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Phoenix, Arizona

Special Agent Jason Mulder inhaled the dry night air and welcomed the surge of adrenaline to fuel his fight for justice. He tightened his black tactical gloves and trained his gaze on the north entrance of the alley from the darkness inside his black pickup truck. The cracked, sun-bleached asphalt in the alley was strewn with trash, and gang graffiti peppered the cinder block fencing behind each home. Jason steadied his breathing to calm his nerves. 

A rusty, late-model sedan rumbled under the flickering streetlight minutes later, shifting Jason’s senses into high alert. Rattles and high-pitched squeaks pierced the cool desert air as the vehicle’s tires sunk into canyon-sized potholes. He caught a glimpse of the driver and passenger as they passed his truck. They were scouts, simple minnows for the big fish following behind from a safe distance, but that didn’t reduce the tension in Jason’s neck. 

"Any sign of Titan?" Alpha One asked over his headset.

"Bravo one. Negative on the seller."

"Charlie one, also negative. I have eyes on scouts circling the area, but not our guy," Jason responded.

Nine months earlier, Special Agent Andre Mercer, also known as Alpha One, had penetrated a ring of meth dealers in a gang-ridden neighborhood four miles west of downtown Phoenix, Arizona. During this time, he’d earned their trust with frequent and growing purchases of methamphetamines. Mercer pushed to meet the top dog to purchase a substantial quantity of the addictive stimulant, which led him to Titan.

Titan hailed from Cottonwood, Arizona, a city of twelve thousand residents, one hundred miles north of Phoenix. He’d been on Jason’s radar since Jason started at the United States Drug Enforcement Agency duty office in Camp Verde a year earlier. Jason’s team served warrants and arrested dozens of small drug peddlers in the Verde Valley, but the infamous Titan proved elusive. The DEA team out of Camp Verde could never lure the primary source of narcotics out of his secure fortress... until now.

Jason joined Special Agent Holland, who recruited him into the DEA, on the nine-man operation to nab the drug kingpin from Cottonwood. Holland saw the potential in Jason, so he made him the lead for Charlie team while he led Bravo. Jason appreciated the confidence of his mentor to lead a team on the highest stakes operation since leaving the DEA Academy in Quantico, Virginia, ten months earlier. His experience in the US Air Force Special Warfare as a pararescueman prepared him for many aspects as a DEA special agent, but the learning curve on the unique tactics and culture of the DEA was steeper than he expected. As a PJ, Jason and his team were thrust into every mission to rescue or retrieve an injured soldier, sailor, Marine, or airman with little notice. He didn’t have time to overthink a mission or consider the million ways an enemy could kill him. DEA stings were the exact opposite. They planned a takedown of a target for days or weeks, and once on site, Jason laid in wait like a leopard waiting to snare its prey.  

Jason made frustrating but minor mistakes during more routine busts in Verde Valley and was growing anxious about how he could screw up the mission to capture Titan. He couldn’t mess this mission up if he wanted a successful career in the DEA.

Jason glanced at his watch and blew out a long breath. He couldn’t wait for Titan to show up with his security team and guns to get the sting underway.

Several blocks away, a car turned onto the street toward Charlie team. Jason could tell by the ultra-bright halogen headlights that this car wasn’t like any other from the neighborhood. He slumped down in the passenger seat of the rented Chevy Silverado truck and watched the sports car pass. It was impossible to mistake the sleek lines of the black-on-black Maserati Quattroporte Trofeo and the sweet purr of its V8 engine. The chances of the Italian sports car being anyone but Titan in this neighborhood were a million to one, but Jason still confirmed the license plate.

The vehicle parked half a block ahead of Jason, and they set the alarm with a distinctive chirp. Three shadowy figures emerged from the car with hoods pulled over their heads and hands in their pockets. The trio strode past a house on the corner and turned into the alley. Jason pulled his black balaclava down and spoke into his throat mic.

“Lock and load, fellas,” Jason whispered. Three special agents from Charlie team followed him out of the truck. The only evidence of men under black tactical clothing was their eyes.

“Charlie One copy all.”

“Go ahead, Charlie One,” Special Agent Holland replied.

“I have eyes on the vehicle and confirmed the make and license plate. Titan approaching Alpha One in the alley with his muscle. Total headcount is three. No evidence of long guns, but assume all three to be armed. We’ve dismounted and are trailing Titan from a safe distance in the north entrance to the alley,” Jason shared on the radio. 

“Bravo One also dismounted. Covering the south entrance,” Holland reported.

“Good copy. I see them coming. Switch to radio silence,” Alpha One whispered.

Bravo and Charlie team could hear Alpha One, but would refrain from using their radio headsets until the mission ended. Or if something went wrong.

Jason took a position next to a cinder block wall that ran the entire length of the alley with limited interruptions in the sea of concrete. He found cover thirty yards from Alpha One while another of Charlie team settled in ten yards behind him. The remaining two members of Charlie chose positions on the opposite side of the alley. They took advantage of the extra column of blocks at the openings in the wall that allowed homeowners access to the roadway through their weathered wooden gates. This was Charlie team's only defense if Titan or one of his bodyguards turned around to check their six. 

Titan and his men stopped close enough to touch Alpha One. The conversation between the undercover special agent and Titan streamed into Jason’s ear. He heard the usual questions of distrust from Titan and felt Special Agent Mercer tap-danced nicely to allay his suspicions. The positive feeling didn’t last long when the posture of the bodyguards and Titan’s tone signaled Alpha One was not as convincing as Jason hoped. His vest felt heavy and tight as his heart pounded faster. Jason raised his LWRC M6A2 carbine rifle and trained the red dot visible through the holographic sight on the back of the taller man in the middle of the three sellers. He kept his eyes on Titan except to confirm the rest of Charlie team had their M6A2s raised and ready to fire. Before Jason could regain his target, he caught a flash of movement, and a pistol report stabbed his ears. 

The three drug dealers turned and darted away from Charlie team as the gunshot echoed through the alley.

Alpha One collapsed, and Jason’s PJ instincts took over. He rushed to the undercover agent, fell to his knees beside him, and turned on his headlamp. He observed Special Agent Mercer holding his left hand, writhing in pain. 

“Are you hit?” Jason shouted.

“Yeah,” Mercer groaned. “My hand.” 

“Let me see.”

Jason dragged Mercer’s left hand away from his body and saw blood dripping from the entry wound in the palm of his hand. It looked like a 9MM round. He suspected Mercer put his hand up and deflected the slug from hitting his body at center mass.

“It’s a clean through and through,” Jason reported. He reached for his first aid kit when Alpha One grabbed Jason’s collar with his good hand.

“I’m good. Go get him.”

“What?” Jason asked.

“Go get him!”

“I will. Let me bandage you up first.”

Jason had replaced the standard issue gauze in his first aid kit with Celox rapid hemostatic gauze pads impregnated with a substance that would stop the bleeding in under a minute. He placed it over the entry wound in the palm of Mercer’s hand and pulled his fingers over it.

“Apply pressure, and I’ll be back once we get him.”

Jason turned to pursue Titan and noticed a USB drive on the pavement. He snagged it from the asphalt and secured the drive in his pocket as he sprinted toward the north entrance. Jason turned the corner and saw five DEA agents wrestling two hooded men on the ground.

“Is that all of them?” Jason asked over the radio.

“Negative. We have the bodyguards, but Titan is still on the run,” a member of Charlie team replied.

Jason turned in the only direction Titan could have gone and resumed the chase. A minute later, he turned a corner and observed a hooded man running forty yards ahead. He kicked hard as he did in high school track to close the gap with the shooter when a special agent from Bravo leaped from behind a parked vehicle to tackle Titan. The drug dealer dodged the agent’s arm tackle and pushed him to the ground like an all-pro running back. Titan slid to a stop, drew his 9MM pistol, and raised it toward the agent. Jason stopped and raised his M6A2 to fire, but before he squeezed the trigger, Jason heard the report from another weapon.

He expected Titan to run away again, but he collapsed on the rough pavement instead. Jason bounded toward Titan with his weapon at the ready until he reached the limp drug dealer. Blood oozed from a hole the size of a quarter in his forehead just above his nose. 

Special Agent Holland appeared from behind a truck with his rifle still locked on Titan. He kicked his pistol away and lowered his weapon.

Jason bent down and put two fingers on Titan’s carotid artery. “He’s dead.”

“No shit Sherlock. He has a bullet in his tiny brain.”

Jason did not know how to reply and stared back at Special Agent Holland.

“Where were you? The rest of Charlie team pursued the sellers immediately after shots were fired.” 

“I checked on Mercer after they shot him.”

“You know our protocol is to eliminate the threat before rendering aid. You’re not a combat medic anymore,” Holland barked.

Jason shuffled back to his vehicle with his shoulders slumped and his eyes on the ground. Taking Titan off the streets should have been a reason to celebrate, but Jason added another mistake to his growing list. He ran scenes of the operation through his mind hundreds of times during his two-hour drive home. Jason knew that protocol dictated he should eliminate threats first, but he resorted to his role as a PJ when bullets started flying.

He slunk quietly into his bedroom and undressed. Jason removed his car keys and felt the USB drive in his pocket. He removed it and examined the navy blue plastic driver. Jason flipped it over in his hand multiple times but saw no discernable marks. 

“Shit. I better add this to the evidence file now, or I’ll never hear the end of it from Holland,” Jason whispered. 

Jason punched the PIN to access his phone and logged into a secure server. His phone screen dimmed after he opened the evidence entry app, and Jason noticed his battery was nearly dead. Two seconds later, the screen went dark, so Jason placed the phone on his nightstand next to the USB drive and plugged it in.

I’ll enter the USB drive into evidence as soon as I get into the office tomorrow.

Jason crawled into bed next to his wife. He stared at the ceiling, unaware of the extensive chaos the three-inch piece of circuitry and plastic on his nightstand would bring into his life.
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One Year Earlier near Payson, Arizona

Jason gazed at the picture of his little brother on the fireplace mantel, and the familiar deep, dull ache of excruciation loss hit him like a gut punch. 

I wish you were here, Josh, to see what we did. It looks great, and you’d love it.

Five months after Jason buried his brother, he began construction of his home in Whispering Pines, Arizona, that he’d dreamt up with Josh. Jason poured himself into the off-grid house to take his mind off his brother and build his new life. A quarter of the way into the four-month project, the peace of mind and satisfaction Jason hoped would accompany the rise of the new structure remained elusive. He didn’t just lose his brother to a drug cartel but also his sense of purpose after he left his role as a full-time pararescueman in the United States Air Force.

Jason had to fill the growing void in his life, so he enlisted in the Drug Enforcement Administration. Special Agent Holland planted the seed to join the DEA after they chased down the La Palma cartel in the forests of Arizona the previous summer. The two unlikely partners worked in tandem to capture and kill members of the cartel responsible for the death of Josh Mulder. Jason testified to put the remaining members of the El Salvadoran gang behind bars, along with corrupt Navajo County Sheriff Kellerman. During the hunt for the cartel, Holland recognized Jason’s unique skill set and disdain for all involved with narcotics.

The initial step to becoming a DEA special agent required Jason to pass the highly selective and demanding hiring process. First was the grueling Physical Task Assessment or PTA, which only five percent of applicants passed on the first attempt. Fortunately for Jason, his training regime as a pararescueman was well-suited for the PTA. Even while building a home every day, Jason joined the rare group of applicants that passed the PTA on the first attempt after he gained all the necessary points on the sit-ups, 300-meter run, push-ups, and 1.5-mile run.

The panel interviews, physical and psychological assessments, polygraph, and background investigation followed the PTA, which Jason passed without problems. Next, they slotted Jason for BATP, or Basic Agent Training Program, at the DEA Academy in Quantico, Virginia.

Thoughts of Josh’s young life ending at age fifteen by a drug cartel always put Jason in a foul mood, so he went outside after the mid-winter sun rose above the pine trees surrounding his yard and split logs for the wood-fired stove. Once Jason built a waist-high supply of kindling, he carried an armful inside and inserted several pieces of wood into the belly of the cast-iron beast that demanded regular feeding to keep his Whispering Pines home warm. Ten miles north of Payson, Arizona, the tiny residential community contained a cluster of summer homes and full-time residents nestled among a thick stand of Ponderosa pine trees in the Tonto National Forest. Jason’s property bordered the meandering East Verde River, delivering abundant wildlife and breathtaking vistas of the rugged Arizona High Country. 

Jason returned to his back patio, turned a chair toward the river, and stared into the forest. He would have continued for hours if his phone hadn’t buzzed in his pocket. His dad texted a confirmation of when he’d pick Jason up and drive him to the airport in Phoenix. Jason didn’t have time to sulk about the lost future with his younger brother. He had to get his affairs in order before leaving for one hundred and fifty days.

The Boeing 737 landed at Dulles International Airport on a sunny but frigid February afternoon two days later. He secured his luggage and boarded a shuttle bus for the ninety-minute trip to Quantico, Virginia, thirty-five miles southwest of Washington, DC. 

At twenty-six, he was several years older than most of his BATP class's fifty-four basic agent trainees. For some, this posed a problem.

At the Academy, Jason’s roommate was Andrew Cohen, from Lauderdale Lakes, Florida, and they immediately hit it off. Jason suspected he’d get along with everyone, but quickly sensed one guy he’d have to put into place. Anthony Russo, from East Rutherford, New Jersey, strutted up and down the dorm hallway on the first night like he was the top peacock in the class. The only encounter with Mister Russo happened two days after moving into the Academy.

“Move your ass, Grandpa. I need to fill up and don’t have all day,” Russo ordered Jason. The twenty-two-year-old was six feet tall, so Jason had a two-inch height advantage, but the buff Jersey boy had thirty pounds on Jason’s one-hundred-and-ninety-pound frame. Russo’s quip at the water filling station drew laughs from other trainees, but Jason didn’t acknowledge the jab. He’d seen this movie a hundred times in the Air Force. Men thrown together in a new environment always have some that test their position in the unspoken hierarchy. Jason chose not to challenge the young buck and continued to fill his water bottle for defensive tactics training. He’d deal with the annoying gnat more discreetly later. Russo made the mistake of taking the delayed response as a weakness.

Later that evening, Russo barged into Jason’s room. 

“They assigned me latrine detail tonight, but I’m not doing it. I need one of you two ladies to finish it in the next thirty minutes.”

Mulder and Cohen looked at each other and then back to Russo without saying a word. Russo marched over to the former PJ sitting on his bed. He bent down until his face was ten inches from Jason’s nose.

“You better get going now, old man. It may take you a little longer.”

Jason stared into Russo’s eyes and saw the fear behind the bravado. He stood slowly and kept his eyes locked on his challenger.

“We’re not cleaning anything,” Jason said. Russo attempted what Jason guessed was supposed to be an intimidating smirk, but Jason wasn’t concerned, so he turned and opened his wall locker.

“Don’t turn your back on me,” Russo chirped.

Russo grabbed Jason in a bear hug from behind, and Jason’s instincts kicked in with lightning-quick speed. He elbowed Russo in the gut, which caused him to lose his grip and bend over, so Jason followed with the same right elbow under his chin. Jason spun around as Russo fell back, catching the Jersey boy by his shirt and left arm. In the blink of an eye, Jason had his left hand at the top of Russo’s back, pushing his head down toward Jason's waist. During his Krav Maga training, Jason was taught to finish attackers in this position with an elbow or hammer fist to the back of the neck, but that could cause a lethal injury, and this situation didn’t warrant a deadly response. Instead, Jason swept Russo’s right leg and slammed him to the ground. Russo’s face connected squarely with the freshly waxed tile floor, which sent a loud slapping sound into the hallway. This drew observers to the dust-up like moths to a flame.

Jason recalled Holland’s advice for the Academy as the crowd grew.

“Keep your nose clean, and don’t attract attention to yourself,” Holland advised.

Jason knew that ship had sailed, so he switched into crisis management mode in front of a growing audience.

“Are you alright?” Jason asked.

Russo shook his head and stared blankly at nothing particular on the gray wall.

“You have to be careful not to slip on the slick floors.”

Jason helped Russo up when an instructor charged into the room.

“What the hell is going on here?”

He looked at the growing black and blue bump on Russo’s forehead and then at Jason, helping his former aggressor to his feet.

“He rushed into this room too fast and did a nosedive into our floor.”

The instructor stared at Jason for several seconds and then turned to Cohen. “Is this true?”

“Yes, sir,” Cohen replied.

The instructor looked at Russo and seemed to recognize the stars swirling around his head.

“Don’t run in socks on these floors, dumbass. That’s why we issue your boots. Everyone, back to your rooms.”

Russo never spoke or made eye contact with Jason over the next five months. Nobody else challenged the elder trainee in the class.

Jason’s remaining time at BATP was less dramatic. The instructors filled his days and nights with hours of classroom instruction sandwiched between hands-on training from early mornings deep into the evening. He spent over 1,000 hours on the grounds in Quantico, learning the skills and replicating the conditions DEA special agents encountered in the field.

Jason graduated and earned his gold and blue DEA badge. He became one of over 5,000 special agents in the lead agency for federal narcotics investigations and enforcement. Jason returned to Payson, Arizona, in time to watch the night sky light up with red, white, and blue fireworks for Independence Day. While the pyrotechnics burst in the air, Jason lowered his gaze and watched the splashes of color dancing in the eyes of his girlfriend, Shanna. He continued to stare until Shanna turned toward him.

“Is everything okay?” Shanna asked between the booms.

“Everything is fine.”

“Are the fireworks bothering you? Do you not like them?”

Jason loved how Shanna cared deeply about him and other people. She was genuinely kind to her core, and he knew she’d make a great mother and wife.

Jason took her hand and looked back to the sky to catch the barrage of bright, multicolor explosions during the grand finale. After the sky turned quiet and black, he got down on one knee and proposed to Shanna. She nodded, jumped into his arms, and buried her face in his chest. Jason held her tighter than any embrace in his life.

One year after they met, it was time to upgrade Shanna’s title from girlfriend to fiancée. His time at the DEA Academy taught him how to become a special agent, and he also learned that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with Shanna. 

Neither Jason nor Shanna desired a large or complicated wedding, so he rented a tux, and she borrowed a dress made by her aunt on the Fort Apache Reservation. They married at sunset at the L'Auberge de Sedona resort in Sedona, Arizona, a month after the proposal. Shanna and Jason’s immediate family and a handful of friends joined them under a canopy of cottonwood trees along Oak Creek with Sedona's mystical rusty red rocks surrounding the venue.

After a honeymoon on the beaches of Nuevo Vallarta, Mexico, Jason moved his new bride into the home he built in Whispering Pines. Days after Shanna moved in, Jason started his career as a special agent at the DEA Post of Duty Office in Camp Verde, Arizona. The office required a one-hour commute each day he wasn’t in the field, but it allowed Jason to remain in Whispering Pines and not relocate to another city like Phoenix or Tucson.

Jason’s boss, Special Agent Holland, immediately thrust him into the overflowing number of cases at the district office. He worked tirelessly on narcotics investigations and deciphering information from informants in the busy Central Arizona corridor. The Verde Valley was outside the Arizona HIDTA or High-Intensity Drug Trafficking Area, which seemed to attract narcos like Titan that wished to elude the brightest DEA spotlight yet maintain easy access to Phoenix, Tucson, and the lucrative east-west Interstates to California and the East Coast. 

After his year-end review with Special Agent Holland, Jason remained in the office after everyone left for home. He pushed himself away from his laptop and strolled to the window. He peered outside at the snow flurries swirling in the wind under the streetlights as he reflected on his evaluation. Holland gave him an average rating, which is positive for a new agent on the job for less than a year, but for Jason, it stung. 

Average is not good enough. Average is the same as failing.

The former Air Force pararescueman demanded excellence from himself in everything he did, and for six years as a PJ, he operated at a high level every day. He expected a learning curve during the transition from combat search and rescue medic to a federal law enforcement agent dedicated to eradicating illegal narcotics, but it was steeper than he envisioned. Mastering the DEA special agent mindset and daily duties was challenging, but it also came with rewards and benefits important to Jason. His new position as a special agent provided the things he lost after transitioning from full-time Air Force to a part-time PJ in the Air Force Reserve. He missed the teamwork and camaraderie with his fellow PJs while helping innocent civilians and citizens. The DEA provided a similar purpose, so he wanted to make his new job work. He yearned to react as decisively as a DEA special agent as he did a PJ. Jason needed the opportunity to make a statement to Holland and change his current trajectory within the DEA. He returned to his desk, unaware that his opportunity was around the corner, but the result would turn Jason's and Shanna’s lives into hell.  
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3-Days after the Titan sting in Whispering Pines, Arizona

The muffled crackle and hiss of logs in the wood-burning stove were the only sounds in Jason Mulder’s home minutes before sunrise. The aroma of pine sap and freshly brewed coffee filled the dimly lit dining room as Jason stuffed his laptop into his work backpack. He filled his 32 oz travel mug, leaned against the granite counter, and blew on the steaming black liquid before taking his first sip. It was Monday, and his mistakes during the Titan sting were days old. Jason took to heart the advice a Combat Rescue Officer gave him after several bloody missions in Afghanistan.

“We see too much shit out here to stay sane if we don’t let go of things quickly. After a tough mission, you need to face it, process it, learn from it, and then flush those memories down the toilet like a giant turd.”

The sage advice helped Jason cope overseas, but back in the States, his quiet time savoring a cup of coffee in the morning before the rest of the world woke up did the trick. It ranked in his top five things he loved just after family, friends, country, and the outdoors.

Jason added two fresh logs to the wood-burning stove before sticking his head into the bedroom to visit Shanna, who was getting dressed for work.

“It got pretty cold last night, so watch out for black ice on the road when you drive to work,” Jason warned Shanna. “I put a couple more logs in the stove, so it’ll be nice and toasty until you leave.”

Shanna stopped brushing her hair and stood on her tiptoes to kiss her husband. 

“You take such good care of me.”

Jason turned to leave, but Shanna snagged his arm to stop him.

“Do you know what today is?” Shanna asked.

Jason’s body tensed as he tried to figure out what important date he missed. 

“Ummm. It’s the first day of spring?”

“That’s not wrong, but that’s not what I was thinking. It’s our eight-month anniversary.”

Jason chuckled. “I didn’t know eight months was a big milestone for anniversaries. What’s the gift? Bath salts and a bottle of wine?”

Shanna bit her lower lip. “We can take a bath together with that bottle of wine.”

Jason scooped his wife into his arms and kissed her.

“We better stop now, or we’re both going to be late for work,” Shanna whispered into Jason’s ear.

“I’ve always thought arriving on time for work is overrated.”

Shanna tilted her head to let her silky black hair cover one eye. “Maybe later.”

He stared at Shanna to verify she wasn’t planning to change her mind. Once she resumed brushing her hair, Jason left.

Jason arrived at the DEA duty office at Camp Verde a few minutes after eight. The newest office in the Phoenix district occupied a converted former retail print shop into a workspace with two private offices and enough desks for fourteen special agents and support staff. Jason unpacked his laptop, placing it on his open-air desk positioned face-to-face with Special Agent Carlson’s desk.

“Holland is looking for you,” Carlson told Jason as he sat down.

“Me? What does he want?”

“Don’t know. He came by a few minutes ago and told me to tell you to stop by when you get in.”

“Alright, I’ll go see him in a minute.”

Jason wondered why Holland wanted to see him so early in the day. He had an idea it had something to do with the Titan sting last week and that it wouldn’t be a pleasant conversation. He strolled to Special Agent Holland’s office and knocked on the open door.

“Come in,” Holland yelled from his desk. “Did Carlson tell you I was looking for you?”

“No, he never said a thing.” It was common for special agents to pull pranks and bust each other's balls. This was Jason’s turn to get back at Carlson for all the times he pranked him.

“I just told him ten minutes ago to tell you. Let him know when you return. I want to see him next. Sit down.”

Jason faced Holland perched behind his desk. Holland tapped several keys on his computer and then turned to Jason.

“The Use of Force Review Board already justified my shooting of Titan, so that’s behind us, but we still haven’t discussed what you did. In the future, will you follow protocol if an active threat exists before giving aid?”

Jason looked down at his boots and then up at Holland. “Yeah, I understand what I can and can’t do in the future. My instinct is to help, but I’m more conscious of DEA protocol now, so I won’t do it in the future.”

“Good to hear. Would you like to get your chance to prove it sooner than later?”

Jason straightened up in his chair. “Sure. What are the details?”

Holland stood and walked to a poster-size map of Arizona. He pointed to the eastern part of the state about halfway up the map.

“The Flagstaff office has a sting in Show Low, Arizona, tomorrow night. The intel says a lot of coke is involved, and they’re short on manpower, so they asked us to send an extra body or two. They asked specifically for someone familiar with the area, and I know you’ve spent some time in Show Low, so I recommended you. They immediately approved.”

“Is this a joint sting with local law enforcement?” Jason asked.

“Yeah, Show Low PD.” 

Jason leaned back and exhaled a deep breath of relief. Although former Sheriff Kellerman was in prison, he was popular in the county and still had supporters working as deputies at the Navajo County Sheriff’s Office. He testified against the sheriff and helped put the old lawman in prison, so Jason knew he might not be in good standing with some of the NCSO deputies. Jason didn’t want to second guess whether the local officers there to support the DEA were an ally or an enemy during an active sting.

“You'll be working with Special Agent Donaldson and Special Agent Cruz. I believe you met them before during the sting in Flagstaff a few months ago."

Jason nodded. “Yeah, I remember those two. They were an odd team but seemed like decent agents.”

“Odd?”

“Not in a bad way. It’s just that Cruz is a gym rat in his mid-twenties who spends more time on his hair than my wife, and Donaldson reminds me of the stereotypical old guy who yells at kids to get off his lawn.”

Holland chuckled. “I can’t argue with either of those descriptions, but they always get the job done. Will you help them out?”

“I’m in.”

“Great, I’ll let them know.” 

Before Jason exited the office, Holland stopped him. “Hey, Mulder, one more thing.”

Jason stopped in the doorway and turned toward his boss.

“This is an opportunity for you to shine in front of special agents from another office and could be good for your career. No pressure, but don’t mess this up.”

Jason stood tall in the doorway, flashed a grin, and responded confidently. “I won’t. I promise you’ll hear nothing but good things about me after this mission.”

He strutted out of the office, comfortable with his prediction. It was a promise Jason would not keep.
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Show Low, Arizona

The streetlamps illuminated the nearly empty parking lot outside the largest grocery store in town when Jason arrived. A few customers loaded their bags into their vehicles after the store closed for the day, leaving plenty of room for DEA parking. Stately ponderosa pine trees surrounded the property and soared fifty feet into the air, giving the parking lot a canyon-like feel.

Jason turned down the classical music pumping softly through the truck speakers he traditionally played when he required optimal focus. During the ninety-minute drive from Payson, the DEA special agent thought about his promise to Holland and was optimistic he’d step up and deliver on the moonless night. As instructed, he pulled next to a cluster of vehicles parked at the far end of the parking lot.

Jason recognized the balding Special Agent Donaldson and beefy Special Agent Cruz talking to a handful of Show Low police officers, so he parked his new truck next to the Flagstaff team. It was a lifted black Ford F-150 Raptor pickup truck with front and rear LED light bars on the roof. This turned several heads, but Cruz was the first to arrive, with Donaldson a few steps behind.

Cruz extended his hand. Jason shook with Cruz and then Donaldson when he arrived. Donaldson introduced himself when Jason stopped him.

“I worked with you guys before. It was at a sting in Flagstaff with both of you just off the Northern Arizona University campus. I look forward to working with you again.”

Donaldson’s forehead creased as if he was trying to remember, and then he nodded. Cruz smacked Jason on the shoulder. “Oh yeah, I remember. That tweaker thought he could take me. I think his jaw is still wired shut today.” 

The younger Cruz was the talker of the dynamic duo, while Donaldson maintained a near-permanent look of indifference. The fifty-four-year-old veteran DEA Special Agent had an athletic build for his age but looked older with his patchy, short, gray hair and weather-beaten face. Jason imagined a lifetime of drug stings contributed to his thousand-yard stare.

Cruz stepped toward Jason’s truck.

"Nice ride, Mulder. Does that have the 5.2-liter V8 under the hood?" Cruz asked.

Jason laughed and shook his head. "I wish. That's in the new models. Mine has five years and seventy thousand miles on her."

"Still looks like new. How does she look on the inside?"

Jason checked his watch. It was an unusual request before a sting, but Cruz seemed very interested, and Jason still loved to share his baby. 

"I guess we have a few minutes. Hop in, and I'll give you the nickel tour."

Cruz climbed in, and Jason started his commercial that he’d pitched dozens of times. “This model has a twin-turbo V6 engine, standard all-wheel drive, and sits on—”

“Whoa, this has the console shifter that folds down and turns into a desk inside your truck like a transformer,” Cruz interrupted. “I wish my Mustang had this. I’d do all my reports in my car instead of driving into the field office.”

Jason nodded slowly. “Yeah, it’s nice. I probably don’t use it as much as I could.” 

The back passenger door swung open, and Jason looked in the rear cabin to see who was coming inside for the tour when Cruz sounded like he’d just opened his favorite Christmas present of all time.

“Mulder, that instrument panel is sick! That digital gauge cluster with all the special graphics and aluminum trim is my favorite thing in this truck.”

Jason turned from the dashboard to Cruz to ensure he wasn’t joking. The instrument panel was nice, but it didn’t make the top twenty things Jason liked about his off-road truck.

"Wrap it up, fellas,” Donaldson told the duo.

Jason turned and saw the senior special agent standing with the rear passenger door open.

“We need to focus on the upcoming task at hand.” 

Jason and Cruz exited the truck and caught up with Donaldson as the rest of the team reviewed the final details of the sting.

After the briefing, Jason joined Cruz, Donaldson, and another special agent from Flagstaff in one vehicle as they drove through town until they reached a neighborhood with no streetlights and vehicles parked on the front lawns. Two beat-up pickup trucks parked in front of a mobile home with a DIY front porch addition confirmed they found the right property. 

All four DEA special agents exited their vehicles, and four additional Show Low police officers joined the team.

“Everybody’s home,” Donaldson whispered.

Jason’s role in this sting was back up with Show Low PD. He took his position behind the open truck door and directed his M6A2 rifle toward the front door.

“Let’s go.”

The trio moved in unison up the warped steps of the patio. Donaldson placed his back against the right side of the door, and the other special agent mirrored him on the left side. Cruz held the battering ram, swung it forward on Donaldson’s signal, and obliterated the flimsy metal door.  

Neighborhood dogs barked and howled as Jason peered through his red dot reflex sight at the front door. He was prepared to neutralize any threats that appeared.

It took less than a minute, but it felt five times longer. First, Jason saw a bright light and then heard the flash-bang grenade, followed by shouting from DEA agents. A tall man with long blond hair burst through the former front door hanging on one hinge, crossed the short patio, and jumped to the rocky soil below. Jason tracked the fleeing drug dealer with his rifle while searching his hands for weapons. He raised his M6A2 when Special Agent Cruz emerged from the home and tackled the man like an all-pro linebacker. Jason watched Cruz give the man several elbows to the face and then yank the cuffed man to his feet with one arm. The house fell silent and the other Show Low police officers lowered their weapons, but Jason kept his eyes locked on the front door. Minutes later, a whistle and laughter proceeded shouts of “all clear” from inside the house, so Jason followed the Show Low officers inside.

He found Donaldson holding a black gym bag in one hand and a bag of white powder half covered by tin foil in the other. He had a smile that accentuated his missing incisor tooth.

“I count forty-two kilos of coke, boys. This was a big one,” Donaldson said. “Let’s get all this into evidence and write this one up. The Phoenix District Office will be excited to hear about this.” 

Donaldson handed Jason one of the gym bags while Cruz took the other one. He followed Cruz to the locked Pelican case in the back of the SUV. 

“Should we count it?” Jason asked.

Cruz looked at Jason as if he’d asked the dumbest question in the history of man. “I thought you said you’ve done this before.”

“We usually count it. That’s why I asked.”

Cruz shook his head. “We counted it twice and came up with forty-two, but by all means, if you feel the need to check our work, go right ahead.”

Jason felt heat creep up his back into his neck. He knew he should count the bags, but the pressure not to ruin a successful bust was too great to overcome.

“Forty-two it is,” Jason replied.

Jason and Cruz handed the bags to a Show Low PD sergeant kneeling in the back of the SUV and watched him place all the cocaine into the secure case. The sergeant locked the case and the vehicle. All three men returned to the trailer.

Donaldson and the other special agents completed their inventory of the remaining cash and guns while Jason watched. He did very little during the sting and questioned why he even had to be there, but in the end, Jason felt satisfied he contributed in a small way. Nobody got hurt, and they took a substantial quantity of drugs off the street. A win was a win.

Everyone returned to the grocery store parking lot and strode to their vehicles.

“Are you taking the evidence in tonight?” Donaldson asked the Show Low PD sergeant.

“Yeah, I’m heading in right after I leave here.”

Donaldson turned to Cruz and Mulder. He seemed reinvigorated by the operation. “Good job, guys. Let’s go home and celebrate another successful sting.”

“I will,” Cruz replied.

Cruz jumped in his Mustang GT first and pulled forward so a member of the Show Low Police K9 unit could run the black and tan German Shepard around his vehicle. Donaldson followed in his Chevy Truck, and it was Jason’s turn to have the narcotics detection dog walk around his truck with his handler—a standard operating procedure after every sting to prevent drug thefts.

Jason pulled forward and waited for the officer to complete the revolution around his truck, followed by a wave that cleared him to leave. When the dog reached the vehicle's passenger side, it stopped and barked to alert its handler. The K9 officer pulled the excited German Shepard away, walked in circles several times, and returned to the passenger side of Jason’s vehicle. It barked wildly again. Jason leaned over in his seat to get a better look at what was going on when he heard a tap on his window and rolled it down. A sergeant from the Show Low Police Department stood outside with a disappointed look.

“Special Agent Mulder, please step outside your vehicle.”

Jason smiled and looked around for Donaldson and Cruz.

This must be some rookie initiation, Jason thought. When he didn’t see anyone from the DEA office in Flagstaff, he leaned out the open window.

“What’s the problem, sergeant?” Jason asked with a playful smile.

The sergeant stepped back and motioned for another member of the Show Low PD to join him. He widened his base and moved his hand closer to his service pistol.

“Turn your engine off and step from your vehicle. Now!”

The facial expression, stance, and tone told Jason all he needed to know. This wasn’t a prank, and he was in serious trouble.
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Show Low, Arizona

The parking lot seemed to come alive. Members of Show Low PD buzzed around Jason and his vehicle as the German Shepard barked continuously at the Ford Raptor pickup truck. It was disorienting as Jason slid from his truck onto the asphalt pavement. A Show Low police officer put on black nitrile gloves, opened the rear passenger door, and disappeared from view.

Why is the K9 barking? Why are they searching my truck? What are they looking for?

Questions scrolled through Jason’s mind like a movie on fast-forward. He’d seen enough drug busts to know they were searching for drugs, but his brain couldn’t accept that it was happening to him. No drug, narcotic, or illegal substance has ever been inside his truck. 

“Hey, man,” the Show Low officer said. “Please turn around and put your hands behind your back.”

“What’s going on?” Jason asked.

“'It's the job, man. You understand.”

Jason stared at the officer for several seconds, pondering his next move. He saw the flashlight beam in his rear cabin changing angles and heard plastic bending and breaking. Jason turned around and pushed his arms out, so he was easier to cuff.

“Now, will you tell me what's going on?” Jason asked.

The officer applied the cuffs, but not too tight.

“Got a hit from the K9. As you know, getting a false positive is not uncommon, so we’ll check it out, and if everything is clear, you’ll be on your way.”

Jason had witnessed false hits by K9 units before and took a long breath at the thought of driving away soon. The officer walked Jason away from his truck and leaned him against an SUV owned by Show Low PD. A black and white police cruiser with SERGEANT written below the City of Show Low logo arrived. The man dressed in a black uniform with a gold badge exited the cruiser and joined the search inside Jason’s rear passenger door. Each minute that passed eroded Jason’s confidence of a simple misunderstanding. 

The repeated barking of the K9 unleashed a range of emotions inside Jason. After shock and confusion, his muscles tensed as a wave of anger washed over him. 

“This is bullshit. There are no drugs in that truck,” Jason said aloud to nobody. He pushed away from the SUV and shuffled back to the Show Low officer who put him there.

“You need to uncuff me and let me go. The K9 hit and search is bullshit, and you know it.”

The officer observed Jason approaching; his response was cool and far less cordial now. “Stay back by the vehicle, or you’ll find yourself in the back seat.” 

Jason’s new vantage point allowed him to see officers sink behind his truck and up again like ships in a storm. Their expressions were grave, and their eyes accusatory. The entire scene emitted a tension that Jason felt he could touch, and his stomach turned sour. 

Why would the dog register a hit?

A minute later, he had an answer.

A Show Low police officer left the rear cab and carried something to the front of Jason’s truck. Two bags of white powder and an envelope bulging with foreign currency bills landed on the black hood. Another officer took pictures of the evidence while the sergeant moved toward Jason. Four Show Low police officers converged around Jason. 

“Did you forget to put all the contraband in the evidence truck?” the sergeant asked.

“No. Why?”

The sergeant nodded and pursed his lips. “Come on, help me help you. Did you intend to examine some of the evidence or take it somewhere else for analysis?”

Jason understood why he was asking and wanted to give him an answer to make everything go away, but he still couldn’t wrap his mind around Show Low PD finding drugs in his truck.  

“No, I took my bag straight to the truck and handed it to your evidence guy without opening it. Cruz and your evidence guy can vouch for me.”

The sergeant looked around the parking lot and back at Jason. “Neither of them is here right now, so that doesn’t help.”

“Can you tell me what’s going on?” Jason asked. 

“We found two kilos of what appears to be cocaine in the underseat storage area on the passenger side of your rear cabin. It’s in a package similar to the wrapping material seized earlier tonight. You’re still pretty new. Are you sure you didn’t mess up transporting the coke to evidence?”

Jason considered lying but knew that could get him into more trouble. He was innocent, so this crazy misunderstanding would eventually get sorted out.

“No, I did everything by the book,” Jason lied. He wished he counted the cocaine in his bag before handing it over as evidence.

The sergeant shook his head and grabbed Jason by the arm. He led him back to the police cruiser and turned him until their eyes met. 

“You’re under arrest for possession of cocaine with the intent to distribute. Read him his rights.”

Another officer put Jason in the backseat and left the grocery store parking lot. Jason watched familiar buildings pass by from his unfamiliar position in the back of the police cruiser. The reality of his predicament grew clearer with each passing block, and the impact of an arrest for possession of cocaine settled around Jason like a descending fog. It was like the turmoil of what lay ahead heightened his senses. He grew keenly aware of the metal restraints digging into his wrist and how he had to sit at an angle with his hands behind his back. Each breath grew more challenging. It was like he was trying to breathe through a straw.

Jason watched the eyes of the driver look back and forth from the rearview mirror and the road. The Show Low police station was less than a mile away, and his arrest was imminent, so Jason formed a plan for an even greater concern. He couldn’t be in the same prison as former Sheriff Kellerman.

Jason leaned forward and spoke through the metal grate separating the front seats from the back. 

“Where are you taking me?”

The eyes returned to the mirror. 

“Show Low police station.”

“Is that where I’ll be until my attorney arrives?”

“I don’t know. I just provide the transportation.”

Jason looked out the window and turned back to the driver.

“I don’t use or sell any drugs. Call Special Agent Holland with the DEA, and he’ll—”

The driver cut Jason off before he could finish. 

“I wouldn’t talk if I were you. Talk to your lawyer first. You’re in a lot of trouble.”
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