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Jason Mulder shifted his weight on the stoop of a two-story brownstone, his eyes locked on the man striding toward him. The upscale Washington, DC, neighborhood pressed in around him with rows of tightly packed homes with ornate trim, sloped roofs, and bay windows that glinted in the weak winter sun. Dormant golden grass blanketed the small front yard, with a narrow brick path slicing through it toward the steps. Behind him, the muffled roar of traffic echoed off the canyon of brick and glass, but Mulder tuned it out. His focus was on the approaching figure.

Clad in a long black wool trench coat, Senator Conrad stepped onto the sidewalk and gave Jason an acknowledging smile. As a member of the US Senator’s private security detail, Jason was responsible for ensuring his principal's safety until he was secure inside his home. His eyes scanned the street and sidewalk, alert to potential threats that could harm the senator. An eruption of barking disrupted the peaceful street and caught Jason’s attention. He turned to see a rambunctious Jack Russell terrier barking excessively at a disinterested rottweiler three houses down the block. It took the owners several attempts to separate the canines and continue their walks.

When Jason turned back to welcome the senator home, motion in his peripheral vision swung his attention to the three men who appeared from nowhere and surrounded Senator Conrad. Before he could react and unholster his weapon, they whisked the senator down the stairs and forced him into a waiting black van parked across the sidewalk. Jason leaped over piles of snow and rushed into the street after the windowless van speeding away. He pursued on foot for half a block until the vehicle turned left and drove out of view at the next corner.

“I have a 134! I repeat, I have a 134. Duke was just forced into a van!” Jason shouted into his comms microphone.

“Copy. Do you have a description of the abductors and vehicle?” Clay Landry, Jason’s supervisor, asked over the radio.

Jason tried to replay the scene in his head.

Was it three men, or could it have been four? Was it a navy-blue van, or was it black?

“Um, three men in, ah... a black van took him.”

“What were they wearing?”

“They were all dressed in black. I think they may have had masks on.”

“Make and model of the van? License plate number?” Jason heard the irritation in Clay’s voice with each question.

Jason wasn’t sure. He remembered the high-pitched squeal of the tires as the van turned the corner, the shadows of the barren trees dancing across the roof, and the smoky gray exhaust billowing out into the frigid late afternoon air. Nothing that could help Conrad’s PSD team or law enforcement find the principal he swore to protect.

“I... I didn’t get either one.”

“Dammit!”

“Okay, hold on, guys. Let’s take a minute.” A new voice had entered the conversation.

A man exited a parallel-parked vehicle two houses down and approached Jason in his police uniform. It was Sergeant Ashby from the Capitol Police Crisis Negotiation Unit.

“Hey, Mulder, get off the street and join me on the sidewalk,” Ashby said in a Philly accent.

Jason ambled to the sidewalk then shook his head as he stood before the Sergeant, streaks of gray mingling with his black hair.

“I told you the training, especially this exercise, would be intense. Did you feel your body tense up when you saw the officer playing the senator get shoved into the van?”

Jason nodded.

“Remember what we talked about in the classroom yesterday? Your first priority is to stop the abduction, but that’s rarely possible, so what’s your second priority?”

“Be a good witness,” Jason replied confidently.

“Exactly! Take in all the important details that will help the rest of the team capture the bad guys and save the principal. Pay attention to the people and what they’re wearing, how they move, and especially how they talk if you’re fortunate enough to hear a conversation. You must get the make, model, color, and approximate year if a vehicle is involved. Once you relay all that information moments after an abduction, the odds of a happy ending increase dramatically. Make sense?”

“It does, but I should have stopped them before they got the senator in the van,” Jason chirped.

“Did you just hear a word I said?” Ashby asked.

The muscles in Jason’s jaw clenched and relaxed as he glared at the Capitol Police officer.

“The chances of you stopping an abduction in progress are slim to none, and slim just left town, so get those thoughts out of your head,” Ashby barked. “Your goal is to bring the senator home safely and catch the bad guys, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Do what I tell you, and heaven forbid Senator Conrad ever gets abducted, your story can have a happy ending.”

His bruised ego still stung, but Jason sighed and pushed aside his emotions. “Okay. I get it. Since I didn’t get a good description, what’s next?”

“We move to the investigation phase and gather as much evidence as possible while it’s still fresh in the mind of any witnesses. In a real kidnapping, after we get a call, a couple of officers immediately canvass the area of the abduction and even the last two or three places he or she visited for potential witnesses. Other members of the Crisis Negotiation Team conduct forensic analysis, identify surveillance footage, and scan for any physical evidence. All of that will be processed at our command center one block north of the Hart Senate Office Building. Let’s head over and link up with the rest of your team.”

Jason followed Sergeant Ashby into the seven-story sandy-brown brick-and-mortar headquarters of the Capitol Police. They passed the bustling front counter and the rows of desks buzzing with activity. Ruben “Zee” Zambrano was the first one to greet Jason when he entered the conference room.

“That will teach you to sleep on the job,” Zee said with a snort.

Jason shot him a glare with the force of a slap, causing Zee to recoil. “See how well you do when it’s your turn.”

Clay was more subtle. He stood beside him and whispered, “What the hell happened back there?”

“I don’t know. I watched the fake Senator Conrad walk toward the steps, and before he got there, the abduction team snatched him. Watching it unfold was like a bad dream where I couldn’t move or yell.”

“I would have thought your reaction speed would be faster with all your pararescue, PSD, and DEA training.”

Jason was not thrilled with his friend and supervisor’s rebuke but was also surprised that he was slow to react to an obvious threat. “Me too.”

“Everyone take a seat around the table,” Ashby commanded.

“We’re moving to the second phase of the exercise—evidence analysis.”

The four members of Senator Conrad’s PSD team watched as men and women from the Capitol Police Investigations Division and Intelligence Division arrived and presented their evidence and insights. They were all participating in the mock kidnapping drill that the Capitol Police offered to every PSD team on Capitol Hill. The exercise was authentic, giving all involved parties much-needed practice if the unimaginable scenario of an abduction of a member of Congress occurred. The last presenter transitioned the training from an investigation to a recovery.

“We have security footage of a black van parked near the Union Market in the old warehouse district with four men dragging someone in a hood through the back door of a building. Our records show it’s an abandoned textile manufacturer, so that’s our target for a hostage recovery.”

Although it was just a simulation, moving to the next phase evoked a visceral reaction in Jason. His knees bounced restlessly under the table, and his chest tightened with anticipation. This was the moment he’d been waiting for since the van sped away with the acting senator in it.

Ashby stood at the end of the table. “Normally, we’d contact the FBI Hostage Response Team to assist with the recovery. They don’t participate with us in these drills, but we have several volunteers from our Containment and Emergency Response Team who have experience with HRT to give you guys the full hostage-recovery experience. Suit up, and let’s go.”

As Ashby instructed, Clay parked the GMC Yukon two blocks from the target. Jason, Clay, Zee, and the fourth member of the PSD team, Ian “Central” Park, met the Capitol Police CERT team at the rally point.

“Have your men join each of our squads—two on Alpha and two with the Bravo team,” the CERT leader told Clay.

Conrad’s PSD team split up, and Jason joined Zee on the Bravo team. They all donned black tactical uniforms, camouflaging the entire squad under the cover of darkness while they skirted the right side of the alley. Bravo waited for Alpha to catch up on the opposite side of the alley when the rear door of the former textile warehouse came into view under the flickering streetlight.

Alpha leader held up five fingers, and the CERT team raised their unloaded rifles to the ready. Once his hand chopped toward the target, both teams moved through the door with surgical precision and stormed the interior with guns drawn. Jason followed the CERT member ahead of him and instinctively scanned the area for the abducted principal. His desire to find the man posing as Senator Conrad was as strong as if he were actually kidnapped.

The aggressive shouts of “drop your weapons” by the CERT team were quickly replaced by laughter and pats on the back as the Capitol Police members understood the simulation was over. Jason continued to charge ahead at full speed and ripped the acting senator from the grasp of a confused officer posing as the abductor. The motion yanked the officer off balance, and he nearly fell.

“Chill out, bro. It’s over,” the officer said. He added a push that sent Jason back several steps until he crashed into a wall.

Jason responded with a two-handed push on his chest, but the larger man stepped back with one foot and recovered. He responded with a quick right hook to Jason’s chin that knocked the PSD member to the concrete floor.

“Control your man,” Ashby yelled to Clay. “CERT, fall out and regroup in the alley.”

Clay rushed over to Jason as he wobbled to his feet and grabbed him by the collar. “What the hell are you doing, Mulder?”

Jason rubbed his jaw without a response.

“That’s twice today. Go home and get your mind right. We’ll do the after-action without you.”

“I’m fine. I just got a little caught up in everything.”

“No, you’re not. You’ve been on edge for weeks, and your head hasn’t been in the game for the last few days. What is it? Are you homesick or something?

Jason locked eyes with Clay. “I know I’m new on this team, and I’m trying to contribute as much as possible.”

“You haven’t been home since you started working here full-time two months ago. I said you’d regret staying here over Christmas and the New Year, and I was right. Pack a bag and go home for a few days. Make sure we get the old Jason Mulder when you return.”

Jason had no way to refute Clay. He was right. Jason missed his wife and son, and a few days back home could reset everything. He nodded, checked his watch, and left the building.

It was only four p.m. in Arizona, so if he hurried to the airport, he could catch the last direct flight and be home before midnight. He called Shanna to tell her he was coming home, and the call went directly to voicemail, so he texted her and left for the airport.

Jason arrived at Reagan International Airport and reached the gate before the final passengers boarded. He leaned his head back once they were airborne and tried to sleep, but the failed mission early that day was still running continuously through his mind. The member of Senator Conrad’s private security detail was trained to react to all threats to his principal, but the abduction threw him off his game. Jason was prepared to protect the senator against any danger, though he secretly hoped he’d never have to confront an actual kidnapping attempt.
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Jason was wide-awake for five seemingly endless hours in the dark cabin of the narrow-body commercial airliner during his flight from Washington, DC, to Phoenix, Arizona. All the passengers around Jason slept while he stared out the window and squeezed his armrests. He watched the streetlights and illuminated buildings drift below his plane like stationary fireflies between intermittent clouds. Jason perked up at the site of the sprawling metropolis in the Sonoran Desert growing larger and brighter with each passing minute.

The principal-abduction training with the Capitol Police felt like it happened days ago. The tongue-lashing from Clay was painful to hear then, but Jason felt no lingering sting. His mind had shifted to Shanna and JJ.

Jason checked his phone once he deplaned at Phoenix Sky Harbor Airport. He received a text from his wife.

Sorry I missed your calls and texts. I dropped JJ off at your parents’ house while I went to the shooting range.

He scrolled to the following text and picked up his pace through the terminal.

JJ and I miss you and can’t wait to see you when you get home.

Jason entered his house quietly through the back door to ensure he didn’t wake up JJ. As soon as the door shut behind him, Shanna turned the corner and ran into Jason’s waiting arms. He kissed her deeply and held her tight.

“I missed you so much. That was too long,” Shanna said.

“I agree. I won’t ever be away for that long again.”

Shanna remained pressed against his chest until Jason backed away. “I read that you went to the shooting range. How long have you been doing that?”

“For a while now. I’ve been waiting to surprise you.”

“That was a nice surprise. How are you doing?”

“I think I’m doing pretty good. I want to go to the range with you and kick your butt.”

“Is that right?” Jason asked in feigned anger.

Shanna stood ramrod straight and bumped her chest into Jason’s. “Yeah, that’s right.”

He scooped up Shanna and carried her like a bride on her wedding night toward the bedroom. “Enough talk. I missed you.”

Shanna's raven hair cascaded over Jason's chest as they lay together in bed.

“We should have another baby,” Shanna said.

Jason’s fingers stopped caressing her arm. “Um, shouldn’t we have discussed that before—”

Shanna slapped Jason playfully. “I’m not talking about right now. JJ is fifteen months now, and I think a two-year age gap between siblings is perfect.”

Jason scooted up and leaned against the headboard. “Maybe, but what’s not perfect is my job on the other side of the country. I just missed Christmas, which still pisses me off every time I think about it. Plus, I won’t leave you with two babies in diapers without me around to help.”

Shanna kissed Jason. “Well, I’ve been thinking about that. Maybe you can look for something around here. It may take some time, but since you’re working full-time, you can be picky and hold out for the best job.”

Jason pulled his arms behind his head to support his neck as he gazed into the darkness.

I love the idea of working closer to home. Finding something close to home will take a while, so I should start looking soon.

“I think it’s a good idea, but I have one condition,” Jason said. “I don’t want to relocate anywhere, even down to Phoenix. I want to raise our kids here.”

“Me too, but are you talking about just for a new job, or is having another baby also a good idea?”

“Both.”

Shanna kissed Jason hard. “I think we need more practice.”

The next morning, the bedroom basked in dim gray light coming through the window instead of the usual golden sunlight from the rising sun. Jason rose from bed and pushed aside the partially open curtains. The clouds he’d bounced over on his descent into Phoenix the previous night had deposited seven inches of fresh snow overnight.

Jason found Shanna placing cut-up bananas and cereal in front of JJ at the dining room table. When JJ saw his father, he raised his arms high and wiggled in his booster chair. Jason snatched him up, and JJ clung to him like a python on its prey.

“I missed you,” Jason said to JJ. He followed it up with a kiss on his cheek that evoked a toothless grin from his son. “I think we should take JJ sledding today.”

“Sledding? I don’t know if he has clothes for that.”

“His normal winter clothes are fine. I’ll just pull him around the yard. He’ll love it.”

After breakfast, the sun broke through the clouds and sparkled off the fresh snow. Jason shoveled the snow off the patio and steps before tying a rope to the bright-blue plastic saucerlike sled. The back door opened, and Shanna emerged on the patio with JJ. In his multiple layers of winter attire, he looked like a tiny sausage inside a thick, fluffy pastry.

“You didn’t mention earlier that you’re taking JJ to the South Pole,” Jason yelled from the backyard.

“Ha ha, Jason. I don’t want him to catch a cold.”

Jason laughed out loud at his son waddling across the patio like a penguin. “My poor boy. He can’t even move.”

“Instead of laughing, help him down the steps,” Shanna ordered, seemingly tired of the jokes about JJ’s winter clothes.

Jason carried his son to the sled and showed him how to hang on to the handles. JJ curled his hands around the flexible nylon, and Jason dragged him around the yard. Shanna took pictures of her son smiling wide at every bump, curve, and straightaway until Jason dropped the rope and bent over, panting.

“That’s harder than it looks,” he said between breaths.

“Come on, Jason. Mush! Pull JJ around the yard some more,” Shanna shouted, her sly grin widening above her scarf.

“Mush?” Jason asked. “Did I just hear you right?”

“Come on, get going.”

Jason bent down and grabbed a handful of snow. Seconds later, he formed it into a perfect snowball and raised it for Shanna to see.

“You better not,” Shanna warned.

Jason reared back and tossed a fastball that would make a major-league baseball pitcher envious. The snowball exploded into a million pieces on the back of Shanna’s puffy coat. She quickly formed a snowball and chucked it at Jason. He wasn’t expecting the velocity or the accuracy of Shanna’s return fire, so he didn’t react in time before catching the bundle of ice crystals above his right ear.

“Okay, you may have the high ground, but I’m taking you down,” Jason yelled in his best battlefield voice.

Shanna launched two more snowballs before Jason’s kill shot missed low and exploded across the patio railing.

A high-pitched squeal came from behind Jason. He turned around and saw JJ’s toothless grin as he clapped with his mittens. JJ seemed to love watching his parents pelt each other with snowballs.

“You want to try?” Jason asked.

He placed a snowball on JJ’s lap. The toddler examined the icy sphere as if it held special powers and then tossed it at Jason. His father pretended to duck a dangerous object coming at him at high speed, sending JJ into a laughing fit. Once JJ stopped laughing, Jason snagged his son and moved to the patio next to Shanna. She kissed her husband.

“I’m so glad you came home.”

Jason packed slowly as visions of the three days he spent with Shanna and JJ flashed across his mind. They took JJ back to the zoo in Phoenix and his first movie on the big screen. Jason also spent some quiet time with his son tossing rocks into the river trickling behind their home. It was harder to leave than he expected.

If I had a local job, I wouldn’t be leaving today.

Jason finished packing and dropped his bag near the back door.

“My dad just pulled up to take me to the airport,” Jason shouted.

Shanna emerged from JJ's nursery, wiped her hands on her pants, and wrapped her arms around Jason.

“Don’t wait so long to come back to visit next time,” Shanna said and kissed her husband.

“I'll come back soon so we can do this again. I promise.”

It was a promise Jason couldn’t keep.
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Washington, DC

Jason entered the Dirksen Senate Office Building in Washington, DC, before the streetlights along Constitution Avenue yielded to the rising sun. The seven-story building featured tall strips of dark glass interspersed between white marble and limestone facades to form a faux colonnade. It sat across First Street from the Russell Senate Office Building, next to the Hart Senate Office Building, and the fortunate senators with corner offices were treated to a view of the adjacent US Capitol building.

Once inside the small lobby with floors and walls finished with marble, Jason moved to the rear of the line, waiting to go through security. The building contained forty office suites and twelve committee rooms, so airport-style screening was required to enter. Jason always tried to arrive early to pass through security before the crowds of staff and tourists arrived. It was bustling after the setting of the 119th Congress two weeks earlier and the inauguration of a new president looming in less than a week.

Jason looked at his watch several times as he moved closer to the metal detectors. He wanted to be in the office early enough to speak with Clay before the other staff arrived.

“At least the line is moving fast,” Jason whispered.

He spoke too soon because two people ahead of him, a woman with designer sunglasses perched on top of her perfectly arranged auburn hair sauntered to the security checkpoint. She let her expensive, overflowing handbag fall to the table as if she couldn’t bear the weight any longer.

“Can I go through now?” Designer Woman asked.

The security personnel responded in a courteous and professional tone. “All jewelry and electronics must also go through the metal detector.”

“Are you serious?”

The security guard stared back with indifference until she made a production of taking off all her bracelets and rings and set them in the bin beside her two cell phones.

Buzz.

The metal detector went off as she attempted to hurry through.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. You’ll have to remove your belt and sunglasses.”

Designer Woman rolled her eyes and huffed as she stomped back to the beginning of the security checkpoint. Jason could hear every word of her high-pitched ranting despite her facing away from him.

“This is ridiculous. I’m here to see Senator Pederson. The new senator from Rhode Island.”

Jason shook his head and muttered, “This is my new life.”

After a short staring standoff, she put her belt and glasses into a new bin, but the rant continued. “Nobody ahead of me had to go through all this. Why are you all harassing me?”

The patient security guard stepped toward the woman and looped his thumbs through his bulletproof vest. “Ma’am, I don’t care if you’re here to see the King of the Galaxy. Everyone has to put their jewelry and electronics in the bin to be scanned.”

Jason laughed so loud it echoed throughout the lobby, causing Designer Woman to turn around and glare at him with disdain.

Finally, Designer Woman made it through security, and Jason reached the fourth floor twenty minutes later than he’d hoped. He found Clay meeting with Jasmine Mitchell, deputy chief of staff, in a conference room. Jason poured himself a cup of coffee and lingered nearby until he saw Clay leave the room. He jogged to catch up with the head of the PSD.

“Thanks for forcing me to go back home—I needed it more than I thought,” Jason shared once he caught up with Clay.

“I’m glad it worked out. When did you get back?”

“Last night.”

“Wife and kids good?”

“Yeah, they’re doing great.”

“Are you refreshed and ready to go now?”

“I’m ready for action,” Jason said as they breezed by several offices.

“It’s good to see you back to your old self, because we’re skipping the frying pan and going right into the fire tonight.”

“Tonight?” Jason asked. “I thought the schedule said Senator Conrad was speaking at a Meet the New Congress event with the local and national media. I assumed that would be back-slapping, handshakes, and softball questions.”

“It usually is, but Crenshaw warned me that Conrad is hell-bent on using his time in front of the press to push another controversial new bill. He believes the passage of the POLAR Act last summer mandated that he lead new efforts to solve America's biggest problems.”

Jason abruptly stopped walking. “Are you serious?”

Clay also halted and nodded.

“How big are we talking? Infrastructure? Healthcare? Social Security?”

“Bigger.”

“What could be bigger than that?” Jason asked.

“He wouldn’t give her any specifics. I guess we’ll have to tune in tonight with the rest of the country to find out.”

“What does Crenshaw think about this?”

“She’s shitting bricks. Crenshaw tried to talk him out of it, but she said it got heated, and Conrad wouldn’t budge. He wants to steal the spotlight before the new president is sworn in and the media turns their focus to monitoring every detail about his first hundred days.”

Clay looked at his watch. “I’ve got to run, but get with Zee and Central so they can fill you in on all the details.”

Jason watched Clay disappear around the corner, much like his long-term chances of staying on Senator Conrad's security detail. The prospect of spending another year in a pressure cooker protecting a principal with a target on his back was overwhelming. Jason inhaled and then exhaled slowly. He had to focus on getting through tonight, and then he could worry about his future.

Senator Conrad strode on stage to enthusiastic applause and waved to his supporters and friendly media members in the audience. Jason stood at the end of the platform to Conrad’s left and faced the crowd. He had a clear view of Crenshaw standing on the opposite end of the stage.

She looks like she may vomit at any time.

Jason saw his three PSD teammates in the other corners of the room, ready to act on anything or anyone that threatened the senator.

The applause ended, and Senator Conrad stepped up to the microphone, coiled like a cobra on the podium. “Ladies, gentlemen, and esteemed members of the media, thank you for your honest coverage of me, my platform, and most importantly, the POLAR Act. As a returning member of the United States Senate in the 119th Congress, I have spent considerable time considering what I can do differently this term and in this session. The fight for the POLAR Act last year was fierce and, at times, bloody, but the bill I cosponsored is now law. The water supply in the Colorado River is more secure now than it has been in five decades, and the country is better because of it.”

The senator paused and leaned closer to the microphone. “I’ve been a fighter my entire life. I fought to put food on the table as a citrus and cotton farmer in Arizona, an Infantry Officer in the US Army, and a US Senator. This session, I want to tackle one of the biggest threats to our country, and I expect it to be the biggest fight of my life.”

Conrad paused and took a drink from the water bottle on the podium. Jason saw Crenshaw swallow hard and cross her arms.

“Here it comes,” Clay shared through Jason’s discreet earpiece for their comms.

“The national debt is now twenty-five percent more than our total annual GDP for the last year and fifty percent more than all the private liquid funds in US savings accounts. We’re adding a trillion dollars to the national debt every hundred days, and the interest payments alone on the debt exceed all other federal government expenditures, including Social Security, Medicare, and even defense spending. Those interest payments will soon be over one trillion dollars a year, and that won’t pay down a penny of our crippling national debt.”

Jason felt the mood in the room shift from hope and excitement to apprehension in seconds. It was like the debate in Tempe, Arizona, during the campaign where the audience turned raucous halfway through and the night ended in riots on the street. Jason didn’t think the media would start a riot, but nothing would surprise him after the last campaign season.

“To fight this insatiable debt monster, I will work with fellow West Point graduate and incoming Congressman Andrew Kane from New York on new legislation to tackle another problem that has plagued our nation for decades with nobody in Congress willing to act. Also, I’m excited to work with both parties on—”

“What's your plan?” a reporter in the front row from a New York­–based newspaper yelled.

Senator Conrad paused and smiled. “Thank you for your interest. Congressman Kane and I will share more details about our plan soon.”

“You must have some draft of a plan, or you wouldn’t have mentioned it to over a hundred members of the press and Congress. My readers would like to know what you have in mind.”

The smile on Conrad’s face vanished, and Jason saw the muscles in his neck twitch and tense up. He saw Crenshaw wagging her head, willing the senator not to take the bait.

“Of course, the fine details of my plan require many more drafts and committee meetings before they are final, but the general mechanism is to hold Congress accountable for fixing the problem. We must stop our hemorrhaging debt and balance the budget each year. Once we accomplish that, we can do much more for the American people without raising taxes.”

“Are you planning to withhold the paychecks of members of Congress until a balanced budget is signed? That’s a popular meme on the Internet, but it will never work,” the reporter replied.

Senator Conrad cleared his throat and flashed a quick smile. “I agree, and that’s why I’m proposing a bill that will restrict and reallocate campaign funds from every member of Congress if a balanced budget is not passed each year. I’m enforcing the Congressional Fiscal Obligation we all took to get here, so it’s called the CFO Act.

A wave of murmurs came from the audience filled with new members of Congress. Conrad leaned closer to the microphone on the podium. “Billions of dollars are raised every year by incumbent candidates seeking to keep their jobs, but I contend that we’re not doing our jobs if we can’t balance the budget. We’d all be fired if we were in the private sector and we accepted losing money every year like we do in Congress. I know the CFO Act will not be popular with this crowd, so I intend to make my case to the American people.”

The volume of voices in the crowd grew louder, and random shouts echoed throughout the room like mini volcano eruptions.

“Is this because you don’t take any PAC money?”

“This is antidemocratic!”

“It will never pass!”

Jason stood on his tiptoes to see everyone in the crowd. He recognized genuine anger, but nobody had raised his suspicion as a threat to Conrad’s safety—yet.

Come on, Crenshaw. Get the MC to pull him before this gets out of hand.

Almost as soon as Jason thought it, the MC walked to the podium with a wide smile. “Thank you for coming, Senator Conrad. We look forward to hearing more about you and your plans in the coming session. Next, we’ll hear from the senator from—”

Jason stopped listening as soon as Senator Conrad left the platform, and he turned his attention to the nearest members of the audience.

“Duke is leaving the hall,” Clay radioed the team.

The crowd's shouts went from a boil to a simmer, and the temperature in the room seemed to fall ten degrees.

“Duke is secure.”

Clay left the banquet center, shaking his head.

“I didn’t think this session could be worse than last year's campaign.”

The elevator was still broken, so Jason climbed the stairs to his third-floor apartment. He entered his family room, caught his breath, and grabbed a beer. Jason ambled to his couch and opened his laptop. Once the screen loaded, Jason’s cursor hovered over several shortcuts he often visited. He guided the cursor over emails, stock prices, and the video-call icon to connect him with Shanna. Jason clicked when the curser landed on a job-search website.

He loved working with the best PSD team in the Capitol, but a virtual giant magnet was at play. One side repelled him from Washington, DC, while the other pulled him home to his wife and son in Whispering Pines, Arizona. The ultimate outcome seemed inevitable, but actively searching for a new job was more challenging than Jason imagined.

Can I really leave Clay and the team when they need me the most?
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Chapter 4
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Whispering Pines, Arizona

Shanna's eyes fluttered open, and she blinked quickly, trying to adjust to the sunlight streaming into her room. She was grateful for the solid eight hours of uninterrupted sleep after being awakened by JJ's cries shortly after midnight. Shanna knew her son missed his daddy because he’d woken up crying at least once every night since Jason returned to Washington, DC.

She rolled over in bed and snagged her phone off the nightstand. The wood-burning stove that heated their home had extinguished hours ago, so Shanna pulled the thick comforter up to her chin after she propped herself up with a couple of pillows. She went straight for her text messages. Shanna was looking for the early-morning texts Jason had sent her daily since he had taken the full-time job with Senator Conrad’s security detail.

Her straight lips curved upward when she read the text.

I can't wait to add to our family with you.

Shanna reread the text a dozen times and stared at it until she heard a thud outside the bedroom window of their Whispering Pines home. Her eyebrows pinched tight above her nose as she tossed off the covers and scampered to the window.

She peered outside, moving her head left and right, and didn't see anyone or anything that may have caused the sound. Her eyes dropped to the snow that had almost melted, and she noticed footprints. Shanna backed away from the window and noted all the other footprints left behind by Jason while he was home.

“Jason must have been doing something around the house," Shanna said aloud to reassure herself.

She hurried to the bedroom across the hall and opened the door to see JJ awake but playing quietly with his blanket. Her heart swelled with a mixture of relief and love for her little boy.

Shanna and JJ spent the day playing and eating until it was time for his afternoon nap. Still on a high from the text, she wanted to do something special for Jason to show her appreciation. Shanna loaded the magazine for her Glock 19 and called Jason's mom, Celeste, to see if she could watch JJ. Once his grandma confirmed her availability, she bundled up her son for a short trip to Payson.

While driving on the mostly deserted road into town, she noticed a black SUV trailing close behind her. Shanna slowed to see if she recognized the driver, but the person, wearing a hat pulled low, concealed their face before turning onto a side street. Pickup trucks, SUVs, and hat-wearing residents were as common as mosquitoes in the summer, but something about this one seemed suspicious. She made a pit stop at the grocery store to pick up more diapers, baby wipes, cereal, and bananas, and she thought she may have seen the same SUV in the grocery store parking lot but couldn't be sure.

Shanna arrived at her in-laws’ and carried JJ inside to his doting grandparents.

"He hasn't had his nap yet for the afternoon, but he's too wound up to go down now. Please put him down for a nap after you play while I'm at the range,” Shanna said.

“Sure. We’ll play for a while and then put him down for a nap. We’ll take good care of him,” Celeste said.

Shanna drove to the range and waited for an open lane. She slid on her protective eyewear, pulled over earmuffs, and sighted the front post over the manlike target. Shanna squeezed the trigger fifteen times and put all the rounds center mass at eight yards, her personal best. She was having so much fun after the first one hundred rounds that she went to the front counter and purchased another hundred rounds to put through a new target. After she finished sending the next hundred rounds into her faux attacker, she folded the targets and put them in her gun case. Shanna stepped into the parking lot with a contented grin and sang aloud to the music blasting over the speakers as she drove back to her in-laws’ to pick up JJ.

Shanna entered Jason’s childhood home from the back patio without knocking. Celeste insisted Shanna enter their home like family, not a guest. Celeste was unloading the dishwasher while Phillip chopped vegetables on the counter.

“Sorry I’m late,” Shanna said. “There was a line for the lanes at the range, and I’d hoped to get here before it got too dark.”

“No problem. You can always leave JJ here as long as you like,” Celeste replied with a genuine smile.

“How long has he been down for his nap?”

Celeste turned to the clock above the kitchen table. “It’s been about ninety minutes. We played for a while, and then he got cranky, so I knew he was tired.”

“Thank you. I want to wake him and get back home to keep him on schedule. Where is he?”

“I put him in Jason’s old room.”

Shanna strode down the hallway she had traversed dozens of times while dating Jason. She opened the door and let the hallway light illuminate the dark room. Shanna expected to see JJ hugging his favorite teddy bear between the bedrails on both sides of the bed. Instead, the bed was empty.

Creases formed across Shanna’s forehead as her eyes darted around the room. She flipped on the overhead light and rushed to the other side of the bed to see if JJ had somehow fallen out of bed.

I wonder if Celeste got the rooms mixed up.

Shanna walked back to the kitchen and found Celeste helping Phillip prepare dinner.

“Are you sure you put JJ down in Jason’s old room?” Shanna asked.

“I’m positive. I checked on him several times, and he was sound asleep thirty minutes ago. Why?”

“He’s not in there.”

Celeste tossed the towel in her hands onto the counter and rushed to Jason’s old bedroom. Once Shanna caught up, she was on the floor looking under the bed.

“He was here a half hour ago,” Celeste said with concern in her voice.

Celeste marched into the hallway. “Phillip, did you move JJ into a different room?”

“What?” Phillip yelled back from the kitchen.

“Come here! JJ is not in Jason’s room.”

Seconds later, Phillip appeared in the doorway. “Did you look under the bed and in the closet?”

“I already did that,” Celeste barked, her voice cracking.

“Could Uncle Noah have taken him?” Shanna asked, searching for a positive solution.

“He left right after you did,” Phillip said.

“He has to be around here somewhere. Everyone, look around the house,” Celeste commanded.

Shanna's pulse quickened, and her eyes widened in shock. She tried to speak, but no words escaped her trembling lips. The realization that JJ was gone began to hit her.

Celeste and Phillip rushed into the hallway and turned in opposite directions. Shanna heard doors opening and cabinets slamming while she stared at the empty bed. Her mind searched for answers in dark places, but she shook her head to stave off the possibility that her worst nightmare might be coming true. Her eyes fell to the worn tan carpet as she tried to imagine how a fifteen-month-old could escape a bedroom.

Could JJ be hiding as a joke?

Shanna concluded those days were coming but knew he couldn’t hide so well that nobody could find him. She
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