

    
        
          Strike Back

        

        
        
          Jason Mulder Action Thrillers, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Robert Goluba

        

        
          Published by Robert Goluba, 2024.

        

    


COPYRIGHT




Copyright © 2024 by Robert Goluba

All rights reserved.



ISBN: 979-8-9906197-1-5 (Paperback)

ISBN: 979-8-9906197-0-8 (eBook)



This book is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. 



Edited by Ryan Steck and Lisa Davis

Cover Design by Miblart



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

Epilogue

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1
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Page, Arizona

Jason Mulder stood over the churning steel and water raging hundreds of yards below his feet as a breeze cooled his neck, reddened by the afternoon sun. Every minute, 1.3 million gallons of Lake Powell water rushed through the Glen Canyon Dam in Page, Arizona, without a hint of the immense force on the surface.

Jason strode to the railing, leaned over, and stared at the turbulent white water churning seven hundred feet below. A frothy mist wafted into the air like thin smoke, signaling the beginning of a new journey down the Colorado River until the water rested again in Lake Mead. He raised his gaze slowly, examining the vast concrete dam until his eyes were rewarded with the grandeur of the second-largest reservoir in the United States stretching into the distance.

He pushed himself away from the railing to walk the perimeter of the Carl Hayden Visitor Center parking lot for the third time. This was no ordinary event. Members of the media, local constituents, and well-heeled VIPs sat on white chairs unfolded in the grass expanse behind the adobe building. They waited for Senator James Conrad, the junior senator from Arizona, to announce the much-anticipated bill he had co-sponsored with Congresswoman Duarte from Nevada. 

After Jason completed his perimeter scan, he stood at the rear of the seating area and turned toward the empty podium. Nature displayed a majestic tapestry backdrop behind the eventual speakers that no human could duplicate. A masterpiece of towering rust-red sandstone walls carved by the relentless hands of time framed the shimmering azure waters under the boundless horizon.

Anticipation hung in the dry air on the unseasonably warm March afternoon. The setting was serene, but Jason's stomach was in knots, and he couldn't stop pacing. It wasn't his first event on the private security detail, or PSD, for Senator Conrad’s reelection campaign, but the warning from the head of security that the senator’s proposed bill could attract angry dissenters had him on edge. He was no longer double-checking exit doors, HVAC systems, and back stairwells at hotel conference centers or convention halls. The upcoming speech by the “common sense candidate for senator” came with the highest stakes in Jason Mulder’s five-month career as a member of his campaign security detail.

Once every seat was filled, audience members fanned themselves as the late afternoon sun beat on their necks and arms. Jason’s piercing hazel eyes methodically moved up and down each row like they’d taught him at PSD school, but he didn’t detect any potential threats. That changed once he spotted a man with wide eyes anxiously scanning every person who walked near his aisle seat six rows from the podium. The man appeared to be in his early twenties, and his messy brown mop of hair bounced every time he turned his head. Jason noted the lanyard with a press pass around his neck as the man continually checked his camera and clutched the case like it would fly away like a frightened bird if he loosened his grip.

"On-site in two," came over Jason's wireless microphone in his ear. It was Clay Landry, and he was in the vehicle with Senator Conrad and his entourage. Clay recruited Jason into the senator’s security detail a half year earlier after Jason quit his job at the DEA. They had become close friends two years earlier after meeting during a training mission. Jason was an active Air Force pararescueman, and Clay was a special recognizance specialist. After Jason joined the same Air Force Reserve unit, Clay was by Jason’s side while he endured some of his darkest days. Together, they hunted down cartel members responsible for the death of Jason’s younger brother, Josh. After a judge sentenced the last cartel member to prison and Jason attempted to rebuild his life, Clay remained by his side. He helped Jason evade US Marshals after crooked DEA agents set him up to be arrested in a suspicious drug bust.

The tough times forged a bond of respect and trust that made Clay Landry and Jason Mulder a formidable force.

"Has everyone here been wanded for weapons?" Jason asked.

"Yeah, why?" Clay responded quickly. "Do you see a threat?"

"Not sure yet, but I have eyes on a young male acting suspiciously."

"Location and description?"

“Watch Shaggy in the white shirt on the west end of row six. He seems nervous,” Jason said.

Two Arizona Department of Public Service motorcycle officers pulled into the parking lot with their emergency lights on. Three black full-size SUVs followed them with two additional motorcycle escorts in the rear. The back door of the middle vehicle opened, and Clay exited, scanned the area for threats, and nodded to the person inside the open door. Senator Conrad slid his six-foot athletic frame out of the vehicle and waved at cheering onlookers behind the cameras. At fifty-six years old, James Conrad III maintained the air of a battle-tested warrior with his salt-and-pepper hair cropped close to his head and steel blue eyes narrowing in focus. His square jaw was set firmly, with a few faint wrinkles below his eyes, testifying to his years of experience and leadership. He wore a navy-blue suit and crisp white dress shirt, with an American flag lapel pin and gold crossed rifles on either side, paying homage to his service as a captain in the US Army Infantry. 

He strode to the podium with the self-confidence of an experienced leader and stood resolute, ready to take on any challenge standing in the way of his objective. After he pointed and waved at several supporters in the audience, he pulled the microphone closer to his mouth.

“Ladies and gentlemen, before I start, I want to acknowledge the real reason why we are all here this fine afternoon.” He turned and raised his hand to draw attention to Lake Powell and the mountains behind him.

“All of this is here because of the Colorado River, which is why I’m co-sponsoring a new bill with Congresswoman Duarte from Nevada... to protect this invaluable asset.” 

The crowd responded with enthusiastic applause.

Jason turned his attention from his principal and back to the individual that had caught his attention earlier. Shaggy didn’t clap and sat expressionless during the senator’s speech.

Jason felt a familiar rush of adrenaline surge into his stomach. He was no stranger to the feeling of cortisol coursing through his veins and as a pararescueman in the Air Force and a special agent in the DEA, he was well acquainted with the tense moments before being thrust into action. His gut always knew before his brain did when danger stalked nearby, ready to pounce. Jason sensed Shaggy was up to something, and he never took his eyes off the suspicious man.

Jason radioed the team, “Watch Shaggy. He looks like a shaken soda can ready to explode.”

He instinctively reached for the SIG Sauer P226 pistol in his shoulder holster under his navy blue blazer. His right hand fell back to his side after confirming his weapon would be ready in an instant if needed.

I hope this guy doesn’t try something stupid.

“I know it’s warm out here and that I’m the one thing standing between you and some delicious food and refreshing drinks in an air-conditioned building, so I’ll close with this,” the senator said to chuckles in the audience. “The new bill I’m co-sponsoring will not be popular with everyone, but it’s the right thing to do, and I won’t stop fighting for you and the forty million people who depend on this river until we have a bill to protect it.”

Shaggy stood seconds before the rest of the audience as they gave the senator a standing ovation. Jason moved toward the young man as he unscrewed the zoom lens from his camera and dumped something into his right hand.

Jason had little time to warn the others. “He’s going for the senator!”

Shaggy moved into the aisle, stepped toward the podium, and reared back with something in his hand.

The newest security detail member rushed halfway up the aisle, his fingers on the handle of his pistol and a million questions swirling through his mind that required immediate answers.

What’s in his hand? Is that a weapon? Should I draw? Should I shoot?

Before Jason arrived at an answer, Shaggy’s hair whipped around his face as he chucked an egg at Senator Conrad. The senator ducked and dodged the poultry projectile as Shaggy shouted. "Shame on you. Your bill will be the end of small farmers in this state!"

As Shaggy transferred another egg from his left hand to his right and cocked to throw it, he was slammed to the turf by Ruben Zambrano from the security team while Clay rushed the senator to safety. The crowd scattered away from the egg thrower like a school of fish avoiding a shark, and several people fell over the chairs during the commotion. 

Jason stopped over Shaggy writhing in pain on the ground and scanned for additional threats when Clay’s voice boomed with the senator’s code name over the radio. “Duke is secure. Sit rep?”

Clay secured the senator safely inside a bulletproof SUV.

Ruben Zambrano, or Zee, spoke first. “Assailant has been detained, and the threat neutralized.” 

Jason and the fourth security team member, Ian Park, responded next.

“All clear.”

“Mulder, I need you over here with your aid kit. The protester got a nasty gash on his forehead when he hit the ground, and it looks like a reporter twisted her ankle,” Zee said.

Jason arrived next to the protester as he sat on a sun-bleached sidewalk with his hands secured behind his back with zip ties. Members of Arizona DPS, who did not look amused by his shenanigans, surrounded him on each side. The former Air Force PJ raised Shaggy’s face up by his chin to examine the wound. He noted the pockmarked skin on his cheeks, and the two-inch thin gash near his hairline, but the hatred in his eyes caught Jason by surprise. Jason wondered what was behind the vitriol coursing through his veins as he cleaned the wound and applied adhesive surgical tape strips over the bandage in an X pattern on the gash. He couldn’t resist asking Shaggy the question burning in his mind.

“Why’d you do it?” Jason asked.

Shaggy’s expression changed from indifferent to a murderous look of disdain. “You elites from Washington just don’t get it. My family has farmed the same land here since before Arizona was a state. Now, a politician wants to take all of that away. Over what? A low river after a few years of drought?”

The intensity of Shaggy’s anger caught Jason by surprise, causing him to take a step back. The DPS officer noticed and secured the protester. “Okay, your booboo is all fixed. Let’s go.”

After Jason wrapped up a reporter’s ankle, he drove over the steel arch Navajo Bridge into Page. Born from a land exchange with the Navajo Nation ten miles south of the Utah border, the town of 7,000 residents was formed in 1957 as a housing community for the construction of the Glen Canyon Dam. Jason parked at the hotel hosting the senator and found the sports bar with a half dozen college basketball games beaming across the TVs. He sat at a table in the bar and waited for Clay to arrive. Clay appeared ten minutes later, shaking his head as he sat down.

“What the hell happened back there?”

Jason leaned back and exhaled loudly. He reacted to the potential threat like he was trained to do when it was clear that Shaggy had bad intentions for the senator. Jason knew he was slow to process whether or not to engage the threat with deadly force, and a slew of worst-case scenarios crept into his thoughts like an unwanted guest.

Don’t ever let that happen again. Trust your training and instincts. Make a decision and live with it.

“I don’t know, man,” Jason responded. “I asked the protester when I applied a bandage to his wound why he did it, and he seemed like he wanted to kill someone.”

Clay nodded. “Sometimes we attract the crazies.”

A server wearing faded blue jeans and a black-and-white striped referee's shirt appeared beside their table. The young lady took their orders for two tall draft beers, and they waited quietly until their drinks arrived. Jason took a long draw and lowered his mug. "So much for watching the senator shake hands and kiss babies on the campaign trail. How was the senator once you got him out of there?” 

“It’s like nothing ever happened. Senator Conrad is laser-focused on the bill, and nothing can get in his way when he's like that. He’s like a professional athlete with the game on the line. He’s in a zone, and nothing will detract him from the mission of passing his new bill.”

“Does he realize his proposed bill has people really pissed off?” Jason asked.

“It’s only going to get worse.”

Jason’s eyebrows pinched together over his nose. “What? How?” 

“I got a text from his chief of staff on the way down that he will reveal all the details of his controversial new bill during one of those Sunday news programs. Crenshaw said it got heated because he won’t compromise on any of his talking points, and she’s concerned the backlash will be severe.”

“Shit. What’s in that bill?” 

“Don’t know,” Clay whispered. 

“You don’t know what’s in the bill?”

“Nope,” Clay said with a shake of his head. “But I do know it’s not going to be easy keeping the senator safe for the rest of the campaign.” 

Jason nodded. He agreed. It would be a challenge to get the senator safely to the election. Of that, he was certain.

“I don’t know about you,” Clay started, “But I plan to watch Senator Conrad live on Sunday. I want to know right away how many people are going to want him dead.”
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Whispering Pines, Arizona

JJ teetered on the brink of a fall that could result in a concussion, broken bones, or worse. Jason curled his arms around his son and pulled him away from the edge of the couch before he rolled onto the hardwood floor in the family room of their home in Whispering Pines. At six-months old, Jason and Shanna’s son, Jason Joshua, showed some of the same tendencies to push safety boundaries as his father.  

Jason lay next to his son in his pajamas with “Future Hunting Buddy” printed across the front and watched him explore everything with his eyes, hands, and mouth on a lazy Saturday morning.

The back door opened, and Shanna entered with an armful of split logs for the wood-burning stove. She placed them in the black wrought iron rack, poured herself a cup of coffee, and sat at the old oak dining room table a few feet from Jason and JJ.

“When do you have to leave again?” Shanna asked.

“Not for a few days. The senator is giving another speech about the new bill in Yuma on Thursday, so I’ll head down there on Tuesday as the advanced security detail.”

“Are you worried about another protester showing up?”

“We always have to prepare for protests at a campaign, but now I’ll have to be extra thorough when I scout the location and present my threat analysis to Clay and Crenshaw.”

“Why are people so upset about a bill to protect the Colorado River?”

“I’m not sure. Clay said the senator will be on TV tomorrow morning, and he’ll share more details about what’s in the bill. I plan to watch it so I know what has so many people angry at the senator.”

“Okay, JJ and I will watch with you.”

Five months earlier and one year before the next general election, Jason joined Senator Conrad’s protective security detail at the urging of Clay Landry. Shortly after Jason successfully proved his innocence in a drug charge pinned on him by two crooked DEA Special Agents, Clay presented an opportunity to Jason after he’d accepted the team's lead position for Senator Conrad’s PSD. Clay swiftly hired two experienced veterans from the special forces. Ian Park, an Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey native and former Navy Seal known as "Central," was the first to be hired. Ruben Zambrano, or "Zee," from Chicago, Illinois, by way of Venezuela when his parents immigrated to the United States, was the third member of the PSD responsible for protecting Senator Conrad and his staff. Zee served as an Army Ranger in the 75th Ranger Regiment.

While Central and Zee were at their PSD training, Clay convinced Crenshaw to increase the budget enough to add one more member for the extra reconnaissance work required for the reelection campaign. Crenshaw initially resisted, but once she heard the rumors of Conrad’s new bill, she found the funds to hire Jason Mulder. 

Jason drove ninety minutes from his home at Whispering Pines to the senator’s office in Scottsdale, Arizona, to meet with the chief of staff, Julia Crenshaw, and Clay, twenty-four hours after joining the team. They showed Jason around the modest 2,000-square-foot office and officially welcomed him to the senator’s staff. 

The next day, Jason circled over the dense emerald green forests, carpeting the rolling hills and serpentine lakes of The Ozarks as he landed at Northwest Arkansas National Airport. It was Jason’s turn to spend two weeks with an organization specializing in training law enforcement and high-level security professionals. 

After Jason checked in at the training facility, he found his room and tossed his gear onto the bed of the two-person room in the trainee quarters. He strutted down the hall to get the lay of the land of his new home for the next fourteen days. The former PJ looked forward to meeting the other trainees and even prepared answers to the questions he expected to get about his background and training regimen that allowed him to excel in the PSD training. Jason knew little about private security professionals or the training he was about to endure, so if he was honest, he expected that his background as an Air Force pararescueman and DEA special agent would put him at the head of the class. 

He first questioned his assumptions when he learned his roommate was a former Army Airborne Ranger and a current Los Angeles County SWAT team sniper. The deflation of his ego continued the next morning as he walked past squared-away men in formation who looked like they might snap him in two if he crossed them. By 7:00 am, he had fully shed the chip on his shoulder as he met with the teams from the British Royal Marine Commandos, an Oil and Gas PSD in Nigeria, an FBI Hostage Recovery Team (HRT), Los Angeles County SWAT and Department of Defense (DOD) individuals from unknown branches. Jason slunk down in the back of the room when the training leaders announced they had one member of a political PSD in the crowd.

Jason’s prospects did not improve when he received his schedule and found he’d spend his first three days in a classroom. Although Jason knew he was surrounded by stiff competition, the former PJ still wanted to test his mettle against the best and brightest military and security professionals in the world. 

His attitude about spending days in a classroom turned positive when the former Delta Force instructor started with techniques to conduct threat assessments and site survey risks for a high-value asset. This would be a significant part of Jason’s job, so he soaked up two days of information on risk analysis, building surveys, site reconnaissance, convoy route selection, and explosive search techniques with and without a K9 asset. His head was swimming with all the intricate details of securing a location and getting principals to and from an event.

After another week of security driving techniques and weapons handling, with an emphasis on firing positions and proper use of weapons among uninvolved civilians, Jason's live training sessions, which he had circled on his schedule, finally arrived. 

One hour before sunrise, the instructors called all the trainees outside to stand in the cool November mist. They stood at attention in silence for thirty minutes until the head instructor appeared in front of the twenty-four men in the training session.

“I know all of you have been trained by some of the most elite military and security agencies on the planet, but starting today, you’re all rookie scum. The close-quarters force-on-force exercise in our kill houses is the most realistic training you’ll receive in the PSD field. I need you all to give the instructors your undivided attention, master the techniques they teach you, and take this final phase of training seriously. If you don’t, I’ll fail you, and you get to spend two weeks with me again in the winter, which will suck but not as bad as being on a PSD whose principal gets whacked. Don’t be that guy,” the instructor barked.

Jason felt the intensity rise within the group as they shuffled off to learn individual reaction drills. After the sun rose and moved overhead, they broke out into teams for close protection team counter-action techniques, anti-ambush drills, and team evacuation actions when all else failed. The number one aim for a PSD was to keep the principal alive, so retreating with a breathing high-value asset was a win in the private security business. 

After lunch, he was paired up with two British Commandos and two members of FBI HRT for the close-quarters force-on-force exercises in the kill house. Instead of live rounds, they were all given 9MM and 5.56MM marker rounds to simulate live fire. It reminded Jason of his training with the Marine Raiders in Afghanistan, and his team of five saved their principal and emerged from the kill houses unscathed.

It was time for the most realistic and challenging exercise, which was a source of most of Jason’s nightmares about losing Senator Conrad. A transfer of a principal through a group of hostile protesters was Jason’s biggest concern. It was easier to shoot anyone not on your team in a kill house because they were all bad guys except for the principal. The situation was flipped with the protester exercise, and only a handful of bad guys mixed in with civilians exercising their First Amendment rights. The opportunities for mistakes increased one-hundredfold.

Jason checked his gear one final time as he looked over the rectangle of concrete the size of a basketball court that represented a mock town plaza. The other trainees mingled on the plaza, acting as protestors, with new instructors they’d never met mixed in with the group but with intentions to kill their principal. Jason and his four teammates had to transport their principal through the protestors to the safety of the armored limousine on the other side. 

The head instructor climbed to a platform over the plaza and blew the air horn to start the exercise. Although it was only training, Jason’s heart raced as he took the first steps into the protestors holding signs and chanting. Humans could sense a predator waiting for the right time to strike, and our bodies dump adrenaline into the bloodstream regardless of whether it was caused by a genuine threat or a simulation.

Jason was in the lead position in the triangle around the principal. He attempted to scan every face and read body language to identify and neutralize any threats. Everyone in the crowd looked crazed and whipped into a frenzy by the recent political speech, and like the real world, Jason couldn’t rely on his weapon until a threat appeared. Ten yards from the end of the crowd, Jason took his eyes off their faces and focused on a black SUV reinforced with enough armor to stop small-arms fire. 

We’re going to make it on the first try.

Jason turned around to pull the principal forward when he saw one of the British Commandos’ eyes widen through his goggles.

“Weapon!” he shouted.

Before Jason could remove his pistol with simulated rounds from the holster, several marker rounds dotted his chest, the principal, and the rest of his team. The impact of each marker round stung, but the physical pain didn’t bother Jason. The three red circles over his heart were visible markers of his failure. If this were an actual mission with real bad guys and bullets, everyone, including Jason, would be dead.

“Weapons up and halt mission,” the head instructor yelled from his perch. He descended from his catwalk and continued until he stood in front of Jason. The instructor leaned closer until his nose was twelve inches from Jason’s.

“What’s your name?”

“Mulder.”

“Well, Mulder, your principal, and your entire team are dead. Now I have to inform your wife that she’s a widow. What the hell happened out there?”

Jason looked around and sighed. “It all happened so fast. I didn’t have time to react.”

“Exactly! Terrorists and criminals will not telegraph their intentions to you. Read them and know what they plan to do before they do it. Watch their eyes and their hands. They’ll tell you everything you need to know. Learn to spot the cues because you must process and act upon them in a fraction of a second. You have to be sharp through chaos, fear, confusion, and direct contact. All of you have been highly trained by other institutions, including some of the most elite military units in the world, but the only thing that prepares you to make the right decisions when real bullets start flying is force-on-force exercises. You need to train like those bullets are real.”

Jason's gaze moved beyond his crooked nose, focusing on his eyes full of red streaks that looked like bloody bolts of lightning, highlighting the instructor's fierce intensity.

“Do you understand Mulder?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Regroup and rerun it until your principal and all of you make it to the vehicle and the safe house alive.”

The instructor climbed back to the catwalk. “Run it again.”

It took three attempts, but Jason and his team safely transferred their principal without taking a casualty while killing all the armed protesters. Everything slowed down so that Jason could see the protesters' actions more clearly, as the instructor said he would. 

Jason passed and returned home on a high note. His new skills would be put to the test sooner than expected after Senator Conrad revealed the details of his new bill.
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Four Days after the Page Arizona Incident

Jason pruned the trees in the back acre of his property in Whispering Pines as sunlight flooded the dormant lawn. He focused on the lower branches of the trees that provided essential summer shade to their back patio, trimming them before the spring buds appeared. Jason picked up more branches and swiped at a swarm of gnats as he tossed them into a pile on the side of the house he’d burn on another day.

Shanna pushed through the back door with a cup of coffee in one hand and JJ in her other arm. Jason noticed his wife’s full hands and ran up the patio stairs with extended arms.

“I’ll take him.”

Shanna passed JJ to his father and then the cup. “I thought you might like coffee before the morning talk show starts.”

“Thanks. What time is it?”

“It’s 8:47, so it starts in about ten minutes.”

“Okay, I’ll be right in.”

The Mulder family found their way inside and sat together on the couch. Since they did not own a TV, Jason opened up his laptop on the coffee table and found the website for the news program. JJ sat propped up in the corner with a bottle while Shanna leaned on Jason to watch with her husband.

The distinctive neoclassical white dome of the United States Capital building filled the screen as the camera pulled out until viewers saw the entire studio. Jessica Halstead, the network anchor of Sunday Showdown, sat on one side of the table while Senator Conrad and Congresswoman Eva Duarte huddled beside each other, opposite Ms. Halstead. All three individuals sat behind white coffee mugs bearing the three letters of the TV network.

Halstead sat erect in her chair, and her wavy, shoulder-length brown hair framed her angular, middle-aged face. She adjusted her black, thick-rimmed glasses and faced the camera. “Good morning, and welcome to Sunday Showdown, where we ask the people leading this country the tough questions to get you the answers you deserve. Today, we have a former Republican turned Independent senator from Arizona and a Democratic congresswoman from Nevada making waves over their proposed bill to protect the Colorado River. Today, for the first time, they’ll share the details of the bill they co-sponsored right here on Sunday Showdown.”

The anchor turned toward her guests and addressed the congresswoman first. “Congresswoman Duarte, you’re in your fourth term and have a track record of collaborating solely with members from your own party within the Environmental Solutions Caucus to develop your progressive environmental policies. Why did you choose to co-sponsor an environmental bill with Senator Conrad and not a member of your party with less of a reputation as a conservative?”

Congresswoman Duarte wore an elegant but professional black-sleeved dress with a thin string of pearls highlighting her slender neck. Her white teeth glowed through her ruby-red lipstick when she smiled at the camera. 

“Thanks for having us here today to discuss such an important topic. I reached out to Senator Conrad because this issue goes beyond party and politics. He’s from another Lower Basin state of the Colorado River Pact, and we both want to bring real solutions to the American people through smart legislation that tackles a tough topic that both parties have ignored for far too long.”

Halstead nodded and turned to Senator Conrad. “You teased the bill last week during your speech at Lake Powell, so can you give us the details of the bill you co-sponsored today?”

“I also want to thank you for having us on today to share the details of the bill, which I’m excited to co-sponsor with Congresswoman Duarte. We agreed to co-sponsor this bill because the battle in the West for Colorado River water has been heating up for generations, and it's time to lower the temperature with some common sense legislation. That’s why Congresswoman Duarte and I have collaborated to bring you the POLAR Act. The Preservation of Land and Rivers Act."

“Interesting name, but can you tell the viewers what’s in the bill and why you’re proposing it heading into election season?”

Senator Conrad delivered a genuine smile. “Absolutely. Irrigated agriculture is the largest water user in the Lower Basin states of Arizona, California, Nevada, and Utah, consuming over 70% of the available water supply. This is unsustainable, even if we weren’t in a drought, so we have to act with smart legislation now. Our bill includes money to transition to less water-intensive crops, local infrastructure to support those new crops, new technologies to reduce water use on edible crops, and regulations to prevent predatory land grabs and wasteful groundwater use.”

“That’s not all, Jessica,” Congresswoman Duarte interjected. “We need to invest today in large-scale farming that can feed the planet in the future. The POLAR Act provides low-cost loans for the construction of hydroponic, indoor, and vertical farming infrastructure that uses far less water than traditional outdoor farms.”

“Are you referring to the rooftop gardens that are popping up in cities across the country?” Halstead asked.

“That may be a tiny part of a larger plan,” Conrad said. “In the coming weeks and months, I’ll visit some pioneers using the most advanced farming technology at scale to show the American people how advances in farming technology can help address the water shortages in the Colorado River Basin.”

Halstead took off her glasses and tilted her head. “That sounds like a very ambitious and expensive plan, especially considering Capitol Hill faces immense pressure to reduce government spending. How do you intend to pay for your plan?” 

Senator Conrad steepled his index fingers and pressed them against his lips as if giving the question deep thought. 

“First, the cost of doing nothing is the most expensive option. We’ve tried that for the last thirty years, and it only gets more expensive. We’ll directly fund everything in the POLAR Act with an export duty on agricultural exports grown in the Upper and Lower Colorado Basin that are not for human consumption. Nearly a third of the crops grown in the affected states are for animal feed shipped out of the United States. These operations consume vast amounts of our dwindling water supplies, and few Americans see any benefit from this deliberate abuse of limited resources. The export duty will recoup a substantial amount of the revenue needed to fully fund the POLAR Act and start the healing process of the Colorado River.”

The anchor put her glasses back on and leaned back in her seat. She flipped her hair back in her signature move before asking a tricky question.

“Senator Conrad, I’m surprised you co-sponsored a bill with land restrictions and new taxes after running for the senate five years ago on a fiscal conservative platform. Many people commented on the POLAR Act leaks earlier this week, and while states, municipal governments, and environmentalists seem supportive, groups representing farmers, land owners, and investors, like Sustainable Future Alliance, are concerned. SFA president Brock Eckhart had this to say on his social media feed:

“Can someone conduct a wellness check on Senator Conrad because if what I’ve heard about his new bill is true, he must have gone mad. He’s choosing the elites in the cities over the hard-working family farmers, ranchers, and land owners in Arizona. What happened to the conservative senator I voted for five years ago?”

“How do you respond to that stinging rebuke?”

Senator Conrad flashed the winning smile that helped him gain 61% of the vote in the last election. “I appreciate Mr. Eckhart’s passion for all the small farmers and wealthy investors he represents impacted by the water shortage. I’m also thinking of them in our bill. The problem is that too many people think water is abundant because sometimes it falls from the sky. However, the forty million people impacted by dwindling water supplies are quickly learning firsthand how untrue that is. They not only see the reduction in available water, they feel it in their everyday lives.”

Senator Conrad took a sip from his coffee cup and continued. “The people of Arizona elected me to make well-researched, thoughtful decisions, even if they are difficult. That’s why Congresswoman Duarte and I crafted the POLAR Act, and we’ll keep pushing it through committees and both chambers until it’s passed and sent to the President for his signature. The cost of doing nothing is too great."

“Thank you both for coming on today and sharing more about your new bill.” 

Halstead turned back to the camera. “We have to take a short break, and when we get back, I’ll talk to the Deputy Chair of Homeland Security about the proposed changes the next time you go through the TSA when you fly.”

Jason closed his laptop and leaned into the cushions on the couch. He stared at the ceiling with both hands interlocked behind his head. Conrad’s bill wasn’t as antagonistic as he’d feared, but he knew the land restrictions and new taxes would rile up a portion of the populace.

Shanna turned toward her husband. “I can see why some people are upset. It sounds like Senator Conrad’s bill may negatively impact many farmers. I doubt they’ll be too happy if they’re forced to change what they’ve grown and sold for years. I know I wouldn’t be if I were them,” Shanna said.

Jason nodded but said nothing.

“You and Clay have to be extra careful at your future campaign events with the senator. Your job just got a lot harder.”

And a lot more dangerous.
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CHAPTER 4
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Yuma, Arizona

Jason shifted his weight and bit his lower lip as Conrad’s words from the talk show played in his mind again during his three-hour drive to Yuma, Arizona. His political jargon and smooth delivery created juicy soundbites for the news media, but Jason knew his proposed policies could cause real pain for farmers and ranchers. Now they were headed into the heart of Arizona farm country, and Jason wondered how the locals would react to Senator Conrad’s first public event after the details of the POLAR Act were revealed.

He pushed harder on the accelerator, and his truck emerged from the low mountain pass into a valley blanketed in a patchwork of green squares and rectangles spreading across his windshield. Jason continued on Interstate 8 into the Yuma Valley in the southwestern corner of Arizona, near the California and Mexico borders. Neatly planted rows of lettuce, Swiss chard, and arugula passed outside Jason’s truck, ready to be plucked to supply much of the United States with their winter greens. 

His GPS guided him to a field of workers who removed weeds ahead of the looming harvest. After he exited the vehicle, a short man with his shirt unbuttoned to his upper abdomen and a wide-brimmed hat approached Jason.

“Hello, sir. Are you security?” the man said in a thick Spanish accent.

“Yes, I’m with the security detail. Are you Arturo Ruiz?”

“Si.”

Jason completed a full turn as he scanned the crops, stretching for miles in all directions. He was happy to see only limited areas where someone could mount a surprise ambush from the flat fields.

“Which field can we set up a small platform for the speaker?”

The field boss knew a politician from Washington, DC, was coming to deliver a speech, but Jason did not mention Senator Conrad for operational security.

The man waved his arm across acres of green. “You can set up anywhere between these four fields.”

Jason looked up at the sun and noted that the senator would speak in twenty-six hours, 3:00 pm the next day. He did not want the senator or the security team facing the setting sun in the west. It was acceptable for the media and audience to face the bright orange ball descending in the sky, but Jason’s team couldn’t risk anything impeding a clear view of the principal.

“Are the workers going to be out here tomorrow?” Jason asked. He pointed to the forty to fifty workers inching across the romaine lettuce field.

“Yes, sir. The work out here doesn’t stop until everything is out of the ground.”

Jason nodded. It wasn’t ideal from a security standpoint, so he’d bring it up to Crenshaw and Clay and let them decide if they wanted workers in the field during Conrad’s speech.

After dinner, Jason met Clay and Chief of Staff Crenshaw in the hotel's lobby. They exchanged greetings, and Clay got straight to business after everyone found a seat. 

“Site analysis?”

“Good. It’s flat for miles, so I recommend placing one man on an SUV roof to give us the elevation advantage. There are no areas to mass a group ambush or for a sniper to set up. It’s a great location, but I have one concern.”

“What is it?” Clay asked.

“The workers will be in the field during the speech, and we don’t have time to vet them all, so I think we should ask the owner to have them work elsewhere tomorrow.”

Crenshaw snapped her head from her phone. “Absolutely not. I want the American people to see those workers and how the rotation to edible crops is helping with jobs and preserving the Colorado River.”

In Jason’s short time on the team, he’d heard Crenshaw overrule recommendations from the PSD. Technically, as chief of staff, Clay reported to Crenshaw, but as head of security, Clay could trump her decision if it put Senator Conrad at risk. Jason wanted to see if this was one of those rare occasions Clay would wield his power.

“I understand Jason’s concern, but I don’t think the risk warrants removing the workers. We’ll deal with it.”

“Thank you,” Crenshaw replied. Her eyes returned to her phone screen.

“I want to sweep the entire area before the senator arrives, so Jason, you need to get back out there bright and early tomorrow.”

Jason asked, “Are any K9s available for my perimeter walk or to check vehicles when they enter?”

“Not tomorrow. The ATF called the retired K9 officer we’ve been using for an event in Tucson. It will be a visual inspection only tomorrow for the Yuma County deputies.”

Morning dew moistened Jason’s pants below the knee as he walked through the romaine lettuce field behind the temporary platform built to host Senator Conrad’s speech. The greens were less than twenty inches tall, but Jason knew a determined marksman could low crawl close enough to get a shot. Crenshaw chose to work with this farmer because he had converted his fields from alfalfa to romaine lettuce fifteen years earlier. Now, instead of feeding cattle, the land provided millions of Americans with fresh vegetables while using thirty percent less water. It was the ideal example for Senator Conrad to promote the key tenets of his POLAR Act.

After lunch, Jason returned from searching the perimeter, satisfied that no bad actors could get close enough to harm the senator through the fields. The workers were three-quarters of a mile away and showed no interest in the political theater at the other end of the lettuce rows. 

I hope the speech is over before they return to this end of the field. That’s a lot of additional people to monitor. 

The Yuma County Sheriff stationed four deputies at the entrance of the dirt path to validate credentials and check vehicles for explosives. Central from Conrad’s PSD team monitored the audience area roped off with red, white, and blue streamers waving in the light breeze. Inside the roped-in area, one hundred and twenty empty folding chairs glistened in the sun. 

Jason couldn’t stay in one place. He studied the audience, which included primarily media, dignitaries, and local citizens, entering from every angle. Clay assigned Zee to the overwatch position, where he lay frozen in the prone position under a tarp on the roof of their Chevy Tahoe. Jason watched him peer through a spotting scope with a Heckler & Koch MP5 rifle nestled perfectly in his shoulder. Zee continually scanned the area from his position above all the other vehicles and spectators.

Right on cue, a convoy of black SUVs sandwiched between two Yuma County Sheriff cruisers passed the long column of vehicles parked alongside the dirt path. Once the SUV stopped and the dust settled, Clay inconspicuously followed Conrad to the podium as the senator occasionally stopped to wave and shake hands with supporters. Jason drifted to the back of the audience and continued his threat evaluation of everyone in a seat facing the senator. He did not detect any threats on his first scan, but that did not ease his sense of dread. Jason felt a heightened risk of danger since the egg-throwing incident at Lake Powell and the senator’s appearance on the talk show promoting the POLAR Act.

Senator Conrad arrived at the podium and adjusted the microphone. Fifteen minutes into his planned half-hour speech, one of the local attendees shuffled uncomfortably in his seat and shook his head wildly. Jason noticed the signs of agitation and called it in.

“Cowboy wearing the brown hat in the fourth row seems agitated.”

The man with a sharp scowl under the brim of his cowboy hat appeared to be in his mid-sixties. He grew more animated throughout the speech, and each word uttered by the senator seemed to spark more agitation. He swayed and jerked his head furiously in response to many of the senator's statements. 

“My bill will bring the resources and funds to transform the rest of the Colorado Basin into the twenty-first century with cutting-edge food production while reducing the amount of water we require from the river,” Senator Conrad boomed.

The audience responded with applause, and Jason braced for the cowboy to jump out of his chair. He leaned forward, ready to snatch the SIG Sauer P226 pistol from its holster. Jason inched closer to the man, but the cowboy remained seated through the end of the speech.

Jason sighed and let his shoulders relax as Clay escorted Senator Conrad to the secure SUV. He turned his attention to the media, constituents, and staffers returning to their vehicles. The lead SUV in the convoy with the Yuma County Sheriff’s Office emblem on the side rolled forward, and the senator’s SUV followed close behind. Jason turned to locate Zee and Central as the last vehicle in the convoy passed him. He wanted to congratulate his team on a successful mission but never made it.

A blinding burst of light caught his eye a split second before a massive explosion rocked the ground and knocked Jason from his feet. The shock wave hurtled him through the air and across the dirt path like a rag doll. He tasted dirt and the coppery tang of blood in his mouth as he stopped rolling near the edge of the unpaved road. 

The concussion from the blast overwhelmed all of his senses. A high-pitched ringing filled his ears, and everything appeared white like he’d looked at a flashbulb at night.

Jason shook his head and pushed himself up to identify the source of the blast. Flames licked at the edges of his vision as his unfocused eyes scanned the area for answers.

Moments later, as the ringing faded, Jason’s ears were filled with car alarms, shrill cries of distress, and wails of pain. A cacophony of chaos, yellow smoke, and destruction replaced the once cloudless indigo sky. He blinked away the disorientation, forcing his eyes to focus on the smoldering wreckage that was once a pickup truck. Jason's chest and limbs protested the movement as he staggered to his feet. He closed his eyes to concentrate on any areas of intense pain from shrapnel or his hard tumble to the ground. Once his mind confirmed that he suffered no severe injuries, Jason located the spot where the truck had once sat.

The sight of the waist-deep crater in the chalky brown soil washed away the brain fog like a rogue wave, and Jason understood he had survived a car bomb. 

Jason spun around so fast that he nearly lost his balance.

“Where’s the senator?” 
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