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Author’s Note

I served twenty-four years as an officer in the United States Marine Corps, most of them in Special Operations. Although a work of fiction, this book is influenced by true events. These all happened in some capacity over the course of my career and helped create a story I feel is worth telling. 

It’s one of distance, shame, fear, anger, longing, paranoia, and vigilance; a lack of closure, doubt, betrayal, the loneliness of leadership, and overall difficulty. It’s about pure vulnerability. It’s based upon the most talented, funny, cruel, base, and interesting people I’ve ever known, interspersed with humor that sometimes was hard to identify and at others seemed starkly out of place. 

Where the real names of people are utilized, it is with the permission and approval of the individual or their families. I used real names in some cases as an homage to who these people are. Some of them gave the last full measure with their lives. It’s the least I can do. All other characters are figments of my imagination, and any resemblance to people living or dead is coincidental.

Military service is unique. Tight bonds form between disparate groups of people who come to rely upon each other in dire situations. Sometimes these relationships are lifelong, but most often they dissipate with the passage of time. My experience was no different. We once pledged forever to the other, now we never talk.
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PART I

When they go to war, the first stage service members undergo is one of ignorance. They think they’re invincible and view being wounded or killed in combat as something that will happen to other people. A young person joins the military convinced of their luck and that they’ll always be alive to enjoy the warmth of a lover’s smile in the rain, to feel adored, and to never take things for granted since they’re in the prime of their lives. Of this, the acclaimed author Paul Fussell wrote: “It can’t happen to me. I am too clever / agile / well-trained / good-looking / beloved / tightly laced, etc.” Wartime (Oxford University Press, 1989), 282. 

All young people have these feelings before they first experience combat. If they felt otherwise, no one would even attempt it. It’s also why the old veterans ignore or subjugate war’s horror and instead focus on glory by telling stories that ignite the feelings of duty in the breasts of young people who hope to be tested and deemed accepted by the warrior caste. And the foolish youth believe them.







1

[image: img]

Smoky Mountains, Tennessee, October 2031

A red-tailed hawk circled in the crisp October sky, calling in a high-pitched screech. The changing leaves, usually vibrant in the autumn sun, were muted under leaden clouds that threatened rain. Steve Keller, fifty-nine, and long-retired after a twenty-four-year career in the United States Marine Corps, emerged from a tree line into a wide field and walked slowly up the hill toward his cabin. His gaiter-covered waterproof boots swished through the wet, knee-high bluegrass. Under his left arm was an open, 12-gauge Browning Superposed shotgun, old and trusted. In his right hand, he carried a seasoned walking stick, which he leaned on as he ascended. A game pouch with four grouse from the day’s hunt rested on his left hip. Steve’s black Labrador retriever, Kelso, kept pace at his side, ready to retrieve, moving neither ahead nor away from him, black snout sniffing the air as they ambled easily together. Steve glanced up at the hawk above them. It flew across the field to land behind them in the tree line they’d just exited.

These days not much hurried him, and Steve reflected that today had been a pretty good one, even though his hips hurt on damp days like this, a constant reminder of his service so long ago. Temperatures would drop enough in the coming weeks that he’d forgo going out to hunt too much more this year.

A cold, damp wind shook the trees making them sound like a freight train while churning loose leaves into the air. Steve stopped to adjust the game bag and pull the hood of his waxed green hunting coat up over his head, already covered with a red watch cap. He was further glad for the oatmeal-colored wool sweater he wore. Light enough to breathe and heavy enough to retain warmth. He liked everything purpose-made. 

With the light fading, it was getting chilly, and the growing mist reduced visibility. He turned and checked behind him. Old habits die hard, he thought. He swept his eyes across the field and along the trees, scanning deeper into the woods to gain a full appreciation of the terrain as he paused in the grass to finish buttoning up his coat. 

There, in the opposite tree line across the field he’d just crossed, stood a figure dressed in Marine Dress Blues looking at him. Steve froze. Was he seeing things? Maybe he was tired and imagining the ghost. But he knew better. Another gust of wind-driven mist, and the figure disappeared. 

Kelso, unprepared for the stop, settled ten yards ahead of him, waiting. Sensing Steve’s unease, he began to whine. Steve looked a little longer at where he’d last seen the figure, then closed the distance to his companion and onward up the hill to the next tree line. He placed his hand on Kelso’s shoulder, and the whining ceased.

Steve’s foot slipped a little inside his left boot. He frowned at his own neglect. He should have attended to it before they stepped off to return home. Steve stopped in the trees to sit on a familiar stump and tighten his laces to ensure no blisters formed on the remaining short trek. Toughing it out was for fools, and the best way to treat a blister was not to get one. Another lesson from MARSOC Selection. What was he in such a big hurry to get to, anyway? Home to clean and cook the grouse? And then what? Another night alone by the fire?

He drew in a deep breath of damp air and looked down at Kelso, “Come on, boy. Let’s get inside. We’re both too old for this kind of weather.” In Kelso’s defense, the dog hadn’t suggested they go hunting. Steve chuckled at that thought and turned the walking stick in his hand. Smooth and worn, it was a gift from his wife, Elena, and he smiled as he leaned on it to stand and continue the walk through the woods joined along a small path. Trees sheltered him as Kelso trotted forward, knowing they were nearly home.

Steve and Elena had built the cabin in a glade after purchasing the land while he’d still been on active duty. Completed just after he’d retired ten years earlier, the solid structure could house five people comfortably. Now, only he and Kelso occupied it. 

The dog shook off the water from his fur, then dutifully waited for his owner, sitting in his self-appointed spot to the left of the door. Steve reached down and petted his head. Kelso responded with a nudge. “Ready to go inside and get warm?” Kelso would never answer him with words, but a tilt of his head and a small, throaty bark spoke volumes. Steve smiled. 

He worked the latch on the heavy oak door, which he’d assembled with care and by hand, like all the facets of the cabin. A labor of love that appealed to his sense of exactness and that had ostensibly helped him develop patience. Elena had thought the hand work would have helped him with post-traumatic stress. He entered the mudroom of the quiet home and leaned his shotgun and the walking stick against the inside of the door, then removed the hunting jacket, gaiters, and wet boots. Guns, gear, self. 

Kelso brushed past him into the interior of the house to drink from his bowl, then to Steve’s study to lay on the dog bed in front of the fireplace. 

The rich scent of oak and hickory permeated the house. I’ll need to split more wood for winter to be on the safe side. Staying ahead of requirements was best, but even he got behind on boring chores at times, mostly because he didn’t want to do them.

With his jacket hung and boots laid out to dry, Steve slipped into comfortable navy-blue suede Puma soccer shoes and shut the door to the mudroom. He picked the shotgun back up and confirmed it was unloaded then carried the gun and game bag through an adjacent hall to the garage workshop, a repository for discarded debris of a long life lived. He turned on a light and placed the bag next to the small refrigerator. Leaning on the door, Steve set the shotgun on his workbench. He stooped to retrieve a cold Harpoon IPA beer and popped the cap with a wall-mounted opener. The cap bounced off the trash can beneath it and clattered on the floor. 

“Damn it.” He bent down to retrieve it and dropped it into the can. Sipping his beer, Steve tasted the hops of the IPA coat his tongue. He swirled the first sip, enjoying the tart, robust flavor. I’ll thank Michael for these. His son occasionally came to see him and had gifted Steve the case during his last visit.

At the workbench, he disassembled and fully cleaned and oiled the shotgun. He checked the action and safety, then wiped his hands with a rag on the bench. Turning off the light, he walked back into the mudroom and loaded the gun with two cartridges meant for larger game than he’d taken in the afternoon. 

If he were to ever need to use it on a larger animal, it would be the worst kind of animal on the earth: humans. In his past life, he’d hunted them and been himself hunted. 

Steve sighed and shut the door to the garage. He walked through the hall adjacent to the mudroom and up a flight of four stairs into a comfortable kitchen area. The cabin was one story except for the mudroom and garage. He and Elena had wanted a flat floorplan in case one of their hips gave out. At least, that had been the idea, that they would grow old together. But cancer doesn’t discriminate, and it took her three years earlier. He’d loved her when she was sick; he loved her still. He’d promised her he always would in that hospital room in Knoxville that smelled of antiseptic, the air thick with forlorn hope and unanswered prayers. Though she died holding his hand, surrounded by the kids—after a lifetime of breaking promises to various people and himself, he’d at least made good on that one.

He placed the beer on the kitchen island and turned on the soft lighting. Steve looked toward his study, where Kelso dozed, trying to absorb the warmth of the near-extinguished logs from a fire built earlier in the day. “You deserve better than that,” Steve mumbled. He entered the study to rub Kelso’s head, then strolled to the mantle to stoke the embers with a poker. Only a small amount of heat danced in the hearth, so he piled on kindling and brought the fire up, added two oak logs, and the room was finally enveloped in comfortable heat. Kelso shifted slightly, only raising his dark eyes to Steve in a motion of gratitude. 

Steve returned to the kitchen and retrieved a glass from a cabinet for his beer. The Raider Patch, a fraternal newsletter for the Marine Raider Association and former members of Marine Special Operations Command (MARSOC), of which he was a lifetime member, lay on the counter. On the cover was an older photo of a Marine Raider, as badged members of the organization were called, dressed in combat equipment while serving in Afghanistan, with a Silver Star medal inset on the picture. The headline read, “Master Gunnery Sergeant Marko Pech to Receive Upgraded Valor Award at this year’s 25th Anniversary Reunion.” 

He sighed. “Marko. Damn.” 

Steve strode into his bedroom. He sat on the edge of the bed and removed his shoes and clothing to shower. In the bathroom, he reached for the faucet to get the water as hot as he could stand. The stream cascaded over his head and shoulders, and Steve braced himself, breathing deeply, trying to cleanse his mind and maintain discipline against the near-scalding deluge. 

Remember, this is what you asked for, and you did what you said you would when they asked you what you were going to do after you left the Marine Corps. He wanted to live a peaceful life, but his past reached out to him time and time again in ways he still didn’t understand, such as seeing the ghost of his dead friend Major Roland Joyce earlier in the day. 

Steve grew used to the hot water and kneaded an old knot in his shoulder from carrying the weight of war and shame. Not all scars were external, and the internal ones also manifested in odd ways, bringing pain at times. After so many years, it was a wonder that the pain, mental and physical, hadn’t overtaken him. He carried within him lasting wounds that would never heal and constantly reminded him that he still had a lot of things to endure. 

His Marine Recon and MARSOC instructors had said, “You are constantly earning.” Selection to get into Special Operations had been continuous, and he’d needed to earn his place each day. Earned. That’s how he felt about how he lived his later life. That he’d earned it. 

That isn’t the same as getting what you deserve. The difference between earning something and having another outcome meted out couldn’t be more acute. 

Scrubbing his body, Steve traced the scars from wounds; long-faded souvenirs he’d never lose with the past so close behind. He examined the constant crook of his left arm, which hadn’t been the same since the parachuting accident. 

He studied his faded tattoos. The artists who’d done them were long gone, but the images created and what they signified still mattered to him. Elena hadn’t cared for tattoos on anyone, let alone him, but he’d gotten them regardless as a form of self-expression. She’d sobbed when he returned with them, not wanting to argue over how and why he’d wanted them. She hadn’t sought to understand—she’d just wanted her husband to be who she knew, not whom he was becoming because of his experiences. Steve still carried guilt. Not for the tattoos themselves, but for how he obtained them, the malfeasance of it all, of ignoring her. She’d deserved better than him.

The water colored the top layer of his skin red. After rinsing off the last of the soap and shampoo, he turned off the faucet. Steve looked at the tile work in the shower stall. A professional contractor, Michael, had done a great job. Like Steve, Michael took great pride in his work. Inheritance was not always monetary.

He grabbed a towel and wrapped it around himself. Back in the bedroom, he changed into a pair of soft blue jeans and a black cotton T-shirt and once again slipped on the Pumas. Steve finished his beer, then returned to the kitchen to prepare dinner, realizing he should have cleaned the freshly killed game before showering. Now he’d get his hands dirty with offal and blood. 

Sometimes, doing so was by choice. Other times, it had been forced upon him while his own men bled out, shattered and broken. How could he ever explain such a sight to someone who’d never experienced it? 

Steve shook his head. He checked on Kelso, still asleep in front of the fire, and stepped back out to the workshop.

He grabbed another beer from the refrigerator and poured it into the glass, slow and measured. Take your time and do it right. If only he’d heeded that advice over his life. Steve opened the game bag and stared at four grouse nestled together in their final, colorful resting forms, peaceful, like they might come awake and continue flying. Sighing, he retrieved the grouse and cleaned and dressed them. Well-versed in the steps, within twenty minutes, he was finished. Steve cleaned up the mess, putting all the unusable parts in a plastic bag and knotting it at the top. 

After rinsing the blood from the interior of the game bag in the deep sink in the garage, he set it upside down to dry and took the grouse inside to place in a marinade he would copy from an old Garden & Gun food issue. Referencing it from the library of cookbooks and other tomes, he quickly assembled the marinade and decided on fresh asparagus and potatoes to round the meal. 

His gaze caught on the shelf as he set the cookbook back in place. They’d been Elena’s. Used with love and care when she’d cooked for them. His heart ached. 

Letting the grouse settle into the marinade, Steve moved to the study and eased into his chair in front of the fire. Intended to be his retreat, a sanctuary of sorts; he’d designed the study off ones he’d seen in London, private clubs in New York City, and vintage firearms dealers’ rooms who took care of their customers—ones who appreciated fine culture and considered the guns more tools than weapons. He was firmly acquainted with the difference but also knew one could be another.

The walls featured built-in bookshelves full of long rows of ready knowledge. He’d read all of them, some with notes in the margins, dog-eared for future reference. While the world had become more and more automated, Steve appreciated the longevity of a printed book. No Nook or Kindle for him, though he ironically recognized their utility. He wasn’t a total Luddite, but having a real book meant enjoying the ritual of reading, the smell of the pages aging along with him. He never wanted to get—to be—old, but the years carried on irrespective of his thoughts of the aging process. 

As Keith Richards of the Rolling Stones had been quoted, “No one wants to get old, but who wants to die young?” And in the vein of Mr. Richards, Steve’s own 1967 Gretsch Country Gentleman rested upright in its guitar stand. He hadn’t played it in a few weeks and promised himself to do so soon.

A well-appointed gun case was a centerpiece that housed and displayed his collection. He admired the metal contained therein. Utilitarian and something for each task and requirement, they represented his history. It would be hard to explain the significance of those items to the uninitiated, so he generally didn’t say anything about the things inside the case. Though there were also a few firearms in various locations in the house only he knew about.

Hanging on the wall to the right of the case was his collection of edged weapons, physical records of the past to hold in his hands. Fifteen swords; thirteen dating to the US Civil War; the remaining two being a United States Marine NCO sword from the Spanish American War and his own officer’s sword, the Mameluke, designed after the Berber swords found in Libya by Marine Captain Presley O’ Bannon during an 1805 raid on Tripoli, it symbolized a timeless link between Marine officers, more ornamental than functional. Steve thought of the six Marines who’d carried out that raid, perhaps the first Marine Special Operation in the Corps’ storied history. He was proud he’d continued that legacy in his own career.

Steve stood and added more wood to the fire, then scanned a wall of mementos and photos of another life. Sipping his beer, he scrutinized the pictures. Young, physically hard men in their prime. Strong, well-trained, fit, and motivated; if one was going to war, those were the people with whom to do it. Some gave their lives to allow him the opportunity to spend his own wondering why the roles hadn’t been reversed. As if the dead had answers, and the photos could speak. 

Did he even live through all of it? A group readying for a parachute insertion. Another after an operation where all returned safely, only to run out of luck on the next one. One taken in Djibouti of him and two others in 2009. He studied his own young face in the photo. He was no longer young. In fact, old was what came to mind as he considered himself in the present. More gray hair than the original brown. Gray stubble on his chiseled jaw. High cheekbones and sharp features but soft edges. Kind blue eyes with lines along the sockets he wanted to believe were due to hard laughing, but they came with the strain of his career. Steve considered the younger version of himself. How naïve he’d been, he and the others in the picture and the other pictures beside that one. Faces, with surety of purpose that masked their individual issues. He hadn’t talked to any of them in years.

His eyes settled on a photo taken of his family years earlier on the day of departure for a deployment. In it, Elena stands behind Steve whose arms wrap around their three children, Michael being the middle child between his sisters, Sammie and Marta. The image captured their forced smiles ahead of Steve’s leaving to the unknown with the rest of his unit. Elena and Steve’s relationship while he’d served had been strained because of the affection he’d placed in his men. It was returned to him, but it was his alone, and when the dead had to be buried and people sought solace, they’d come to their old house. From there, those men and he retreated to his study and celebrated the memory of another friend through the misery of loss and a bottle of whiskey. She’d called it a closed, tribal society in her house. She’d both envied and hated it. Not due to his duties but that he’d chosen them over her and the kids. 

But clarity was shortsighted. Elena was gone, Steve was still alive, and in the end, the investment he’d made in their relationship hadn’t paid off enough to create the conditions in which she would have fully accepted them. He’d ruminated over his poor decisions and expenditures to his men in the interest of loyalty, sometimes with money and others with integrity. A few of those men had been his best friends, and others had betrayed him. 

Betrayal begins with trust. Caesar found that out from Brutus.

Outside, the stormy weather continued, wind-driven rain rustling and pelting the trees. Facing the fire, Steve set down his empty beer glass. He went to the liquor cabinet and chose a smooth bourbon. Two fingers should do it, trading the empty glass for a tumbler etched with the insignia of a long-distant unit that had seemed important to him when he’d bought it. He raised his glass to the photos on the wall. 

“Cheers.”

Then he prepared dinner. 

Kelso came from the study to await the scraps Steve inevitably fed him. The grouse and vegetables came together well. He washed the dishes as he went, a trick his father showed him, and one Elena had insisted on, to minimize the mess. There’d been dinner parties they’d hosted over the years where he’d been constantly cleaning, his job while the guests conversed. He finished washing the plate and utensils and set them to the side of the double sink since they didn’t warrant the use of the dishwasher. Steve considered having dessert, then decided against it, smiling at the thought that he had all his own teeth, though a few were crowned long ago, casualties to an incessant sweet tooth. 

He washed and dried his beer glass and looked out the window over the sink, straining to see into the meadow through the dusk. The only visible items outside were the runs of rain sliding lazily down the pane, the light from the kitchen reflecting in their cleansing streaks. He turned off the light and coaxed Kelso down the hall to the study.

Settling back in the chair, he watched the dancing fire. Kelso lay down, content on his bed. The whiskey glass placed on his reading stand, Steve folded his hands on his lap and exhaled, releasing the physical strain of the day’s hunt. There was a time when a physical training session of hiking hills with rifles and packs had been the perfect thing to do with his team and they’d end the day with three drinks in the team room. Selection had been commonality between them from the start, arduous tasks shared by men who understood the stakes. 

Steve looked across the room to a photo of him and Roland Joyce, his friend and mentor, the ghostly figure who’d been standing across the misty field earlier that afternoon. He felt he hadn’t lived up to Roland’s expectations of him, but that too had been a long time ago. 

As Steve dozed, his final thought as he drifted off was of Roland occupying the chair opposite him. 

“Hello, old friend,” Roland said. “It’s been a long time.” 
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Appalachian Mountains, Western Virginia, March 2007

Captain Steve Keller had been carrying a rucksack and M16A2 rifle for ten hours. He was nearly finished with the arduous three-week MARSOC Assessment and Selection Course, or at least the most vaunted and dreaded part of it—essentially a long walk. A light breeze under cloudy skies ushered in spring and a few trees budded, though patches of snow covered the fallen leaves on the forest floor. When any precipitation came at lower elevations, it was in the form of rain, but higher up in the mountains, it was snow. Big, fluffy flakes, wet and heavy. 

Steve was happy he’d reached that leg of Selection. He felt good; his feet didn’t hurt too badly, yet, and he was in a rhythm of sorts. But the physical effort was superseded to the mental requirements of the course and being selected to join MARSOC would put him in an entirely different class of operator. 

Adjusting the pack on his back, heavier now than the fifty-five pounds it started at due to the weight of the melted snow that soaked the material and straps, Steve kept moving forward. Wet and chilly from falling in a swollen creek early in the march, he felt sweat streaming steadily from his pores. His naturally warm body heated him, and he would stay warm as long as he kept moving. Occasionally he’d see another candidate, but they were few and far between, although he walked with small groups of people if he caught up to them or they to him. Generally, though, he was alone.

At thirty-one, Steve already demonstrated he was among the best, having served as a platoon commander in 2nd Force Reconnaissance Company, one of the most elite units in the US Marine Corps. Just being invited to the course set a person aside from others, and although Steve arrived in great condition, the pace and duration of the sessions impressed him. The first grueling day alone dropped ten candidates, most of them MMA wannabes and body builders embraced by SEAL Gorilla stereotypes. A physical fitness test; more running, jumping, the obstacle course twice, loads of calisthenics, a ruck run with a monstrous, heavy pack for an unknown distance over broken terrain called the “washboard,” a horrible session in the pool for “water confidence” testing, and another five-mile run at full pace to the end. When he looked at the remaining candidates, there wasn’t any real average. Some were tall, others short, and most didn’t seem the typical Special Operations Forces (SOF)-archetype.

Sixty people started the selection course. Steve and the rest of the candidates were identified only as a number. The training cadre, stone-faced and grim, weren’t interested in much else since most wouldn’t complete it. They didn’t encourage nor discourage, didn’t seem to run on anything Steve knew of and were always fresh and ready to deliver another sermon in silent agony. Those men were the fittest professionals Steve had ever seen. 

Dark mornings began with physical training. Each day there was a pace setter called a rabbit, and all were told to keep up with him. A difficult task. Steve kept up with the lead pack, but at the back, in case he needed to find another gear. Most days were hard, but he would give it everything he had, plus a little more.

Selection was an interesting environment. People who’d never met each other developed strong friendships in a short period, and even those who might not get selected derived positives from the experience, though no one wanted to get dropped. 

One evening during the first week, Steve sat down to dinner with two other candidates. “Mind if I join you, gents?”

“Sure, dude. I’m Alex Chan,” one of them, an Asian, said. Steve thought he was Vietnamese but then reconsidered. Chinese maybe. Alex wasn’t very tall, just under six feet, and Steve guessed he weighed 185 pounds of fighting muscle.

“I’m Guido,” the second one, a tough-looking man, introduced himself. He had a wrestler’s build and an easy demeanor.

“Guido?”

“Well, my real name’s Anthony Larosa, but everyone calls me Guido. I’m from Long Island, New York. What’s your story?” He clearly didn’t see his nickname as a slur.

“Steve Keller. I’m a captain at Second Force—”

“No shit? I wouldn’t have guessed!” Guido wore large glasses and sported a shaved head that was growing out; he looked like a Mon chichi toy. 

 “I’ll take that as a compliment.” 

“I meant it that way!” 

“How about you guys?” Steve asked, looking between them both.

Alex answered first. “Dude, I’m from Third Reconnaissance Battalion in Okinawa, Japan. I’m a sergeant.”

“He’s also from New Jersey, but don’t hold that against him!” Guido looked at Alex, who brushed it off with a wave of his hand. “I’m staff sergeant at First Force Recon Company in California.” 

“Good to meet you guys.” 

From that point forward, Steve, Alex, and Guido shared meals together, getting to know each other during the commonality of suffering through the course. 

After every morning PT session, they returned to the barracks to shower and go to breakfast. The food was excellent, all the meals served were, and everyone stuffed their faces with everything they could. Steve estimated they were burning close to five-thousand calories a day, and even with hearty meals, Steve had been at a deficit since he’d arrived at the course with trousers that were slightly snug. The looseness of the fabric earned through training was a good feeling in some ways and concerning in others. He feared muscle deterioration, but anything might derail a candidate. A nagging pain, a blister that didn’t heal, a twisted ankle, yet he wasn’t programmed to quit. 

From breakfast, they received their instructions for the day, written on a dry-erase board, and prepared to go out on another tough land-navigation excursion. The candidates would stand and wait for their names to be called and be given a color and number. Then they mounted canvas-covered trucks that were sealed with zippered doors so they couldn’t look out and were driven along circuitous routes into the countryside to be dropped at their starting point. All day, up and down the hills, each day named something ominous like Heavy Carry, Pipeline, and Bloody Thursday. Sometimes, Steve would walk for hours with only a sketch map drawn by someone else. 

Each night, Steve would make it back to the barracks on time while the search-and-rescue helicopters fired up to go find the hapless and lost in inhospitable terrain. It was comical, sort of. 

After readying his gear for the next day, Steve lay in bed and assessed his performance, mentally preparing himself for the next evolution, though he didn’t know what was in store. Today was horrible. Worse than yesterday. And tomorrow’s going to suck even more, he recounted before drifting to sleep. 

At the conclusion of training each day, there were fewer and fewer candidates. The most disturbing thing was that it was as if they’d disappeared. At breakfast every morning, there were only the exact number of seats available in the chow hall or lecture classroom as there were candidates remaining. 

Earlier in the course, Steve witnessed a candidate at a land-navigation rendezvous checkpoint fruitlessly arguing that he was in the correct spot. The unemotional cadre repeated the mantra, “This is not your RV,” to the candidate’s consternation. Steve moved away from him as fast as possible. He never saw that candidate again.

Another time, Steve awoke in the middle of the night as another Marine was in the final stages of packing his equipment. “Where you going?” Steve asked. 

“I’m done. My legs won’t do it.” The Marine handed Steve the remains of his nutritional supplements and looked shyly down at the floor. “Good luck.” He shouldered his bags and departed, one of the few Marines dismissed that Steve had ever seen physically leave. 

It was eerie, and no one mentioned a person who got dropped.

Then came the final test. Steve was one of the last members of the class to start. Another check of his watch revealed he’d been moving for nearly twelve hours. At a conservative pace of three miles per hour, he estimated he was close to thirty-six miles into the movement, but with a realistic rate of two and a half an hour, he’d probably traveled closer to thirty miles. Still respectable, though, considering the terrain and weather. 

Some places were covered with snow, but a trail cut by those who’d traveled ahead of him allowed Steve to follow it, trusting it would lead him in the appropriate direction. He arrived at his next checkpoint and saw two cadre members. They’d been camping in the middle of the woods for at least a day with the best of all camping supplies and stoves, which impressed him since those were unit-provided. There were four other candidates in the area.

“Color and number,” Gunnery Sergeant Marko Pech demanded. Steve dutifully reported it. Though Marko didn’t show any recognition, they knew each other from having served in Marine Force Reconnaissance together, though not in the same platoon. Marko was a plank owner, or founding member of MARSOC, and one of the first to pass selection in 2006. He also set the course land navigation speed record; Marko was an Operator’s Operator. 

Marko continued with his part of the script. “Show me on the map where you came from, bro.” Steve did, and his point of origin confirmed he was in the right location. “Your next point is on this sheet.” Marko handed him a small piece of laminated paper. “Come back and show me where you’re going once you plot your next checkpoint.” 

Steve mapped his next stop and returned for confirmation, handing Marko the coordinates. When he demonstrated he knew where he was going, he stepped off into the gloomy forest. “Hey, Keller!” Marko called. Steve turned. “Have a good ’un!” He winked at Steve, and Steve laughed. Even if the cadre knew a candidate, familiarity was to be removed. He waved and continued on his way.

The brief stop had chilled Steve as he hobbled stiffly down the trail. His feet burned, and every muscle and tendon in his ankles and the soles of his feet were electrified, but he pressed on despite the pain. Parts of the trail washed out, covered with flowing, icy water. His feet numbed as he sloshed through the cold liquid. It was heavenly. 

One advantage of the course was the confidence gained through application and sound reasoning behind the choices made. Or at least, that’s how he felt. 

He linked up with a few more candidates, and they walked together until some members became confused on the trail they should take. Steve pulled out his compass and got a bearing, deciding on his own how he would continue. He stepped off away from them, sure of his decision. 

Steve came over a rise in the trail to find Alex sitting on one side, a Meal, Ready-to-Eat (MRE) spread out on the ground. He was seated on his pack as if at Thanksgiving dinner. Steve smiled. “You good, Alex?”

“Dude, I had to eat something!” He possessed a stiff work ethic, and nothing seemed to get him down. Alex just did his job. His reputation with his fellow candidates was of a selfless, humble but confident person.

“Have a good one, Alex!” Steve nodded but kept walking, his own hunger ignored. Stopping to eat would waste valuable time. Eating on the march throughout the day was a more advantageous method. Then again, Alex was ahead of him, so maybe he could afford it? Besides, if I sit down, I won’t get up again. The dull ache crept up his lower body from his feet to his back and legs. At least his shoulders didn’t bother him, having gotten used to the heavy pack long ago.

Another check of his watch. Fourteen hours on the move. He found, after his next checkpoint, that he’d have to ascend a mountain. On the map, there was a road that looked a long way around and a trail that appeared more direct. Unsure of how to depart, he chose the trail. It was nearly vertical and extremely difficult the entire way up, but others had taken it, too. He checked his map, and if he’d calculated correctly, he’d intersect another trail that would lead to his next checkpoint. From there, he would be nearly finished. 

He expected, anyway. 

The terrain was brutal. He fell a few times, nearly breaking his arm in the process. There was no easy route, however, and Steve continued up the steep escarpment, ever closer to the top of the mountain. A few more elevation changes, and he reached the summit. Relieved to be on level ground, and true to his reckoning, he stood on the trail he’d sought and walked smartly into the RV through the drifting snow. Fifteen hours had elapsed. He felt confident, but the day’s fatigue was insurmountable, and it seemed he might collapse. That would entail passing out, however, since there was no way he would quit. 

The same check-in, check-out procedures and script were followed, and he was on his way. 

People who’d made it that far had a better than average chance of being selected to join MARSOC and go on to continuation training. Though it wasn’t really in his control, Steve hoped he’d be picked at the Commander’s Board. It was a rightfully worrisome event. People before him had passed the final physical test only to go to the board and be BNS, or Board Non-Selected, for no other apparent reason than they “weren’t the right man.” Steve knew many people had left that room in dejected frustration and bitter disappointment, and he didn’t want to be one of them. 

He encountered another few candidates, including Guido, who strolled along munching on a granola bar. They walked together but didn’t say much, and Steve wondered if anything ever excited the relaxed Italian New Yorker. Even-tempered and calm, Guido was a great addition to any unit. 

Breaking out of the woods into a powerline cut, they saw a truck covered in thick, icy fog ahead of them. Through waning daylight, Steve spotted two small figures with rucksacks marching away from the vehicle, uphill into the gloom, one much farther ahead of the other. The lead figure disappeared in the mist.

They stopped at the truck. Both he and Guido went through the same reporting routine with the cadre and were told to stand off to the side. Fifteen minutes later, Alex arrived and was directed to do the same. 

Steve winked at Alex, whose face bore his trademark smile. Alex flashed him the “hang loose” shaka sign with his hand and mouthed, Duuudde! Steve laughed for a second before suppressing his smile and looking away from Alex to maintain his bearing. Guido drew in his lips and rolled his eyes. 

They waited in silence.

The snow increased. I couldn’t create this in my dreams. The weather must work for them, this really sucks. Steve’s feet seized up. He looked for a puddle to stand in and found one that was iced over. It was a godsend, and his feet numbed again. 

At last, he was called forward to the truck and told to proceed. That was the final checkpoint. 

Steve stepped off, deciding he would finish strongly, his rifle at the alert position, a wool watch cap pulled down on his head, standing tall and squared away, despite feeling destroyed. Away from the truck, Steve said out loud, “Of course the last approach to the finish is uphill, and the weather is worsening!” 

He ascended the hill regardless. 

The dark figures that had been ahead of him were no longer there, and he didn’t look back to see if Guido or anyone else was behind him. It didn’t matter anyway, and he kept moving. 

Through the fog, the outline of another truck was silhouetted against a large fire. The very thought of it warmed him. He quickened his pace, or thought he had, filled with a euphoria that he might actually finish his final trial to joining MARSOC. The truck grew clearer, and a hooded figure stood in front of it. Steve straightened his back and stood taller, ready for anything, even if they were to spring a surprise additional challenge on him last minute. There wasn’t any choice. 

He arrived at the truck, and the gravelly voice of Master Sergeant Brian Geraghty, the Selection staff non-commissioned officer-in-charge, met him from under the hood of his jacket. “Color and number.” 

Geraghty had briefly been Steve’s platoon sergeant at 2nd Force but left shortly after Steve arrived. Steve provided his information, and after stepping forward when prompted, Geraghty extended a hand to him. “Sir, congratulations. You’ve made it. And you’ve done a hell of a job, sir. Fergus will take care of you.” Geraghty squeezed Steve’s shoulder.

Gunnery Sergeant Jarlath “Fergus” Sullivan, another cadre member from his Recon days, arrived and took his pack and rifle, smiling at him. Steve felt weightless. It was harder to walk without the heavy weight of the equipment. Fergus was an accomplished sniper with a few confirmed kills in Iraq, and, like Marko, a MARSOC plank owner.

Steve checked his watch. Sixteen and a half hours. “Holy shit,” he muttered, grinning, still unsure. He walked to the rear of the truck like a newborn fawn on unstable legs with Fergus trailing beside him, his equipment in hand. 

“I’ll meet you at the fire, mate,” Fergus commented in his Irish brogue. 

Steve enjoyed the moment as he reached the rear of the truck and was intercepted by another hooded figure. “Captain Keller, I’m Major Roland Joyce, the Selection and Training OIC.”

 “Yes, sir. I know.”

Roland was also a MARSOC plank owner, and like Guido came from 1st Force Recon Company in California. He was already a larger-than-life hero in the Marine Corps due to his combat experience as both a Force Recon Platoon Commander and as an Infantry Company Commander in Iraq in 2003 and 2005. “Congratulations on finishing the physical part of selection.” He didn’t offer his hand.

“Thanks, sir,” Steve replied, unsure of where the conversation was going. 

Roland’s dark eyes looked into Steve’s eyes from under his cap. “You’re not in MARSOC yet. You still have to pass the board interview.”

Steve nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“And you may find it harder than the physical portion,” he delivered in a grim tone. “Captain Keller, Officer Selection begins now.” Roland stepped back and melted into the darkness. 

Steve’s exhilaration at completing the test lasted ten feet, the length of the truck. Still, he’d finished. He’d take whatever came next in its parts. 

He was brought to the fire and stood staring at it along with a few other candidates. Then Guido, followed by Alex, arrived. Fergus met them with mulled wine and sandwiches. It tasted so good. When there were enough of them to return to the barracks they’d started from a week earlier, they loaded into a van with their equipment. 

Steve was wet, cold, and exhausted, but with the van’s heater on full blast, he passed out. Guido shook him awake when they pulled up to the barracks. His legs hurt so badly, he had to walk upstairs backward since he couldn’t put any pressure on his quadriceps.

Soaked and sore, he stumbled to an individual room away from the rest of the candidates. Food was waiting for him, although it was cold, along with an electrolyte drink. The room was sparsely appointed. The single light bulb from a small desk lamp illuminated a computer and complete stock of office supplies neatly arranged on the desk. Aside from a bed and a wardrobe, the room’s furnishings were otherwise plain. 

Steve took a hot shower, standing in the water until it ran lukewarm. Fatigue overtook him the moment he stepped out, and he lay down on the bed. He was hungry but couldn’t eat anything. He was out of energy. 

The pain in his feet that had eased on the ride over returned with a vengeance. They hurt so badly, he couldn’t keep them still, and sleep became impossible. He massaged them to no avail. Yet, somehow, Steve nodded off eventually, only to be awoken by a loud knock at the door. 

“Who is it?” he yelled, annoyed. It was late, and Steve wasn’t impressed.

The knock repeated, louder, and intense. 

“Goddamn,” Steve growled. He strained against his aching abdominal muscles to sit up, his legs wooden, and when he put his feet on the floor, sharp needles shot through them. He stood and slowly regained his equilibrium as he headed to the door. Marko, smiling pleasantly, stood on the other side. “Here you go,” he said, handing Steve a manila folder. “Have a good one.” Marko turned and walked away before Steve had a chance to process, let alone respond. 

He shut the door and leaned his forearm against it to take pressure off his legs and feet. Steve hobbled over to the desk. After dropping into the seat with a wince, he looked inside of the folder. 

The assignment was clear. A due date and time were established for twelve hours away. It meant staying up to do it while attempting to ignore the pain in his legs. 

Steve sighed and got to work.
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Appalachian Mountains, Western Virginia, March 2007 

Steve surmised officer selection would be another challenging experience, but he underestimated; due to his exhaustion it was a mentally taxing ordeal. Coming after the excruciating physical portion, any officer who undertook it achieved a modicum of respect. Another week of tests followed. Gone was the sense of supreme triumph of finding his way in the woods, but Steve enjoyed the independence and ability to work on his own, sought-after traits in the Special Operations community. Then came the board interview presided over by Major Joyce. 

Balding, with close-cropped hair and deep-set, dark brown eyes, he had an intimidating intensity. Of five board members, Roland was the senior officer, and the board members comprised MARSOC officers and noncommissioned officers. They asked tough questions. 

“What would you do in this situation?” 

“Can you work alone?” 

“How about with a small team?” 

“What if your men have more experience than you on a subject, how do you handle that?” 

“Have you ever lied to get what you want?” 

“You’ve got plenty of training and schools under your belt. Why should we take you here if you already know everything?” 

“Don’t tell us what we want to hear. Tell us how you’d do it.” 

On it went. There were more correct answers, but they were ascertaining how Steve thought and the conclusions he would reach. What went into his thinking versus the “right” answer. It was unlike anything he’d been a part of, and midway through, he was summarily dismissed. 

He was sure he hadn’t passed. 

Steve remained outside of the selection building and enjoyed a sunny day in late March. On his way out, he’d looked at the photos of MARSOC men, units, people, locations, the paddles on the wall, the tradition; even for a recently formed unit. A unit that was proud of its short lineage, of its culture, and guarded it fiercely. One had to be invited to be there; to be selected—the very definition of elite—and Steve was captivated. 

He was taken out of his observations by a terse “Report to the Selection OIC” from Master Sergeant Geraghty.

Steve’s interview had already lasted two hours. Roland, nonplussed at what they’d discovered about him, started in on Steve. “Here are some highlights from your evaluations: ‘An inveterate rule-breaker who believes the rules do not apply.’ ‘Not well-suited for working in strict, systems-based organizations.’ ‘Capable of working long-term as an individual or in a team, but thoroughly independent.’”

Roland paused for a moment to presumably let those observations sink in. The room was quiet. 

“I see you went to VMI. Lacrosse player. History major. Why did you join the Marine Corps?”

“I wanted to be the best, sir.” Steve hoped he sounded confident.

 “We aren’t looking for the best man here. We’re looking for the right one.”

“Yes, sir.” But did he fit the criteria? 

 “You’re an infantry officer. You went to Second Force in . . . ?” Roland paged through Steve’s record.

“Two-thousand, sir. I served there until early 2003.”

“But you didn’t deploy?”

“No, sir. I completed all the special schools like jump and dive, but then I got assigned to permanent staff at OCS and missed the big push into Iraq.” Steve sounded sheepish. Training candidates at Marine Officer’s Candidate School in Quantico, Virginia, was hardly glamorous. 

“Wait! Really?!” Roland sat up in his chair; not deploying was a rarity.

“After my tour with Second Force, and with all that’s happening in Iraq and Afghanistan, I moved to Camp Lejeune, but I refused Infantry Company command to attend selection.” Steve paused and corrected his quick words to a more paced and comfortable measure. 

“MARSOC gave me an opportunity to get back in the Force Recon community. Honestly, it’s home for me.”

“Hmm. Doing that is probably career suicide, Captain Keller.” Roland shook his head slowly. “It’s clear you’ll take risks, but you’re probably at the end of the road, you know?” 

Steve nodded. 

Roland put his hands out. “And now, you want to come to MARSOC. So, why are you here?” He pointed at the table for emphasis.

Steve looked at the floor, considered his response. “Nine eleven. I lost an uncle in the North Tower.”

Roland raised an eyebrow. “You’re here for revenge?”

Steve shook his head. “I admit his memory drives me, but I don’t have bloodlust, if that’s what you mean. I’m here to lead men in combat, sir.”

 “How much combat time do you have, Captain Keller?”

Steve looked at the carpet in front of him. “None, sir. I’ve never fired my rifle in battle.”

Roland half closed his left eye and tilted his chin upward. “I see. Combat can be ambiguous. I’m going to ask you a hypothetical question: Let’s say your best friend was in trouble with the cops, and you knew you could get his charges dropped if you lied for him on the witness stand. Would you do it?”

Steve pursed his lips. “No, sir.”

 “Really?! Your best friend?!” Roland sounded shocked.

“Sir, given the circumstances, I’d be as loyal to him as possible but not at the expense of my integrity.”

Roland looked sternly at Steve and pushed back from the table. “You’re going to be faced with very complex situations, and I believe you’re equipped to make the right calls. Further, we think you’re perfectly suited for Special Operations work. I’m going to bring you on for continuation training. Welcome to MARSOC, Captain Keller.” He stood; his hand outstretched. 

The words rang hollow in Steve’s head. He couldn’t believe it. “Thanks, sir!” Smiling, he stood and shook Roland’s hand as the other board members also congratulated him.

Steve was handed a letter proclaiming his selection to take to his unit and generate the military orders to assign him and his family to MARSOC’s headquarters in North Carolina and what would become his home for the next fifteen years. Holding that piece of paper made Steve feel amazing. He was escorted out of the room, barely understanding what happened but flooded with relief that it was over. 

Steve was taken to a barracks where Alex and Guido, also having passed, waited for other successful candidates.

“Man, am I glad that’s over with!” Steve walked to a small table and pulled out a chair to sit with them.

“Me too, dude!” Alex said.

“So, now what?” Steve asked.

“Dinner, hopefully!” Guido grinned, and shortly afterward, Marko came and got them for their evening meal.

At dinner, Steve compared his selection experiences with them. “How’d it work out for you?” he asked Alex while piling spaghetti and meatballs onto his plate.

Alex shook his head slowly. “It was hard as hell!”

“No shit!” Guido blurted. “What a ballbuster! Did you guys take the road up the mountain?!”

“No, like a dumbass, I took the trail!” Steve laughed.

“Me too!” Alex’s voice was that of someone admitting a bonehead mistake.

“Well, I did, and several people had a rough go of it after they made a wrong turn. They didn’t complete the event in time! Can you imagine reaching the end, only to be told you’d failed to meet the standard?!”

“I’d be crestfallen!”

“Thank God it didn’t come to that!” Alex took a bite of spaghetti.

They finished dinner and went to bed. It was the final night before they left to return to their respective units the following day. They had little idea what was going to come next in the training continuum. 

At the end of the punishment, Steve, Alex, Guido, and seventeen others out of the sixty who’d started were selected. 

The next morning, they boarded a bus to the airport where Steve delightedly called Elena to tell her the news, then drank a celebratory beer with Guido and Alex. By the time their plane was in the air, Steve was asleep.
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Wilmington, North Carolina, April 3, 2007

Steve returned home to his family. After what he’d completed at Selection, there was just three weeks before continuation training began. His body would barely have enough recovery time, and he wanted to be ready, but that meant expending yet more individual time and family capital preparing.

Spring was in bloom, and he and Elena sat in their backyard enjoying an afternoon drink; Steve sipped on a beer and she on a vodka tonic. They’d met at a cocktail party eight years earlier, hosted by one of Steve’s friends. She was the sister of one of the guests and had been in town for the weekend. Elena had taken his breath away with her little black dress and strappy heels. 

They’d been married six years, and Elena, thirty-four, remained athletic and fit, with raven hair and intelligent brown eyes, coupled with an upbeat, sparkling personality. 

Their three children played on the jungle gym while she and Steve discussed the news. “Congratulations, baby! How was it?”

“Tough. And thanks, babe!” They clinked glasses.

“I’ll bet. What now?” She was curious but concern also lined her tone.

“I go through six months of operator training. I’ll be gone a lot.” He looked at his shoes.

Elena sipped her cocktail and sighed. She drew her legs up beside her. “Nothing new there.”

Steve leaned toward her. “Yeah, but this is different. The people, everything is different than other units I’ve been in
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