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“No more. I can’t do it anymore.”

Dying was the answer when you ran out of options. Either someone else pulled the trigger, or you did. He had seen the ice-cold, bony finger pointed at him at least a hundred times. He took a direct hit to his psyche sometime during his last tour. It screwed him up. Eric Sutherland made hundreds of calls to an unanswered phone in the V.A. Hospital. He left as many messages as possible and begged to see a psychiatrist or someone to help him quiet his demons and nightmares. The V.A. never returned his calls.

He knew what he had to do. The scenario had run through his thoughts for weeks. Dressed in his desert combat fatigues, boots on the ground, and the suicide vest he prepared went over the camo. He strapped on the shoulder holster with his nine-millimeter semiautomatic and took the remote detonator off the kitchen table. He packed it into the pouch around his waist. Out of the hall closet, he retrieved an AR-15 with two full magazines taped together.

Eric knew it was his last day on earth.

“I don’t want you to go.”

Caitland had seen the same puppy face many times.

“It’s only for a day, Jake. Angelica will sign her new contract today. The studio is going crazy. Angelica has the kids and is also directing another film project. It is difficult to get a few minutes with her. She’s promised to be there,” Caitland said.

“I don’t care. Stay.”

“Who’s going to get Wynter and John settled in? They’ll be eaten alive in LA without me.”

Former Phoenix homicide detective Wynter Williams asked two airport police officers she knew to give Jake a courtesy escort through TSA. The two officers recognized Jake from the Bobby Goode shooting two days before. They had no problem bending the rules by walking him past the TSA security lines. Jake wanted to say goodbye to Caitland at her departure gate.

Phoenix was never short of beautiful mornings. Cacti, hunched over from days of staggering dry heat, stood up straight after the monsoon rolled over the valley the night before. As the sun rose higher over the Four Peaks, its rays fired orange and pink beams across the jagged ridges. The sky was clear, just a canopy of deep blue. At 6:30 a.m., the temperature was pleasant for an Arizona summer day, but by noon it would be intolerable. A hot air balloon, with vibrant colors, floated on a gentle desert breeze over the mountains to the north.

“I also have the party to get ready for, a hundred A-list celebs. You could come with me, that way I could get the contract closed while you help Wynter and John settle in, then I could be your arm candy at the party,” Caitland said.

Wynter resigned from the Phoenix homicide after Bobby died. She was the lead investigator on the O’Malley case. John, Wynter’s dad, had retired from Phoenix PD after thirty years in homicide. Both were leaving with Caitland for LA to find a place to live. They were going to take charge of Jake’s private investigation company, the Roberts Agency. Wynter and John said goodbye to Jake and walked down to the plane. Before Caitland boarded the flight, while in Jake’s arms, he whispered into her ear.

“You know how hard it is for me to be away from you, Cait. Please stay.”

“Be a good puppy while I’m gone,” Caitland said.

At the gate, Jake gave Caitland a long kiss goodbye. He needed Caitland to stay because, inside his head, killing Bobby was killing him. Caitland would be back after the party to continue with their vacation. Jake’s backstory had many torn and damaged pages. Most were written with pain and sorrow, but recent pages were written with love since he met Caitland. After the plane boarded and pushed back from the terminal, the engines started. Jake and his police escorts walked out from the D Concourse gates. 

At 7:45 a.m., a burgundy Chevy utility van drove up the departure lane of Terminal 4 at Sky Harbor Airport. It continued inching forward through the congested lanes, looking for a place to park. The driver saw a brief opening and went for it. He parked in front of the entrance doors.

The traffic police kept things moving, at times threatening citations for those who tied up traffic. When the officer noted no one exiting the Chevy van to offload baggage, he walked from the car behind the van. He would decide whether the driver got a warning or a ticket based on the driver’s disposition. A knuckle rap on the window drew the driver’s attention. The window rolled down. Just as the officer was about to speak, he took an R.I.P. nine-millimeter shot to the forehead. The officer fell backwards, dead before he hit the pavement. Blood shot straight up from the head wound and spread from behind his head.

The sound of gunfire made the passengers panic like a frightened herd. Some dropped to the ground, others crawled on hands and knees toward safety behind their vehicles. Parents covered their babies, and young children were willing to take a bullet to save them. The driver’s side door of the van opened. Eric exited. Amid the screaming and panic, he displayed no emotion. With his AR-15 slung over his shoulder, he walked composed toward the double doors of the terminal. Inside Terminal 4, the shooter walked toward the line of passengers at TSA Checkpoint Charlie.

He unslung the AR-15 from his shoulder as he approached the checkpoint. The first one to see him was a senior TSA agent, who sat at a podium and checked tickets against IDs. The agent looked into the man’s cold eyes and saw the weapon pointed at him. He started a prayer before two rounds penetrated the agent’s chest. The smell of cordite wafted through the area. Passengers fell to the ground.

“All units, shots fired inside Terminal 4! The single male suspect is in TSA Checkpoint Charlie. Multiple wounded and dead!”

The two officers with Jake ran toward the TSA checkpoint. The PA system directed passengers to find cover or to evacuate. Eric continued his indiscriminate slaughter of the innocents. The wounded cried for help. Others perished immediately. He emptied the remaining rounds of the first magazine into the walls and ceiling to alert those ahead to get out of his way. Shards of glass and aluminum rained down on the passengers. Eric rotated and inserted the full magazine. Everyone, including the unarmed TSA agents, ran for cover by the time he reached the screening devices. No one resisted. He walked into the lower-numbered C gates. Eric stood in the center of the concourse. 

From behind a pillar, a large, African American male pilot knew he had to try to take the shooter down. He believed he could delay the shooter until help arrived. It was a courageous act, but a fruitless one. The shooter allowed the pilot to come within ten feet before he fired twice. The first round ripped through the pilot’s left knee. He fell to the ground and let out an agonized scream. The pilot placed his hands around his knee to stop the bleeding. A second round pierced his back and exited through his chest. Blood streamed out of both wounds. His pressed, crisp white shirt turned crimson. He fell unconscious. The Golden Hour clock, a gift from his Creator, began to count down. Eric surveyed the cowering passengers and airline personnel. He knew everyone, including himself, would die when he pulled the lanyard. He fired his weapon around the entire concourse and shredded anything or anyone higher than waist level. When the second magazine was empty, he tossed the AR-15 to the floor.

He slid the ring of the lanyard attached to the suicide vest over his left hand. From the pouch on his belt, he removed and armed the remote detonator. From his shoulder holster, he drew out the semiautomatic. It was time for Eric to talk to whoever was in command. Every law enforcement officer hunkered down in strategic positions in the main terminal and waited for the Phoenix SAU team to arrive. Radios came alive with calls adding to the confusion. Jake and the officers arrived. He went immediately to the senior officer, a sergeant. The sergeant’s back was to Jake, so he pulled on the man’s shoulder to face him. 

“No way! You sure do know how to find trouble,” the sergeant said.

The sergeant was a man Jake knew well. No longer a homicide detective, Vince Farina earned a sergeant slot at the airport. He planned to live out the last two years he had before retirement, off the mean streets, no more visits to Pablo’s house with Jake.

“Why are you here? I thought you went back to Los Angeles,” Vince said.

“I was saying goodbye to Caitland, Wynter, and John in D concourse when I heard the call over the radio. What’s this all about, Vince?”

“Well, we have a shooter. He killed a traffic officer outside, then entered the terminal and killed civilians and TSA personnel. On a threat level of A to Z, this is a Red Line!”

Vince knew his next statement would unravel Jake.

“There’s something else, Roberts. A pilot in the concourse tried to rush the shooter. The shooter shot him twice. He’s on the floor. I don’t know if he’s dead or alive.”

It took Jake a second to process what Vince said. He looked down the concourse. He recognized the pilot on the floor. Vince held Jake to keep him from running to his friend.

“Focus, Roberts.”

The sirens outside the terminal grew louder. A sea of blue and red-light bars, with strobes, on emergency vehicles, surrounded both sides of Terminal 4. Police officers swarmed every floor, rushing everyone they could find to safety. Outside, a traffic officer noticed a scent in the air as he got close to Eric’s van. It smelled like his grandfather’s farm, fertilizer. He took out his Maglite to see through the tinted rear windows. What he saw made him step back. The department’s mobile command center was parked behind the van. Inside was Chief of Police Thomas Burns. The Command Center’s computers connected by satellite to Law Enforcement Online, which provided a state-of-the-art communications information sharing portal to the FBI’s VICAP, Violent Criminal Apprehension Program. As soon as the side door opened, the officer pushed his way inside.

“The van is full of fertilizer. I saw what looks like a detonator with a flashing red light.”

“Get these vehicles out of here now. Alert the Bomb Squad. Move!” Burns said.

SAU arrived, and eight men in full tactical gear jumped to the pavement. SAU Lieutenant Bob Tillerson took operational control over all other agencies. He listened while the Chief briefed him on what they found in the van, and that a sergeant was relaying information from inside the terminal with eyes on the suspect. Tillerson directed the Bomb Squad to diffuse the explosives in the van. His team would breach the terminal through the east side. He radioed for an update from the sergeant.

“Is the suspect still on the move?”

“No, sir, he’s standing dead center in the C gates with civilians who took cover around the gates.”

“Sergeant, SAU will be entering the terminal soon. When we are in position, I want all officers to evacuate the terminal, and that includes you!”

“I can live with it,” Vince said.

Jake looked hard at Vince. No way would he bail out and let more innocent people die, or Fred. It would take another SAU team to drag him out.

“What? Let the professionals, the elite of the department, do their job.”

“Fred is down there. I’m not leaving.”

Vince did not want to stay, but he relented for Jake. He ordered the officers who arrived with Jake to evacuate with the others, then he radioed Tillerson that they were clear. He snarled at Jake.

“Every time you show up, I’m so much closer to losing my pension.”

The scenario they were in was fluid, explosive. An ordinance disposal technician wore his bulky bomb disposal suit and brought with him discipline and rock-steady hands.

“What you thought was ANFO, ammonium nitrate/fuel oil, is wrong. This is ANNM, ammonium nitrate, and nitromethane. It’s much easier to detonate. It’s what took down the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City. The amount of ANNM here will take down this entire terminal, and if it reaches the underground fuel lines, it will take everything down for a half mile, including the fuel farm. I cannot disarm the ANNM without the remote. Whoever constructed this knew what he was doing.”

Tillerson advised his men that the threat alert had elevated to Red. Sky Harbor Airport went into full lockdown.

“Let’s move, gentlemen,” Tillerson said.

The team ran to the east end of the terminal and breached the entrance. As they advanced, they would split up and cover potential threat areas. Grafton and Willis knew where they needed to go. As additional SAU teams arrived, Tillerson deployed them to the exterior Jetway Bridge stairs to evacuate passengers inside planes parked at the gates. He received a radio call from Grafton, saying both he and Willis had the suspect in sight.

“He’s wearing a vest. His right hand holds a semiautomatic. His left hand has the lanyard and remote,” Grafton said.

“Do either of you have a clear shot?” Tillerson asked.

“Negative,” Grafton said.

“Negative,” Willis said.

“I need updates,” Tillerson said.

On the other side of the checkpoint, standing behind a wall, Tillerson saw Vince and another man.

“Why are you still here, Sergeant? I told you to evacuate. It was an order.”

Vince pointed at Jake.

“Who’s the civilian?”

“I understand, Lieutenant, but this man refused to leave. I stayed with him until you arrived.”

“Arrest his ass! Drag him out of here if you must,” Tillerson said.

He looked at Jake.

“You’re interfering in police business.”

“I know you’re in command, but I recommend he stay, sir. It would be a mistake to make him leave. He’s a real asset.”

Tillerson evaluated the civilian.

“I’m retired from the job, twenty-seven years as a homicide detective in Atlanta.”

“Then you should know how this works. Sergeant, take this man out now!”

Jake interrupted.

“Sir, the pilot on the floor, covered in blood, is my best friend. I’m not leaving without him.”

“You don’t have any choice, do you?”

Tillerson radioed Grafton and Willis.

“Have you seen any confederates? Are we certain he’s alone?”

“We’ve been watching for a while now. He appears to be a lone wolf,” Grafton said.

“Detective Roberts from Atlanta is the only Confederate here,” Vince said.

Jake saw Tillerson’s stress level spike.

“He hasn’t blown it yet. He wants something. We need to talk to him, find out what he wants,” Jake said.

The shooter stood disciplined and defiant. Eric shouted for a reporter and a camera operator.

“I want them in fifteen minutes, or we all die.”

“I authorize the use of lethal force,” Tillerson said.

Jake stared at the shooter. He came up with a plan and grasped Tillerson’s arm.

“Not now, Roberts!”

“NOW, sir. Can your snipers sever his wrist with the remote?”

“Why?”

“I’m going down there.”

“No, you’re not!”

“Yes, I am. If I can distract him, your snipers can take off his hand and end the explosives threat. Send one of your men up the Jetway Bridge behind him. He can call ready and coordinate the kill shot.”

Tillerson asked both snipers to target the gunman’s wrist with the remote. Tillerson thought a moment, then radioed for tactical officer Rogne. In less than a minute, Rogne stood next to Tillerson.

“Sir?”

“Get down to the tarmac. Come up on a Jetway behind him. When you are ready, call the shot. All three of you will take the shot together.”

Vince interrupted.

“Rogne, the door code from the Jetway into the terminal is 7–5–3, got it? If you open the door to the terminal without the code, the alarm will go off, and he will pull the lanyard!”

“Understood, 7–5–3.”

“Roberts, are you ready?” Tillerson asked.

“Tell your men not to fire until I bend down to check on Fred.”

Jake knew he was taking a big chance. He had not worked with SAU. He would go down into the concourse and do his best to distract the shooter, maybe negotiate a way out, or hug the floor while the bullets flew.

“You are way out of your mind,” Vince said.

“So, I’ve been told.”

Jake looked at him.

“Tell Caitland, I...”

“Tell her yourself. I don’t make domestic house calls anymore,” Vince said.

The more Tillerson thought about it, the more he knew Jake was right. It was the only play. He waited to hear that Rogne was in position. Jake gave a half-smile to Tillerson, then started toward the shooter.

What are you thinking, Roberts? I’m thinking Fred’s down there.

Rogne entered the door code, squeezed the door handle, and rotated it. He stayed low. Once inside, he crawled behind a gate podium. He scoped the back of the gunman’s head.

“Far enough, whoever you are. Raise your hands and interlock your fingers behind your head,” Eric said.

Jake did what the shooter said.

“Who are you?”

“I’m a reporter for Fox 10 News. My camera operator went back for a battery pack he left in the car. He didn’t want to piss you off in the middle of taping over a dead battery. I came down here to find out what you want to say, so we can do it right the first take. Our broadcast conversation could get me an anchor spot with a major news outlet.”

Eric tried to determine the reporter’s sanity while his own sanity teetered on the edge.

“What should I call you?” Jake asked.

“The Hand of God.”

Jake pointed at Fred’s body.

“Can I check on the pilot?”

“Make it quick, and how long does it take to get a battery?”

“He’s a minute or two behind me.”

Jake maintained strong eye contact with the shooter and saw the man becoming more impatient and agitated. He lowered his hands and walked to where Fred lay.

“You’ve got two minutes for your camera guy to get here.”

Jake knew he was out of time. Fred’s breathing was so shallow it looked like he was not breathing at all. If the snipers could not take the shots, it was over for him and everyone else. He stooped down to check Fred’s pulse. Fred twitched and surprised Jake. He saw Fred open his eyes, then go unconscious again. Fred’s Golden Hour was at half past, almost dead. Three shots rang out, and the thunderous blasts reverberated throughout the concourse. The huddled passengers screamed. Jake saw Eric’s face fly off, followed by brains, blood, and skull fragments. He also saw the severed wrist. Tillerson’s team descended into the concourse. They still had weapons ready and verified the remaining hostages were not confederates. The team evacuated the passengers down the Jetway Bridges. Tillerson approached Rogne, who stood over the shooter, rifle still on target.

“Good work.”

The team cleared the area. Vince sat down on a chair while he waited for his heart rate to slow. Jake and Tillerson stood together and watched Fred loaded into the ambulance.

“Where do you plan to go on your next vacation, Roberts?” Tillerson asked.

“Thanks for letting me go to my friend.”

“Wasn’t any way to stop you, was there?”

“You could have shot me.”

“I thought about it,” Tillerson said.

“Looks like they’re ready to transport Fred. I’m going to ride along with them.”

Jake climbed into the ambulance. The EMT sitting next to Jake did a quick evaluation of him. As Jake placed his hand over Fred’s, he heard a groan. The ambulance ran every red light. Jake watched Fred’s eyes the entire time. He could not remember how many times he made the same trip with ex-partners after a shooting. This time was different. He watched a lifelong friend near death. The ambulance came to an abrupt halt in front of the Emergency Room entrance. Jake felt a slight squeeze from Fred’s hand. Within seconds, they rolled Fred into the waiting arms of the ER doctors and nurses. They worked at a feverish pace to prepare Fred for surgery. They intubated him. They brought the CT scanner closer. An IV needle penetrated one of Fred’s veins. Several units of blood hung next to the gurney. The heart monitor showed a weak rhythm. The readout kept fluctuating. One of the nurses called out Fred’s blood pressure. The doctor scanned the X-rays. Fred went into V-tach (ventricular tachycardia) with a heart rate greater than 100 beats per minute. Fred was in cardiac arrest. The doctor started CPR. He called for the charged defibrillator. He took the paddles and called out “Clear!”

Come on, Fred.

The defibrillator reestablished normal heart contraction rhythms. It took two shots of the voltage before Fred came back. They rushed Fred through the double doors on his way to surgery. He was not out of danger yet. Jake found a quiet place to make the call to Andrea.

“Jake, are you all right? I have been watching the news. They put your picture up and—”

“I’m fine. I am at St. Joseph’s Hospital. Do you know where it is?”

“Yes, but I thought you just said you were okay.”

“Andrea, it’s Fred. They just took him up to surgery. He tried to stop the shooter. Get here as soon as you can.”

“My Fred? How? He’s flying today.”

Andrea fought back tears.

“Just get here. I have to call Caitland.”

“I’m leaving now.”

He dialed Caitland. He knew she would be angry that he got involved. She wanted Jake to stay away from danger and leave protecting everyone to someone else. In the studio’s conference room, holding signed contracts, Caitland took the call. 

“Where are you, Jake? It’s all over the news–the massacre at Sky Harbor. You are at home, right? Oh no, you went back after we—”

“I’m at St. Joseph’s Hospital, Cait. It happened before I left the terminal. Next thing I know, I am right in the middle of it. I’m fine.”

She was worried about him after Bobby. She knew how many times he woke up at night, sweating from the nightmares. He might be unhurt on the outside, but she worried about the hurt inside him.

“Then why are you at a hospital?”

“It’s Fred. He tried to stop the shooter. He just left trauma and is in surgery. I called Andrea. She’s on her way.”

“So am I.”

Caitland pictured him standing alone in a corner of the hospital. Disconnected. He found a quiet place to sit. He put both elbows on his knees and cradled his face with his hands. He knew he had to keep it together for Fred, Andrea, and Caitland. Tillerson found Jake and interrupted his train of thought. Jake put on his game face.

“We never had a chance to talk; it all moved fast out there. I want to thank you for your help, Jake. We found out more about who he was. Facial recognition
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