-

			From the cockpit of his news and traffic helicopter directly above the bridge, pilot and traffic reporter, Tom Colletti, called out over the NYPD radio frequency. “The woman, er …” He tried to remember the code name she identified herself with. “… Stiletto! Stiletto is pinned down in a gun fight right below me, in the middle of the Manhattan Bridge. She needs help.” He didn’t notice the red indicator light still flashing above the “recording” button of the copter’s high-resolution gimbal-ball-mounted camera.

			-ƒ-

			Paul couldn’t get a clear shot through the wire of the fencing at the shallow angle, so at the next gate he also shot the lock off. Once inside the subway’s right-of-way he advanced along the trackside towards Brooke’s position.

			Brooke was taking cover behind a tool shed alongside the tracks. As she peeked around the corner, a shot ricocheted off the edge of the structure. Instinctively, she groaned and fell against the shed as if she were hit.

			-ƒ-

			Paul saw her get hit and stepped up his pace. With his gun stretched out in both hands, he carefully approached the shed that Brooke had used for cover. He was four feet from the side of it when she suddenly rolled out on the floor and fired as soon as she cleared the shed. Paul couldn’t drop his weapon fast enough to take a good bead on her on the ground and his bullet angled over Brooke’s head. But Brooke’s shot was also a little off the mark. Instead of being dead from a solid hit, center mass, Paul grabbed his side.

			“Drop the gun!” Brooke yelled over the loud buffeting sound of the helicopter directly overhead. “Drop the gun or I will drop you where you stand.” She struggled to her feet in three separate painful moves, while keeping the gun shakily trained on his heart.

			“Okay … Okay.” He dropped the gun. “You know, we can still make a deal.”

			Brooke’s blood began to boil. “How much? A million?” She fired into his leg, and he fell back onto the tracks. “A million for Nigel? Or two million for Charlene Logan?” She fired into his other leg. “Make it three million for Cynthia.” She fired again into his thigh. “Or make it five”—she fired again into his other thigh—“for my staff—the nineteen people, mothers and fathers that will never go home again.”

			She saw Paul was in agony. But couldn’t see the  small .32 caliber pistol he was hiding under his body which was aimed at her, from the hip, so to speak.

			With the chopper above, neither heard it, but she caught it out of the corner of her eye. It was a silver blur for a split second, then the speeding M train slammed into Paul just as he got a shot off. Brooke averted her eyes from the moment of impact. When she opened them a second later, she said, “And that was for Joe Garrison.” The man that Paul had pushed to his death under the wheels of the Lexington Avenue subway train, starting this whole nightmare.

			Then, as though she had just seen something she couldn’t make out, she tilted her head sideways. The look on her face was one of someone trying to remember what she had just been thinking. Then she coughed. Blood trickled down from her lips. Her last conscious thought was of her husband and the child she was hoping they’d have but would now never hold.  

			A cry escaped her lips and she collapsed.

			Three days later …

			At New York Presbyterian Hospital, Nurse Phyllis Pasquarella was holding up her iPhone and showing her day-shift replacement the most impressive selfie that she’d ever taken. It was of her and the president of the United States standing right next to her at her station on the fifteenth floor. Both women’s eyes were wide in excitement as the very man she had stood next to in the picture was now on the TV addressing the nation.

			A tall navy officer interrupted, “Excuse me …”

			One look and Phyllis said, “Room 1501, first room on your right.”

			-ƒ-

			He didn’t expect the trepidation and fear that hit him the moment he saw her, in this room, in the bed, hooked up to all manner of machines. His eyes moistened. She was sleeping. There were IVs in her arm and a soft plastic oxygen cannula under her nose. 

			The navy man looked down to see the Medal of Freedom pinned to her blanket. It had been awarded to her personally by his and her “boss,” president of the United States, James Mitchell, who’d been there an hour earlier. He was sorry he’d missed the moment, but his thirteen-hour flight from Diego Garcia had fought head winds over the Pacific. He was also delayed by a Pacific squall that prevented him from leaving his submarine for the first twenty-four hours after he found out his wife was wounded leading the counterattack against the terrorists. 

			Now, with just the two of them in the room, Commander Brett “Mush” Morton, captain of the USS Nebraska, leaned over and kissed his wife’s forehead, smoothing back her hair gently with the tips of his trembling fingers, trying not to disturb her. 

			The doctors had told him over the phone that she wasn’t even aware of the bullet that nicked her femoral artery in the gunfight on the bridge. Adrenaline, he thought. Then he thanked God that the first SWAT cop on the scene was a former military medic and immediately stemmed the rapidly fatal loss of blood that a femoral injury normally brings about.

			The beeping of the respiratory monitors punctuated the low sound of the TV as the president, now speaking at the memorial service for those who died in the attack on New York, continued on his theme about courage … about her.

			He put his hand on hers. He felt the surgical tape from the PICC IV needle in her arm under his fingers. The president finished his remarks and a lone bugle played “Taps.” Even with the TV behind him, Mush could hear it echoing off the buildings across the way from City Hall.

			Her lips were dry and parched. He poured some water into a cup and, with his finger, lightly moistened her lips. She stirred. Brooke’s eyebrows raised, then her eyes half opened.

			He smiled and said softly, “Hi, babe. You had us all worried here.”

			It took a second for her eyes to focus, but then she closed them again as a broad grin covered her sleepy face. “Mush, you’re home!” she managed through a breathy sigh. 

			“For good. I’m going to take care of you. Be there for you. Be there for our family.”

			She hitched her head in a gesture for him to come closer.

			He leaned in, kissing her on her cheek.

			She swallowed dryly then said in a weak voice, “We’ll have … have to work on that …”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Every passenger fumbled to grab their armrests as the giant, hi-tech Boeing 787 Dreamliner, cruising at 33,000 feet over the Pacific, suddenly made a gut-wrenching lurch to the left. Everyone screamed and was terrorized. Everyone except the man in 33A who already had a grip on his open laptop … and a smile on his face. 

			-ƒ-

			Six miles below, the plane was a mere dot in the cobalt-blue Oahu, Hawaii sky as Brooke Burrell-Morton looked at her watch then blew her whistle. “Good go-round! Okay, hit the showers. Remember, everybody’s here at 1 p.m. tomorrow to drill before the game.” 

			Her girls collected the soccer balls and brought them to the team’s equipment manager, Jenny Kupalli, who stuffed the duffle bag and dragged it behind her as she walked off the field, slump shouldered.

			Outside the locker room, Brooke waited for the teenage girl to head to class. “Jenny, may I have a word with you?”

			“Yes, coach?”

			Brooke didn’t like this new bruise over her left cheek. She decided not to comment on it but instead asked, “Do you have a dog?”

			That confused the high school junior. “Uh, no.”

			“I just wanted to make sure because you’ve been moping around school and practice today like somebody ran over your puppy.” 

			Brooke tilted her head down and to the left to catch Jenny’s averted eyes. Even though she ended the question with a lilt and smile, the girl seemed to shrink and said in a weak tone, “Sorry, coach,” and walked away.

			Brooke’s coaxing smile dissolved to tight-lipped concern as she watched the young woman fade into the packed hallway of students returning to afternoon classes after the Friday break period. Her phone vibrated.

			Brooke waited until she was in her office in the athletic department before she even looked at the phone. Long ago she had decided to be a quiet example to the device-addicted students by not being tied to her smartphone. She consciously avoided using it in the hallways or classrooms of Pearl Harbor High. Besides, it was probably her husband, Mush, just letting her know he’d be home regular time today. Just like most every other day since he got promoted to rear admiral. 

			-ƒ-

			Brent “Mush” Morton did his best to let his wife, Brooke, know he was okay with driving a regulation navy desk rather than the 5.7 billion-dollar USS Nebraska, a fleet missile boat, in which he had been tooling around in, and under, the Indian Ocean, when he first “picked her up”… literally. 

			She didn’t have to try as hard to show him that she was good with their new married life together, embracing the vastly spun-down pace of not being a lead agent or director of a federal law enforcement agency. For Brooke this wasn’t hard. She was so ready for married life. 

			The bump pushing at the waistline of the PHHS tracksuit that she wore when she coached was proof that she was on her way. She looked down at the phone, expecting to see “Mush” listed as the last call. “Uh oh,” was all that escaped her lips.

			Brooke had faced down terrorists, been shot by bad guys, and outwitted homicidal maniacs, but a message from her baby doctor sent fear rippling through her body. That was because she half expected the universe to play a trick on her. 

			After all, it had been her job. She had vowed to protect and defend the constitution. In the line of duty, she was called on, or forced, to do things that contradicted her beliefs. She had the “warriors dilemma.” The contradiction that killing the enemy was still violating the ten commandments. There was no “But!” addendum to “Thou shall not kill.” No asterisk denoting: “* except for enemies of your country.” Yet she, and everyone else who ever took a life in the name of the greater good, hoped there was that special exemption for “bad dudes” who would kill millions if not stopped. But she figured there wasn’t, that her duty to her country put a black mark on her eternal soul. Therefore, her pregnancy had an evil specter over it. It was foreboding, and she was half-expecting her “bad” karma to be returned to her in some horrible event preventing her from bringing her baby to term. 

			Then she relaxed and said, “Hello, hormones. You’ve had your fun, now go away.” 

			-ƒ-

			Brooke was relieved. The call from her OBGYN was just to let her know her iron levels were a little lower than they’d like. Her obstetrician recommended an over-the-counter iron supplement to boost the levels.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The opulent, all-glass, I.M. Pei-inspired UniDynamics main office in Oahu was the posterchild of garage-born digital startups—gone monster. The parking lot was full of higher-end vehicles. There wasn’t an expensive ride that was over three years old in the entire lot. It made her wonder, Does the janitor park out back or is that his Mercedes 300 on the end?  

			One thing was certain: the Rolls-Royce Sweeptail parked nearest the main entrance in a spot separated from the others had to be the personal transportation of the twenty-eight-year-old surfer dude, Brian “Duke” Sterling, who came up with algorithms. Algorithms for everything from phone companies, to military radar, to aerospace. 

			Right alongside the multimillion-dollar set of British wheels sat a pristine 1930s Ford wagon, with actual wood along the sides. It had no back seat, and three brightly colored surfboards stuck out from where the rear window should be. It was the “escape pod” for the billionaire who was so addicted to surfing that he celebrated making his first one hundred million by moving his company, lock, stock and barrel, to the land of Diamond Head. Ostensibly, so that he could catch a wave between billion-dollar contracts.  

			At 5 p.m. Brooke waited outside by the vinyl wrapped to a satin-blue, BMW 850 in the spot with the name T. Kupalli on the concrete parking baluster. She had learned that Jenny’s father, Tua Kupalli, was a superstar programmer for the company. She had also learned, through her old buddies at the FBI, that he had a minor criminal record, mostly for bar fights and, in one case, killing a neighbor’s cat. But that kind of rap sheet was almost normal for most Hawaiian males who grew up in the coffee plantations of Kona. It was a hard life in this otherwise paradisiacal environment, and this breed of islanders lived by “survival-of-the-fittest” rules. The fact that he had an unusually high level of computer skills was his ticket out of that life.  

			Brooke knew she was sticking her nose in where it didn’t belong, but Jenny’s bruises and recalcitrance were sure signs of abuse. Maybe she could help her father if he noticed it too—or at least that was her “good angels” rationale as she saw him approach his car. He was shorter than she expected. Jenny was already five-nine. Must be the mother, she thought. 

			As he got closer, he removed his sunglasses and recognized her. “You’re from Jenny’s school?” He put his briefcase in the car.

			That surprised Brooke. She had never seen him before. “Yes, I’m Jenny’s soccer coach. I was wondering if I could have a word with you?”

			“About Jenny?”

			“Yes. You see, I’m concerned.”

			He banged the top of his car. “Is there something she’s screwing up at school?”

			Brooke was thrown by his sudden rage. “No, no, not at all. But she has been somewhat despondent lately. I was wondering if you knew of any reason, pressures or issues at home?”

			He looked her up and down, judging her. “What are you getting at, Miss …?”

			“Brooke, Mrs. Brooke Burrell-Morton.”

			“You’re married? To a guy? Usually you phys-ed girls …”

			Brooke stepped in. “Usually what?”

			He looked her up and down again. “Nothing. So what’s your point?”

			Brooke’s years of police and investigative procedure kicked in and she reverted back to the persona she had when she carried a federal badge. “Look, Mr. Kupalli, by Hawaii state law, I am duty bound to report any suspicions to the authorities. But I know how that can destroy lives and careers.” She looked over at the sleek edifice of UniDynamics main office.

			“Are you threatening me?” Now he stepped in.

			She modified her instinct to physically stiff-arm him and, instead, put her hand up in a “stop” gesture. “Hey, back off. I’m trying to give you a chance to fix this. Before …”

			“Before what, you skinny dyke?”

			She put both her hands up, rather than putting her fist in his face. “Whoa, you are out of control. I can see this was a mistake.” She shook it off and turned to walk away.

			He called after her, “Your big mistake, girly. You forget all about this, you hear me?”

			Brooke stopped, took a deep breath, and started towards her car. Then she thought about Jenny. Brooke had training, could floor this guy in seven different ways and slap the cuffs on him before he took his next breath—if she still had cuffs—but Jenny could only put up her hands to cover her face and take it. She about-faced, marched up and got into his. “Are you beating your daughter? Does that make you feel like you’re in charge? Things suck at work? Taking it out on Jenny?”

			“Fuck you, cunt!” He punched the side of his BMW and actually dented the door. “You stay away from me and Jenny or …”

			Brooke decided to dip into her past life and training. She got big. It was how she was trained to confront and not run from threats. “Or what? Are you threatening me? You giving me a reason to get a restraining order against you? You know what? Forget you. I’m going to report you to the school board, child services, and, I’m sure, your probation officer.”

			All 260 pounds of Tau Kupalli lunged at her. Brooke deftly deflected him, and he fell, smashing his head into the side of his already dented door. He fell onto the ground, down and out for the count. 

			A crowd of UD employees had formed, attracted by the yelling and the altercation. Most of them were in shock. Brooke used her command voice. “Someone call the police. I’ll need some of you who saw this as witnesses.” 

			A six-foot-four bald-headed man threaded through the crowd. “I’m Lawson, head of UniDynamics’ security. Ma’am, please step away from Mr. Kupalli.”

			In a plain and declarative voice, free from excitement or exertion, she informed him that, “He attacked me. And then he fell.”

			“Please step away,” he said as he helped a groggy Kupalli to his feet. “You okay, Mr. K? Do you want to press charges?”

			“Him press charges? He attacked me.” She looked up. The crowd was walking away. Quickly the reality hit her: they were all afraid for their jobs. This creep, Kupalli, must be a big kahuna here in the surfer’s kingdom. Then she flashed on who she was now. An admiral’s wife, in an altercation with a “kanaka maoli” … A white admiral’s wife at that. This could not end well. She turned to the corporate cop. “Do you care to take my name?”

			“He’s not pressing charges, so why don’t you just leave the property.”

			Against everything she believed, all she had been in her previous life, and the justice she fought for all her career, Brooke surprised herself and decided to just walk away. Her rationale was that this Kupalli thug wasn’t long for civilized society. He’d bring attention to himself again. She just hoped it wouldn’t be by murdering his daughter. 

			-ƒ-

			The usual, “So how was your day, dear?” dinner conversation at the Burrell-Morton home was decidedly more colorful than most nights. She told him of her suspicions and confrontation with Kupalli.

			Mush put down his fork. “No! He went for you?” 

			“The idiot was off balance and too low.”

			He shook his head as he chuckled. “A guy twice your weight comes at you, and all you can do is critique his attack posture?”

			“Mush, this guy is a classic enraged male. He wasn’t acting, just reacting.”

			“Still, I think I’d like to have a chat with this tub of lard,” Mush said, setting his jaw.

			She reached across the table and grabbed his hand. “Oh, that’s sweet, Admiral, but as much as I love you for wanting to defend me, save it for something that’s a real threat. Anyone could see this jerk coming a mile away. Besides, I think Mr. Kupalli and I are never going to cross paths again.”

			“I don’t know. That sounds pretty ominous. I mean, coming from you, an ex-operator with three service stars, three gunshot scars and secret commendations that no one will see for seventy-five years.” 

			Brooke frowned. She knew Mush loved her for who she was now, and not for her exploits working for the president of the United States and the Quarterback Operations Group. She looked him in his eyes. “Honey, focus on the ‘ex’ part of ex-operator. I’m now very happy to be Mrs. Admiral Lady.”

			“Fair enough.” He gently caressed her hand. “So how was the rest of your day, dear?” he said as he placed smile “number 3” on his face.

			“Well, after that brief encounter, I went to Ewa Beach and sat and looked at the water and put everything into perspective. And it worked. I’ve decided that if I see any further signs of abuse, I’ll go through proper channels. But between you and me, I’d like to think that just by me confronting him, I’m letting him know that someone was watching him, and that might just alter his behavior.”

			“Let’s hope so.”

			“Want dessert?”

			“What do we got?”

			“Fresh strawberries, and I think there’s some vanilla ice cream left over from the weekend.”

			“Great, let’s have it out on the lanai.”

			“Perfect,” she said as they collected the plates and went into the kitchen. 

			Out on the lanai, Brooke set out the strawberries, ice cream and Brussels sprouts. Mush demurred from any mention of oddity, having already acceded to her new cravings. Instead he said, “I still think I want to go have a chat with Mr. Kupalli.”

			“That’s sweet, but really, it was nothing. He’s just out of control, and maybe I shouldn’t have confronted him. It’s just that when I saw Jenny …”

			“Your maternal instincts kicked in?” 

			“More and more lately.” She worked the spoon into the frozen rock-hard ice cream. 

			“Here, let me …” Mush took the spoon and the container. 

			“My hero!” she said with a sigh. 

				

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The next morning as Brooke had the girls doing warmup drills before the game, she kept an eye out for Jenny. She forced herself to focus on the game. During time-outs she’d look over to the sidelines, but no Jenny. 

			Having coached the girls to a narrow win, Brooke’s elation was tempered because she couldn’t help worrying about Jenny. Had the big slob taken out his anger with her on his daughter? Is the poor thing cowered in her room, or, worse, in an emergency room? Her mind was full of guilt. She saw Gladys Goldstein in the stands. She was the school guidance counselor, and, as a great supporter of the school, always came to the games to cheer the girls on, even on a Saturday. 

			As they were leaving, Brooke made a point to catch up with her. “Gladys, got a minute?”

			“Sure, Brooke. Nice game. It was touch and go there for a second.”

			Brooke nodded her head and added, “But that Shelly girl, she’s got a sixth sense for where the ball is.”

			“I guess it’s all about the goalie.”

			“Certainly, for defense …” Brooke stopped walking.

			Gladys noticed and also stopped. She walked back. She tilted her head.

			“Gladys, Jenny Kupalli didn’t show today. I’m concerned,” Brooke said.

			Gladys looked both ways and spoke in a lower voice. “Are you talking about what concerns me as well?”

			“The bruises?” Brooke said.

			“Yes.” 

			“I confronted her dad and …”

			“Hold it. You did what? Brooke, we’re just educators. That’s the job of Child Services or the police.”

			“I know, but I thought I could reason with him, so I went to his work ...”

			“What! You shouldn’t do anything like that off of school property, Brooke. The union’s jurisdiction, the school’s insurance coverage and the state’s legal coverage only applies to school grounds. You took a big risk, Brooke.”

			“Yes, I guess I’m new to all this.”

			“Look, abused kids are an epidemic around here. Too many drugs, too much sun. Hell, too much coffee. Whatever it is … If we put our careers on the line for every child that is a victim of something, there wouldn’t be enough teachers left for the rest of them. We have to let the authorities do their job and we’ll do ours. If you want to fill out a TO-250 form, come to my office on Monday. I’m a notary, and we can get it processed the next day. Then you’ll be out of it, Brooke.” 

			At that moment, an Oahu police cruiser pulled up to them as they stood in the parking lot. Two female officers got out. They approached the two ladies. 

			Brooke had an immediate fear. Oh my God, Jenny is dead! 

			One of the cops checked her phone. She held it up. On it was a picture that somebody who had witnessed the entire altercation had taken of Brooke standing over Kupalli in the parking lot the day before. “Is this you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Would you come with us, please?”

			“What’s this all about?”

			“You are a person of interest in the murder of Tau Kupalli.”

			Gladys put her hands over her mouth. 

			“Is his daughter Jenny alright?” Brooke said. 

			“Please come with us, ma’am.” The other cop opened the back door to the police car.

			Brooke looked around. She was worried about how this looked, but because she and Gladys had stopped to talk, everyone else was already in the parking lot. As she was getting in, the cop put her hand above her head to guide her into the back cage of the cop car. Brooke turned to Gladys. “Call Jenny. Text me that she’s okay.”

			Gladys nodded and hurried back to her office to pull Jenny’s records. 

			-ƒ-

			On the way over, Brooke knew that trying to talk to these cops who were sent to get her was fruitless, so she just watched the Hawaiian landscape pass by as she tried to get her head around, Kupalli murdered. The cop didn’t say the murder of Kupalli and his daughter, so that was a good sign. Then her cop mind went to the dark side. Did Jenny do it? Finally lashing out? Was his fast-trigger temper to blame? One thing she knew for sure: Jenny’s life was changed forever. 

			She looked at her phone, hoping to get a message from Gladys that Jenny was alright. Then an odd notion came to her. It was her first time in the back of a police car. This unit was rigged for prisoner transport. It had a caged-in back seat, like a taxi, but with a hard plastic, one-piece back seat bench. Easier to hose down vomit, blood, lice or spit, she thought. She ran her finger along the rail used to cuff a prisoner to, and, given that she was just being driven to an interview, thought, Like an Uber, only with restraint bars.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Brooke was escorted to the lobby of a government building where a tall man, wearing a sharp-cut suit and perfect tan, extended his hand as he introduced himself. “Mrs. Morton? Kyle Simms, head of 5-0.”

			“Pleasure, Simms. Let’s get to it,” Brooke said as if she had been the one to call this meeting. It made him raise an eyebrow. 

			He extended his arm in the direction of the elevator. “Please.” The well-mannered Simms let her enter first. He pressed the button for the top floor. She noticed the manicured hand. Buffed, not polished. She detected the faint smell of cigars. Must have caught him coming back from a smoke break, she imagined.

			“To the right,” he said as the elevator door opened. He pointed to the glass doors of a sunlit corner office. When they entered, he gestured to a small conference table opposite his very impressive desk. She noticed his “Love Me Wall.” It was de rigueur for military officers. His was filled with photos and newspaper headlines in wood frames. There was a plaque on the wall: Operation Desert Storm. A framed picture showed a platoon of Rangers. From across the room, she couldn’t make out which one of the younger men was Simms. A Ranger beret with a silver bar pinned to it was resting on the credenza. It told Brooke he had been a first lieutenant. Brooke took a seat.

			“Coffee?” Simms said.

			Brooke considered it, then her overactive bladder of late. “No thanks. Is Jenny Kupalli alright?”

			“The daughter? Yes, she’s with child services right now.” 

			“Thank God. I was so worried when she didn’t show for the game this morning.”

			“Mrs. Morton, you are here as a courtesy. I have an inkling of your former service to our country. So I wanted to give you every chance to tell me your side of the story.”

			“Courtesy? You send a unit, a cage unit? To my school! You could have just called me. I would have driven right over.”

			“I’m sorry, you know how this goes. I ask them to drive you over as a courtesy, and somehow they assign an RMP, not a detective’s car. Sorry. Wasn’t intentional.” 

			Brooke wasn’t buying it. She had used this technique to soften persons of interest the same way by putting a little police procedural fear into them before their conversation. “Are you considering me as a suspect?”

			“Again, right now you are a POI. Nothing more.”

			“Let me ask you, are you recording, transcribing or in any way preserving our conversation today, Saturday at 2:03 p.m. at 5-0 headquarters?”

			Simms smiled. If they were, and they weren’t, she just made the whole practice inadmissible in court. “No. Kyle Simms, Deputy Director of Law Enforcement, HPD state police department,” he said, clarifying his rank just to match her pseudo-official disclaimer. 

			His official response told Brooke that she didn’t need a lawyer. Over the next ten minutes she read him in on her total encounter with Mr. Kupalli and her suspicions about Jenny’s abuse. 

			He listened intently, scratching notes. When she paused, he waited. But she was not falling for the “fill-the-silence” ploy. So, he sat back, looked at her for a few seconds. She just looked back. It was a standoff. 

			He broke the stalemate. “And you had never met him before?”

			“I don’t believe he ever came to a game. Seems like the kind of guy who wouldn’t cheer on an equipment manager.”

			Simms nodded. Then, as if he made a hard left turn, said, “Do you own a 9-mm handgun?”

			Brooke sighed. Simms was going to go strictly by the book. “Yes. Glock 26.”

			“Do you know where it is now?”

			“In the fingerprint safe by my bed.”

			“Would you be willing to voluntarily surrender the weapon for ballistic elimination?”

			“For my protection, and yours, you’ll need a warrant, hopefully limited in scope, Deputy Director. As I’m sure you’re aware, my husband is a high-ranking naval officer. Poking around our home might violate his Fourth Amendment rights and no less than three national security protocols.”

			“Fair enough. Off record?”

			Brooke shot him a look. Her defenses reared up. “Wasn’t this all off record?”

			“True, but this is more personal than professional.”

			“Okay. Shoot.”

			“That’s what I’m asking you. Did you shoot this model citizen?”

			That was an odd question to ask off the record, Brooke thought. “Nope. In fact, just the opposite. I had hoped that I put the fear of God into him. I believed he’d have second thoughts about smacking around his daughter now that he knew I had eyes on him. But a Skel like him, he must’ve pissed in someone’s Cheerios somewhere along the way, and that’s what probably contributed to him achieving room temperature last night.” 

			-ƒ-

			Simms had to stop himself from smiling. Not because of Brooke’s cop-bravado-laced answer, but because of meeting his objective. He drilled down for his most professional tone. “You’re not planning to leave the island anytime soon, are you?”

			“Not at all. It’s the state semi-playoffs.”

			He closed his folder and slid his gold pen in his jacket pocket. “Got a good goalie there. Sticky hands,” Simms said, referring to the secret weapon of Pearl Harbor High School’s girls’ soccer team, Shelly Bran, and her intuitive defensive skills.

			“That we do, Deputy Director Simms.”

			-ƒ-

			The next morning, Brooke had just gotten over a mild case of morning sickness and decided to retrieve the mail from the end of her driveway. She wrapped a robe around herself and walked out barefoot. As she approached the mailbox, a base security jeep pulled up to her house, with an HPD unmarked car in tow. She immediately wished she had gotten dressed. She clutched the robe a little tighter.

			Two HPD detectives, a man and a woman, had pulled the routine duty of serving a search warrant. “Are you Brooke Burrell-Morton?”

			“Yes.”

			“Is this your primary place of residence?”

			“Yes, it is.” 

			The taller one showed the document to Brooke. She looked around, a little perturbed that they did this right here on the street, neighbors and all. 

			They walked by her to enter, but she turned and said, “Hold it, Detectives. Just give me a minute.” She read the warrant carefully. 

			The two detectives looked at one another. The woman shrugged. “This is a new one, somebody actually reading the thing,” she said in a low tone. Not that they had to, but they waited, mostly out of curiosity. 

			Brooke finished and looked up at the two of them. “My understanding from Simms was that this was a narrow writ concerning firearms. But this says weapons.”

			“That’s what they handed me. You’ve already granted us access. You agreed with DD Simms to open your gun safe,” the male detective said. “You can always challenge it in court if anything comes out of this. But for now, I’m going to have to ask you to stay outside the premises until we’re done here.” 

			“Look, guys, ya kinda caught me getting the mail here.” She pointed out her robe, pajamas and bare feet. “I need to change if I’m going to be out of the house.” She said that to the lady cop.

			“Of course,” he said, as he turned to his partner. “Jessica, will you escort Miss Burrell-Morton into the house and stay with her while she changes, and verify the contents of her safe.”

			Brooke knew they wouldn’t let her back in the house alone until they searched it. Although she knew the search was coming, in fact insisted on it to clear her name, she expected it later in the day. As she led the lady cop to her bedroom and opened the safe, she couldn’t help feeling out of place. Being the subject of a search and not the agent in charge of one. Still, with all her training and knowledge of police procedures, she had the nagging thought in the back of her head that she was missing something.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The passenger who was in 33A, Waleed, who carried out the first successful test of the avionic systems hack on the Boeing 787, was now meeting with the rest of his cell in Penang, “the pearl of the orient,” a geo-political aberration run by the Chinese in the otherwise Muslim country of Malaysia. Due to the nature of the cell structure, neither he nor any of the members of his immediate group knew who they were working for, much less where the control of their cell resided. All they knew was they were picked for the “great cause” because of their sworn-to-death adherence to its tenets and beliefs. For his part, Waleed was grateful to have been chosen for this. He had watched from the sidelines as many others valiantly fought for the cause. Now fate and God had placed him in this group, led by his sister’s husband, Hassam. 

			His brother-in-law, Hassam, knew of Waleed’s devout calling and his hatred of the infidels. Waleed had undergone military training as an insurgent operative to be dropped behind enemy lines and inflict death and destruction. After his service, he took a job as a policeman—only to be fired from the ranks for being too violent. That made him the perfect weapon for The Cause. Perfect because, despite his skills and abilities, at five foot three and of diminutive stature, he was an unimposing figure. A slip of a person that no one would suspect of having the balls to swat a fly, much less an airliner out of the air. That allowed him to board many flights, pass many check points, and avoid much scrutiny as he test flew each version of the software, for each type of aircraft that he was tasked to test over the months.

			Hassam gave him the credit that he was due in front of the entire cell. “Brother Waleed, your successful proof of concept for the last manufacturer has allowed us to move on to the next phase.”

			Waleed nodded. This was the end of months’ worth of him flying to nowhere and back, just to activate a successful hack of different airliners in flight from the computer he was given. His flights were chosen by aircraft type, not destination. He was ordered to always choose a seat above the baggage compartment below, which was different in each type of plane. 

			In the other room, outside where they were meeting, was the “nursery,” as he thought of it. There, a thousand laptops, all in shipping boxes, awaited their one-way journey. These machines were the tentacles by which the great creature of revenge would reach up to the skies and pluck their targets out of the air.  

			It had been a long road to get to this point, but now their moment of victory was close at hand. 

			The first part of the attack was the successful hack of Caravan.com, the new behemoth worldwide retail web site whose prices were guaranteed to beat their American super-site competitor. The middle-eastern startup grabbed global market share almost overnight with the ad campaign: “That’s Amazin’ … No, that’s Caravan!” 

			That hack of the massive Caravan site was a tremendous feat in and of itself. Now it was his cell that would activate the final part of the plan. The dissemination of the laptop shipping boxes with the “hacked” Caravan.com labels that, once scanned, would have them on a thousand planes at once next Thursday. 

			At exactly 1327 hours and 32 seconds Greenwich mean time, the auto programs would commence and automatically hack into the plane’s guidance and control systems wherever they were over the earth. Part of the genius of the plan was finding the sweet spot in airline schedules where the one thousand planes, on which the laptops were shipped, would be at altitude at the same time. As a further requirement, none of the planes that would be over “Muslim” countries at that time were targeted.  

			The only thing that could stop them now was a leak, or discovery by some other means, of their operation. For that reason, the coder who managed to crack into the systems of Boeing, Airbus, and McDonnell Douglas, was recently eliminated. He was a non-believer, a digital mercenary who was only interested in money. Someone like that could easily betray them for more money, so he had applied a pressure no man who loved his family could resist. But still, even with this insurance policy, the Hawaiian man was not “of the cause” and had outlived his usefulness, and so did the “leverage” they used to insure his obedience. Waleed was honored to personally have severed those loose threads. It was the one time over these last months when he got on a plane and actually had a place to go and a mission that was more than scaring the living daylights out of airline passengers. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			   

			Brooke’s Monday morning routine was to post the practice schedules for the week, and arrange for busses and cheerleader squad logistics. Since she started at the school, she used her experience as the head of investigations as well as organizer of personnel and resources to “tighten up the ship,” as Mush would say. To make the soccer team, and to a lesser extent the entire Phys. Ed. Department by extension, into a smoother-running operation. She had won the support of Mr. Garofalo, the department head. He was all too happy to let this “eager beaver” have a shot at more efficiency. 

			Brooke looked around her “new” office. She had a chuckle to herself when she realized that she too had a “Love Me Wall.” Only hers wasn’t filled with mementos of military postings or missions she had survived. Instead, there were a few keepsakes from her own high school sports and academic career.

			Back then she was the “tomboy” who was out to prove she could whip any boy—and often did. Until she realized, at a certain age, that the boys “brawned up” enough to overpower her. From that point on she decided that since she couldn’t outrun, out-jump or outplay them, she’d simply outsmart them. 

			Later, her big moment of epiphany came once she realized that it wasn’t a competition at all, but a partnership, with each bringing their own unique strengths to the mix. That was the beginning of her “Plays Well with Others” demeanor that shot her up to the top ranks of the FBI and then the president’s top-secret operations cluster out of the White House and, most recently, a directorship of a government agency. A field promotion, she mused to herself, recalling the unique way that she was hired. Harold Barnes, the director of FinCEN, landed in a helicopter right on the soccer field to cajole her into coming back to government service. He flew in from his Washington office at the US Treasury and then by chopper because the matter was so urgent. She held out until she got the same salary and power as he had. That negotiation only worked because she didn’t want to go back in the first place. That was until he made an offer that she couldn’t refuse … especially the money, which would be a big help with the family she was in Hawaii to start. 

			-ƒ-

			This Monday she went through her routine while still a little queasy from an intense bout with morning sickness, and without Jenny, who was excused from school over the death of her father. Brooke needed to appoint a new equipment manager. Brooke was about to head to Susan Marsh’s home room to ask her if she’d like to be the new EM for the team, when the principal, Rona Epstein, walked through the door with two detectives.

			“Brooke, I’m so sorry,” Rona said as she stepped aside, letting the officers pass her.

			“Brooke Burrell-Morton?” one of them said.

			“Yes.”

			“You are under arrest for the murder of Tau Kupalli.”

			“Rona, call my husband.” She asked the cops, “Where am I being booked?”

			“Main HPD.”

			“Rona, tell Brett now please.”

			“Of course. This is horrible.” She left.

			When she was sure Rona was out of earshot, Brooke turned to the cops. “Hey, fellas, a little professional courtesy here. Cuff me in front and let me put my team jacket over the bracelets. You know, the kids and all … because when this is all found to be some kind of screw up, I need to come back here and still be their coach.”

			“You were on the job?” one of them asked. 

			“Navy JAG, FBI, then SAC New York, then special assignment White House, then Director CinFen US Treasury, my last posting … in New York … last year.”

			“Shit! You in the middle of the attack?”

			“I was lead agent for all agencies. My team thwarted the brunt of it.”

			The two cops looked at one another. This was way above their paygrade.  

			“Guys, I understand you got a job to do. I’m just asking for a little blue consideration.”

			“Tell you what, just walk out with us. We’ll cuff you and Mirandize you in the car.”

			“Thanks, fellas, I appreciate that.” 

			“Sorry we got to do this, ma’am.”

			“No problem.”  

			In the car they read her her rights. She of course knew the Miranda warning by heart, but the third line was where she mentally dropped out of the proceedings. You have the right to an attorney … She wouldn’t be needing that. She was a JAG in the navy and, because of her law degree, an FBI agent. This whole thing was obviously a misunderstanding.

			-ƒ-

			Mush left his office as soon as he got the call from Brooke’s principal. He dismissed his driver and drove his official vehicle himself. On the way, his mind reeled with what his wife must be going through. She had a stellar career as a law enforcement officer. Her file overflowed with commendations and notation for conspicuous bravery. She held the esteem of presidents and some of the biggest people in government, and now she was under arrest. Charged with murder! The thought forced him to put a death grip on the steering wheel. He made it to the police station as Brooke and the detectives pulled up. He ran over to the car. “Brooke, what’s going on?”

			“Brett, get out of here in that uniform. Come back in civvies.”

			“I don’t care. What’s this all about?”

			“Admiral, sir. Please step back. We need to process the prisoner.”

			“That’s my wife. A patriot and a law enforcement icon. She’s not a prisoner.”   

			-ƒ-

			Brooke had been in interrogation rooms a thousand times before, but this was the first time she’d sat on the other side of the table with her cuffs secured to a bar in the middle through a longer loop of chain. 

			The door opened and a young man in a suit entered. “Mrs. Morton?”

			“Burrell-Morton,” she said, correcting her name for the hundredth time. 

			“Yes, of course, apologies. I’m a public defender. James Chu. I’ve been reviewing the charges.” He referred to the folder he had been given ten minutes prior.

			She held up her hand. The chain rattled against the metal table. “I did not request, nor do I qualify for, a PD. I am pro se on this.”

			“Actually, I’m your standby attorney, by order of the judge.”

			“Judicas protegens asinum,” she said, using a Latin term she didn’t learn at Harvard Law. 

			“Wait, is that Latin? Judicas protegens asinum … Judge covering his ass?”

			“Protecting …” Brooke corrected the “piggish” Latin she just employed.

			“Yes. He has an aversion to reversible error,” James said. 

			“There’s only one error here. I didn’t shoot anybody.”

			“Yes. That’s obvious. But why would you say that? No one was shot.”

			“Wait.” Brooke was confused. “Let me see those.” She snatched the folder from his hand and read the charges in the complaint. She banged the table. “That sneaky son of a bitch!”

			“Who?”

			“Simms. He never told me Kupalli had his throat slashed. He led me to believe the vic was shot. Do you have the original warrant?”

			“Er … yes. Right …” He pulled the file back towards him, but she snatched away the entire folder again.

			She flipped through the pages referring to each as she recognized them: “302s. Motion for decreased bail … Here it is. See. See right here.” She underlined the sentence with her finger. “Weapons, not firearms! I knew there was something fishy.”

			“Excuse me, are you a lawyer?”

			“Was. JAG Corps.”

			“Okay, all of what you said aside, they found a K-Bar knife in your garage.” 

			“But forensics had to come up clean on it. A, I didn’t kill anyone with it and, B, after gutting a fish, my husband usually soaks it in Clorox.

			“Are you saying you are innocent of these charges?”

			“How long have you been practicing?”

			“A year.”

			“I’m innocent until proven guilty. You have heard of the Sixth Amendment. They still teach that in law school, right? But, more importantly, there’s no proof here.”  

			The door opened and Mush came in. Brooke was glad she convinced him to not wear his uniform to her arraignment. 

			She stood, as best she could with the chain, as he came to her and hugged her. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m pissed, but I’m fine. This is crazy.” She turned to Chu. “Could you give us the room?”

			“Certainly. I’ll knock when they come to get us,” he said and left.

			“Thank you.” She looked into Mush’s eyes.

			“You’re welcome. For what?” he said, his eyes locked in on hers.

			“For not asking me if I killed him.”

			He hugged her again. “I know you. I know your heart. And right now, you’re about creating life, not taking it.”

			“Since I was a kid, I always felt I was alone. Sure, I had close friends, family … But I was always separate and apart from them. Never wanting to burden them with my fears, my nightmares or my hopes. But you, you’ve become part of me. It’s such a great feeling to truly have a partner here inside …” She held her manacled hand over her heart.

			“A soulmate?”

			“You know, I never liked that term. Thought it was all ‘schoolgirl crush’ speak. But yes, yes, you are part of my soul. God, I’m so lucky you asked me to marry you.” She placed her hands on his chest and kissed him a long, long time.

			There was knock at the door. They separated.

			“Are you ready?” He wiped a tear from her cheek and kissed it off his finger.

			“As long as you are with me, I’m ready for anything, my love.” She collected herself and straightened her clothes. 

			She tuned to James Chu. “You know, James, maybe me appearing pro se was a little too aggressive. Can you find a ‘notice of appearance’ form?”

			-ƒ-

			Ten minutes later, Brooke was standing at the defendant’s table addressing the judge in her bail hearing. “Your Honor, I’m handing up a notice of appearance, signed by both myself and Mr. Chu, that I will not be acting as sole counsel, pro se, and that Mr. Chu will now serve as co-counsel.”

			The bailiff handed the judge the document. He placed on his cheaters and perused them for a few seconds, then removed the glasses. “Notice of appearance is accepted. I’m really happy, Mrs. Burrell-Morton, that you are exercising better judgment by not solely representing yourself in a capital murder case and giving Mr. Chu here a more active role.”  

			Brooke then gestured to Chu to start. He cleared his throat. “Your Honor, Mrs. Burrell-Morton has a clean record plus a record of service to this nation beyond exemplary. Her husband is an admiral stationed here. She is not a flight risk. We ask that bail be waived.” 

			The judge turned to the prosecutor. “Mr. Jensen, are you in agreement?”

			“No, Your Honor. The people request the defendant be held without bail and remanded to custody. This was a brutal, vicious and cold-blooded murder. We have witnesses—”

			“Save it for the trial, Counselor. I agree she is not a flight risk, and I also agree it’s a grievous crime, so I’m going to set bail at $250,000.” He banged the gavel.  

			Brooke was thrown by what the prosecutor was saying when the judge cut him off. They have witnesses ... To what? 

			-ƒ-

			Mush was able to cash in some of the savings bonds that he had received like clockwork from his father’s savings plan through Navy Federal Credit while he was growing up. He only needed $25,000 or 10% to secure Brooke’s bail from a bail bondsman across the street from the court. That was relatively easier than his next task.

			-ƒ-

			The next morning, Mush sat across from the commander in chief, Pacific, and asked CINCPAC for a leave of absence. 

			His superior officer was sympathetic. “Mush, I understand. Take all the time you need. Off-load your duties to Steve and Graham.”

			“Thank you, sir. That’s very accommodating of you.”

			The moment hung. CINCPAC’s demeanor shifted, softened. “In the short time I’ve known your wife, I really admire her. This is a horrible miscarriage of justice.”

			Mush couldn’t help feeling there was a “but” coming. He let the silence ask for him.

			“Mush, this is delicate. Your career is stellar. Flag officers exist in a bubble …”

			Mush shut him down. “Sir, I’m fully prepared to resign my position as SUBCOMPAC and my commission if you feel I will bring disrespect to the flag.”

			The CINCPAC pushed back from the desk, he looked out the window. The USS Enterprise was steaming out with two carrier escorts abeam. He spoke without looking at Mush, “Been married 35 years, and to this day, I would sacrifice everything to defend and support my Phyllis.” He took a deep breath and looked back to the Admiral, 20 years his junior, “Brett, we are, first, officers and gentlemen. And a gentleman never abandons a lady. You go. I’ll deflect any flak.”

			With his boss’s blessing, Mush knew his next confrontation wouldn’t be as smooth.

			-ƒ-

			“No way! Are you kidding? Mush, we’re pregnant! With this hanging over my head, I’m on suspension from school. If you take leave, we won’t have any money for when the baby comes!”

			“Honey, it’s not like the FBI. I’ll keep getting paid. I already have over sixty days built up from my time being deployed on the Nebraska. Plus, I get six weeks paid vacay. By then I’m sure this will all be straightened out.” He placed his arms on her shoulders.

			She looked up at him and felt the same tingle of command voltage coming from him as she did when he was the nuke sub skipper that plucked her out of the shark-infested Indian Ocean. It reassured her that he had this charted out, had set his course, and was all ahead flank. She found a warm comfort in that. She hugged him.

			-ƒ-

			The next day it was Brooke giving the “orders” to James Chu. “Look, if you really want to help me, you’ll get me all the disclosure and reports, forensics and eyewitness accounts today! Especially who these so-called witnesses are. And what exactly they witnessed.”

			“I was going to do that once I found pro-bono experts to review the evidence.”

			“James, I have been in law enforcement for fifteen years. JAG, FBI, CINFEN. I’m pretty much an expert myself. Just get me everything as soon as you can. You want to get experts? Knock yourself out, but I need to see everything. I have some favors I could tap.”

			Chu still hadn’t figured out how to deal with this woman. She seemed to have a skillset that made his efforts moot.
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