

    
        
          Cartel Hunter

        

        
        
          Jason Mulder Action Thrillers, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Robert Goluba

        

        
          Published by Robert Goluba, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CARTEL HUNTER

    

    
      First edition. May 12, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Robert Goluba.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1733051378

    

    
    
      Written by Robert Goluba.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Epilogue

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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Jason Mulder soared over the hostile Afghan landscape prepared to save more soldiers and civilians, unaware that he’d soon be forced to take lives instead.

The US Air Force Pararescueman caught an initial glimpse of the carnage on the ground as the pilot maneuvered the HH-60G Pave Hawk helicopter into the canyon and banked. Through the open helicopter door, Staff Sergeant Mulder observed three groups of US Army medics working to stabilize wounded soldiers.

"I've got eyes on three," Mulder radioed of the three severely wounded men to the pilot and crew from his wireless headset.

"Roger," the lead pilot responded. He circled the helicopter landing zone or HLZ for a second time within the narrow canyon in northeastern Afghanistan.

The HLZ was outside a small outpost of a dozen civilian structures built at the base of terraced farm steppes descending from the foothills of the towering, beige mountains.

First Lieutenant Campbell, the combat rescue officer leading the team of six US Air Force pararescuemen across two helicopters, radioed the tactical operations center thirty miles west at Bagram Air Base. "Final status report?"

"Three US military. Two with gunshot wounds. One amputee below the knee from an IED. Four deceased civilians. Two are minor children. Over."

Jason's mouth turned drier than the Afghan desert below him as he processed the report. It was a challenge to learn of more wounded brothers, but dead children tested the limits of how much war a person can stomach.

Lieutenant Campbell turned toward Jason and the other PJs peering out the door. "Y'all going to be cool on this one?"

Jason replied with a thumbs up as he tightened his Kevlar vest for the hundredth time since they scrambled twenty minutes earlier.

"Intel said it was going to be hot. Lead team, maintain air support. We'll load all the wounded and transport them to Bagram," Campbell commanded.

"HLZ has been swept for IEDs but is hot with small arms fire," the pilot announced over the radio.

Jason heart pounded in his chest as he scanned the bombed-out buildings through the red dot reflex sight of his M-4 rifle. His body jerked at the sudden report from a Kalashnikov rifle that sent a barrage of orange tracers between their helicopter and the ground two hundred feet below. Before Jason could turn his body and return fire, the right gunner sent bursts from his .50 caliber machine gun into the source of enemy fire. No more shots came from that area.

"Get us down now," Campbell barked into the headset. The pilot started his countdown twenty seconds later. 

"Five, four, three, two, one, wheels down." 

Once the wall of dust under the slowing rotors of the helicopter cleared, Jason unhooked his safety harness and jumped from the aircraft. He sprinted twenty yards, took a knee and scanned the structures and hills while Campbell met the medic from the army unit. Once the combat rescue officer had the medical reports, Campbell waved four soldiers carrying a stretcher to load the wounded warrior. The army ranger infantryman suffered from a pair of 7.62-millimeter rounds that tore through his triceps and forearm, shattering his ulna bone. After they secured the soldier in the patient bay of the helicopter, a second stretcher with a combat engineer from the 75th Ranger Regiment arrived. His tan desert-camouflaged pants were soaked with blood, and the medic reported he was still bleeding from the slug in his left calf.

The hills and buildings were still so Jason left his perimeter and assisted four soldiers shuffling the last wounded man toward the waiting helicopter. The a fire support specialist was  on the receiving end of an IED explosion and Jason noted the tourniquet and bandages above what remained of the soldier's left leg as they loaded him. Jason followed Campell and the other PJs into the helicopter. Turning to shut the door, he saw the dead civilians huddled together near a wall. He surmised by the position of the mangled bodies that the father and mother tried to shelter their children from the incoming rounds and shrapnel. Movement in one of the buildings caught he eye, so Jason pushed the door back open and raised the M-4 rifle slung across his back to eye level. An elderly Afghan woman clinging to a young girl, maybe eight years old, came into view their his optical scope. They were hunkering down the floor inside the bullet-ridden walls of the windowless stone structure. Although they were seventy-five yards away, Jason could see blood spatter on their white garments. 

"Three cat alphas aboard and secure," Jason heard on his headset. That was the signal all three severely injured soldiers were ready for transport and he should shut the helicopter door. Jason grabbed the door handle and looked at the woman and child. He thought the woman looked in his direction with eyes that could penetrate the thickest armor.

Is she pleading for help?

As Jason assessed the situation, he saw movement in the foothills a hundred yards from the structures in the tiny village. Jason recognized the uniforms of two Taliban soldiers descending from positions higher in the foothills toward the row of homes. This was terrible news for the rangers, the civilians, and everyone on the helicopters. Jason knew he had to get the injured soldiers to the hospital within the golden hour of sixty minutes after the initial call. He saw another PJ, Senior Airman Garza, and Lieutenant Campbell preparing IV bags, and before Jason could debate himself for another second, his boots were back on the dusty earth outside the helicopter.

He darted left toward a low wall about three feet high and dove behind it to obscure his movement toward the civilians.

"Mulder, where are you going? The LZ is hot. Return to exfil ASAP!" Campbell radioed. 

"Give me two mikes. I have eyes on the enemy moving into position to fire at our bird."

Campbell responded, but Jason didn't hear his team leader. He was in a zone. Jason hunched over and scurried along the wall to get into position for a shot at the approaching Taliban fighter. Once he was outside the building with the woman and girl inside, Jason raised his head above the wall and saw both fighters had dropped to within fifty yards of the civilian enclave. Jason had to act now or they'd have the tactical advantage once inside. He raised up, positioned his elbows on the waist-high wall to steady his M-4, and lined up the red dot sight on the chest of one of the Taliban soldiers. Jason steadied his breath and squeezed the trigger. The man dropped and tumbled down the hillside until he skidded to a stop under a cloud of dust. Jason moved his rifle five degrees to the right to find the second soldier. That's when debris from the wall smacked his exposed cheeks as the second Taliban soldier fired at Jason. He ducked and moved his position behind the wall ten feet to his right. When Jason peered over the wall again, the Taliban soldier reached the bottom of the foothill and was yards from the civilian structures. Jason watched him disappear into a building three or four down from his current position. 

"Shit! Now he can move anywhere inside those buildings," Jason said to himself. 

He leaped over the wall and lowered himself quietly into one of the single-room homes. Jason inched toward the opposite side of the room to get a better angle at the last location of the enemy when he heard a noise. It sounded like a whimper from a puppy. Jason spun around until he was face to face with the older woman and the young girl. The woman had her hand over the girl's mouth, and Jason saw the tear-filled brown eyes of the young girl pleading for him to not hurt them.

Jason slid toward the girl and put his index finger to his puckered lips. "Shhh. I won't hurt you, but be very quiet," Jason whispered. He could tell by her eyes that she didn’t speak English, but understood him.

As Jason turned around, he witnessed a rifle barrel advancing through the open window. He assumed the Taliban fighter found him first and expected to see a muzzle flash and then black. Instead, a wide grin formed on Jason's face. It was Senior Airman Garza. 

He looked down at Jason and then at the woman and girl. Jason stood to warn Garza that the enemy was still in the area when he saw the Taliban soldier drop into position for a shot over Garza's shoulder. Jason raised his M-4 and shot past Garza's head without aiming. A nanosecond later, he heard the report from the Taliban fighter’s Kalashnikov and a slug whiz by his head. 

Jason’s round must have hit his arm and changed the slug’s trajectory. Jason whipped his head back to his right to see if the slug struck, Garza, but Garza was standing in the same spot. Instead of dropping for cover, Garza raised his weapon and unloaded a half dozen rounds into the injured Taliban fighter.

Jason fist-bumped Garza and said, "Let's get back to the bird now." On his way out, Jason leaned over and put his hand on the woman's shoulder. 

"I'm sorry for all this, but you're safer now."

Mulder and Garza darted back to the HLZ while watching for additional enemy combatants. Garza jumped into the helicopter bay first, and then Jason followed, shutting the door behind him. 

Seconds after their wheels left the ground, the .50 caliber machine guns roared to life again on both sides as more enemy fire targeted the pair of helicopters. The PJs didn't flinch as each one straddled a patient lying on a stretcher. Forty minutes after scrambling, both helicopters departed the valley for Bagram Airfield to transport all three victims to the hospital for surgery. 

Jason took the ranger with the gunshot to his calf. He did a blood sweep by feeling around the soldier's body to ensure it was his only injury. As soon as he confirmed the calf was the only wound, he felt a tug on his shirt sleeve that almost pulled him off his patient. It was Lieutenant Campbell.

He pushed down his headset and yelled into Jason's ear so only he'd hear. "What the hell happened back there?"

Jason leaned toward Campbell's ear. "I saw two Taliban getting in position to fire on our birds."

Campbell glared at Jason, the anger evident in his red face and fiery eyes. Jason had never seen him so furious in the two months he'd known his CRO.

"Take care of your man. We'll deal with this in the after-action review."

Campbell let go of Jason's shirt and returned his attention to his semi-conscious patient. Jason did the same. He found a vein and inserted a needle into the ranger’s arm inside a helicopter that felt like it was bouncing back to base.

"Got it!"

The ranger's blood pressure improved, so Jason turned to see if Garza or Campbell needed assistance. He saw Campbell struggling to insert the IV needle into the amputee’s arm. 

“He’s lost too much blood. IO,” Jason suggested over the radio.

Campbell shot Mulder a look that said, “no shit” and found the intraosseous infusion device in his kit. A few beats later, the amputee screamed as the device penetrated his femur above the knee and deep into the bone marrow. Nobody took a breath until the blood drained from the clear bag into the IED victim.

“Vitals are improving,” Campbell reported as he kept his eye on the monitors.

The helicopter landed outside the NATO hospital fifty-seven minutes after initially scrambling to the call. Campbell, Mulder, and Garza transported the three rangers to the hospital staff and joined them in the ER to update the doctors on their status. It was only a sentence or two, but that was all the hand-off needed before the hospital staff whisked the wounded to surgery.

The ride to the tactical operations center for the after-action report was quiet. Jason sensed Lieutenant Campbell planned to hang him out to dry in the meeting. 
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Blood and sweat were smudged across the faces of the four PJs and the CRO sitting around the table as they waited for Captain Whitney to arrive. Jason tugged at his collar as he prepared for the after-action report—or AAR—of their recent rescue mission. His knee bounced under the table as he considered what Lieutenant Campbell might have included in his report. The compact, windowless room felt like it was getting smaller with each passing minute.

Once Whitney arrived and assumed his position at the end of the table, each man took turns sharing what worked and what they had to improve in future missions. Once it was Campbell’s turn to speak, Jason's stomach did somersaults as he waited to get smoked by the chief rescue officer. Jason waited and waited, but Campbell made it sound like a textbook mission. 

"Good work. Those boys will live because of you," Whitney said. The meeting ended, and everyone rose from their seats.

"Mulder, stick around for a minute," Campbell said.

"Yes, sir."

Campbell waited for everyone to leave and then leaned against the wall.

"Know why I didn't say anything in the AAR?"

Jason shook his head. 

"Because you're a good PJ. You know your medicine and all three men made it to the hospital within the golden hour. However, that doesn't mean what you did was right."

Jason tilted his head and pursed his lips. “Sir?”

“I called you back over the radio. You shouldn’t have gone into the village.”

Jason didn’t see anything wrong with his actions. He was trying to protect the civilians and everyone else in the helicopters. It was still the right thing to do in Jason’s mind.

"I just wanted to protect those civilians and all of us from the bad guys."

Campbell let out an exaggerated sigh. "I know this is your first deployment here and you want to make a difference in this war. We all want to help save lives, but you’re a little too gung-ho when it comes to protecting innocent bystanders. I get it, but we only make contact with the enemy when absolutely necessary. We don't go looking for a fight."

Jason nodded.

"The guys we saved today put their lives on the line every day and depend on us to render medical care as soon as we arrive. Marines, sailors, soldiers, and airmen die if we make a mistake. Injured or dead PJs can’t help the men and women down range when they need us most. Don't forget why we do what we do."

“So that others may live,” Jason recited the Pararescue motto.

“Exactly! Don’t do it again.”

Campbell left the room, and Jason fell back into a chair. He raked his fingers through his short, mahogany brown hair and leaned back until he faced the ceiling. Jason wasn’t sure he'd change anything he did today, but understood the need to be more careful in the future. 

The following day, Jason woke up and opened his journal. He had a new thrilling mission to document when he noticed the date was May 12, a special date that lingered in his mind. It was the date he decided to join the United States Air Force and became a PJ, and like everything in Jason's life, he did it in a dramatic fashion.

Five years earlier, Jason Mulder strutted across the scorching sidewalk on the University of Arizona campus in Tucson, Arizona. It was final exams week, and classrooms were buzzing with students full of anxiety and caffeine. Ten minutes into an exam with two hours allotted, Jason stood and slung his backpack over his shoulder. The other students looked up from their papers and watched Jason stroll to the professor's desk and hold his exam over the gray plastic tray with Completed Exams written on it with a black marker.

The professor held up his hand before Jason let it drop.

"You know once an exam is in the completed exam tray, you cannot remove it."

Jason considered the promise to his high school girlfriend and then let the exam fall into the tray. "I know." 

The professor yanked Jason's exam from the tray and flipped through all four pages. "It's blank." 

"I know."

"You'll fail this class."

"I know."

Two words were all it took for Jason to end his aspirations for a degree in biology and a career in the biomedical field. He departed the University of Arizona campus on the last day of his freshman year and never returned. It was a year longer than he wanted, but Jason didn't want to break his promise to Gaby. He’d promised his high school sweetheart he'd go to college with her, and he’d kept his end of the promise even though she couldn’t. Jason stored all of his belongings from his dorm room in three moving boxes and put them in the bed of his truck. He had one stop to make before returning home to Payson, Arizona. 

He pulled into an unremarkable strip mall in Tucson that he'd visited several times over the past year. Once inside the United States Air Force recruiting office and the door shut behind him, Jason asked for Staff Sergeant Wilson. A minute later, a stout man in his forties with a bald head walked up the hallway in his dress blues uniform. He smiled when he noticed Jason.

"Great to see you again, Jason. What questions do you have for me today?"

"I'm ready to join."

The smile vanished from Sergeant Wilson's face, and he motioned to a nearby table. 

"Let's have a seat." 

Jason sat across from the Air Force recruiter as he opened a folder and laid several pamphlets on the table. 

"I'm happy to hear that you want to join the United States Air Force, but I've seen you in here several times this year, so I want to be sure you're ready. What occupation did you decide on?"

"I want to be a pararescueman and be part of the Guardian Angels team at the 48th Rescue Squadron with the guys down at Davis-Monthan Air Base," Jason replied confidently.  

Wilson leaned forward. "Pararescuemen are Air Force Special Operations Forces personnel attached to other special forces units like the Navy SEALs and the US Army Rangers while deployed. They are the only combat forces in the Department of Defense specifically trained and equipped to conduct combat rescue operations in the world's most remote areas. It requires intelligence and some of the most rigorous physical standards in the military. PJs must be elite swimmers, have great physical endurance, then pass all the medical courses. Over seventy-five percent of the people that start the pararescue pipeline fail. Does that sound like something you can do?"

Jason nodded.

"What's your fitness level and skills in a pool?"

"I've had martial arts training since junior high. Shotokan Karate for four years and Krav Maga the last two. I ran the 800 meters for three years on my high school track team, and I've been a lifeguard since I was fifteen. I've been following a workout a PJ recommended online for the last six months, so I feel pretty good about it."

"Whatever you're doing now, double it," Sergeant Wilson barked.

A look of shock flashed on Jason's face for a second, then he slowly nodded.

Wilson took a drink from his water bottle and stared at Jason.

"Are you sure you're up for it?"

"Yes, sir!"

"It's Sergeant."

"Um, yes, Sergeant," Jason replied.

"Why do you want to become a PJ?"

Jason’s smooth forehead wrinkled. "Why?"

"We’ve talked about other career paths during previous visits. Just last time, we spoke extensively about Special Missions Aviators. They’re often with the PJs on combat search and rescue operations but with twenty fewer months of training. You could get started on your Air Force career sooner if you take that path. So why a PJ?”

“I want to serve and defend this great nation,” Jason replied with a proud smile.

Wilson tossed his hands in the air and let them drop to the table. “Don’t give me that canned bullshit answer, Mulder. I want to know why you want to put yourself through two years of hell to wear a maroon beret?”

“I was going to the U of A for BioMed, so I like the EMT training.”

“Why do you want to be a PJ?”

Jason cleared his throat and squirmed in his seat. “I want to be on a team of the most elite special warfare operators.”

“Nice try. Why a PJ?

The office was quiet for what felt like five minutes, but twenty seconds later, Jason blurted out the truth that he couldn’t contain any longer.

“I want to protect my family, my friends and everyone I care about against anything in the world that tries to harm them!”

Wilson leaned back and rocked in his chair. He never took his eyes off Jason.

“Okay, that’s more like it. Don’t forget that when you feel like you’re going to puke or die in the pool. Remember it when you’re a quick air horn burst from making the pain go away. Never forget why you chose to become a PJ and fight like hell for it to be true.”

Jason nodded.

“Do you have any questions for me?” Sergeant Wilson asked.

“Yeah. How soon can I leave?”
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It is my duty as a Pararescueman to save life and to aid the injured. I will be prepared at all times to perform my assigned duties quickly and efficiently, placing these duties before personal desires and comforts. These things we do, that others may live.

Pararescue Creed

––––––––
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Jason resettled into his two-bedroom apartment on Joint Base Lewis–McChord, or JBLM, southwest of Tacoma, Washington. He’d returned to base after three consecutive deployments in Afghanistan where Jason’s crew successfully rescued sixty-three US military members, eighty-nine members of the Afghan National Army, and fifty-seven Afghan civilians. Thrilled to return to the Pacific Northwest, Jason could focus on training and supporting civilian rescues instead of treating amputees caused by mines and IEDs. He had two months left in his current contract with the Air Force and was eager for less excitement for a few weeks before he re-enlisted for another six years.

After Jason unpacked, he booked a flight home to Arizona for Easter weekend. He was eager to see his family for the first time since he’d returned from Afghanistan. A week later, Jason arrived at Sky Harbor International Airport in Phoenix, Arizona, and his family gave him a hero's welcome. His little brother, Josh, was the first to reach him after he passed through the secure doors. Jason hugged Josh first, then his mom, Celeste, and his dad, Phillip. His other brothers, Kevin and Noah, waited at home to greet him. During the ninety-minute drive to Payson, a central Arizona town of 16,000 residents nestled a mile high in the Tonto National Forest, Jason filled them in on his latest deployment.

“Have you decided yet if you’ll re-enlist?” his dad asked.

“I’m planning on it. I just need to meet with my career adviser to sign the new contract.”

Phillip parked his SUV, and Jason unfolded his six-foot-two frame from the backseat onto the gravel driveway in front of the ranch-style home. It was a modest home with chocolate brown siding and dark green shingles, making it look like an overfed tree set back a hundred feet into the forest. Ponderosa pines soared twenty to thirty feet above the roof line, making the house appear smaller than a five-bedroom, three-bathroom home. A detached two-car garage sat back from the house with a vast wood patio separating the two structures. Over the decades, the well-worn deck hosted hundreds of meals, parties, and late-night discussions. The adjacent fire pit directly behind the patio came in a close second for family gatherings and memories. 

Jason stretched and did a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn to take in the property he’d lived on his entire life until he left for the Air Force. He took a deep breath, and the pungent aroma from the pine resin and dry Arizona air tickled his throat. 

“I like the Northwest, but I sure miss this.”

“I’m so glad you’re back,” Josh chirped. He hadn’t stopped smiling since Jason walked through the security doors at the airport.

The family moved inside. Jason dropped his bags and met with the rest of the family, which had grown since his last visit. His older brother, Kevin, and his wife, Carrie, had their first child, so Jason met his niece, Kayla, for the first time. Next, he barged into his younger brother Noah's room and punched him several times for not coming to the airport to see him. Jason continued the pseudo-beating until they were both laughing. After the initial greetings, the entire family moved outside to the patio to catch up. Carrie and Kayla went to bed around ten, but everyone else stayed, telling stories until the early morning.

The next morning, Jason went for a run before anyone else was awake. When he got out of the shower, Josh was looking at the bookshelf in his room. 

“I didn’t expect to see you up so early,” Jason said.

Josh didn’t respond as his fingers moved across several shelves of books. “Have you read all of these?” His fingers continued to the next shelf until he chose a book and opened it.

“Most of them. Some more than once.”

Jason left and returned two minutes later, fully dressed. Josh sat on his bed with one book open and two by his side.

“Whatcha looking at?”

“You have all these weird books I’ve never heard of. The Screwtape Letters by C.S. Lewis, Bushcraft 101 by Dave Canterbury, and Meditations by Marcus Aura—”

“Marcus Aurelius. What’s so weird about them?”

“I’ve never heard of them. What’s a screwtape?” Josh asked.

Jason laughed. “What are you reading now?”

“I just finished all the Mitch Rapp books, and they were awesome. Now I’m reading the last Scot Harvath book. Books with action are my favorite.”

“I have all of those too. Try the Gray Man series next. You’ll love them.”

Josh flipped through several pages of Bushcraft 101 and looked up at Jason. “Are we still going to build that off-grid house together?”

“Absolutely! I’ve saved up enough to buy land this summer. I wouldn’t let anything get in the way of you and me building that house together.”

Jason had floated the idea of building an off-grid house to his family a couple of years earlier. It became a joint plan with Josh when he’d expressed his desire to help build it. Now Jason had ample savings to buy the property, and soon they’d construct their off-grid house and leave a legacy of their brotherly teamwork for future generations.

“How about grabbing poles and fishing up at Woods Canyon Lake?” Jason asked.

Josh’s eyes shot up. “Seriously?”

“Go get dressed.”

Josh bolted out of the room and returned a minute later wearing the blue jeans and t-shirt he had worn the day before.

“Are those the same clothes you had on yesterday?”

“Yep. I’m saving the environment. I recycle.”

Despite the ten-year age difference, Jason and Josh had a special bond. Jason’s older brother Kevin was his senior by three years. The eldest Mulder son loved fast cars and football as far back as Jason could remember. Noah was born two years after Jason and he preferred to play video games, earning him the title of the official electronics expert in the family. Jason played sports and tinkered with gadgets, but was most passionate about reading and everything related to the outdoors like hiking, camping, hunting, and fishing. Josh shared the same passions.

The duo arrived at Woods Canyon Lake and claimed the rocky peninsula that jutted into the clear, cool water before the other anglers arrived. Jason cast his line and sat down on a smooth boulder. He watched his fishing line cut through the reflection of the pine trees shimmering on the lake's glass-like surface. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he caught Josh’s hazel eyes fixed on him - an eye color shared by all the Mulder boys thanks to a Spanish mother born and raised on the north coast of Spain and Dutch father from Eindhoven, Netherlands.

“Is something wrong?” Jason asked.

“Why do you need to re-enlist in the Air Force?”

Jason looked back at his line for a few seconds and then at Josh. “It’s what I do. I protect people.”

Josh seemed to take in the response for a moment and then nodded.

“Will you have to go back to the war?”

“I hope not, but anything is possible. If I do, I promise I’ll be safe.”

“Good.”

Three hours later, they had caught only four fish, but the aim of the fishing trip was a success. Two brothers spending quality time together. The rest of the week flew by with more fishing, hiking, grilling, and trips to the gun range. It was thirteen months since Jason was last home, and the clocks seemed to move at warp speed during his trip.

On the morning of his departure back to JBLM, Jason ate breakfast with his mom and Josh while his dad loaded his bags into the SUV. This was the most challenging part of every trip home, but it was hardest on Josh. Jason and his parents had developed an understanding that it was part of his job, but for a fifteen-year-old sophomore in high school that worshiped his older brother, it was still difficult to say goodbye.

Jason stood up to leave, and his mom held up her hand to stop him. 

“Josh has something to ask you before you go.”

Jason spun his chair around and sat down in front of Josh. 

“Sure. What do you want, buddy?”

“Well—”

Josh started to speak and then stopped. 

“Go ahead.”

"Well, since you are good at biology, can you help me with my plant science project?" 

"I'll help any way I can. What are you doing?"

"We have to find as many native plants as possible and then identify them. It's twenty-five percent of our grade, so I thought we could go deep into the forest and collect some plants nobody else will find like you did in High School."

"That sounds like a blast. I'll be back in seven weeks for Memorial Day. Will that work?”

Josh's shoulders slumped, and his head dropped. "No. It's part of our final grade, so it's due the week before."

"Sorry, Buddy, but Mom is a science teacher, so she'll be a good stand-in for me while I’m away."

"I know, but Mom doesn't know how to go deep in the woods like you. She won't rappel down a cliff to get the best plants, and she'll probably get us lost."

Jason stood up, ruffled Josh’s hair, and pulled him in for a bear hug. 

"Then I suggest you study some maps so you can help Mom navigate. Don't rely on somebody to find your way. You need to be prepared for anything."

Josh wiggled out of the bear hug. "Okay, but I was mostly hoping to spend some time with you."

They stared at each other, and Jason turned to leave the room. “Give me one minute.”

Jason returned with two objects. 

“These will help when you go with Mom to look for your plants. This is my first compass, and the pamphlet is my plant identification guide.” Jason handed both to Josh.

“Thanks!”

“I have to leave now, but I'll take you fishing, hiking, and shooting when I get back."

“You promise?"

“Absolutely!” 

Jason responded with conviction, but it was a promise he couldn’t keep.
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Celeste Mulder stomped down the hallway and pushed open Josh’s bedroom door.

“Turn off the video game and get ready to go.”

“Just another few minutes. I’ve never been on this level,” Josh replied. He kept his eyes glued to the character on the monitor.

“That’s what you said ten minutes ago. It’s going to take over an hour to get there. I need to get back home at a decent time today.”

Josh did not respond. His tongue emerged between his lips as his fingers moved back and forth across the controller. 

“Joshua Mulder. I’m not going to drive you if we don’t leave soon!”

Celeste’s tone seemed to snap Josh out of his game induced trance. He straightened and paused the game. “Fine. I want the Helianthus arizonensis. It’s hard to find, but Jason found one and he said that’s how he got an A in the class.”

“The helia what?”

Josh sighed as if everyone on the planet should have full knowledge of Helianthus arizonesis. “The Arizona sunflower, but it may not be blooming yet. Can we go next week instead?” Josh asked as he reached for the controller again.

Celeste put her hands on her hips. “No! Your plant science project is due soon, and you’ve already put this off for too long. Grab your shoes and meet me in the car in five minutes.”

Josh smiled. “Okay, mom. I’ll be there in four minutes.”

Celeste snagged two water bottles from the refrigerator and found Phillip reading a book and drinking iced tea in the shade on the back patio. His favorite place to lounge around on weekends. 

“Josh and I are heading out to collect some plants for his school project.”

Phillip looked at his watch. “It’s getting a little late to be heading out to the forest.”

“I wanted to go earlier but got busy. I’ll be home for dinner.”

“Okay. Where are you going?”

“We’re heading to the forest road off Young Highway near Canyon Creek. I think it may be in Navajo county.”

“Why so far?” Phillip asked.

“Josh has researched the plants he wants to find, and they grow wild in that area.”

“I believe that’s on the Fort Apache Reservation. Be sure to buy the permits before leaving and be careful.”

“We will. I’ll text you when we get there.”

Celeste and Josh left Payson and drove up the Colorado Plateau until they crossed 7,000 feet of elevation. The Colorado Plateau extends hundreds of miles through northern Arizona, with sheer cliffs towering two-thousand feet over the carpet of emerald forest below. Next, they took the Young Highway toward Young, Arizona, and meandered through mountainous terrain covered by pine forest as far as the eye could see. 

The unpaved forest road appeared, and they left the highway for a rugged dirt path. They bounced in her mid-size Chevy SUV until they arrived at an overlook near Canyon Creek on the Fort Apache Reservation. 

“Okay, Josh. We’ve come pretty far. Can you find the helia sunflowers around here?”

Josh looked around. “We need to find a south-facing slope. Let’s cross the creek and go up the other side. I see a couple of suitable areas over there.”

Five minutes later, Celeste parked and locked her car. Josh darted up the rocky embankment while she texted Phillip: Finally made it. I’ll text you when we leave.  

Celeste watched for a confirmation the text went through but received a notification that she had no signal. She walked several steps away from her SUV to see if that provided any bars on her cell phone when Josh called her.

“Come on, Mom. I need your help finding them. If they’re blooming, they each have eight golden petals.”

Celeste marched up the hill and was out of breath once she reached Josh. “Where should we look?”

“Not here. We need to check over that ridge.”

Celeste scanned the area as her lungs refilled with air. “Can’t you look harder around here?”

“That’s why I wanted Jason to take me. He would have taken me anywhere I wanted.”

“That’s not fair Josh,” Celeste whispered, the hurt evident in her voice. “I know I can’t take you the same places as Jason, but I’m here and I’m trying to help you the best I can.”

Josh turned his gaze from the hillside to his mother. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just bummed Jason couldn’t come, but I’m glad you’re helping me. We just need to check the other side of the ridge.”

Celeste’s lips briefly turned skyward with a smile. Although Josh was often overeager and annoyingly impatient, he was respectful to his parents like all of his older brothers. Celeste recognized this was Josh’s way of apologizing, so she forgave him and refocused on finding the plants Josh wanted. “Okay. Let’s go.”

Josh raced up the last twenty yards. Once he reached the summit, he dropped his compass and plant guide.

Celeste climbed five more steps and stopped to catch her breath. The elevation made it hard for her to climb any faster. She looked up to her destination and noticed Josh frozen ten yards above her. 

“What’s wrong?”

Josh didn’t answer. Her gut signaled that something was wrong, so she mustered all her energy to reach the top of the ridge next to Josh. Celeste followed his gaze and noticed what stopped Josh in his tracks. A dozen or more men worked inside two camouflage tents underneath a dense canopy of trees. It was practically invisible in the forest, but she observed industrial-sized stainless-steel vats and steam rising from a metal chimney in one tent. Several men milled around outside the tent, and Celeste noticed they had assault rifles slung over their backs. Her heart raced as her eyes panned to two armed men standing guard at the edge of the small camp.

The instinct to flee consumed Celeste. She grabbed Josh’s hand and began retreating in one coordinated move. “Let’s go!”

Their abrupt departure down the hill caught the attention of a man holding a rifle, and he yelled to three others. Seconds later, the armed men were in pursuit of the intruders. The Mulders had a good head start down the hill while the four men still had to climb the ridge. Celeste slid down most of the embankment and unlocked her car before their feet hit the dirt road. She jumped in, buckled up, and started the car while Josh slammed his door shut in the front passenger seat. Celeste pulled the stick into Drive, did a quick U-turn and spewed rocks into the air as she sped away. She exhaled loudly as the SUV pulled away from the men on foot. A half minute later, Celeste adjusted her rearview mirror and gasped. A beefy black truck kicked up a cloud of dust as it closed fast on her and Josh.

Celeste navigated the descent down and over Canyon Creek. She took the curve on the other side of the creek faster than she should have, and the SUV careened across the rocky dirt road before the front tires regained traction and straightened out. Celeste slammed her foot down on the accelerator to put distance between them and their pursuers, but the black truck continued to gain on the slower SUV.

Josh was on his knees facing the rear of the vehicle. “Faster mom. They’re getting closer!”

Celeste felt the fear in Josh’s voice in her bones and pressed harder on the gas. She turned to Josh and shouted. “Sit back down and get your seatbelt on.”

Josh ignored her command. His eyes widened as the black truck filled with angry men got within a car length of their SUV. “They’re right behind us now.”

Celeste and Josh entered the steep incline of the west bank of Canyon Creek when the black truck got within inches from their bumper. No matter how hard Celeste willed the SUV to go faster, the small V-6 engine was no match for gravity and the steep grade they climbed. The men in the super-duty truck had no such problems with the V-8 powerplant under their hood.

The truck moved to their left in the narrow road and Celeste was able to see the driver and front passenger clearly in her mirrors. The image of the scowl on the driver’s face and the determined look on the passenger holding a rifle at the ready seared into her brain. She heard honking and saw waving arms from the men in the back cab. Celeste assumed they wanted her to pull over, and that was never going to happen. She was halfway up the west side of Canyon Creek and would be back on Young Highway in under ten miles, which had more traffic and a cell phone signal to call for help. Celeste focused on making it up the hill as fast as possible, so she pushed the gas pedal to the floor. 

The pursuers may have realized the same thing because that’s when the first shot came through the back window.

“Josh, get down.” He immediately dropped down into his seat and curled up to make himself a smaller target.

The second shot punctured a hole in the windshield between Celeste and Josh. She ducked down for a second and noticed the hairpin turn at the top of the hill was fast approaching after she popped back up. Celeste wouldn’t dare slow down a single mile per hour to enter the switch back curve until the last moment. When the SUV was seconds from either taking the turn or driving off the top of the cliff above Canyon Creek, she braked, but instead of slowing down, the SUV sped up. The truck rammed into their vehicle and accelerated. 

“Hang on Josh!”

The SUV blew past the turn and raced down the steep bank of Canyon Creek. The driver of the truck braked and skidded to a stop a foot or two from going over the same cliff. 

The SUV rolled several times as it traveled more than two-hundred feet, landing on the roof in a thicket of shrubs near the dry creek bed. Once the vehicle came to a complete stop, Celeste opened her eyes and blinked multiple times as the engine sputtered and died. Dust filled the cabin, and her upside-down orientation added to her confusion. She raised her right hand and felt the crumpled metal pushing against her head. She pushed the deflating airbag out of the way, unbuckled her seatbelt and let her body drop to the roof of the overturned SUV. Pain shot up her spine, and Celeste felt like she might pass out as she tried to move around to find Josh. She looked around and confirmed he wasn’t in the vehicle, so she tried to call for him. She opened her mouth to scream several times, but nothing came out. It was like a nightmare, but worse. This was real.

Celeste dragged herself through the broken window and crawled outside. She tried to stand, but her legs wobbled like a baby fawn, and she collapsed. Celeste fought the approaching blackness as she leaned against the SUV. Her baby boy was nowhere to be seen and the pain in her heart was impalpable. Celeste looked left and right as she rested her head against the remains of her SUV. She wanted to yell, crawl, or do anything to find Josh, but blackness closed in until it enveloped her like a tsunami. Seconds later, Celeste Mulder fell unconscious.

At 7:30 p.m., Phillip grew concerned that he hadn’t received a text from Celeste, and they still weren’t home. He called Noah first to see if he’d heard from his mother, and when he hadn’t, Phillip called Kevin at work. He worked for the Colorado Springs fire department, and when Phillip shared his concern about Celeste and Josh, Kevin didn’t mince his words.

“Dad, call the police now and report them missing. They are in the middle of nowhere and anything could’ve happened to them. I doubt they have a cell phone signal to call for help, and it’ll be dark soon. Hang up and call the sheriff right now.”

Phillip did just that, and twenty minutes later, a Gila County Sheriff’s deputy arrived at their house to get a description and the last known whereabouts of Celeste and Josh. The deputy finished taking his notes and said, “I’m going to make some phone calls, and I’ll let you know what’s going on.”

By the time the county dispatcher figured out if it would be a state search and rescue response or a federal team, since it was on the Fort Apache Reservation, it was too late for an aerial search. “Unfortunately, it took several calls to get the right agency sorted out, so a helicopter is not an option right now, but we’ll send ground teams out to look for them,” the deputy said.

Phillip paced in the family room, wondering why Celeste hadn’t texted him or arrived home. He considered calling Jason to tell him, but he didn’t want to concern his son if it was just a silly misunderstanding. What if Celeste and Josh stopped for a bite to eat and just forgot to call or text? He decided he’d call Jason once he had answers on their whereabouts.

Just before midnight, the Gila County deputy knocked on the door to tell Phillip they found nothing and called off the search for the night. They’d resume the search in the morning and send up a helicopter at first light. 

“Call us if you hear anything from your wife,” the deputy said.

“I will.”

Phillip paced for hours until he was so exhausted that he passed out in his recliner. He woke again with another knock at the door. This time it was the elected sheriff of Gila County and the department chaplain. Phillip's heart sank at the sight of the two men.

“Tell me you’ve found them,” Phillip said as he opened the door.

The sheriff removed his cowboy hat and held it to his chest. “I’m sorry, Mr. Mulder, but we have bad news. The aerial search and rescue team spotted your wife’s vehicle at the bottom of a cliff near Canyon Creek. They airlifted her to Honor Health in Scottsdale in critical condition.”

“And my son?” Phillip asked. His lips trembled as he waited for the response.

“I’m sorry. Officers found your son thirty feet from the vehicle. It appears he was thrown from the SUV as it rolled down the side of the cliff. Unfortunately, he was deceased when we arrived.”

Phillip took several steps back and fell onto his couch. The sheriff and chaplain left, and now he had to have the most painful conversation of his life with his boys. Phillip was most concerned about Jason.
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Chapter 5


[image: ]


Jason completed the third mile of his five-mile morning run around Joint Base Lewis–McChord under a light mist. He kept his phone on do-not-disturb to avoid distracting texts until he completed his workout and listened to his eighties and nineties heavy metal music so loud that he didn’t hear the Air Force Security Force SUV pull up next to him. Jason stopped running and turned off his music after the airman honked. 

“Staff Sergeant Mulder?”

“Yes.”

“Please come with me. The commander wants to see you.”

Jason knew it had to be bad news if Security Forces picked him up and took him straight to the base commander. He assumed it was deployment or career-related, but it was much worse.

When Phillip couldn’t reach Jason on his cell phone, he’d called the base and shared the bad news. The commander told Jason about the accident, and his assistant helped him get a flight to Phoenix a few hours later. Eight hours after receiving the call, Jason arrived at the hospital in Scottsdale, Arizona. He entered his mom’s room and found his father and his brothers, Noah and Kevin. They all hugged and gave Jason the chair closest to his sleeping mother. He read the IV bag hanging by her bed and watched the readings on her heart monitor before sitting down.

Jason held his mother’s hand in silence. The rhythmic ticks and beeps of the monitors and hum of the fluorescent lights were the
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