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For the sweat shed in the dark, so others may live in the light.








Author’s Note

Honor is not a gift; it is a transaction paid for in sweat and the relentless repetition of doing what others won’t.

In Cost of Honor, I chose to bring you into one of the most grueling crucibles on Earth: BUD/S. To me, the Cost of Honor is found in the mundane, repetitive agony that shapes a human being into something more. It is the grit to do it again, and again, until the mission is won.

To ensure the authenticity of this journey, I have meticulously reconstructed the SEAL training curriculum from fragmented data, interviews, and deep research. While I cannot guarantee this is exactly how it happens behind closed doors, this is my vision of the price they must pay—the price I wanted you to feel in every chapter.

In my pursuit of this excellence, I recently faced systemic sabotage and gross unfairness from a certain platform that chose flawed algorithms over human authors. I refuse to be silenced by broken systems or 404 errors that attempt to bury the truth of my craft.

I have decided to pivot. I am relocating my flagship operations to stable, transparent platforms. This is my new base of operations—a place where transparency and stability allow me to deliver my work directly to you without compromise.

In an era of automated content, I want to be clear: every word in these pages has been scrutinized, arranged, and polished by me. I believe in the craft of human storytelling. If you find a flaw, it is a human one—a Human Error that occurred despite my pursuit of excellence. I am confident that the quality of this work speaks for itself.

What you hold in your hands is just the beginning. This story is part of a much larger architecture—a universe I am building that spans far beyond these pages.

Thank you for stepping into the arena with me.

G.W. Hawkins — 2026








Contents

Chapter 1: The Day of Honor

Chapter 2: One Standard

Chapter 3: Echoes of Khe Sanh

Chapter 4: The Gambit

Chapter 5: Article 97

Chapter 6: Blood Right

Chapter 7: The First Lesson

Chapter 8: The Instructor's Law

Chapter 9: Cost of Admission

Chapter 10: Officer's Law

Chapter 11: Sugar Cookies

Chapter 12: Two Hundred to Sixty

Chapter 13: The Missing Boot

Chapter 14 The Rat

Chapter 15: The Hard Way

Chapter 16: Crew One

Chapter 17: Five-Star Nightmare

Chapter 18: Fog of War

Teaser of Book 3

The Post Ledger

About the Author

Strategic Acknowledgments

Communication Channel








WARNING

This narrative contains graphic physical violence, extreme psychological distress, and harsh profanity. It includes depictions of sexual violence, systemic satire, and the brutal reality of elite military training. Reader discretion is strongly advised. DO NOT ATTEMPT to imitate the training methods described herein.








The only easy day was yesterday.

U.S. Navy SEALs Motto





Chapter 1: The Day of Honor


The afternoon sun of May 2011 pressed its weight down on the outdoor stadium without mercy. Glare reflected off the pristine white uniforms of over a thousand new graduates, blindingly bright. The white canvas moved slowly, following the rhythm of shifting bodies. Sweat seeped through undershirts, sticking to backs and chests. The Annapolis air today was heavy and stifling, as if intentionally testing their endurance one last time.

The command "Cover!" exploded from the center of the field.

In a heartbeat, thousands of white combination caps soared into the sky. Their arcs cut against the pale blue like a flock of startled doves. A roar of cheers drowned out everything, even the piercing scream of the Blue Angels' jet engines as they streaked overhead for a split second. Dark blue shadows flashed across the ground before vanishing, leaving behind a subsonic thump that rattled against their ribs.

James Hawkins Jr. stood still amidst the storm of white hats. He inhaled deeply. The smell of starch from new fabric, the scent of shoe polish buffed to a mirror shine, and something indescribable—all mixed in the air.

A hat tumbled down to touch the tip of his black leather shoe. James bent down and picked it up. It wasn't his, and that didn't matter at all. By tradition, any hat was the thin line between a midshipman's life and that of a commissioned officer.

His fingers moved up to touch the shoulder board on his right shoulder. A single half-inch gold stripe set against jet-black wool.

James adjusted the hem of his Service Dress White, tailored to a perfect fit. The stiff collar choked his neck, forcing his chin up automatically. Jaw lifted. Back straight. Shoulders squared.

He began to walk, parting the crowd of classmates who were hugging tightly. Some laughing, some crying, some frozen as if disbelieving it was all over. James moved through those tableaus steadily, heading toward the VIP stands.

A faint smile appeared on his lips, but his dark eyes never stopped moving. They swept across the rows of seats with precision. As if scanning for a single target. Amidst the sea of people, the cheers, and the scorching sun.








A heavy palm slammed into James’s right shoulder. The blunt force radiated down his clavicle. He shifted his weight, dropping his right heel back a half-step to anchor his center of gravity, and pivoted.

Sharp eyes collided with the lanky figure standing in front. A twenty-year-old man in a dark blue Air Force Academy cadet uniform stood with his arms crossed comfortably. Black Aviator sunglasses reflected the image of James frowning. A provocative smirk played at the corner of his mouth—the same smile James had seen since the day the kid learned to walk.

Jack William Hawkins lowered his glasses slightly. Revealing playful, sparkling eyes. "Congratulations, Squid." His voice was feigned to be overly formal. Before his palm slapped down on his brother's shoulder again without mercy. "Finally broke out of sailor prison... Hope you like the smell of rust and engine oil. Because from now on, you'll probably be scrubbing destroyer decks until your hands rot."

James brushed Jack’s hand off with mild irritation. Then reached up to adjust his shoulder board. Fingertip smoothing the gold bar straight. "Watch your mouth, Flyboy." He spoke calmly but with a hidden smile. "Finish school first, then come talk rank with me. Right now, I'm a commissioned officer. You're just a cadet who needs my permission to use the head."

Jack laughed loud. Shoulders shaking with the force of it. One hand shoved into his pocket comfortably. A posture so relaxed it defied every regulation. "Rank is just decoration on the shoulder, James. The real deal is the service ceiling." He tilted his head up slightly as if looking at the sky. "I'm going to fly an F-22 over your tin can ship at fifty thousand feet. Then drop a sonic boom just to shatter your bridge windows. Don't forget to look up and wave thank you."

"Planes and ships..." A deep, low voice. Flat. And heavy cut into the middle of the conversation. A seventeen-year-old boy stepped in to stand between his two brothers. Taller and leaner. Sharp face devoid of a smile. Joseph Arthur Hawkins. Wearing a black polo shirt tight enough to show clear muscle definition in his arms. The way he stood at parade rest and crossed his arms tight screamed serious Army training. Gaze calm. Unswayed by anyone's mood.

"They exist to support the infantry. That's all." Joseph continued. Eyes shifting to look at each brother one by one. "Doesn't matter how high you fly. Or how many miles away you can fire a naval gun. In the end, territory isn't secured until there are boots on the ground to plant the flag." He turned to nod at James slightly. A congratulation in his own style. "Congrats, brother... But wait until I finish West Point. Then you'll know who the real deal is."

“You guys sound like a couple of dinosaurs,” Jane Elizabeth Hawkins. The seventeen-year-old balanced on the steel bleacher railing, her thumbs flying across the tactile keyboard in a rapid, staccato rhythm. Head bowed low. Eyes locked onto the screen of a BlackBerry Bold 9900. Both thumbs moved in a rapid rhythm. The sound of keys clicking frequently like light rain. She didn't look up at her three brothers. But the sharp words shot out with precision.

"Arguing about obsolete hardware. Planes. Tanks. Warships—that's all twentieth-century warfare." Finger pressed the last key. "The next war isn't on the battlefield. It runs in underwater cables. In server farms you guys can't see." A soft click of the Send button sounded. Jane finally looked up. Emerald green eyes swept over James from head to toe.

"But still..." She shrugged. Corner of her mouth lifted slightly. "It's cool. The white suit. Makes you look like a waiter in a fancy restaurant—in a good way."

James threw his head back and laughed. The tension from discipline carried all day melted away. He reached out to ruffle Jane’s head until her hair was messy. Before turning to headlock Jack who tried to elbow back in retaliation.

"Team's finally assembled..." James murmured. Amidst the laughter, the snark, and the physical impacts of siblings. He loosened his grip. Then turned back to look at the VIP stands again. The smile on his face slowly faded. His gaze collided with something that made his heart stop beating for a moment.







James led his siblings, parting the crowd that still buzzed with laughter and farewells, into the special seating zone near the stands. The sound of polished leather shoes striking concrete was rhythmic and steady, until his eyes stopped at a specific spot without anyone telling him.

Elizabeth Anne Carter-Hawkins stood right there. A simple yet elegant dark blue dress complemented her neatly pinned-up hair. Her gentle but steady smile was no different from her demeanor during active duty in the past—back straight. Weight balanced. Eyes scanning everything around like someone who never easily turned her back on anyone.

But James barely looked at his mother. Beside her, a folding chair was placed. A chair no one sat in. On the red velvet cushion lay a dark brown wide-brimmed cowboy hat. Still. Faint scuffs on the brim reflected the sunlight in thin lines. Old sweat stains seeped into the fabric were marks of time—the hat of James Hawkins Sr.

James’s pace slowed. Before stopping completely in front of that chair. The surrounding sounds slowly faded. The siblings behind him stopped talking in unison. No teasing. No smiles left. That hat lay there. As if the owner had just got up for some air and could return to sit anytime.

"He's here..." A raspy but powerful voice rang out from the side. Next to the empty chair was a large wheelchair. Polished steel frame and dark leather upholstery made it look more like a throne than a mobility aid.

Grandma Peggy sat back straight. Sharp eyes locked onto her grandson unblinkingly. A cream silk dress fluttered slightly in the breeze. A large pearl necklace rested against her neck. And white lace gloves concealed hands that had weathered life’s storms.

"He's been watching you the whole time." She continued. Voice flat but resonant. "Since you stepped onto the field."

Her right hand extended firmly. James removed his own right glove slowly. Before reaching out to take his grandmother's hand. The first touch wasn't the frailty he expected. Wrinkled fingers, spotted with age, squeezed tight. Like steel pliers locking onto his palm. The grip ground against his bones instantly.

"Your grandfather always told me." Grandma Peggy stared into his eyes. Voice low and clear on every word. "The sea weeds out the weak... and forges the rest to be strong." The grip tightened slightly. "Today, you passed the first test."

She pulled his hand closer. Until James had to lean down. "But the Hawkins name is heavy, grandson." A low whisper slipped through her lips. "It wasn't built for decoration. It was built to carry burdens others dare not touch... Are you sure you can carry it?"

James locked eyes with the grandmother who had lived through World War II and the Cold War. He didn't dodge. Didn't blink. And didn't let silence answer for him. He bowed down. Pressed his lips respectfully onto the back of the hand that still gripped him tight. Before looking up again.

"I have broad enough shoulders, Grandma." His voice steady. Heavy. And unwavering. "And I prepared my back to carry it."

Grandma Peggy smiled. Corner of her mouth moved just slightly. She loosened her grip and patted the back of James's hand lightly once. "Good."

She nodded toward Elizabeth. "Then go to your mother... She's been waiting for you all day."







James turned back to Elizabeth. The woman before him stood with a posture that hadn't changed—spine rigid, weight distributed evenly. Though fine lines were beginning to etch into the corners of her eyes, and the shadow of exhaustion was buried deeper than ever, those clear blue eyes—framed exactly like his own—held a steady gaze. Not waiting for her son to speak a word, Elizabeth stepped in and embraced him tightly. Arms that had pushed back the cruel world time and again now locked around him like a final firewall.

The scent of faint perfume—the same scent stuck in his memory since childhood—seeped into his breath. James softened involuntarily. He buried his face in his mother's shoulder. Letting the stiff starch of her dress collar press against his face. Letting the outside world vanish for a moment. The tall, imposing figure in the officer's uniform yielded, returning to be a small boy in the same old embrace.

"I'm so proud of you, James." A whisper close to his ear. Faint and trembling enough for him to feel it. "If your father were here... he'd be shouting the house down."

James inhaled deeply before pulling away. He gripped both of his mother's shoulders. Fingers pressing into the fine fabric of her dress. Looking into eyes that reflected every truth he couldn't avoid. He knew it—it had to be said now. It had to be this second. Before the orders arrived at the house. Before the hope that hadn't been spoken yet crashed down harder than this.

"Mom..." His voice dropped lower.

"Hmm?" Elizabeth smiled thinly. Her hands raised to adjust the stiff collar choking his neck, fingertips smoothing it out of habit. "Where do you want to celebrate? That steakhouse Dad liked?"

James swallowed. A hard, dry lump slid down his throat with difficulty.

"I... I didn't select a billet on a destroyer, Mom."

The next words came out slower than before. "I didn't put down Surface Warfare Officer as we discussed."

The hand arranging the collar stopped dead. The smile slowly faded from Elizabeth's face. As if she was merely confirming the answer her heart already knew.

The surroundings went noticeably quiet. Jack stopped whistling mid-note. Joseph uncrossed his arms. Jane put the phone down on her lap without looking away. Tension radiated from the point where mother and son stood facing each other.

"Then what did you choose?" Elizabeth asked. Voice flat. Eyes still as if assessing a battlefield map.

James inhaled until his chest expanded. He gathered every fragment of his courage.

"I didn't select Surface Warfare, Mom," James said, his voice dropping an octave. "I took the BUD/S billet. I ship to Coronado next month."

He paused briefly. "Papers are approved."

The word BUD/S wasn't loud. It didn't echo. But it hung in the air, heavy as lead. Elizabeth took a half-step back. As if an invisible force slammed into her chest.

"You're really choosing this path, aren't you, James?" Her voice quieter, but cutting deep. "Do you know what it is... Do you know what your father had to trade just to come home each time?"

She didn't wait for an answer.

"Did you see your father's scars? Did you see the nightmares that woke him in the middle of the night?"

James stood still. Shoulders squared. Didn't argue. Didn't dodge her gaze.

"I know, Mom." His voice steady. "I saw everything... and that is exactly the reason I have to go."

Elizabeth stared at his face. As if searching for a fragment of hesitation. A shadow of the boy who used to be afraid of the dark. But what reflected back in those eyes was the shadow of another man—her husband. The stubbornness. The determination. And the spirit that refused to retreat.

She closed her eyes. Exhaled a long breath like releasing pressure compressed in her chest. Before opening them again. A slightly trembling hand reached up to stroke her son's cheek. Fingertips touching the smooth, clean-shaven skin.

"Just as I couldn't stop your father..." Her voice faded. "I suppose I can't stop you. The blood is strong... I understand."

She moved in closer. Gripping his collar tight. Pulling his face down until their foreheads touched. Their breaths mingling.

"It is your right, James. Go do your duty." Her tone hardened. Sharp eyes cutting through. "But remember my words well."

Silence intervened for just a split second.

"Don't make me receive a folded flag."

"...Don't make me open the front door to find two officers in full dress standing at the doorbell. Do you understand?"

A tear rolled down from Elizabeth's left eye. But her gaze remained locked on him. A sob clumped tight in James's throat. He swallowed it down. Gripping the hand his mother pressed against his cheek.

"I promise, Mom." His voice heavy as an oath. "I will come back. No matter the condition, I will come back to you."

Elizabeth nodded slowly. Before pulling her son into a hug again. A hug tighter than before. As if wanting to memorize the feeling of this body for as long as possible. Before releasing him onto a path that had no detours.





Chapter 2: One Standard


His mother's embrace slowly loosened. The arms that once squeezed tight relaxed gradually, leaving behind only the faint scent of perfume lingering on James's white collar, and a certain pressure still stuck in his chest—as if the warning from moments ago hadn't ended with the spoken words, but had embedded itself into the rhythm of his own heartbeat.

Around them, the colors of celebration still swirled. Laughter alternated with names being called for photos. New graduates stood in clusters; some took off their white covers to wave playfully, others threw them into the sky and chased them across the artificial turf littered with footprints and the wrinkles of excitement. The day of success continued to march to its own beat.

But then... something happened without a command being given.

The buzzing noise began to fade like a receding wave. People nearby stopped conversations mid-sentence, turning their heads in the same direction without coordination. Laughter shattered for brief moments before vanishing. The movement of the crowd changed rhythm. Pairs of feet stepped back one pace, opening a gap in the middle systematically by instinct, like the sea being parted by a giant steel ship.

Polished black combat boots stepped into the field of vision, the sound of their heels striking the ground heavy and steady. They were paired with dark green dress slacks featuring a black stripe down the side—garments pressed with creases so sharp they almost cut against the backdrop of scattered white hats.

A barrel-chested man in his late fifties led the wedge. His spine was rigid—a posture forged by decades of command, immune to the word fatigue. His chest was packed with multi-colored ribbon racks, stacked in such orderly fashion there was barely any empty space left—but no one looked at those things for long.

Every pair of eyes was drawn up to both shoulders.

Four silver stars on each epaulet caught the light for just a flash—enough to silence the area within a ten-meter radius. Shoulders that had been relaxed straightened up immediately. Whispers vanished. Hands holding phones froze in mid-air. Even breathing seemed to soften unknowingly.

General Thomas Daniel Washington. Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

His name didn't need to be spoken. His position needed no introduction. His mere appearance was enough to tell everyone there that the man walking through the crowd was no ordinary guest... but one of the few who could shift the compass of the entire country with a single signature.

General Washington changed direction decisively. His large frame moved straight toward the Hawkins family cluster. The crowd behind him remained parted, like a curtain left open. A dark face weathered by sun, gunsmoke, and countless long nights in command centers was touched with a thin smile—one not easily handed out to just anyone.

He walked past James without slowing his pace. Didn't glance back. Didn't even spare a look. The newly commissioned Ensign in white was left standing in his wake, as if he were merely a temporary antenna in a larger landscape.

He stopped right in front of the folding chair with the cowboy hat resting on it. The sound of heels snapping together was clear and heavy. The four-star general's right hand snapped up in a salute. He stood so impeccably straight and rigid that the collective breath of everyone around him seemed to catch in their throats.

"Madam Hawkins... Madam Elizabeth..." Washington’s deep voice resonated. Flat, but carrying weight like an order in a war room. "Seeing you both today... reminds me why this country still stands. Heroines don't need to carry guns, and you've proven that time and again."

Grandma Peggy looked up slowly. Her hawk-like gaze fixed on the giant general for a moment. Before the corner of her mouth lifted just a fraction. "Enough, Thomas... Lower your hand before the kids think there's a coup happening."

Washington chuckled softly before lowering his hand. His demeanor relaxed instantly. A wide smile revealing white teeth against dark skin. "Still getting scolded as always, Madam."

"Well, you never changed." Grandma Peggy adjusted her lace gloves, shaking her head affectionately. "Since you were Arthur’s greenhorn Lieutenant, panting after my husband in Vietnam. I still remember the image of you sweating through your cap."

"And I still can't catch up to him to this day." Washington replied humbly. Before turning to nod greetings to Jack, Joseph, and Jane one by one. His gaze sharpened slightly as it paused on each of them.

Finally... those eyes circled back to James.

Washington stepped in close. Close enough for James to smell leather, shoe polish, and metal. A large, thick hand landed on his right shoulder. Fingers squeezing tight until he felt the pressure through the uniform fabric.

"Congratulations... Ensign." The General’s voice dropped lower. His gaze swept over the shoulder boards, the gold bar, and the sharp creases of the white uniform. "He couldn't stand any straighter if he saw you today. I see him in you very clearly, James."

James straightened up instinctively. "Thank you, General."

"So, what’s next?" Washington asked immediately. No beating around the bush. "Pacific? Or do you want a desk at the Pentagon? Be my aide-de-camp. I make one phone call, and you're fast-tracked to the stars. Or maybe a billet on the newest carrier? The board is completely open for you."

A faint whistle from Jack sounded for a second before going silent. James looked straight into the General’s eyes.

"Thank you, sir... but I sent my application to Coronado."

Washington’s thick eyebrows shot up. The original smile shifted shape. Turning into a look of surprise mixed with appraisal. "BUD/S..." He repeated slowly. "You know what that is, right? You're walking away from the stars on your shoulder to roll in the mud with guys who everyone thinks have nothing to lose."

He leaned in slightly. Voice dropping until only James could hear. "Want Uncle to help? One phone call. Your seat will be more secure than a carrier flight deck. You don't have to risk it. Don't have to get washed out because of some stupid thing."

James didn't dodge the gaze. He smiled... slowly. Before shaking his head. "Thank you, sir. I truly appreciate it." His voice steady. Firm. "But if I'm going to walk into hell, I want to walk in myself. If I pass, I want to pass because I'm good enough. Not because of a name. Or because of that phone call."

Silence pressed down on the space around them for a heartbeat. Before Washington laughed out loud. A loud, heavy, and sincere laugh that made several people jump.

"Hahaha! Excellent! Truly excellent!" The large hand slapped James’s shoulder hard enough to rock him. "Stubbornly quiet. Arrogant... Same blood as James Sr., no mistake!"

He turned to Elizabeth and Grandma Peggy. "I have no worries now. This grandson—is the real deal."

Elizabeth laughed softly, though her eyes hadn't lost their worry. "You still like teasing kids with connections as always, Washington. Let him go. Let him face the real thing. Once he hurts, he'll learn."

Washington adjusted his cap slightly. "I don't think he'll come back, Liz..." His gaze turned back to James. "I think he'll run right through that wall."

He raised a hand slightly in greeting. "Good luck, Ensign... See you at the finish line."

General Washington’s procession moved away, disappearing into the crowd. Leaving behind only a slowly closing gap. The smell of shoe polish, metal, and something resembling the pressure in a command center still hung in the air. Multiple pairs of eyes around James shifted from admiration to calculation. From congratulations to envy without anyone needing to say a word.

James let out a long breath from his chest. Adjusting the stiff collar that was starting to get damp with sweat to loosen it slightly. A bead of sweat rolled from his temple down the side of his cheek. He raised a hand to wipe it absentmindedly.

"Hawkins!"

That call cut through the air sharp and familiar... familiar in a way that never brought good news.

James turned to look. A group of three or four newly graduated naval officers was walking straight toward him. Their footsteps stopped simultaneously as if rehearsed. Leading them was a man with perfectly styled blond hair. A sharp, chiseled face typical of old money lineage. His uniform looked distinctly different from the others—more fitted, seams sharper, and the fabric looked slightly more expensive than standard issue.

William Bradfield. The owner of the second rank for four straight years. The man who never missed a chance to remind everyone how close his "Second" was to "First." And tried to pull James down every time there was an opening.

Bradfield came to a halt. Looking after General Washington’s procession that had vanished. His gaze gleamed sharp like a wolf spotting prey. Before turning back to flash a thin smile at James—a smile that lifted only at the lips but never reached the eyes.

"Really impressive, Hawkins..." Slow clapping accompanied his words. Tone filled with fake admiration. "Graduated for a second, and already a four-star general comes offering a shortcut to the finish line. Your life is clearly on Easy Mode."

He tilted his head just a bit. "The name Hawkins is like a skeleton key, isn't it? Unlocks every door without needing to exert effort to knock."

Soft snickering sounded from his group of friends. Like dogs barking in support of their owner.

James didn't move. He stood straight. Hands by his sides. Gaze still as a ripple-less water surface. His eyes looked at Bradfield like looking at a child throwing a tantrum because he didn't get a toy.

"I turned him down, Brad." James didn't even blink. "And I suggest you shut your mouth. Before you say something you'll regret later."

Bradfield raised an eyebrow. Making a face like he heard a joke. "Turned him down?" He drawled. "Wow... What a saint. Or just playing the role of the dutiful son in front of Grandma?" He chuckled in his throat. "Behind her back, you'll probably call to lick his boots just the same."

He closed the gap by a single pace—stopping at a distance where words didn't require volume.

"Good luck at BUD/S." Bradfield whispered. Voice laced with satisfaction. " I’ve got five hundred riding with the sailing club that you ring the bell before Hell Week even starts. The second that Coronado surf hits your face, you’ll be begging for a warm bed."

He leaned in a bit more. Smiling wider. "Or maybe you'll call Daddy Washington to send a chopper to pick you up when you get crushed by a log... Careful now. Don't make me lose my bet."

The air around James felt like plummeted in temperature dropped in a split second. Frigid cold flowed down his spine until his skin went taut. But at the same time... A blazing heat erupted clearly from behind him.

Jack moved before anyone else. The young pilot’s fist clenched tight until knuckles turned white. Tendons on his forearm bulged. The face usually full of provocative smiles twisted tight. Eyes behind the Aviator glasses flashed with fury. He leaned forward. Weight planted full on his soles like a plane throttling up before takeoff. "You son of a bitch..." A low growl escaped his throat. "I'm gonna teach you gravity with my fist right now!"

On the right. Joseph didn't say a word. He moved just one step. But that step perfectly closed the gap behind Bradfield’s group. His parade rest stance shifted slightly. Knees unlocked. Body lowered just a fraction. Muscles under the black polo shirt tensed tight. Veins popped along his forearms. Gaze dead calm. Cold. As if assessing a kill zone rather than a conversation area.

As for Jane... The youngest sister. The phone in her hand was lowered from chest level to waist level for the first time. Thumb stopped moving. Dark brown eyes locked directly onto the nametag on Bradfield’s chest. William Bradfield. Her lips moved very slightly. As if reciting something in her mind. Images of data flowed silently through her thoughts—Father a General, DUI case at seventeen, news buried, credit card numbers... the same old pattern.

The situation was tense enough to almost hear the rope about to snap. A few more seconds. It could turn into a brawl in the middle of a graduation ceremony filled with generals in the stands.

Then a hand reached out. James’s right hand barred across Jack’s chest firmly. Palm pressed down with force that needed no command. The weight wasn't much. But steady enough to stop an engine revving at full power.

"Don't, Jack..." James’s voice was flat. Low. And still. His gaze remained locked on Bradfield unblinkingly. "Don't dirty your hands with nonsense... Today is a good day for Mom and Grandma."

Jack huffed. Breathing hard. Sound of teeth grinding softly. But when his eyes glanced to meet his brother’s gaze—a gaze not ordering, not scolding. But clear—the force in his fist slowly loosened reluctantly.

James shifted slightly. Then turned back to look at Bradfield one last time. A gaze that looked through... As if looking at something lower and not worth wasting time on. "Keep your five hundred bucks for your own medical bills, Bradfield." James spoke. Voice flat like a weather report. "You're gonna need it."

He turned his back immediately. Not waiting for an answer.

Jack spat on the ground. Sound faint. But deliberate. Saliva landed just a few centimeters away from Bradfield’s polished leather shoes. Then he switched moods fast as flipping a switch. Hooking one arm through Jane’s. The other draped around Joseph’s neck.

"Let's go, guys..." Jack spoke louder, enough for those behind to hear. "The rotten fish around here stink. Let Mom and Grandma talk with the brass." He chuckled. " If I stay here another minute, someone's eating their cover."

Jane shoved her phone into her pocket. Walking past Bradfield with a thin smile.

The four Hawkins siblings broke away from the crowd. The buzz and celebration slowly faded into the background. Leaving Bradfield standing with his self-imagined victory under the harsh sun. Amidst gazes that started looking at him differently.

They headed toward a quiet corner of the upper stands. Where the wind was stronger. The noise softer...







The roaring cheers of jubilation. The sound of the Navy march. And the announcement of graduate names continued ceaselessly below. But as the altitude increased, all those sounds gradually morphed into a mere buzzing hum. Like a swarm of agitated bees droning far away from the ear. No longer articulate or distinct.

The wind from the south blew hard. Sweeping through the concrete channels of the stadium stands. Carrying the distinct smell of the Severn River mixed with faint salty humidity from the Chesapeake Bay to hit their faces. The air cooled noticeably. The stifling heat from the long ceremony was blown away to fade. Sweat seeping along hairlines and the back of necks began to dry along with the force of the wind.

At the highest point of the south stands. No people. No photographers. No names being called. And no eyes watching. Only open space. Concrete shadows. And the sound of wind blowing incessantly.

Jack Hawkins reached up to undo the top button of his Air Force cadet uniform jacket. A soft metallic click sounded just once. Before he walked to the topmost bench row submerged in the shadow of the concrete roof. Then threw himself down to sit so hard the wooden plank vibrated. Long legs under dark blue slacks stretched out to rest on the backrest of the row in front, indifferent to any regulations. One hand propped against the bench. The other raised to run through his short hair harder than usual. His breathing was still uneven. As if his body just went through something too pent-up to release.

James walked up slowly following him. His steps were still and steady. He removed the white combination cap from his head. Placed it down beside him carefully. That same hat had slight finger smudges on the brim—he stood for a moment. Looking out at the ceremony field far below. Before sitting down next to Jack without saying anything.

Joseph chose a seat further away. He sat down silently. Back straight. Feet flat on the floor. Hands clasped loosely on his lap. Gaze looking straight ahead. Not staring at anything in particular, but not vacant either. His calm demeanor blended into the surrounding concrete shadows seamlessly.

Jane was the last. She didn't choose a bench. Her slender frame climbed up to sit on the concrete ledge of the railing agilely. Legs dangling over the void. Polished leather shoes swinging gently with the wind. She rested her elbows on her knees. Propped her chin. Gaze looking down at the crowd below which had now become just tiny colored dots moving soundlessly.

Jack slipped his hand into the inner pocket of his suit jacket. The faint sound of silk rubbing against a hard object scraped softly, like plastic brushing metal. He slowly withdrew his hand along with four shimmering gold aluminum tubes. Before placing them carefully in a row on the concrete bench. Spaced perfectly equal. As if they were exhibits in a museum glass case.

The black and yellow bands encircling each tube caught the eye. Low-relief gold lettering reflected the sunlight for a flash before resting still. COHIBA

James’s eyebrows knitted together automatically. His gaze swept from one tube to the next. Before looking up at his middle brother. "Where did you get these, Jack?" His tone dropped slightly lower. "Authentic Cuban Cohibas... You know they're still under federal embargo. And look at yourself. You're in uniform."

Jack raised one eyebrow. The corner of his mouth lifted into a sly smile. He reached his other hand into his trouser pocket, pulling out a stainless steel cigar cutter. Cold metal gleamed in his hand. "I didn't import them." He answered plainly, while meticulously fitting the cigar cap into the cutter slot. "I just... borrowed them from General Washington’s humidor in the VIP lounge earlier."

A soft sound rang out. The cigar cap was sheared off cleanly. As if by hands that had done this countless times. "The guards were too busy blocking people for the General. So I took the liberty of grabbing a few souvenirs."

Joseph glanced sideways at the gold tubes on the bench. Before looking up. "You stole from a four-star general?" The question was short. Concise. But his eyes didn't hold much blame.

"Borrowed... Joe." Jack corrected immediately. "It's called a tactical borrow."

He picked up a cigar. Extending it to James. "Dad used to say, Hawkins men only smoke cigars to celebrate great victories... And today, our eldest brother walked out of the Naval Academy hell with all thirty-two teeth intact and sanity still present. That qualifies."

James accepted the cigar without speaking. Fingertips felt the tight, smooth tobacco wrapper. The pungent aroma of fine tobacco wafted up to touch his nose instantly. The same scent he used to smell clinging to his father’s jacket in childhood memories—heavy, soft, and strangely warm.

Jack handed the second one to Joseph.

The third one... extended toward Jane. James’s hand raised to block instantly. "Wait." His voice hardened. "Jane and Joseph are just seventeen. You guys are underage."

Jane hopped down from the ledge in one beat. Feet touching the concrete floor lightly. Before striding over to snatch the cigar from Jack’s hand before anyone else. Slender fingers twirled the tobacco roll playfully like a familiar object.

"James..." She sighed long. Rolling her eyes upward. "I hacked the school’s computer grade system at twelve. Breached the Library of Congress database at fifteen for a report. Do you really think smoking age laws are gonna stop me?"

Joseph took the cigar to hold as well. "Just once." He spoke flatly. "Today is a good day... And it’ll probably be a long time before we all sit together like this again."

James’s gaze swept over his three siblings one by one. The bay wind rippled the hem of his uniform jacket gently. He sighed long. Shook his head slightly. Before smiling in surrender. And reached out to accept the lighter from Jack.

"Just once." He warned. "And if Mom smells it... I'm saying it was entirely Jack’s fault."

"Fair enough." Jack laughed. Before flicking a silver Zippo lighter. The metal lid opened with a clear sound. An orange flame sprang up immediately. Fighting the wind without flickering.

Faint gray smoke began to drift lazily up into the azure sky. The intense scent of Cuban tobacco mixed with the salty smell of the Chesapeake Bay swirled around them.

Jane blew a small smoke ring. It floated less than the length of a forearm before shattering into a haze. She coughed lightly—as if choking on her own dignity. Laughed it off awkwardly. Then placed the cigar carefully on the concrete ledge. Ash fell in a thin line. She unslung the small black backpack from her back. Unzipped it slowly. Before pulling out a palm-sized square box, wrapped in matte black paper.

The box was extended in front of James. "Graduation gift..." Her voice flat like a system status report. The other hand brushed ash dust off her jeans. "And a gift for BUD/S."

James took the box. It was lighter than expected. He used his thumb to slowly peel off the wrapping paper. Revealing a black Casio watch box. When the lid opened, a tiny hinge sound clicked faintly. A pitch-black watch lay still inside. Large case. Thick. Rugged shape. The resin strap looked tough enough to refuse to bend.

Casio G-Shock GW-9300 Mudman, 2011 Model. Buttons designed to seal against mud and dust. Digital face displaying compass and Celsius thermometer. The text on the bezel was sharp, as if ready to take an impact at any moment.

"Mudman?" James picked it up. Flipped it to check the case back. Sunlight reflected off the faint logo. "Nice... Fits the mud work at Coronado perfectly. Thanks, Jane."

Jane pushed her glasses up slightly. Picked the cigar back up to pinch. Took another short puff. "Not just nice." She spoke. The tone shifted just a fraction, but it was distinct. "Do you think your sister would walk into Walmart and grab some generic off-the-shelf stuff for you, really?"

She moved in closer. Pointing a finger at the case. "I gutted the casing. Flashed the firmware. Slipped a micro-transponder behind the battery housing—hardware I procured using backdoors into an NSA contractor's supply chain."

Silence settled down onto the bench. "Jane..." James looked up.

"Listen first." She cut in immediately. Finger pressed on the light button on the side of the case. "This button. Normally turns on the backlight, right? I overwrote the code. If you hold it for five seconds. Until the light blinks in Morse code for S-O-S..."

She looked up. Locked eyes with her brother straight on. No smile. No trace of a joke. "It will transmit an emergency signal via low frequency. Standard military radar won't catch it. The signal will shoot up to commercial communication satellites. Then bounce back to a private server I hid in the basement. Then real-time GPS coordinates will come to my BlackBerry immediately."

Jack whistled long and low. "Freaking extraordinary... James Bond, clearly."

Jane didn't turn to look at him. Her hand gripped James's wrist tight. "No matter if the instructors dump you in the middle of the sea at 0200. Or if you get lost in a jungle on a mission the government says never existed..." Her voice low. But not shaking. "Just press this button. I will know where you are. Even if God doesn't know, I will know."

James looked down at the watch in his hand again. The pitch-black screen reflected the shadow of his own face faintly. "Water resistant to six hundred and sixty feet. Battery lasts five years. Chip withstands shock levels of a building collapse." Jane summarized like reading the final specs. "Wear it, James... And never take it off."

James placed the cigar on the balcony railing. The tip still glowed a faint red. He undid the luxury leather strap watch from his left wrist. Placing it down next to the cigar without hesitation. Then picked up the matte black G-Shock. Slipping it onto the same wrist. A clear click of the buckle sounded. He flexed his palm slightly. The watch fit snug and secure. Not too tight. Not too loose. As if it knew its place from the start.

James raised his wrist. The pitch-black digital face lit up. Telling the time: 02:45. The numbers stood still, unhurried. He lowered his wrist. Looking past the watch to his three siblings sitting around him. "Listen..." His voice lowered without needing to raise volume. The wind blowing through the concrete channels made his words heavier unknowingly. "Our last name isn't as light as others think. Grandma has been right all along. Our enemies aren't just on the battlefield. Not just terrorists." James paused slightly. Gaze flowing past Jack, Joseph, and Jane’s faces.

"There are envious people like Bradfield. Politics in the military. And bad luck that no matter how good you are, you can't outrun." He held his left wrist up to everyone's eye level. The matte black case contrasted sharply with his skin.

"This watch..." His voice slowed. "It's not just an SOS beacon." His gaze locked tight on Jane. Before sweeping back to all siblings.

"It's a promise." The wind blew another gust. Cigar smoke swirled in the middle of the circle like a thin dividing line.

"No matter where we scatter to. No matter how busy each of us is with national-level missions..." James paused for a beat. "If one day someone pushes the emergency button. Or asks for help." His hand clenched slightly tighter.

"The other three must drop everything. Drop the mission. Drop the medals. Drop the regulations. And go help our sibling first." Silence covered the area. Jack was the first to move.

He took a final drag of the cigar. Blowing smoke out in a straight line. Then extended his right fist into the center of the circle. The smile remained, but his eyes were hardened steel. "Agreed." His voice short. But heavy. "Whoever makes you push that button... My plane will fly so low they won't recognize their own faces. I swear."

Joseph didn't say much. He extended his fist to bump Jack’s firmly. "Agreed." Tone cold. But leaving no room for doubt. "No matter where you are, I will bring you home."

Jane looked at her two brothers before moving. She smirked. Extending her small fist to bump in. "Agreed." Jane met his eyes, her voice dead-calm. 'I’ll scrub their existence. By the time I’m done, their own banks won't recognize their fingerprints.'"

James looked at the scene in front. Three fists waiting for him in the center.

He smiled. A smile that needed no further explanation. He took another puff of the cigar. Before extending his left fist—the one with the new Mudman—to bump in last. A short but solid impact sound.

"Family First... Always." The words slipped out naturally. As if carved into the blood.

"Family First." The voices of Jack, Joseph, and Jane overlapped without rehearsal.





Chapter 3: Echoes of Khe Sanh


The afternoon sun slowly tilted lower. Pale orange light slanted through the concrete bleacher gaps, hitting the seat edges and steel pillars until casting long diagonal shadows. The shadows of the four figures overlapped on the empty rows, stretching longer every minute with the sun’s movement.

The four sat aligned on the top row bench. The concrete roof overhead shielded most of the noise below. James leaned back, his left hand resting on his thigh. The matte black case of the Mudman absorbed the sunlight in a still, dull shadow. Jack leaned back, one leg still draped over the front row's backrest. Joseph sat spine-straight, looking down silently. Jane swung her legs gently, toe tips tapping the concrete edge in a slow rhythm.

Below, the ceremony neared its conclusion. The marching music softened. The announcer's voice calling graduate names began to space out longer. Some white caps were raised to wave; others were tossed playfully above people's heads.

Cigar smoke rose from four fingertips. Thin lines separated at first, before slowly merging together in mid-air. The rich tobacco scent mixed with the river and bay wind, then was carried away through the gaps of the stands.

Jack leaned back against the chair, comfortable way past the point of regulation. One leg crossed over his knee, indifferent to the concept of discipline. His right hand held the dark brown Cohiba. The cigar’s tip glowed a rhythmic orange pulse with every drag. Wisps of faint gray smoke drifted from his lips, carried on a stream of non-stop storytelling.

"The girls in Colorado Springs, bro..." He tilted his head, sweeping his hand through the air as if tracing a flight path. "Totally different world from here. They don't ask which fleet you belong to; they ask how high you flew today. And believe me—green flight suits work a hell of a lot better than these whites."

James chuckled low in his throat. Short and relaxed. His left hand rotated his wrist slightly; the matte black G-Shock case caught the sunlight in a dull reflection. "Keep running that mouth, Jack. Watch out for the Navy girlfriends around here. You’ll find out that high heels are aerodynamic too."

Jane didn't look up to acknowledge the joke. She leaned in closer to James’s wrist. Slender fingers tapped the side buttons of the Mudman with precision. The digital screen blinked rapidly. Numbers shifted values in minute increments. Her gaze was locked on, focused like a scientist in a lab.

“Still dirty,” Jane murmured, her thumb flying across the Mudman's buttons. “Packet latency is spiking. Give me a second to tighten the low-frequency burst.”

Joseph sat at the far end of the row, spine straight by instinct. He scanned the empty space around him unconsciously before exhaling a soft breath. Cigar smoke drifted slowly from his hand. The tension accumulated in his shoulders released for a brief moment.

The afternoon sunlight lay still... until it didn't anymore.

A solid shadow cast itself over the center of the conversation, slicing through the orange light until the area went abruptly dark. As if someone had pulled down a curtain. The air cooled instantly, without a breeze.

The sound of military boots striking concrete rang out in a heavy, steady rhythm. A specific scent arrived before the owner of the sound—the smell of heavy starch on pressed pleats, the scent of metal freshly treated with Brasso, and the smell of Kiwi shoe polish, concentrated enough to sting the nose.

James’s hand froze mid-motion. His back snapped straight immediately as if pulled by a wire. The body responding faster than thought.

Jack flinched, choking on smoke, coughing until raspy. The cigar in his hand nearly slipped. He yanked his hand back in a panic.

Joseph moved faster than anyone. His hand holding the cigar tucked behind his back seamlessly. His face completely blank. As if nothing against regulations had ever occurred.

Only Jane... remained looking down, pressing buttons. The numbers on the screen blinked ceaselessly. She didn't look up, didn't falter, and didn't perceive the pressure crashing down.

James slowly looked up.

A stocky man stood towering before him. Dense muscle beneath a crisp Service Khaki uniform. The collar adorned with the rank insignia of a fouled anchor and one star. A combination cover pulled low. The shadow of the brim obscured sharp eyes that were sweeping over the scene—cigars, unbuttoned uniforms, postures far too comfortable.

Senior Chief Petty Officer Wilson. His former Company Senior Enlisted Leader. The man who had made plebe summer a living hell, whose shouting voice still haunted James's memory. He stood there, hands on hips. Still. Silent. And heavy. Like a punishment that had not yet been named.

Senior Chief Petty Officer Wilson sniffed the air—The sound of the inhalation was distinct enough to drown out every surrounding noise. The silence was dense, as if compressed by a hydraulic press.

"The smell of illegal imported tobacco from a communist country..." He spoke with a deep, heavy, and steady voice. Like a diesel engine idling at low RPM. "Possession of contraband in a military zone. Smoking in a non-smoking area... And the heaviest charge—corrupting minors."

Sharp eyes moved slowly from the Cohiba in Jack's hand, stopping at the thin wisp of smoke still drifting lazily from behind Joseph's back, Before moving to rest still on Jane. The girl just looked up. Big round eyes widened innocently. As if she didn't understand what storm had just blown in.

Wilson took another step. The distance between him and James shrank until there was barely any air left to breathe. The brim of his combination cover crushed a shadow onto the new officer's face. The stocky man leaned down. The tip of his nose almost hitting James's forehead.

"Congratulations on graduating... Ensign." He emphasized the last word articulately. Devoid of any shadow of respect. Only the raw authority of a man who used to organize lives on the drill field. "But it seems you forgot that as long as you haven't cleared the base gates, you are still under the UCMJ. And I still have the right to write you up for the brig... on the charge of Conduct Unbecoming an Officer."

The phrase Conduct Unbecoming an Officer dropped like a heavy hammer. James swallowed saliva down a parched throat. He maintained eye contact. Trying to pin his expression as still as possible. Even though small beads of sweat began to seep out at his temples.

Wilson moved in a little closer. His voice dropped low until it was almost a whisper. But it was scarier than any shout. "Want to try celebrating the first night of officer life in military prison, Sir?" The corner of his mouth twitched slightly. "I guarantee the coffee in the Brig isn't as fragrant as that cigar in your hand."

Jack shifted uncomfortably. The pilot confidence that was once full was squeezed until flat. He opened his mouth. Preparing to use the rhetoric that had saved him countless times. "Wait, Chief. This is—"

"SHUT UP, AIR FORCE CADET!"

The shout lashed down swiftly. Wilson didn't even turn to look. "If you don't want to be sent back to Colorado with a reprimand for disrespecting the Navy, shut your mouth tight. And keep that smoke in!"

Jack shut his mouth instantly. The words vanished in his throat. He swallowed them down along with his saliva. The hand holding the cigar froze in place.

James’s pulse spiked against his collar. He locked his jaw, rapidly cycling through the UCMJ articles in his head, searching for a tactical retreat. Assessing tone. Posture. And the least terrible option.

Then something changed.

The glint in Senior Chief Wilson’s eyes, once sharp and oppressive as a knife point, slowly softened. The corners of his eyes, once taut, relaxed slightly. Leaving only a cunning gleam typical of a veteran who had seen too much action. That gaze lowered again to the Cohiba tube in Jack’s hand. As if it wasn't evidence in a crime, but a post-mission reward.

Wilson sighed long. The broad shoulders that had been rigid dropped noticeably. "But then again..." His voice heavy but not hard as before. "Today is a good day. A day of success." He glanced at the four of them weighingly. "I don't really want to be the villain ruining the Hawkins family atmosphere."

He raised a hand to remove his khaki combination cover. The sound of khaki fabric rubbing against skin whispered. Revealing a head cut so short the scalp showed clearly. Small beads of sweat seeped out, reflecting the afternoon sun. Wilson used the back of his hand to wipe his forehead without ceremony.

"It's hot as hell..." He muttered. Like complaining to himself more than anyone else. "This damn ceremony took longer than the invasion of Normandy."

That complaint loosened the pressure in James’s chest for just a split second. Before Wilson’s gaze lifted back to lock on him again. This time, a thin smile stuck at the corner of his mouth. A smile unreadable in its intent.

"Let's do this, Ensign..." Wilson’s tone dropped lower. Turning into the same tone as a negotiation in a sealed room. "If you guys have... one to spare for me." He nodded toward the cigar in Jack’s hand. "I might pretend to be blind. See nothing for five minutes. And walk past like nothing happened."

James’s eyebrows twitched up slightly unknowingly. Surprise flashed across his face rapidly.

Wilson leaned in a step closer. The large shadow crushing them again. The previous smile turned back into the familiar ruthless grin. "But if the answer is no..." His voice dropped so low it almost pressed onto everyone’s chest. "I will order all of you—except that little lady—to do push-ups right here. Right now. In those expensive dress uniforms."

He glanced at the gold buttons and the perfectly pressed white fabric, Before locking eyes with James straight on. "Until the cigars in your mouths burn out on their own."

Silence returned again. Heavier than before. The final question hung in the air. "So?"

The silence, packed tight like the air before a storm, lasted less than a single breath. Before being ripped apart by excessive laughter.

"hahaha!"

Jack laughed loudly, full-throated until his shoulders shook. The tension crushing everyone moments ago seemed sucked away in a blink. He slapped his knee hard with a loud thwack, shaking his head back and forth.

"Geez, Chief... Why didn't you just say so!" His voice still mixed with laughter. "You scared the hell out of me. Thought I was really getting hauled off to the brig. I figured you were the moral crusader type."

Wilson’s expression didn't shift even slightly. Body still standing straight. One hand on his hip, the other holding his cover by his side. "I'm only strict on duty, Cadet." He replied flatly. Before glancing at the cigar in Jack’s hand. "Off duty, I'm strictly about tobacco quality... So, got the goods?"

Jack flinched slightly. The sly smile transformed into a look of panic instantly. "Wait, wait, hold on Chief..." He hurriedly placed the smoking cigar on the concrete bench edge. Before patting his pockets frantically. The dull thwack of his hands slapping his pockets rang out frantically." There's gotta be one left... I grabbed four... or was it five?"

He unzipped a side pocket. Plunged his hand in to rummage. A small metal sounds clinked softly, but no touch of an aluminum tube as expected. The cheeky smile dropped from his face, replaced by a sudden pallor.

"Oh shit..." Jack muttered softly. Before turning to his brother. "James, you got any left?"

"How would I?" James answered immediately without taking his eyes off Wilson. "You handed them out."

Wilson’s gaze moved down to his wrist. He raised his watch to check the time slowly, deliberately. The metallic sound of the bracelet clicking softly became a pressure that needed no words.

"Joe? Jane?" Jack turned left and right hoping for help. Joseph shook his head slowly, showing empty palms. Expression still calm. Jane shrugged slightly. Clear eyes behind glasses looked back innocently.

"Ten seconds left." Wilson spoke into the air without looking at anyone. Thick finger tapped a rhythm on his brass belt buckle.

Jack gritted his teeth. Dug his hand deeper again. This time sliding it into the innermost jacket pocket. The narrow slot usually for pens. His fingers froze. Before touching cool metal skin.

"Found it!!!"

The shout rang out along with the gleaming gold aluminum tube pulled out. Jack held it high above his head like a championship trophy. Heaved a huge sigh until his chest collapsed.

"The last one... The very last one, Chief." He said, shaking his head. "Was gonna save this to celebrate with a girl tonight. But for you, I'll make the sacrifice."

He quickly opened the tube. Took out the cutter. Snipped the tip meticulously. A soft snip sounded clearly. Before standing up to his full height. Stepped toward Senior Chief Wilson. And extended the Cohiba with both hands.

The gesture was overly deferential, but the smirk at the corner of his mouth still hid a trace of cheekiness.

"The good stuff from Havana, Chief..." Jack tilted his head slightly. "Aged in oak barrels. Smells like victory. Tip cut and ready to serve, Sir."

Senior Chief Wilson accepted that cigar with two thick fingers. He rotated it slowly under the evening sun, letting the dark brown tobacco wrapper reflect the light in a glossy sheen. The leaf was rolled tightly and evenly, the tip cut sharp and smooth like master-class craftsmanship. Wilson lifted it near his nose, inhaling deep. Eyes that were once razor-sharp closed for a moment. The corner of his mouth moved just slightly, like a man rediscovering something familiar after a long absence.

"Hmm..." A low moan rumbled from his throat. "The scent of freedom..."

He exhaled slowly, as if absorbing the moment. "Truly refreshing."

The cigar was dropped carefully into the pocket of his Service Khaki shirt. Wilson tapped the pocket lightly with his finger once, as if reassuring himself the valuable cargo was secure. Before lifting his combination cover to put it back on. Adjusting the brim to the precise regulation angle, down to the millimeter.

"Consider the tax fully paid." He spoke while turning back to James.

His right hand raised in a casual, incomplete salute. But the gaze he returned was direct and heavy, in the manner of a man who had seen more real battlefields than training grounds.

"Good luck at BUD/S, Ensign Hawkins." His voice dropped lower, hardening slightly. "You were one of the best trainees I ever drilled..."

Wilson took another step closer. The distance shrank until James could clearly smell the distinct mix of heavy starch and sweat. A thick hand patted James’s shoulder gently, yet heavy enough to feel the force.

"But that... was just a playground." He tilted his head a fraction. "I hear the Pacific seawater is a lot saltier than here. The sand bites the skin until it stings like fire. Prepare your mind... and prepare your skin well."

Sharp eyes swept over James from head to toe. "Don't bring shame to Senior Chief Wilson's protégé."

Finished speaking, he turned his back immediately. The sound of boots striking concrete rang out in a steady rhythm. While walking down the stadium steps, the sound of whistling—humming the tune of Anchors Aweigh softly—floated back up. Before that figure slowly faded away amidst the weakening sunlight.

Silence took its place. As if everyone just released a breath they had held simultaneously.

James watched his drill instructor’s back until it vanished from sight. He shook his head lightly, as if still disbelieving he had survived. Before turning back to his brother.

"Jack..." He called out in a flat voice. "Wasn't that your last one? The one you said you'd save to smoke with that cheerleader tonight?"

Jack threw himself down onto the concrete bench. A dull thud sounded. He picked up his original cigar to pinch. Took a deep drag before shrugging nonchalantly.

"Damn shame." He blew smoke out slowly. "But in exchange for not doing push-ups in expensive dress whites, in front of girls filling the stands like that... it was worth it." He chuckled in his throat. "Besides, consider it making merit for you. Just in case your luck improves in California."

Joseph laughed softly. Short and deep. "You got away with it, Pilot." He shook his head slightly. "Reaction time on that pocket draw was faster than a jet."

Jane said nothing. She merely smirked. Eyes looking down at the Mudman face on James’s wrist. The numbers stood still. GPS signal locked coordinates successfully. The status light blinked just once before going out.

James blew a large mouthful of smoke out for the last time. Letting it float to scatter in the air. "Alright..." He spoke softly. "Survived another day."

He glanced up at the sky that was starting to change color. "Hope tomorrow is this easy."

Laughter from all four rang out together. Amidst the cigar smoke that still swirled around. The last light of the day splashed down on the empty bleachers. As if intending to freeze that moment in memory.







The mid-afternoon sun still beat down without mercy. The concrete surface reflected heat until a warm haze shimmered above the ground. Yet, the family meeting point never quieted down. Thousands of people continued to move ceaselessly. Laughter mixed with the sounds of names being called, shoes striking the ground, small children crying, and camera flashes going off periodically like waves crashing onto the shore endlessly.

James walked point, cutting through the crowd with a rhythm familiar from training. His three siblings followed close behind, shoulders bumping occasionally to stay together in the human sea. He saw Grandma Peggy’s wheelchair in the distance under the shadow of a concrete pillar. Beside her stood Elizabeth. But what stopped James’s pace mid-step wasn't his mother or grandmother.

It was the two men flanking that wheelchair.

The first man stood so straight that almost no part of his body was relaxed. Shoulders square. Back rigid. Head cocked at an angle practiced for decades. His large, muscular frame remained solid and hard, even though his hair was cut high-and-tight and completely white. He wore the Marine Corps Dress Blues perfectly. The midnight blue standing collar fit tight against his body, contrasting with the blue trousers bearing the blood stripe running down the leg. A white belt was cinched tight against a brass buckle polished to a mirror shine.

His left chest was heavy with rows of ribbons and medals packed tight across the entire space. A Silver Star glinted next to a Bronze Star adorned with a ‘V’ device, sitting above two Purple Hearts. And a Vietnam Service Medal hanging heavily. As if the entire story of violent combat had been distilled down to a few pieces of metal and cloth.

Sergeant Major Billy Reagan—Sarge Billy. His father’s comrade-in-arms from Vietnam. Hands that had held guns, dragged friends out of trenches, and held a young boy's hand to teach him how to pull a trigger for the first time in his life.

Next to him was a man standing in a completely opposite stance. Shoulders relaxed. Weight shifted to one leg comfortably. But every movement still hinted at the hidden strength of a man who had worked outdoors all his life. He wore a dark brown Western-style suit, tailored sharply to show the lines of the fabric. A beige wide-brimmed Stetson hat sat firmly on his head. The hat’s surface bore marks of use but was cared for until it possessed just the right sheen—not too new, not too old.

At his neck was a Bolo Tie featuring a sterling silver bull skull inlaid with turquoise. Crocodile skin boots were polished until they reflected the bright sunlight.

Lito. The foreman and manager of the Hawkins Ranch in Texas. The person who taught James balance on a horse and silent endurance amidst the hot sun and hard work.

As soon as Sarge Billy saw James, he snapped his heels together automatically. The sound of leather shoes striking the ground rang clear. His right hand raised in a salute—strong and elegant. A posture embedded in the muscles too long to forget.

"Congratulations, Ensign!" His voice was loud, clear, piercing through the surrounding buzz. "Seeing you in full Dress Whites like this... really reminds me of your father. Carbon copy."

James quickened his pace toward him. Raised his hand to return the salute according to regulation. Before dropping his hand and pulling that thick frame into a tight hug. The familiar scent of cologne mixed with faint tobacco hit his nose. The hardness of the muscle beneath the uniform made him feel like a child again.

"Thank you, Sarge..." James patted the other man's back lightly. "You look very handsome today. I'm hardly used to it; usually, I only see you in a fishing vest."

A deep laugh rumbled from the broad chest. Sarge pulled away from the embrace. "Every now and then, gotta dress up fully. Otherwise, these sailors around here will accuse the Marines of having no class."

Lito stepped in to replace him. Strong arms from ranch work draped over James’s shoulder and pulled him into a hug without ceremony. He slapped James’s back twice, hard enough to feel the weight of a hand that had worked hard all its life.

"Mighty proud of you, son..." The deep, soft Texas accent spoke. "The horses at the ranch miss you bad. But looks like the sea needs you more. The pasture must be too narrow for you now, I reckon."

James smiled, hugging back slightly tighter. "I'll find time to get back, Lito." He spoke without hesitation. "I miss your stew and cornbread like crazy."

Lito chuckled low. His large hand remained on James’s shoulder. While the sound of people around them continued ceaselessly. As if the world kept turning, but that moment right there stood still for a while.

A gentle smile still adorned Elizabeth’s face. She stood watching the scene before her with eyes full of fulfillment. Her eldest son in full dress whites, surrounded by men who were teachers, brothers, and shadows of the father from the past. The low laughter and firm shoulder pats made the atmosphere there warm, like an old photograph come to life.

But while everyone’s hearts were melting... senses forged in the fires of World War II began to activate.

Grandma Peggy shifted slightly in her wheelchair. Her shapely nose inhaled deep—sniff... then once again. White eyebrows, groomed meticulously, knitted together just a fraction of a degree. Eyes that used to stare at the sky amidst bombing sirens narrowed slowly. Before scanning the four grandchildren standing in a row.

"Hmm..." A low murmur slipped from thin lips. Grandma Peggy tilted her head slightly. Her gaze stopped at Jack, who was standing in a cool at-ease pose, trying to act like he wasn't carrying anything. "This smell... Grade A Cuban tobacco... Cohiba, 2005 vintage, isn't it?"

The words were like a switch. James’s body froze instantly. Shoulders hiked up tight unknowingly. "Uh... well... Grandma, I—"

Grandma Peggy’s smile unfurled slowly. Not a warm smile, but a cunning one that made anyone who had been looked at like this before feel a chill down the back of their neck. "Don't bother lying to me, James..." She chuckled softly in her throat. "My nose is still good. During the World War, your grandfather used to sneak out to smoke these by the hangar while waiting for orders. That scent has been stuck in my head for almost sixty years."

She paused at the perfect rhythm. Her gaze swept past James’s face before raising an eyebrow knowingly. "Tastes good, doesn't it... The free stuff from the General’s room."

James’s jaw dropped. All explanations in his head vanished in a blink. As for Jack... his face went pale as if all the blood drained out at once.

And the moment the words Cuban tobacco slipped out. The smile on Elizabeth’s face disappeared.

She stepped forward. The sound of heels striking the ground rang out rhythmically. People around—including Sarge Billy and Lito—backed away without anyone giving an order. Instinct told them this was not a battlefield one should stand in the middle of.

Elizabeth’s eyes locked on target. Jack Hawkins.

"James, I don't mind..." Her voice was flat. Cold. And sharp. "He graduated. He's an adult. A commissioned officer."

Jack stepped back one pace unknowingly. But too late.

"But YOU!" Her voice pitched slightly higher. "JACK HAWKINS!"

Elizabeth’s right hand shot out with precision. Grabbing Jack’s left ear fully. Then twisting hard clockwise without hesitation.

"OW! MOM! OWWWWW!" Jack screamed. Body leaning with the torque. The image of the agile Air Force cadet crumbled in an instant. "It hurts! Everyone is looking!"

"I don't care if you're a General!" Elizabeth countered immediately. The torque didn't lessen even a bit. "You took your siblings to mess with this stuff, didn't you!? Jane is just seventeen. Joseph is still a kid. Their bodies are growing. What kind of brother are you, handing poison to your siblings!"

Her left hand slapped down on Jack’s forearm—The sound of suit fabric hitting flesh rang loud.

"Always leading them astray!"

She released the ear... and switched targets. Strong fingers pinched into the small roll of fat at his waist. Twisting full force without mercy.

Elizabeth’s hand shot out. Her fingers locked onto Jack’s bicep with the clamping force of a vice grip, digging precisely into the nerve. Jack flinched, the arrogant pilot facade shattering in an instant as he bit back a yelp.

'Mom—' he hissed, face flushing.

Elizabeth stepped into his space. Her voice never rose above a whisper, making it infinitely more terrifying.

She twisted a little more for emphasis.

"I will cut your allowance. Confiscate your car keys. And I will call your flight instructor to ground you until you graduate... Do you understand?"

Jack raised his arms to flail in defense. Burning with both pain and embarrassment until his face flushed a deep crimson. Blood pumped so hard the twisted ear practically caught fire.

"Oh, Mom! I get it! I get it!" He wailed, voice shaking with pain. "It was just one! A celebration, you know! Celebration! I won't do it again!"

The chaos in the front opened a tactical gap. Jane and Joseph made eye contact for a split second before slowly retreating to stand behind Sarge and Lito. The two smaller figures tried to suppress their laughter until their shoulders shook. Jane covered her mouth. Joseph pressed his lips tight, eyes sparkling with amusement at the image of the usually smart-mouthed second brother being neutralized until he was a mess.

Sarge stood spine-straight, expressionless as if inspecting the ranks. But his lips moved ever so slightly. He bent down to whisper to James standing beside him. "Your mother has a heavy hand, hasn't changed a bit..." His voice low, almost blending with the ambient noise. "I still remember teaching you to shoot a shotgun for the first time. The stock hit your shoulder, and she walked over and slapped the back of my head right there... She's a Queen Bee, clearly."

Lito didn't attempt to hide it. He laughed out loud openly. His deep voice echoing. Hand raising to touch the brim of his cowboy hat lightly. "Serves him right, that Jack..." He spoke through laughter. "Too cocky. Got handled by the Witch of Hawkins. Now he knows who's the biggest in this house."

Finally, Elizabeth let go of Jack. She smoothed her clothes. Brushed the hem of her dress. Inhaled deep once. Then looked up. A sweet smile returned to adorn her face perfectly. As if the storm from moments ago had never occurred.

"Alright..." Her voice gentle. "Consider yourself warned. Next time, think it through carefully, my dear son."

Jack stood rubbing his ear, which was still glowing red. Mouth mumbling some complaint. But his gaze lowered. Not daring to meet his mother's eyes for even a second.

As the atmospheric pressure from Mother lifted, the surrounding sounds slowly returned. The tension dissolved into relaxation. James looked at the scene before him and took a long breath.

"Let's take a picture..." He spoke up, pulling everyone out of the event. "A full set like this is hard to come by."

Elizabeth smiled, nodding immediately. "Yes... Come on, everyone. I brought the camera." She handed a digital camera to a stranger nearby with a smile asking for help.

Everyone moved in. Arranging themselves naturally yet intentionally.

James, in his full Dress Whites, stood in the center. Back straight and elegant. Face stained with a smile of pride. Sunlight reflecting off his left wrist wearing the new G-Shock.

Jack, ear still red, walked to flank his brother. Trying to salvage his cool posture as much as possible. Wearing Aviator sunglasses to hide eyes that were still throbbing deep down.

Joseph and Jane stood on the other side. Joseph stood at attention by soldierly instinct. Jane moved in to hug her brother's arm tight, as if afraid to fall out of the frame.

Elizabeth stood beside Grandma Peggy’s wheelchair, which was wheeled to the front center. Grandma sat back straight. Hands clasped on her lap. A thin smile appearing at the corner of her mouth like a winner who needed no words.

In the very back, Sarge and Lito moved to flank left and right. Like guardians of the clan. Sarge stood perfectly at attention. Lito held his cowboy hat brim comfortably.

"Ready..." The photographer raised the camera. "One... Two... Three... Smile!"

The shutter sound rang out. A single frame captured. And the roots of the Hawkins family that would never fade.







The final light of the day slowly trickled down from the horizon. The sky over Annapolis was dyed purple-orange, graduating shades like smears of paint on a canvas. Spotlights around the stadium flickered on one by one, casting harsh white light against the cool evening shadows. But the asphalt of the parking lot still radiated trapped heat, hitting polished leather shoes with every step.

A motorcade of sleek black vehicles was parked in orderly formation. A long, gleaming limousine for the senior members, and large-bodied SUVs with trunks open, waiting for luggage and the security detail. The smell of engine oil mixed with hot rubber wafted in the air.

James disengaged the brake of the wheelchair. A soft click sounded. He slowly pushed Grandma Peggy to the limousine door, which a driver held open while bowing humbly. Despite the long day of ceremonies, the eighty-nine-year-old back remained straight, refusing to yield. Only the hand resting on the armrest trembled slightly when shifting body weight.

"I can still manage, Elizabeth..." Grandma mumbled as James helped support her to stand and move to the soft leather seat. "My legs might protest a bit, but my heart can dance at least three more songs... Back in the day, victory ball in Paris, I danced till morning."

Elizabeth smiled softly, bending down to arrange her mother-in-law's hem with care. "Go rest, Mom... You fought all day today. The sun was this hot; even the kids are exhausted." She looked up, flashing a cheeky smile. "Save your strength. Or you won't be able to wake up to scold the grandkids... Oops, I mean wake up to bless the grandkids in time."

Grandma chuckled in her throat. A raspy sound mixed with amusement. Before leaning back against the car seat in surrender. "Sharp-tongued as always, daughter-in-law..." She turned to nod at her grandson. "James, close the door for me."

James pushed the car door into place gently. The closing sound was soft and solid. Before he turned back.

Not far away, Joseph and Jane stood by a black SUV. Both openly pouting. Designated as Non-Combatants—retreating to base. Simply put: underage for the bar battlefield.

"Sucks..." Jane grumbled under her breath, using the tip of her shoe to kick the asphalt back and forth. "Finally graduated, instead of getting to see the world... Drink for me, Jackie. Make it worth my quota too."

Joseph stood arms crossed. Voice calm but eyes not losing their worry. "Don't get drunk and lose Navy face... I don't want to wake up in the middle of the night to drive out and bail you guys out. Or carry bodies back looking like corpses."

James walked in. Raised a hand to ruffle Joseph’s head hard enough to mess up the short buzz cut immediately. "Don't worry... Tonight we're just doing reconnaissance." He smirked. "Take care of Grandma and Mom well, Joseph. Tonight you are the head of the security team at home. Understand? Check doors and windows. Lock the house up tight."

Joseph stood straighter automatically. Heels clicking together slightly. "Copy that, Ensign."

Lito in his Western suit walked around the hood of the car to stop in front of James. The asphalt still radiated heat up to the tips of his leather boots. He raised a hand to touch the brim of his Stetson, tilting it up slightly. Light from the parking lot pole reflected in his eyes. Lito nodded slowly once. A silent signal that men understood well without needing explanation.

"Go have fun, son..." His voice was low, soft, but clear. A heavy, thick hand patted James’s shoulder. The weight was familiar. Solid. Like a fence post driven into the middle of the ranch. "Today is your day. Let loose a little."

He leaned in closer. Voice dropping lower like talking beside a campfire. "I'll watch this side myself. If anyone dares to mess with the Hawkins ladies, or thinks about trespassing at the house tonight..." A thin smile appeared beneath his mustache. "They'll end up chatting with the mango roots in the backyard for sure."

"Lito patted the heavy steel lockbox bolted to the floor of the SUV. 'Got my 1911 in the vault,' he murmured, his Texas drawl going flat. 'Anyone thinks about trespassing at the house tonight... they'll end up chatting with the mango roots.'"

"Counting on you, Lito..." James replied, his tone equally firm. "I trust you the most."

Lito nodded again. Didn't say anything more. Before turning to walk to the limousine’s front passenger door. Stepping up to sit beside the driver like a man who knew his duty well.

The engine roared low. Red taillights slowly moved out of the parking lot. The black convoy flowed onto the main road. Leaving behind only faint dust, the smell of hot rubber, and silence slowly descending to take its place.

Three men stood amidst the wide open space of the parking lot. James in full Dress Whites. Jack in Air Force blue. And Sarge Billy in dark navy Marine Corps Dress Blues.

Sarge raised a hand to adjust his tight collar. Gold buttons aligned perfectly. He inhaled the night air into his lungs slowly. Chest expanding before relaxing.

"Alright, boys..." He spoke up. Tone like closing a case file. "My mission today is complete. I must excuse myself here."

Jack raised an eyebrow immediately. "Wait, Sarge isn't coming to raid the bar with us? I was gonna buy you a beer or two..." He smiled cheekily. "Or a crate."

Sarge chuckled in his throat. Short, low sound. Smirking like a man who already had a plan. "Thanks a lot, kid... But tonight I have a more important appointment."

He pointed east. Toward the old harbor where dim lights lined up in a long row. "My old friend, Sergeant Major Dixon... That blood-crazed maniac who survived with me. Now he's opened a gunsmith shop down by the docks." The other hand sliced through the air. "We have stories from the Khe Sanh battlefield to settle. Long stories... Need big bottles of whiskey to help tell 'em. Help wash the throat."

James smiled, warning with a sincere tone. "Watch yourself, Sarge. Don't get so drunk you can't find the hotel. Lots of alleys down there."

Sarge puffed his chest out instantly. Heels together. Right hand raised in a crisp salute to both of them. "Worry about yourself, Ensign... Marines never get lost." He smiled thinly. "We just explore new routes."

Finished speaking, he turned his back. Walking away briskly. The parking lot lights cast a long shadow across his straight back. His gait as steady as the days he was still in the middle of the battlefield. That figure slowly merged and vanished into the shadows of the night. Leaving behind only a heavy feeling still hanging in the air.

James and Jack stood under a street lamp casting a dull orange sodium glare down onto the asphalt. Their shadows stretched long, overlapping into a single black smear. The orderly atmosphere of the ceremony from just minutes ago had melted away completely. Remaining were only the sounds of police sirens wailing intermittently from afar, and the red, blue, and purple neon glow of downtown Annapolis starting to open up to the night. As if the whole city was beckoning to anyone who didn't want to go home yet.

Jack reached into his suit pocket. Pulling out the same pair of Aviator sunglasses. He put them on his face without hesitation, even though the sky was already pitch black. Only artificial light reflected off the dark lenses.

James turned to look. The image made him shake his head slowly. "Why the hell are you wearing those, Jack..." His voice laced with exhaustion mixed with affection. "It's past 7 PM, Are you blind?"

Jack adjusted the frames into place. Fingertip touching the bridge of his nose like a man with style. Shrugging lightly as if it wasn't a big deal. "You don't understand, James..." He spoke with a smirk. "This is called Night Ops Mode. Coolness doesn't have off-duty hours." He turned his face toward the city lights. "Besides, the lighting in bars is harsh. Don't want to compromise my pilot vision."

Jack clapped his hands together. The sound echoed briefly in the quieting parking lot. Before he pointed straight at the horizon filled with neon.

"Alright, big brother..." His tone shifted to excitement. "Mom's gone. Grandma's gone. The kids are gone..." He turned to grin wide until his white teeth reflected the light. "Now it's just us... and a whole city full of booze, music, and girls ready to celebrate heroes like us."

James sighed long. Shoulders dropping slightly. His hand moved to undo the top button of his white uniform collar. Releasing the tension that had been choking his neck since morning. Even though he tried to keep a stern face, his lips lifted into a smile on their own.
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