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      Washington, D.C

      July 15, 2025

      

      I pulled my old Jeep Wrangler into a parking spot in front of a tall, beige building in Washington, D.C. The building itself was nondescript and a little bit dingy. It had probably started as a bright tint of white and faded to its current hue over years of exposure to exhaust fumes, dust, aerosolized grease, and general filth of a busy city. It looked like an abandoned, run-down shell of some former corporate headquarters partially surrounded by drug addicts. It blended into the background perfectly, but I knew what this place was.

      It was some kind of interview. Another test.

      Either I would walk out of the front doors of that beige building with a new life and a mission, or I would leave in a body bag.

      Those were the options.

      A truck pulled into a vacant spot not far away, and a stout man in khaki shorts, a Hawaiian shirt, and wrap-style sunglasses got out. That would be my escort, and possibly my executioner. Everything about him said “average citizen” except the immaculate high-and-tight haircut. That and his too-new tennis shoes. Also, his utilitarian, shock-resistant wristwatch. I shook my head, smiling. Watching normies play spy could be very entertaining sometimes. He was obviously military to a trained eye. What a goober. I got out of the Jeep, locked the door, and closed it.

      The goober, an Army 2nd Lieutenant, held up his hands in a “what’s the holdup?” gesture. “C’mon, Keison,” he said impatiently. “We’re on a schedule, here.”

      I walked past him without even looking at him. “Relax, LT,” I said. “Your watch is a little fast.”

      “You’ve never heard of being early?” he asked. “We wait on the Major, not the other way around.”

      I pulled the door open and held it for him. “Appearing early introduces unknowns,” I said. “The goal is punctuality.” He walked through the open door and I followed him.

      “You’re in the wrong place, soldier,” he said as I strode next to his right side. The standard place for a subordinate was behind and to the left of the superior. Technically, I wasn't subordinate to him. I was a Chief Warrant Officer 3, and I wasn't in his chain of command. But whatever.

      “I know,” I said. “This is called blending, Chris. We’re not supposed to look like military personnel, which is why we’re not in uniform. My first name is Derek, by the way, since you seem to have forgotten.” We reached elevator doors and I pressed the button to go up.

      The doors opened after a weak beep, and I discovered that the elevator was also part of this building’s “camouflage.” It was dirty, and smelled dirty. “What floor?” I asked.

      “Twelve,” Chris answered. I pushed the button for the twelfth floor.

      The elevator ride was uncomfortable on several levels. The ride was rough and rickety. Nobody liked an elevator that swayed and made noises. Lieutenant Chris the goober kept glancing at me and smoothing his Hawaiian shirt. It was slow. It was too warm. It was…intentional. This was part of the test. Did this stuff really rattle people in my situation? Good thing I hadn’t so much as changed my expression.

      When the doors opened I let Chris take the lead. I didn’t know where we were going. He led me to an older-style office with a heavy wood door and walked into the anteroom, then faced me. “We’re here, Derek,” he said. “Last chance to pray, if you want to.”

      I just raised my left eyebrow slowly. “Why would I need to pray?” I asked. “Are you nervous? I’ll wait for you, if you want to pray.” I looked at the clock on the wall. It was exactly 2:30 PM. Chris scoffed and knocked on the door to the Major’s office.

      “Come in,” a sweet feminine voice said. Chris opened the door, and we both walked into a well-appointed psychiatrist’s office. A beautiful woman with long, flowing brown hair and a rather plain face stood up and shook our hands across the desk. “Good afternoon, gentlemen. I am Major Suzanne Qortz, but in this setting please call me Suzy. Would either of you like a bottle of water?”

      “No, thank you,” I said. Lieutenant Chris the goober also declined.

      Suzy gestured to seats and said, “Please sit down and get comfortable. If you need anything during the assessment, please just ask.” She was smiling, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. They were flat. This woman wasn’t fooling me. She was just as much a killer as goober. Maybe more so. We all sat down, and Suzy opened a folder on the desk in front of her. “Please say your name, so I know how to pronounce it.”

      “Derek Keison,” I said. “The last name has a Germanic root, so the ‘ei’ is pronounced just like it is in ‘height.’” Again, she wasn’t fooling me. This was being recorded.

      “May I call you Derek?” she asked.

      “Sure, Suzy,” I replied.

      “Okay,” she said with another fake friendly smile. “Let’s get started, then, shall we?” She picked up a very fancy fountain pen and a steno notebook and looked at me with curiosity.

      “What would you like to know?”

      “Describe the first time you knew you wanted to be a soldier and why,” Suzy said.
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      My bedroom door opened loudly, harsh light from the hallway spilling over my face and cutting my dreams short. I tried to open my eyes and had to squint as the overhead light came on. My mom came to my bedside and shook me gently with a hand on my chest. “Derek?” she asked in a croaky voice. “Derek! Wake up, honey! You need to get dressed! We need to leave!” She turned around to my dresser and started rifling through the drawers, pulling out clean socks, a shirt, and shorts.

      She sounded like she was crying and panicking. What was going on? I decided to ask. “Mom? What’s wrong? I was sleeping. I have school tomorrow. Where are we going?”

      My mom turned around to face me, already dressed, her eyes red and face soaked in tears. She was crying. “We have to go to the hospital, honey,” she said. “Uncle Ricky got hurt really bad. Now hurry up and get dressed as fast as you can, okay?” She held out a small pile of rumpled clothes. I nodded and accepted them. Uncle Ricky was my hero. He used to be a soldier before he got hurt in some other country and lost part of his left leg.

      Scrawny little ten-year-old me dressed faster than I ever had before, and followed my mom to the car. My dad and my two younger siblings were already sitting in the car, and the engine was running.

      We lived in a little house on the Northwest outskirts of San Antonio, Texas, and it was after midnight. On weeknights, that meant very little traffic. Our car flew toward the medical center and its cluster of hospitals, but the ride felt like a suspended eternity. My mom’s sniffles. My dad’s thin-lipped face of determination. My toddler siblings, a sister who hadn’t started school yet and even younger brother, sleeping or trying to stay quiet in the palpable uncertainty of the situation. We all knew mom was a tough woman. Her crying was a constant reminder that something was very wrong. The humming of the tires on the road was almost comforting.

      When we got to the hospital and parked, dad and I got the little ones out of the car and tried to keep our composure as we followed mom’s fleeting trail. We saw her go through the emergency room doors, then stop at the nurse’s station to ask where her brother had been taken. I heard the nurse say that Uncle Ricky was in surgery and the rest of the family was in a nearby waiting area. The nurse came out from behind the counter and led us down the hallway to a room full of chairs and little tables with magazines on them. My grandparents, two other uncles, and three aunts were there, all in the same desperate, uncertain state. After a round of too-tight hugs, I found a chair by my mom and sat quietly, trying to not get swept up in the quiet storm of emotion around me.

      The suspended eternity dragged on. The sharp lights and sterile smells and scary noises were an ever-present background. I have no idea how long we sat in that waiting area, trying to be present and dissociate at the same time. Hours that felt like days. I tried to become as silent and still as the flat white paint on the walls.

      Some people prayed, their heads bowed and hands folded in the not-really-comfortable chairs we all sat in. A nurse offered to show us to the chapel, and retreated with apologies the instant my grandfather’s gaze fell on her. Nobody was moving until we had news about Uncle Ricky.

      Almost everyone was so worried there were tears in their eyes or on their faces. It was a weird dynamic to witness, though. In general, the men in the room were almost statues: dry eyes and faces, very little expression, and a solid presence that wasn’t panicked. On the other side of the spectrum, the women in the room leaked tears, trembled, sniffled, prayed, and fidgeted to distraction. It was like watching two battery terminals: the positive spewing directionless electricity and occasionally finding respite in the unmoving negative ground terminal. So weird…but it made sense to me.

      I realized that neither side was stronger than the other. They did different things. The women were looking for ways to help by doing something, and the men knew the only thing they could do, at that moment, was be an unshakeable pillar of strength, calm, and reassurance.

      I started to shiver under the icy onslaught of the hospital’s air conditioning system. My dad gave me his jacket, and I found warmth in its tough, wool-lined enclosure. The bright lights overhead rained flickering neon agony into my eyes, and my head started to hurt. Dad gave me his cowboy hat. It entirely engulfed my little head, but I managed to perch it just right so my eyes were shielded but not my whole noggin. After that, I just sat, muscles all tense, waiting through the interminable march of hours.

      A doctor walked in, and all the adults, Grandma first, rushed to him. Quiet desperation hung in the air as the doctor spoke to the adults. Then all the adults gasped, and Grandma let out a bone-shattering scream. She started to fall, looking straight up at the ceiling, and a few adults caught her and guided her to a chair, where she sat sobbing. Grandpa consoled her, tears on his own face. I had never seen him cry before.

      Everybody was crying, including my siblings. I knew that meant bad news, but other than surmising I would never see Uncle Ricky again, I couldn’t figure out what had happened. I learned the truth hours later at my grandparents’ house.

      The adults were all in the kitchen, drinking coffee. I was supposed to be sleeping like the other kids, but I couldn’t. I was scared and sad. I wanted a glass of water. As I walked to the kitchen, I heard my grandfather say, “The boy put a gun in his mouth. The horrors of war were just too much for him, and he didn’t ever talk about it. All we can do for him now is pray while we lay him to rest.”

      So it was true. Uncle Ricky was dead. He had killed himself. The unfathomable demons of war had started the job, and he had finished it. He had also left me with a demon in the process: knowing those demons existed.

      I didn’t want a glass of water anymore. I felt sick. My Uncle Ricky had been my personal hero. I had trusted him to always be around, always be my best friend and confidant, always be my reliable source of advice. I had trusted him, and he was gone now. I ran back to my pile of pillows and blankets in the den, laid down, and started crying. Poor Uncle Ricky.

      Where is he now?

      Can I beat the demons of war?
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      The funeral was held a week later. I watched the closed casket the whole time the preacher talked, the whole time we sat graveside at Fort Sam Houston, and while it was lowered out of sight into the ground. Uncle Ricky was gone. My hero was gone. Where was he, though? In a box in the ground? In heaven? In hell?

      I had always wanted to be a soldier. I wanted to be one even more now.

      It was 1989, and I was ten years old. To little me, soldier was the coolest job. My Uncle Ricky had been a soldier once, and he had told me stories about the cool places he got to visit and people he got to meet. I wanted that. I also wanted to prove that the demons of war that had claimed Uncle Ricky’s life could be beaten.

      The adventures my little friends and I would act out in the Texas summers were everything to me. Our imaginations knew no bounds. We’d play out those adventures with anything we could find that looked like military weaponry: sticks for pistols and rifles, acorns and mud clods for grenades, and even the occasional missile made from an old foam pool noodle.

      Military branch didn’t matter very much to most of my friends, except one who was obsessed with the Air Force. He was always the foam missile guy. For me, though, there was only one branch to consider: the Army. Uncle Ricky had been a soldier, my hero despite abandoning me, and those were the only footsteps I meant to follow. Even if that meant I would only find a lonely grave.

      Is that a morbid thought for a ten year old to have? Probably. I still had it, and I thought about it all the time. Let's call that demon number one: grief.

      Let me be clear here: I wasn’t anything like suicidal. I didn’t want to die. I was just in close proximity with death enough that it affected me. Distant family members. Friends of the family. A few classmates. I went to enough funerals as a child that I had questions, and I began to gradually lose my fear of death.

      I didn’t know it as a child, of course, but that lack of fear would later become a seriously beneficial asset.
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      “Tell me about what drives you to walk this path and why you believe you’ll be successful,” Suzy said, her fancy pen already scratching on the notebook like she was writing something important. She was probably doodling.

      

      Northern Afghanistan

      11/2/2007

      

      I heard several rapid snapping sounds around my head as gunfire erupted from the valley below, and I knew for sure we had been spotted. Not good, but definitely not the end of the mission.

      The rest of my ODA hit the deck, face down on the hard-packed dirt trail. I didn’t. Instead, I stared straight at the point I thought the fire had come from until I saw movement. “Keison, get down!” my Zulu – the leader of the ODA – shouted. “We’ve got incoming fire! Are you nuts?”

      I reached up to press the transmit button of my radio, mounted to my left shoulder. My eyes didn’t move from the small group of Afghans with rifles in the valley. “Reaper,” I said, “this is kilo echo niner seven. Do you copy? Over.”

      My earpiece squelched, then a man’s voice came through clearly. “Copy, kilo,” he said. “This is Reaper. What’s on the menu? Over.” I couldn’t help but smile, even as more bullets snapped past me. Close air support was an absolute must in this environment, but the pilots were cocky jokers…and I loved it.

      “My ODA is currently taking small arms fire from an unknown number of tangos in the valley of a mountain pass at…can you grab my location from AWACS? Over.” I was hesitant to broadcast our exact position over the radio in case the transmission was intercepted.

      “Stand by, kilo,” said the pilot. A few moments later he confirmed, “Got it, over.”

      “Cool,” I said. “We’re on the North side of the pass. Looks like tangos may be setting up ordnance launching equipment. I recommend you introduce them to the Avenger, then drop an incendiary cluster to clear the area, over.”

      “I like your style, kilo,” the pilot laughed. “On my way. ETA 30 seconds, over.”

      I happened to hear the dirt to my right scratch. It was the sound of a footfall about ten feet away, and my ODA were all on their bellies. I pulled my bayonet, leaned backwards and moved my back foot for support, and flung the blade sideways. It stuck in the chest of an Afghan that had been sneaking up on us. He shouted and fired his Soviet-era AK-47 once as he fell dead, and the bullet whizzed very close to my nose. I felt something wrapping around my right leg and looked down. I was standing on the head of a Haly’s pit viper with my heel. Two seconds later I heard Reaper, a loaded A-10 “Warthog” screaming down the pass, heard the signature BRRRT! of its devastating 30mm GAU-8 Avenger canon, then watched as the valley in front of me, where the enemy was, erupted in thunder, smoke, and fire.

      “All clear, kilo,” came the pilot’s voice in my ear. “I have to RTB, but it was a pleasure doing business with you. Good luck out there. Reaper out.”

      The snake, which was venomous enough to kill me, hadn’t stopped moving. “Gomez,” I said casually to the man still lying down on my right side, “kindly remove my bayonet from the tango’s chest, make sure of him with it, then use it to cut the head off this snake so I can go take a leak.”
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      Since I was about seven years old, my dad and I had been working at a hilltop property he had purchased. Really early on Saturday mornings, I’d be woken up and get dressed in work clothes. He would drive us out to the property in the Texas Hill Country, making a brief stop at the only convenience store between our house and destination for what I now like to call “camping food.” As a child, I opted for chocolate milk and a sleeve of small powdered donuts.

      I stand by those culinary choices to this day. They taste good together.

      Our days were spent cutting down, digging up, dragging, piling, and burning the rough underbrush and mountain cedar trees. Dad used a chainsaw. I used a machete or small axe. I had a really cool hatchet I could wear on my belt. Our Saturday nights were spent sleeping in a tiny tool shed on the property.

      Every little kid has fears. Mostly they’re insignificant things, or things young ones just don’t understand. I started to confront some really big, valid fears on that property. I’ll never forget needing to pee in the middle of the night, and leaving that little tool shed. I went to the nearest patch of brush to answer nature’s insistent call…and before I even found a spot, I heard a really loud sound, like somebody shaking a bag of potato chips. I knew that sound from television. I swept the beam of the big flashlight across the ground and saw a real life nightmare. A rattlesnake was only a few feet away from me, slithering backwards through the dense brush, moving leaves and other detritus, its mouth wide open and fangs shining in the light as they dripped venom, its eyes shining like little red pinpricks. I was so scared I didn’t even shake. I froze solid. I couldn’t breathe. I thought I was going to die. I didn’t care that it was cold outside. I wet my pants.

      Then I heard a clap of thunder not far away and saw a bright flash. The snake suddenly writhed around like it was twisting itself into knots. I heard two more rapid thunderclaps, then realized my dad was shooting the rattlesnake with a .22 pistol he carried around the property. He grabbed my hand and we ran back to the shed.

      He warned me the next morning about all the dangerous animals out there: snakes, feral hogs, bobcats, coyotes, and so on. Then he spent the day teaching me gun safety and how to shoot. I started to learn something far more valuable that day. Knowledge is a powerful tool, and no problem is insurmountable if you’re willing to do what’s necessary and not quit.

      I got bullied a lot in school, which isn’t surprising in hindsight. I was a scrawny kid with red hair, I was too quiet, and I was a nerd. I started watching the bullies, paying attention to their words and actions. I learned about them. The fear receded, even though the bullying didn’t.

      When I didn’t have to go work at the property, my mom would take me to a park to play, and there was a tiny library across the street. When I was in third grade, she checked out a copy of Gray’s Anatomy. I saw it on the coffee table at home and asked if I could read it. I was given permission, so I read it. I learned a lot…and I discovered something that would change my life forever. In third grade, I read that book and pieced together the ultimate physical vulnerability of the human being. A literal one-punch kill. Once delivered, if executed properly, it was more effective than most gunshot wounds. No way to fix or reverse it. Immediately incapacitating and fast acting; less than three minutes to certain death.

      I learned that I could be a weapon.

      The bullying didn’t stop, but my fear receded a little more.

      Not long after my Uncle Ricky’s suicide, we moved out to Medina Lake. It was closer to the property, and it was a different environment. We all needed a change of scenery, a fresh start, after that night. We lived in an old rental house in a community called Lakehills. It was okay. I dealt with more wild animals there, and carried around a BB gun. I explored the wilderness on my own. It was frequently scary, but I learned to move through the fear.

      Then I started school in an insular small town, and started learning a whole new set of lessons. Being seen as an outsider isn’t good. Bullying intensified to beatings, and since I had resolved not to exploit the ultimate vulnerability unless my life was in imminent danger, I learned how to take punches and move through the pain. I learned that people can be brutes, and emotions can easily be manipulated. I learned that people tend to judge each other’s worth according to what can be wrung out of them…forcibly, if necessary.

      I only allowed myself to be baited into a few fist fights in school, and I feigned weakness every time. I lost on purpose. One time my right knee was broken. I decided it didn’t matter. Once I graduated, I never had to see any of them again…and I haven’t. I allowed myself to be labeled a loser rather than end someone’s life and risk the electric chair. There's demon number two: fear.

      It worked. I avoided becoming a weapon, though I trained relentlessly on my own. I graduated high school and broke away from that small town meat grinder.
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      Then came college, and a new set of personal tests and lessons. I don’t mean courses I took. I started with a very heavy schedule in the biological sciences, went through English and business, and I ended up in organizational psychology. When I say that I was tested, I mean in the context of social situations. I’ve always had more than enough brains.

      When you first go to college, you’re excited about the possibilities of living apart from your family. You’re given speeches about how safe the campus is, and how everybody is there to learn. Almost everyone you meet is friendly. It’s idyllic. That’s what tripped off the alarms in my head.

      I’ve always been an intellectual. However, I had spent the thirteen years before that first day of college learning the harsh realities of interpersonal relationships. I was teased and humiliated constantly. I was beaten by my classmates many times, for no reason beyond their amusement. You might think it was only male students, but a few females were in on it, too. They didn’t hit or kick me. Just tricked me into being in the wrong place with pleas for help and so on.

      That was the hardest lesson I had learned during those years. People – all people – are capable of lying for nefarious reasons. If you want to become a human lie detector, that’s about the most effective way to start: watch people lie to your face and laugh at your demise. It’s also a great way to develop massive trust issues.

      Three major things happened while I was in college that changed me…or maybe cemented my path forward. I’m not sure which expression is more apt. I was rejected and humiliated in a big way by a psychotic woman who had no reason to treat me that way. I fell in with a very unstable and dangerous group…and I learned to fight rough. Maybe four things happened. I also realized that college was a racket, a fool’s errand, and I dropped out to get a professional job.
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      I became a newspaper editor.

      I kept the long hair and black clothes. I still played drums in a black metal band at night. I learned more and more about the seedy underside of the proverbial “mean streets,” though I carefully avoided direct involvement. Drugs just weren’t for me. I had watched them destroy loved ones since I was a little kid, and though I wanted to understand, I wanted no part of that. Fighting was part of it, unfortunately, but I never fought if I had another choice. I had to be extraordinarily careful when fighting, not just because of what I knew, but because of what those around me didn’t know. I had to be proficient enough to not let certain parts of me get injured while getting hurt enough to convince everyone I wasn’t some kind of super-ninja, while also winning some fights without killing anyone.

      It wasn’t easy. Ever.

      I only let my hand-to-hand fighting prowess show once, because my life and another’s were at stake. Eight skinheads surprised a friend and me as we left a metal band’s show, and I let the curtain slip. They were after my friend, so they ran up behind us and pulled our shirts up over our heads and threw us to the ground. We were effectively blind and had our arms trapped, prone on the ground, when they began to kick us. I had learned to take hits. I had put myself through brutal training. I knew what to do.

      My friend didn’t.

      I heard him screaming as they kicked him all over. I heard him suddenly go quiet, and I knew it was serious. They were killing him. Anger took over, and I ripped the shirt off of my arms and head. I grabbed the heel of a boot flying at my face and yanked hard so the fool kicking at me hit the ground flat on his back. He went out like a blown light bulb.

      I had to take a few hits in the ribs before I regained my feet, but when I did the other three that had been kicking me were called off by their leader. I faced him. He was a pudgy, pale piece of trash in his late twenties with a few minor scars on his stubble-covered face and bald head and a length of tow chain in his right hand.

      I was bleeding in a few places from the injuries I had sustained, but they were all minor, slow bleeds. Busted nose. Split lip. A few cuts and scrapes on my ribcage and left shoulder. I didn’t even acknowledge them, or the six skinheads slowly circling me. I knew they’d attack my back. They were cowards. I just stared at their pudgy leader and growled, “You won’t walk away from this, fatso.”

      He grinned, the epitome of arrogant stupidity, and said, “Get him.”

      I knew they’d attack my back. I heard heavy, rapid footfalls come from directly behind me. I had estimated the average height and weight of my adversaries. I knew their average stride length, and about how far away they were. So I timed my first attack, raised my right knee, and kicked backwards. I felt a hard jolt through my leg as my own boot connected with the attacker’s straightened, load-bearing leg. I felt the pop as his kneecap blew out of socket and his leg gave way. Then I pivoted to my left so he wouldn’t knock me down and rushed the leader. He swung his tow chain at my head, predictably, so I grabbed his right wrist, stopping his arm, and ducked. His heavy tow chain continued its trajectory and hit him in the face. I kicked him hard in the nuts and pushed him over. I’d deal with him last.

      That’s when the chaos really started.

      A skinhead charged me from my right side. At the last instant I grabbed his punching fist, stepped forward, and straightened my right arm, reversing his. I felt and heard the wet pop as his shoulder dislocated. He screamed, and his own momentum made him flip forward.

      Finally realizing that I could easily dismantle them one at a time, the remaining five rushed me at once. Skinheads aren’t disciplined and trained fighters. They’re drunken brawlers, and they’re easy to predict. I had wanted them to clump together like that. Doing so made them easy targets, and my friend didn’t have much time. My movements were economical and brutal, but not lethal. Within a few seconds, the five of them were on the ground either unconscious or moaning in agony.

      I walked over to the leader and looked down at him, then grabbed each ankle and gave a sharp yank and twist. Both his kneecaps dislocated. “I told you that you wouldn’t walk away from this, and I don’t lie,” I said. “I never see your face again, or I’ll rip it off. Understand?” He nodded jerkily, terror splashed across his features right along with a little blood from that tow chain of his. “Stay here, and I’ll send an ambulance.” I picked up my torn shirt and then, after fixing his shirt, picked up my unconscious friend in a fireman’s carry and walked to the car.

      The hospital was the scariest part of that night for me. It brought back bad memories of the night my Uncle Ricky took his own life. My friend spent the night there, but he recovered. I let a nurse patch up my own cuts and scrapes. I sent police and ambulances to get the wounded skinheads.

      I never saw them again.

      That was my introduction to demon number 3: retribution.
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      I had been around guns my whole life, growing up out in the country and hunting for food…but I never knew I had what one instructor called “tactical talent” until I went to Lightning Farm.

      My section of that little newspaper contained both the police beat and the sheriff’s blotter, which means I had developed decent professional relationships with both the chief of police and the county sheriff, as well as a number of officers. They knew who I was, and they made a point of saying hello when I saw them around town. The sheriff, a man named Rodney, was a good dude. I had lunch with him whenever I could, and especially when I needed his take on something for work. He’s the one who extended the invitation to Lightning Farm. I think he just liked that I was an authentic country boy – an actual cowboy – like he was.

      Lightning Farm was a special place that got its name when lightning struck a huge oak tree on the property and split it right down the middle but didn’t fell it, kill it, or set it on fire. Strangest thing I had ever seen. It was a huge tract of land way out in the countryside, nowhere near a highway or even a paved road. It wasn’t anything like classified, but most people didn’t know about it.

      Once a year, the police department and sheriff’s office would send their best to train at Lightning Farm for a week. It was a crash course in all things tactical, from firearms qualification to close quarters battle and clearing rooms. The officers I knew did it in lieu of having a S.W.A.T. team. The course was taught by Army drill Sergeants, some of them Special Forces, and was thorough enough that a few foreign ally military units trained there. That place had some cool facilities.

      I only went for a weekend. A civilian had never been out there, so I had to sign a bunch of waivers before they issued me a loaner uniform. Things moved quickly that first morning. I got my BDU, was issued two weapons – an M16A2 rifle and M9 pistol – along with a few empty magazines for each, learned the basics of holding and carrying them, and learned team movement. I also qualified with both weapons using only a single magazine for each. The drill Sergeant that was teaching me asked Rodney, “Where’d you find this guy?”

      Rodney just shrugged and said, “He’s a newspaper editor and friend. A country boy.”

      What could I say? I grew up shooting at blades of grass and old soda cans with an iron-sights bolt action .22. I knew how to shoot. Apparently, I was also ridiculously good at learning skills by watching others. I picked up team movement and CQB without asking questions or needing any personal attention.

      The final task I completed before getting a debrief, and receiving an open invitation back to the farm, was clearing a house. It was meant to be a team effort, but the drill Sergeant wanted to scare me a little I guess. He put me by myself and tried to say I didn’t have the training to complete the task. His exact words were, “You don’t have what it takes to handle a twelve-man ODA of Green Berets, kid.”

      I didn’t take the bait. I just cleared my M16 and handed it to him, then asked Rodney if I could borrow his M9. He handed it to me. I checked both magazines, racked both slides, and strode to stand about twenty feet in front of the open door. I couldn’t see anyone in the back corners, so that meant some of them were stacked along the closest wall on both sides of the doorway. Tactically smart. Also predictable. They wouldn’t shoot toward each other, which meant the point of crossfire was at least thirty degrees into the room for the rearmost person on each side. I looked at the room and did some quick math in my head to find the crossfire point where they would actually engage me. I would have to be below shoulder height at that point.

      “Here comes the kid, boys!” I shouted. “I hope y’all are ready for this!” I took a deep breath as I counted to three…then I sprinted for the doorway and dove through it.

      I kept the pistols at my sides until I had traveled far enough into the room, then snapped them out to three different angles and released a shot at each position. I did a combat roll and came to my knees, then started firing at the other six soldiers rushing in from the rooms on either side of me.

      All twelve of them were down with twelve shots in less than five seconds.

      I stood up, turned around, and walked out to absolute silence. I walked straight up to the drill Sergeant, cleared both pistols, handed mine to the Sergeant, and handed Rodney’s back to him. I then fell into a tight parade rest position and reported, “I’m 21, Sergeant, not a kid. I come from a family of Army and Air Force service. My Uncle Ricky was a soldier who took his own life when I was ten years old.”

      “How..?”

      “You gave me all the intel I needed, Sergeant,” I said. “Twelve combatants. American Special Forces.” He still looked confused, so I continued. “American soldiers are trained to work in rows and columns: a grid. Every formation, every march, and every drill reinforces the idea that equal spacing between soldiers prevents a massed target. I knew they’d be spaced equally along the nearest wall, where they couldn’t be seen from outside the room. They also don’t shoot at each other, so I knew they’d have to hold fire until I was about eight feet into the room. I calculated their positions and the angles from the point where their lines of fire would cross. I also calculated average height and made sure I was below that point so they’d have to adjust aim along two moving planes. Finally, that room’s too narrow for twelve soldiers and Green Berets are trained in unconventional warfare…that meant a surprise. Six remaining soldiers divided equally between the two flanking rooms means three per room.  My attack was half psychological, Sergeant. The biggest failure for all thirteen of you today was underestimating a young, dumb civvy. Please don’t make that mistake again.”

      “I won’t,” he said. “Dismissed.” I stopped standing at parade rest.

      The twelve Green Berets were standing behind the drill Sergeant, listening intently. I looked around at their faces and said earnestly, “I hope I didn’t bruise any egos, gentlemen. Everyone who serves is my hero, and I hope to be one of you someday…though I have a lot of work to do.” The Green Berets each shook my hand. I thought about that the whole way home. By the time I got to my little apartment, I wanted to be one of them more than anything.
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      “What made you join the Army?” Suzy asked. It was about the thousandth time I’d heard that same question, but my answer would never change.

      My job at the newspaper got more and more interesting over the several months that followed the incident with the skinheads. Especially during the summer of 2001. I don’t know what it is about the warmer months. They just inspire all kinds of craziness. That summer, a lot of weird things happened, but two really big things: an airplane crash, and a massive fire.

      The plane crash was a little Cessna. It was older, and I guess it hadn’t been maintained very well. It had some kind of engine trouble and went down on a small country highway bordered closely by tall trees. The pilot, an elderly man, was killed on impact. I heard the call to emergency dispatch on my desktop scanner and raced out there. I’ll never forget following those fire trucks and ambulances. The sirens were piercing. I knew I was racing toward tragedy and death, but I had to do it. I had to get some pictures of the wreckage, but I wouldn’t take any pictures of carnage. I refused to participate in “yellow journalism.”

      More than anything, though…I wanted to help.

      The crash site was a mess, of course. The battered fuselage of the small plane had skidded down the two-lane blacktop, leaving a long and chaotic trail of unidentifiable pieces of twisted aluminum and fiberglass. The tail section had lost the fight with friction and torn away from the fuselage. It lay on its side closer to the point of impact. The wings had been ripped off by the trees and spun to the ground. One was on fire and was being extinguished, along with the foliage it had ignited, by the fire trucks.

      Three EMTs, defeat all over their faces, wheeled the body of the pilot past me. He looked like he had been the hardy type before this: well-muscled despite the slow and subtle ravages of age, calloused hands, no beer gut. His kind face and silver, almost white, hair told me he was a grandfather. He was a member of that “silent generation” and had probably been a pilot in the Second World War. That meant experience, and lots of it, in very adverse conditions. I did some quick mental math and looked at the plane. There must be something wrong with it.

      I got permission from the sheriff’s deputies, both of whom I knew, guarding the perimeter where I was, and walked closer to the wreckage, taking pictures. While I did that, my brain kept pinging on something. I knew a lot about planes and helicopters. Old Cessnas like this one had two gravity-fed fuel tanks in the wings, and the pilot could switch between them using a selector knob in the cockpit. I walked past the fuselage toward the tail and wings. Many pilots left the selector centered, drawing evenly from both fuel tanks so the wings would stay balanced…but some of the older pilots, especially military pilots, were taught to be very judicious about their fuel consumption. They carefully tracked it, and only switched tanks when necessary. It was habit for them.

      I took another picture and moved closer. I sniffed the air, but only smelled a hint of burned fuel. Of course, the light breeze was blowing the wrong direction for me to smell the wings. My brain went to work again. All pilots were taught to top off fuel at every opportunity to avoid even the possibility of running empty. The nearest airports were about four hours’ flight apart along this plane’s route, and the closest one was about a half hour by air from here in that plane, which had an average flight time of about eight or nine hours. I looked closely at the wings. The left wing was smoking and had been doused by a nearby fire truck. The right wing was dry as a bone, lying flat in the middle of the road. The convention was to start drawing from the left wing tank, and switch to the right when balance became a safety issue.

      Eight hour flight time. So, four hours per wing tank.

      The airports were only four hours apart.

      We were a half hour away from the nearest airport, which meant the pilot was probably switching tanks, or about to do so, when the malfunction occurred. I looked at the right wing’s fuel tank gate valve, and saw that it was closed…which was fortunate, considering an electric wire – probably to the fuel level gauge – was close to it with an exposed end. The tank was dry, though, which meant it hadn’t caught fire. Then I saw a big stream of water erupt from a fire hose and start dousing the left wing again, then the tail…

      …then it started moving toward the dry right tank, and everything clicked in my brain. Water was an electrical conductor. There was exposed wire near the fuel gate valve, which was made of aluminum…

      …and that wing tank was full of fuel!

      “No!” I screamed at the fireman holding the hose. My scream was in vain. The water washed over the wing and bridged the gap between the live wire and the aluminum valve. I saw a bright blue and white arc of electricity. Then…

      BOOM!

      The wing exploded like a very large pipe bomb, throwing shrapnel everywhere and spewing a huge flower of flame at the sky. The shock wave knocked me off my feet, and I heard the newspaper’s camera crack on the asphalt. Unfortunately, I saw the flames engulf a fireman who was much closer to the wing, even as the shock wave threw him backwards. I lay on my back, staring in stunned horror at the man near the blaze burning, writhing, and screaming, for a total of two seconds. Then I scrambled to my feet and ran to him. I grabbed one of the shoulder straps holding the firefighter pants and dragged him out a ways. He was panicking at the flames that burned his face and chest and arms, so I had to do something.

      “Stop moving so I can help you!” I shouted. He ignored me. So I slugged him in the jaw and knocked him unconscious. I was trying to remove his flaming shirt when another fireman pushed me gently but firmly away and took over. The EMTs arrived, and one of them stopped me and made me sit down. Apparently I was bleeding from the ears and stumbling, probably due to perforated eardrums from the shockwave. That explained why I was shouting.

      The EMT kindly retrieved my broken camera and called the office so somebody could come get me and the car.

      At least I had helped someone. Despite the pain I was in, knowing I had helped someone felt good.
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      A little over a month later, I was driving back from an interview and saw a pillar of black smoke on top of a hill not far away. Black smoke meant something bad was burning, and considering that the area was going through a long drought and was under a burn ban, that smoke pillar couldn’t be anything but bad. What can I say? I worked for a newspaper. I was curious, and I smelled a story. I headed for the potential danger.

      I was second on the scene. The only person who had beat me to the fire was a sheriff’s deputy who had already, thankfully, called it in. I showed him my press badge, then without thinking asked, “Is there anything I can do to help, sir?”

      He looked at me for a few seconds, then his eyes went wide. “You were at the plane wreck in May,” he said.

      “Yes, sir,” I answered.

      “Are you serious about helping?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Any firefighting experience?” he asked.

      “Unfortunately yes,” I answered. “Volunteer, of course.” I remembered helping fight a massive fire near a different small Texas town several years previous. I would never forget riding in the back of a slow-moving pickup truck, wearing a wet bandana over my nose and mouth to keep the smoke out, through a veritable forest of still-standing burned trees turned entirely to smoldering charcoal and ash. It had been a ranch before the fire.

      “Excellent,” the deputy said. “We can use all the help we can get. Can I just have you stand over here by my cruiser and watch the suspect while I’m on the radio?”

      “Sure,” I said, and got out of my car. “My name is Derek Keison, sir.”

      The deputy presented me with a handshake, which I accepted. “I’m Deputy Soren,” he said, “but you can just call me Kevin. That’ll make things easier. The suspect is already cuffed in the back seat, but he’s a slippery character. I had to trap him in a tool shed to catch him, and he fought me while I tried to cuff him. He’s an illegal alien, and he started the fire by knocking over a grill on the dead grass. The wind took it from there.” He paused for just a moment to cough and catch his breath. “When the fire trucks get here, they’ll need help with coordination, knowing where the fire is and where it’s going. They need a spotter.”

      “I’ll do it, Kevin,” I said. “Whatever they need.”

      Kevin clapped me lightly on the shoulder and smiled. “Good man,” he said. His radio squawked, and he turned away to give another unit directions to the site.

      I looked into the back seat of the deputy’s cruiser and was met with the angry face of a weathered Hispanic man older than myself, but not quite my dad’s age. Mid-thirties, maybe? His eyes were crazed, his hair was extremely mussed, his once-white shirt was very dirty and torn, and he was built like a lazy man who only ate and drank the wrong things, and only worked when he was being watched. He also looked as though he would gladly murder me without a second thought if he could get out of the car. He tested the cuffs behind his back and mouthed to me, “Déjame salir, bolillo.” Let me out, white boy.

      I raised my eyebrows. Bringing race into it, were we? “No,” I mouthed back.

      His face twisted and he spit on the closed window between us. “¡Te mataré!” he screamed. I’ll kill you!

      I cupped my hands against the glass and said into them evenly, loud enough that he could hear, “I dare you to try.” He glared daggers at me, and I smiled back. Threaten me again and see what happens, criminal.

      A few minutes passed, and Kevin came back riding on the back of a fire truck. He introduced me to the man driving the truck, Cole, and told Cole, “This young man is Derek, and he’s volunteered to be your spotter. Just give him a radio and put him where you need him.” Kevin shook my hand and said, “Thank you for your help, Derek. Be careful.” Then he got into his cruiser and drove away. The crazed eyes of the man who had started this fire stayed glued to me as the car pulled away, radiating palpable hatred.

      Cole’s voice broke into my gaze-lock with the criminal. “Here you go, Derek,” he said, and passed me a radio out of the window. I took it. “We’re on channel three. This is a very big fire, and the high winds have driven it out of control. Our job is to get it contained, then start putting it out. The ranch has a limited fire break around its perimeter, where the trees have been trimmed back ten feet from the fence line. Your job as a spotter is critical. We’re going to put you along one of the fence line breaks, and if you start to see fire coming your way, you just call it in and we’ll send a truck. Okay?”

      “Got it,” I said.

      “Cool,” Cole said. “Hop on the back with Fred and we’ll let you know when to hop off.” I clipped the radio to my belt, jogged to the back of the truck, and hopped on. The metal bar I grabbed hold of scorched my hand from its prolonged exposure to the bright July Texas sun, but I just held on tight and gave Cole a thumbs-up. The truck started moving.

      The ranch was much bigger than I had originally thought. We drove relatively slow over cleared, grassy pasture to an intersection of cleared dirt tracks between huge sections of trees and brush, then turned right and drove until we had to stop at a twelve-foot-tall game fence. Right next to the fence, as Cole had told me, was a long clearing – a fire break – about ten feet wide.

      Cole waved me up to his window. “We need you in this break,” he said. “Keep your radio ready, because fire can move fast in these conditions. It’s coming from back by the house. This is the Eastern edge of the ranch, so you’ll see it coming toward you, but about a hundred feet away or more to the West. If it changes direction, call it in and give your location as ‘Eastern break.’ If the wind changes direction, and it gets really hot really fast, run. You run back this way until you see a truck. Understand?”

      “Eastern break,” I repeated. “Call in any direction change. If the fire comes toward me, run this way until I see a truck.” Cole shook my hand and gave me an ice-cold bottle of water, then backed up, turned around, and drove away. I jogged about halfway down the break. Two hundred yards.

      The first half hour was very boring. I stood in the sun waiting for something to happen. Occasionally a drift of smoke would blow into my face and remind me that danger was on the way. Someone asked all radio operators to check in, so I listened to how others were doing that, then copied the pattern with my own first name, location, and status. Easy.

      I heard the fire before I actually saw it. A dull roar was on the wind, underlaid with a persistent chewing sound as the flames incinerated dry wood, grass, and leaves. When I did see the approaching fire, my heart sped up a little. It was a flowing wall of orange, licking and consuming entire trees within seconds. It was mesmerizing. Certain, agonizing death was racing toward me and would miss me by only a hundred feet or so. I had stared at my own fragile mortality several times before that, a few times during fires, but there’s something about a wall of flames forty feet high racing through the dense Texas brush toward you, throwing heat and fear at you. It’s like a living thing you have no chance against. A mythical monster.

      Within a few minutes, the front wall of fire had passed my position. I reported that on the radio while staring at an active fire that was a hundred feet away, just like Cole had said. The minutes got slower as I watched the fire crawl toward me and the heat got incrementally worse. I stared at it as it inched closer and closer. Fifty feet away. Forty feet. Thirty feet.

      I had a thought that my one route of egress – the fire break – might be closed off by the slowly moving fire where I had been dropped off, since it had been burning longer there. I looked to my left and saw that I was, unfortunately, correct. The grass had burned away, but a few trees had fallen across the break and were burning.

      I was trapped. My heart sped up even more.

      Then, very suddenly, a burning wind hit me hard on the right side of my face.

      I looked back at the fire and saw it racing toward me.

      I sprinted along the fence back the way I had come. I could hear the fire roaring behind me and to my right. I raised the radio as I sprinted, pressed the transmit button, and yelled into it, “Direction change with the wind! Fire moving East! Eastern break!” I happened to glance up and saw flames curling above my head. The heat was unbearably intense, and I was sweating buckets.

      I knew I couldn’t run on the path we had driven in on. I had no idea how far the fire went in that direction, and the tire tracks were ruts: a trip hazard. I could also see the wall of fire racing toward the fence ahead of me. The fence ran past the house at some point. I’d barely beat it if I kept the current pace. The ground was smoking from all the burned grass. Cinders were blowing at me like a storm of black and gray glitter that was feather-light and potentially deadly. Smoke was trying to choke me. I was quickly coming up to the first of several fallen, burning trees, the branches still sticking up. I was completely drenched in sweat, so I wouldn’t get burned badly if I was fast. I ran even harder.

      The only way out is through.

      So be it.

      I sprinted more than half a mile back to that house, and had just enough left in me to douse my smoldering boots and pant legs with the water bottle before I collapsed. I woke up after a few minutes with a saline IV in my left arm, courtesy of an EMT.
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      I remember walking into the newspaper office a little more than a month later and fixing myself a cup of coffee. It was a Tuesday morning, which meant I had a story assignment meeting coming up and would need to proofread my section once more before it went to the printer. I did the entire lifestyles section myself, so I rarely had to speak at story assignment meetings.

      We had one of those little televisions in the conference room, and it was on. I was rifling through my steno notebooks to find my list of planned stories for the week when I heard the newscaster gasp. I looked…and saw the second plane fly into the twin towers in New York. I dropped my favorite coffee mug and heard it shatter. The date was September 11, 2001.

      That whole day was hectic. All hands on deck, working frantically: a couple reporters on the phone with the Associated Press, me and the other section editors and management keeping tabs on the developing situation and directing staff. I helped edit the front page story and re-arrange the front page proof before it had to go to the printer.

      When I got back to my little apartment that evening, my friend Brian was waiting for me. We watched that whole day unfold on television with beer and pizza. I kept looking for a way to help, but couldn’t find one. I knew a few people in New York.

      In the wee hours of the morning, Brian came up with my answer: enlistment. He faced me and held up his hand
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