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The tall, lean man strolled with ease through the door marked ‘Keller Development’, only to be met by the receptionist, who handed him a note.

“Your father wants to see you right away, Adam.”

He smiled at the pretty girl behind the desk...thinking it was too bad she was married.

“Thanks Dotty, I’ll go right up.”

He turned to leave, and then, as an afterthought, he turned back.

“Any idea what it’s all about?”

Still with the same broad smile, she shook her head from side to side, so he continued on. He realized that there was no need for guessing. It was not the first time he had been called to the ‘office’. He knew he was not cut out for the job his father had given him, and he was aware that his father had cut him a lot of slack.

He knocked twice on the door that held a gold sign that read ‘Arthur Keller’ and opened the door without waiting for an answer. The slightly graying man neatly dressed in a suit lifted his head, then looked at his wristwatch.

“Adam, it’s good to see you even although you are a couple of hours late. Come in, have a seat.” 

As he slipped into the big leather chair, his father got up, walked to the window and stood for a minute looking out with his hands clasped behind his back. Adam could tell it was going to be a serious talk, so he sat quietly, waiting. 

He was aware that the position his father gave him was one he created for him, but wearing a suit was something he had never done and he just couldn’t get used to. Since he started working with him, his father had been very understanding, even to the point of being lenient, and it bothered him that he wasn’t living up to his father’s expectations.

He was seventeen when his mother died and all he had known until then was the life on the ranch where he was born. A year later, when his father sold the ranch and went to work with his grandfather, he was devastated. His father had hoped he would join the company at the same time, but each of them handled their grief in a different way. 

His way was to join the army, and after two tours in Afghanistan, he was still suffering the consequences. He had been severely wounded and when he was released, he was under care of a doctor at the Veterans Hospital for the first two years until his father convinced him to join him. 

His father realized that he was at the lowest point of his life. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder is what the Veteran Affairs doctor called it, and it was something he had never really understood, but it was attacking him with a vengeance. Until that point in his life, he had only good dreams but whatever they wanted to call it, it was taking over his life. 

It took three years of counseling and the right kind of medication to get the dreams somewhat under control, but although it slowed them considerably, it didn't stop them.

The medication was helping him sleep, but it left his mind in a groggy haze most of the day and it wasn’t until his friend Clive practically forced him on a double date that he found something almost as good as the sleep medication.

He had not dated much in high school and when he entered the army, he had little chance, so he was not really sure how it was going to go. When he spent the night at his date’s apartment, he found it went better than he could ever have imagined. He had no medication with him, but it seemed like just having someone to hold in his arms kept the bad dreams at bay.

When he explained it to his doctor, he had no real answer for it but he told him that although the war memories remained, for some reason his mind had pushed them into the background. It didn’t make sense to Adam either, but he decided to test it out and the next time he spent the night with a woman, it worked and it had almost become a necessity to find a woman to spend the night with.

Time and time again it happened, but aside from the obvious pleasure of being with a woman, he couldn’t bring himself to tell her that he had another reason he wanted to spend the night. For him, the next most obvious thing was to find a woman to spend the rest of his life with. His search now was to find the right woman, the one woman for him, not just to help him sleep, but to live her life with him...but how could he explain that to his father when he didn’t understand it himself?

His mind turned back to his father, who was still looking out the window. It had always been that way with his father. No matter what he did wrong, his father never blew up about things. He took his time to let it cool down and then he had a calm and rational response...and he suspected his father was doing just that.

“Son, I know we have had our differences. I knew you were upset when I sold the ranch and I always felt that you joined the army instead of coming to work with me was an act of rebellion, although I was proud that you chose to be an Army Ranger, one of the hardest roles, instead of just being a grunt. I was worried about you all the time you were deployed...and I worry about you now”

He turned away from the window and looked at his son.

“I was happy when you came back from Afghanistan safely, and I know what you have gone through since your return. I was even happier when you decided to come into the company and I have watched you trying to overcome your ghosts. I didn’t even mind when you brought your army buddy, Clive, with you...as a matter of fact, he works harder and gets more done that you do. But son, you have to remember that although you hold an executive position, you still have to show up on time and dress like you are here to do some work.”

“I’m sorry, Pop, I had a late night last night.” 

His father walked back and stood behind his desk.

“That’s not good enough, son. It seems you have been having a lot of those lately.”

He picked up a magazine and handed it across to Adam. 

“But when it starts to be written up in a magazine and mentions our company by name, it is time this playboy life of yours takes a turn for the better.”

He waited while Adam turned to the article with the heading ‘The Ten Most Available Bachelors’ and scanned through it until he came to his name.

‘Adam Keller is an executive at Keller Development and son of the owner, and although I have included him as an available bachelor, it comes with a warning to be aware, ladies. He is a playboy who seldom dates a woman a second time. So if you are interested in a ‘one-night stand’, just get in line.’

He closed the magazine and placed it back on the desk.

“I did go on a date with this woman, but she didn’t tell me she was a writing an article about it.”

His father sat down in his big chair behind the desk.

“Adam, although she obviously pulled the wool over your eyes, you can't fault the woman because what she says is true. You have been dating a lot of women and I really can’t find anything wrong with that until it interferes with your work...and today is another example of that.”

He wanted to defend his actions, but it was hard for him to explain that being out with a woman and many times bringing her home was somehow helping him through the nights without the dreams. 

“She’s exaggerating just to get a better story. I often date a woman more than once.”

Then he thought for a minute.

“Although I’ll agree with her that one date is usually enough.”

His father picked up a file from his desk.

“Since you don’t seem to be taking this too serious, I have a job for you that will get you out of here until the dust settles. You know that the Western Pipeline project in Montana is a big venture for the company...in fact, it is the most important project we have right now and it could be a make or break one for us.”

He had Adam’s attention now as he continued.

“We are having some trouble getting one of the ranchers in Munson Valley to sign the right of way agreement. Three of the four ranchers in the valley have signed, but there is one holdout and I’m sending you out there to see that it gets done the neat and clean way.”

Adam sat forward in his chair.

“Montana! That’s the middle of nowhere!”

His father held up his hand to stop his objections.

“It will serve two purposes. You will get a chance to prove you are an asset to the company and it will get you out of town until things cool down about this article.”

Then he added more firmly.

“Adam, you’re going. There is no negotiation about it...now you can spend the rest of your day getting ready to fly out of here early tomorrow morning.”

Adam could see by his father’s face that the decision was made, and the meeting was over, so he got up and headed for the door. He hadn’t told his father, but being called a playboy in the article was bothering him, too. So, with his hand still on the door handle, he turned back to his father.

“Pop, how did you know about Mom? I mean, how did you know she was the right one for you?”

It was not something his father expected, and he leaned back in his chair and thought, like he usually did for a moment, before he answered.

“That’s a tough question, and it’s hard to put into words, son. When I met your mother, I knew right off I wanted to see her again. I liked her, and she liked me, and pretty soon the liking turned into loving. All I can tell you is that when you meet that girl, you will know. I know that doesn’t help you much, but it’s all I got. ”

Then, to lighten the situation, he added.

“By the way, take your buddy Clive with you...at least I will know he will keep in touch with me.”

He stopped by Clive’s office to tell him his father’s plan and have had him make the reservations for their flight. 
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Clive knew every look on his friend’s face and the one he was seeing now was worrying him. He had seen the same expression before, but not so much lately. When Adam left, he was starting to shake, and he knew what was coming and by now he also knew what triggered it. It didn’t take much and his father’s mention of his time in Afghanistan was enough to do it. The doctor told him that it would take time, but it had already been three years and he just wanted it to stop.

His next stop was at Dotty’s desk before he headed out, and she smiled that pleasant smile again.

“So how did it go?”

He was not sure how much she knew, but he suspected she had already heard, so he forced a big smile back.

“Some good and some bad...all I have to do now is sort them out.”

He knew what was coming, and it usually didn’t last long, so he sat in a chair across from Dotty’s desk by the door. She could tell something was wrong, but when she came over and offered some help, he waved her off. He usually carried the medication the doctor had given him, but lately the episodes seemed to be going away, so he didn’t have it with him.

Although the doctor had no explanation why he was able to sleep through the night while in the arms of a woman, he did convince him of the power of the mind. Since there was no way to get into a man’s mind, he did know that it was in the mind or memories that the true cause of his new discovery about women. 

The doctor told him he could only speculate, but perhaps his mind had found a safe, comfort zone such as how he felt when his mother hugged him. Whatever the reason, he was glad to be able to get a night's sleep without being confronted by the faces of the men he had lost, but neither he nor the doctor had figured out how to combat the spells he had during the day.

He had tried the medication route but combined with the sleep medication, it left him groggy all day and that was a feeling he didn’t like. They were coming less frequently now, and he had learned to recognize when it was about to happen, so he had some time to prepare. He tried as hard as he could to control his mind and shut them down, but the doctor had told him that trying to suppress his feelings was even harder on him that letting them play out so he sat with his head in his hands hanging on for what he knew was coming. 

He was young when he went through the rigorous and sometimes grueling training that the Army Ranger program demanded of the men. It was a lonely life for him at first until he struck up a conversation with Clive Avery, a rough and tough talking recruit who gave the impression that he had a chip on his shoulder against everyone.

For some reason his attitude didn’t deter Adan from talking to him and it didn’t take long to understand the façade that he had to put up to keep alive on the streets where he grew up. The two became almost inseparable throughout the training and soon they all fell into the mold of the ranger creed, which taught them to drop all their prejudices and learn to look at the man beside them as a brother. 

After landing in Afghanistan, they soon learned that all their extensive training paid off, but the most important thing was the Ranger creed of brotherhood...and the man fighting next to you.

Their goal was to capture or kill Osama Bin Laden, a man that most of them had never heard of until the attack that destroyed the two towers of the New York Trade Center. 

He had been granted permission to create al-Qaeda training bases by the Taliban, one of the largest ruling forces in a country still living under a tribal society. Since the Taliban, who claimed to be in charge, refused to turn Bin Laden and his al-Qaeda terrorists over, the United States Government, along with a coalition of other countries, decided to remove them from power and get Bin Laden at the same time. 

The Army Rangers were taking the lead in what was being called ‘Operation Enduring Freedom’ and were being inserted as twelve man ‘Special Forces’ teams. By the time Second Lieutenant Adam Keller set foot off the plane in Bagram, his leadership qualities had already been assessed and he knew every man who landed with him very well.

The air force had discovered and bombed most of the al-Qaeda camps out of existence by the time they arrived, but they soon found that they were not only fighting them, but also the Taliban. Being a second lieutenant did not put him in charge, but like all the men, he had a deep respect for the man who was in charge, Captain Simon Ronstadt. They had all trained together, and that training taught them to know the man who would be fighting beside you and trust that man completely.

Although their downtime often included fun and laughter, that all changed when they received orders for a mission. Adam took to the whole deployment more seriously, like he took everything, wanting to know more about the country and the people they were going to be fighting against, while his friend Clive and the others looked at it as just another mission. 

It felt strange for a man from the flattest area of Texas to be surrounded by all the mountains and the miles and miles of dusty desert country, but because of his knowledge of the history of the American Indians, he had an understanding of the tribal nature of the country. He also understood how all the different tribal influences felt about seeing an invading army in their country.

They were embedded with the Afghan army, who freely roamed their base of operations, and he suspected that the Taliban were alerted every time they left the base on a mission. During his first tour of duty, his team had been involved in several firefights but because of the extensive Ranger training, they had the suffered only a few minor wounds.

When the tour was over, the team was disbanded and everyone but Adam and Clive went home. Both of them felt they had little waiting for them at home, so the decision was easy for them to re-up. They were in separate units for a while, but when Adam was promoted to captain and leader of a new team, he pulled some strings so he could have Clive as his first sergeant.

The rest of his team were fresh out of Ranger training at Fort Benning and, having been through what he had on his first tour, he knew that they had a lot more to learn about the country they were in before they would be truly ready to face their missions.

Osama Bin laden had escaped their grasp and most of his al-Qaeda followers were gone or had joined their new enemy, the Taliban, and although the rangers controlled the two major cities and the sky, the Taliban controlled the rest of the country. 

The new plan to set up outposts to cover most of the passes to prevent the Taliban from being resupplied with weapons and ammunition reminded Adam of the stories he had read about the Army’s tactics of building forts in the middle of the Sioux and Cheyanne country.

In those stories, despite being outnumbered, they believed their training and weapons were superior, but Fetterman and Custer learned that this was not the case, as they both lost their entire commands. The thing that finally won over the prairie tribes was the influx of settlers continually pushing them back... but this was not the case in Afghanistan, there were no settlers coming to this country. 

When Adam learned that his team was up for rotation to one of the outposts the friendly banter and joking stopped and he began preparing them for what he was sure was going to involve fighting and, more than likely, killing. The outposts were under constant sniper fire and often actual attacks, and then it was usually the air power that broke them up. 

He had his men on full alert and he was determined not to lose any of his men, but as they rolled out through the gate in a three vehicle caravan, he suspected the enemy would also know about them leaving. What was more disturbing to him was they probably also knew the route they would have to take to get to the outpost the men called ‘Fort Apache’.

Each of the vehicles had a manned fifty-caliber machine gun, but for Adam, that did little to relieve his concern. Every time they left their base, they were in what he considered ‘enemy territory’ and this mission was no exception. He had hammered this into his men since the beginning and when he told them to be on ‘full alert’ he meant no nonsense or horseplay. 

He paused the convoy in an open spot as he surveyed the hillsides of the small pass ahead. For him, it was one of the places on this route that would make an ideal ambush spot. He scoured the hills with his glasses and when he saw nothing, they moved on. 

The explosion brought his lead vehicle to a fiery stop, and amid a hail of bullets raining down on them, it was Clive who dragged him out of the burning wreck. As he was being half carried and half dragged toward a ditch, his senses came back to him and, although badly wounded, he quickly surveyed the situation and began barking orders. 

The explosion killed the driver and the man on the machine gun of his vehicle, and four more of his men lay unmoving on the road. The fierce cross fire had hit them as they headed for the same ditch Clive dropped him in.

Although their position provided them some relief from the vicious fire, he knew they were in a desperate situation. The intense fire had killed half his team in seconds and unless he made the right decisions now, he was going to lose the rest. They could barely lift their heads enough to return fire accurately, but what they did see was the bodies of their comrades laying on the road bouncing from the bullets hitting them. 

As a couple of the men started to rise to go get them, Adam ordered them to ‘Hold Fast’. He explained that the enemy knew it would bring them out in the open to where they would also be lying dead on the road. His next move was the only one that could save their lives as he grabbed the radio.

“This is Ranger Team One Seventy Three in Sector Seven, Coordinates Two Eight Four and Two Eight Six. We are under heavy fire and need immediate assistance.”

One of the advantages the Rangers had was a good communications system and when the answer came, he was not surprised.

“This is ‘Puff’ on our way, ETA 15.”

They all knew ‘Puff’ was short for the plane they called ‘Puff the Magic Dragon’, a flying gun platform designed specifically for ground support, and now all Adam had to do was to hold his team together until they got there. 

Clive had been hit in the knee just as he reached the ditch, but he was doing his best to stop Adam’s bleeding and a couple of the others had been wounded as well, but they were still able
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