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			Life is what happens while you are making plans or following your dreams. Reality, however, is seldom a movie script as you navigate the challenges before you. In the end, life boils down to just two words: Choice and consequence.

			We make our choices, which translate into stepping stones or the distance between our dreams—and sometimes find out that the stone on which we now stand is but yet another in the journey. The consequences of our choices span the spectrum in size, opportunity, and also how they affect the people around us. They prepare us for the next stone with new skills or friends, victories or defeats, humilities or tragedies.

			You have never lived until you have almost died. For those who have fought for it, life has a special meaning the protected will never know—until we share it.

			—Marc Lonergan-Hertel 
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			I remember the first time I met Marc in Panama, on Rodman Naval Base. He was a cross between a classic California surfer dude and a philosopher, and I was a brand-new Ensign straight out of Basic Underwater Demolition / SEAL (BUD/S) training. I had been sent down to Panama for Junior Officer Training while I waited for SEAL Tactical Training to begin, back up in Norfolk, Virginia at Little Creek Naval Base. 

			Whenever Marc and I talked there was always a deep mutual exchange of life stories and of course some brutal practical jokes. I cannot emphasize the practical jokes enough because you never knew when or where you were going to be a victim. Just like the Pink Panther movies from the 1960s when Inspector Clouseau would come home and out of the blue be sporadically attacked by Cato, these practical jokes were almost an advanced level of unconventional warfare training, and Marc was one of the best at carrying out these covert attacks.

			Throughout the years at SEAL Team FOUR, Marc and I continued to work together while he was in the Training Department putting my platoon through various training evolutions. Whenever I saw him it was like meeting up with a best friend or relative that you haven’t seen in a long time. We just picked up where we left off and before long the conversations would spin back up and, by that time, enough practical jokes had been carried out (usually with me as the victim) and enough time had passed that we could now sit and laugh about the ridiculous outcomes. 

			Later, after Marc and I had left the military, the length of time between when we saw each other increased and went from months to years. But when we did see each other, we both had interesting stories about our most recent adventures and how we had each continued to be driven to serve. 

			Two different paths, yet somewhere along the way, sitting in the open doorway of a BlackHawk helicopter with our knees in the breeze on a rescue mission with our SEAL mentor, Doc Fullerton, we realized that we were not only SEALs, but we were also protectors. Marc’s call sign that day was SIERRA-TWO (shorthand for the pilots to recognize the SEALs in the water) and it went on to represent a common theme for us all in our lives: accomplish the mission, and know that you are never far from a strong arm to hoist you out of trouble.

			While few people in this world choose to serve anything but their own self-interests, the world is made safer because of men and women that are driven to place their own lives on a shelf and pick up the tools necessary to serve their fellow human beings. Of these few, there is even a smaller number that aren’t just called to serve, but they are called to protect. To be honest, I never fully considered my role as a protector until another one of the late night conversations between Marc and I. But it is clear now. Everything that has occurred in my life, intentional or thrust upon me by God, has systematically groomed me as a protector, and the same can definitely be said about Marc.

			I consider Marc Lonergan-Hertel my brother, a mentor, and a fellow warrior. If you want to know him like I do, then read SIERRA TWO, the true story of one man’s real world odyssey. Who knows, maybe you’ll discover that you’re a protector as well.

			- Jonathan T. Gilliam, U.S. Navy SEAL, Federal Air Marshal, Security Contractor, and FBI Special Agent, Author of Sheep No More: The Art of Awareness and Attack Survival 
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			A large wave buries the bow of Seamaster, and I am exhaling bubbles into the ocean as I try to call for help. 

			And then I am hit with a distinct sensation. 

			I can no longer breathe…

			 

			LOCATION: Antarctic Peninsula—Lat/Long: 62.14 South/58.40 West

			OBJECTIVE: South Shetland Islands—Potter Cove

			DATE: 09 March 2001 

			AUTHOR AGE: 34

			 

			I have my spotlight trained dead ahead. 

			My mission is to find a path through the ice surrounding our ship.

			The wind and waves of the Southern Ocean are in my face at 35 knots gusting to 40; the ocean is brutally cold. The seas are confused, charging toward our polar exploration vessel in mountainous peaks of ocean swell from the west.

			Wave heights are at least twenty feet. The air smells fresh and crisp, as if we are atop the highest mountain in the world. For a moment I feel transported skyward to that very peak, then the mix of the brine on the mist of the waves brings my senses back to sea level.

			We have just passed 62 degrees latitude, and there is no longer any landmass to stop the wind, current, and waves on their circuitous west-to-east journey around the planet. Sir Ernest Shackleton called this area The Screaming Sixties. We are trying not to repeat the misfortunes he encountered on the opposite side of the Antarctic Peninsula when his vessel Endurance was trapped and crushed by the same growing fields of brash ice back in the early 1900s. 

			I am incredulous at the magnitude of the giant walls of water charging at us on what feels like a tiny observation platform. I feel as though I am being sacrificed to King Neptune himself by the vessel Seamaster.

			I glance back to her captain, who is bathed in the dark red light of the pilothouse. The man at the helm, Sir Peter Blake, has more than six hundred thousand miles racing sailboats through the world’s oceans and several world records circumnavigating the planet. 

			His long, bushy blond hair and scruffy blond mustache are covered in ice as he operates the aft helm. Being outside of the protected cockpit the ice is freezing to his beard. He reminds me of a Viking commander sailing his vessel into battle. Shards of ice stream off the rigging and pass dangerously close to the captain’s head, and he returns to the safety of the main pilothouse. 

			Sir Peter Blake will record the mission we are on tonight as his worst night at sea...and I am catching it right in the face at this moment.

			The waves and the wind are not our primary concern tonight, however. After several months at sea, we have traveled further south through King George Sound than any vessel before us. 

			The year is 2001 and winter is closing in around us. We are in a fight for our lives to escape the crushing ice that has haunted us since we made our expedition’s first main objective, Seventy South latitude. 

			The expedition captain and I nicknamed the objective, calling it Sierra Two, which means “MISSION COMPLETE—WE HIT OUR TARGET.” 

			In our expedition planning, we set our objectives in front of us on this epic 35,000-mile journey to make a difference in the world. Our goal is traveling to the pulse points of the planet’s health and filming the adventure for Nat Geo Channel and Discovery. We hit our targets on the planet and set our sights on the next. Tonight Sierra Two lies ahead in a protected harbor in the South Shetland Islands, away from the crushing ice fields. It is a daunting objective, as well—a risky one. We are on a mission worthy of the risk, and all of us aboard Seamaster have accepted the consequences of failure. 

			With a gust of wind, the falling snow forms horizontal tornadoes that rotate into my face with gale force. It is completely blinding. 

			When combined with the violent ups and downs of the moving deck, this dizzying display in front of my face causes vertigo. 

			Fortunately it is often broken up by a large wall of water, peeled from the ocean by the bow like a fillet. I snap back to my senses. Back to our mission.

			A call comes across the frequency on the Marine Band walkie-talkie tied around my neck. “Lonergan, how are you doing, mate?” It is Sir Peter from inside the pilothouse, driving the boat. 

			I hold the radio to my ear. The content of his transmission is distressing, but the sound and tone of his voice are reassuring to me.

			“Doing good, Captain.” I foolishly refuse to admit my pain.

			“Right, then. Best effort, mate,” he answers seconds before I get hit by another wall of water in the face. 

			WHOOSH! 

			My body gets pounded ruthlessly by a rogue wave that I never saw coming. The bow has submerged under my feet and into the face of a large standing wave, as if I were riding in an elevator with the cable cut away from its fulcrum.
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			An overwhelming force of inertia overcomes my entire body when Seamaster hits a large chunk of ice at the base of the trough. The impact of the wave and the ice throws me from my perch like a toy. With a final effort I key the radio several times before I lose my bearings.

			We are not even one-third of the way through our odyssey around planet Earth, and for a moment I fear that I have been cast into the ocean itself. I no longer have the ability to suck precious air into my lungs. I feel a sharp tug from my rescue tether securing me from certain death, my body pounding against the unforgiving hull of the vessel. 

			I pray the nylon strap holds me from slipping under the metal hull of Seamaster.

			Breathe!!! my inner voice screams. My body tells me a different story.

			To stay alive I calm my heart, try to relax my body, and take the shots against the deck. I force my thoughts to places in my past, visualize the island I swam around as a young boy, practicing my breath holding and swimming like Aquaman. I fast forward to SEAL training and tying knots underwater in a breath-holding drill with my instructors to keep myself from blacking out.

			I’m losing the feeling in my hands and struggling to breathe as I try to lift myself back to my station. Back to our mission.

			The neoprene mask covering my mouth is saturated with seawater and crusted with ice. It is impossible to breathe. My numb hands find the tether to the ship, but they will not squeeze and pull me to safety, they can only keep me from going over the side. Simple pleasures.

			I can’t free my hands to rip the bloody mask from my face, and my walkie talkie is choking me as it hangs from my neck. It is almost useless. I cannot speak into it and alert the captain.

			As the bow drops, I am dunked into the coldest water on the planet. As it rises I can feel the wind on my face, but I still cannot breathe. I can only do my best to stay alive until my teammates help me.

			I remember to be calm and relaxed. I am not alone. I am at sea with one of the world’s greatest living sea captains and his hand-picked crew on a sailing journey around the world. I need to get back on mission. I need to get back on bow watch and guide us out of the ice.

			I feel what can only be a large hand grabbing the back of my survival suit, and with a single heave upward I am pulled back up to my perch like a gaffed fish.

			The captain’s first mate, Ollie Olphert, lowers me to the icy deck with the help of Janot Pratt and Alistair Moore (Abbo). The three men had advanced to the bow and secured themselves to the rigging above the icy deck and rescued me in almost impossible conditions.

			Helpful hands grab the straps of my survival harness to help get the disoriented watchman, me, back on station. Janot and Abbo release their grip on me, as if to signal the rescue operation complete. Abbo’s smile is infectious.

			I glance at Ollie. No words can express my gratitude to be in the company of such a great team. The large-framed Kiwi has the powerful forearms of a man living a hard life at sea, mostly as a commercial diver on oil rigs. A hard man, with a big, crooked nose and an even bigger smile. There is an enduring spark in his eyes.

			The Frenchman Janot puts his face to my frozen nose, his icy beard poking me in the face. His expression is extremely serious. He shows me the end of my rescue tether; the gate of my carabiner was never locked. 

			Both of us know how precarious the situation had been for me; one wrong twist of my rescue tether could have popped open the spring-loaded opening of my only anchor to the ship. Janot locks it in and looks at me incredulously...and then he laughs with me.

			Why is it always the Frenchman that gets to rub it in? I muse to myself.

			“Where’s your spotlight?” Janot shouts above the roar of the wind and waves.

			“I lost it!” 

			“Here!” Janot clips his light to my harness and gives me the handle. “I’ll get it from you when I come out to relieve you. Keep the bow pointed to the sea, not the ice, mate!” The Frenchman pats me on the shoulder.

			I double-check to make sure I am lashed back into the rigging, then proceed to direct the captain back on course. I find an albatross flying ahead on the edge of the ship’s lights moments later and I track its course.

			Ollie, the first mate, barks his orders above the wind and waves, “Janot, you go back and get some rest, I’ll stay out here with Marco!” He steadies himself on the pitching deck. “When you come back out here, bring Abbo. We go two-man watches tonight!”

			Janot and Abbo nod and head back into the warm belly of the vessel.

			“Captain, Ollie here!” the first mate says into his radio.

			“How we doing, Ollie?” Sir Peter Blake replies.

			“All is well. No worries, mate. Lonergan is still on watch.”

			“Very good, Ollie.”

			I key in my radio, feeling my hands once again. “Thanks, Captain.”

			I am secure with the first mate over my shoulder. My teammates have come to my rescue.

			We have just escaped the same latitudes that trapped Sir Ernest Shackleton’s Endurance almost one hundred years earlier. Sir Peter will document this as the worst night at sea in his life. 

			That says a lot.
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			Next stop will be the South Shetland Islands, the final land mass of the Antarctic Peninsula. There, we will get some much-needed sleep before crossing the mammoth waves of the Southern Ocean and making safe harbor in Patagonia. I am mentally preparing myself for the next adventure deep into the Amazon jungle.

			We all look forward to the warmer latitudes ahead.
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			BUD/S 207—Hell Week

			(NSWC Combat Training Tank)

			SPRING 1996

			AUTHOR AGE: 29

			 

			One evolution at a time is the internal dialogue that not only helps me graduate SEAL Training, it will also help me in all of my adventures in the future. I got the mantra from my class leader Sam H. and often repeated it with my class LPO Andy N., my swim buddy Gus, and seventeen original classmates that I graduated with as a part of Class 207. Now there are fifty of us remaining in the class, down from the one hundred and twenty that started.

			It is the only mantra I need to repeat to myself over the course of SEAL Training. I still have months and months of this agony in front of me. All I have to do is focus on the mission at hand and not get overwhelmed, not let the demon in my head take over and make me fail…or worse, quit. 

			One evolution at a time.

			I can summarize the rest of my SEAL Training into one evolution: the knot tying test.

			My task today is to tie five knots. It is that simple. Tie five knots and advance in my real-world reality TV show called Make It as a SEAL or Die Trying.

			Today, death is definitely an option for me, because I will not fail this test. Our class had been up for five straight days with little rest and little sleep. Today is a challenge of skill and patience. It is a test to emphasize respect for the water.
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			Today our challenge is to tie five knots underwater in the NAVSPECWAR Combat Training Tank at a depth of 15 feet. By finishing Hell Week, we are beginning Second Phase, which focuses on building our diving skills. Following behind dive phase we will finish with Third Phase, land warfare skills. We have many more months to go.

			One evolution at a time.

			In the CTT, the entire class lines up shoulder to shoulder on the edge of the deep pool.

			Instructor G is wearing a shortsleeved wetsuit, a black dive mask, and fins. He gives the thumbs up, takes a breath, and descends to a yellow piece of rope that bridges the width of the tank.

			The clear water is beckoning.

			We already took turns being locked in the chamber of the dive tower and having it flood, open the hatch, and slowly swim to the surface as we release the expanding air in our lungs.

			This is an interesting challenge, sitting in a metal ball of space until it is full of water. 

			Once the room you are in floods, you have to have the composure to calmly open the hatch, swim out into the deep water, and ascend to the surface while you leak bubbles out of your mouth in a steady stream. 

			Blow and go. Fail to release the air and your lungs can explode from the expanding gas within your chest cavity. Panic and you are toast. 

			This exercise is second nature for me, but I do not minimize it for one microsecond. I know that water is my best friend…or my worst enemy, even a teaspoon of it.

			Below the surface, ‘G’ is hurrying me along with an arm signal that punctuates a look in his eyes. It is an expression that says, “Hurry the fuck up.” 

			I am wearing my tan UDT swimmer shorts and I have a twenty-inch piece of thin manila line in my right hand. I hit the water, adjust to the chilly temperature, and relax my muscles. I am simulating tying remote underwater charges to one central line of Det Cord, a practice that began in WWII. Nothing in this exercise has changed since then, not even the type of shorts I am wearing.

			Begin to save air, I tell myself. 

			I do a required somersault in the water near the surface and do not let my feet touch the side of the tank, then kick myself down to the awaiting instructor.

			Instructor G is holding onto the extended yellow rope with both hands and facing the direction he wants me. Directly in front of him, face to face.

			I grab the yellow line, called a “Trunk Line,” and square off.

			He releases his right hand and taps on the line, then makes the number one with his index finger, the signal for me to tie my first knot.

			Easy, I think to myself. A bowline.

			I perform the task and the instructor checks the knot and gives me a thumbs up. I’m supposed to kick to the surface, take a breath and then return for the second knot. I stay on the bottom and nod to the instructor for the next. He takes the challenge.

			He raises two fingers.

			I move to tie knot number two, a square knot.

			I place my white manila perpendicular to the taut yellow rope, bring it around from down under, and tie the two ends of the manila as if capturing the yellow nylon keeping my instructor from floating to the surface. 

			Two ends left over right, then right over left. Done.

			Instructor G checks it quickly and approves, then holds up three fingers.

			I look above and see a shit-ton of faces glaring down at me from the surface.

			I get distracted for a second and forget what the third knot is.

			Think, Marco!

			My instructor gets impatient and shakes the yellow line vigorously. Through his dive mask he says “Tie the fucking knot, idiot.” 
He holds up three fingers again.

			Oh yeah, a bowline.

			Instructor G is pissed. He shakes the line. It’s supposed to be a Becket’s Bend knot.

			I get the manila line over the yellow and then forget the secret code of tying a bowline.

			Around the tree and then through the rabbit hole.

			The instructors bring down another student who lines up on my right shoulder. The pair goes through the numbers.

			I relax and start to feel the breathing demon swell in my chest and into my brain. I take a puff of air from my lungs and inflate my cheeks, then swallow the air. This action helps avoid a laryngeal spasm. It is a bodily function that triggers your brain to make your body gasp for air. The larynx flaps back and forth in the spasm, and if you repress it, as one would do on a breath hold underwater, the resulting spasm sounds like a croaking frog. 

			That’s what happens to the student next to me. He forgets how to tie his knot. Poor guy goes into a spasm and I hear the croaking frog come from my classmate’s throat.

			He is done.

			With a whoosh, he is gone, back to the surface.

			I get the line shake, cross eyebrows, and bug eyes from my instructor. All of a sudden I hear the instructor start to croak.

			I take another puff of air into my cheeks and swallow, then start cycling air from my lungs into my cheeks like bellows. I pretend I am breathing.

			This is super dangerous, as I trick my brain into thinking I am taking in air. Although the action suppresses the spasm, I can pass out, and eventually will, but I buy myself precious time. 

			Puff in…puff out.

			Whoosh! My instructor goes to the surface.

			Quickly, another instructor descends. It is Instructor P, the second phase lead dive instructor. 

			Oh shit.

			He grabs the taut yellow rope and bends it into the shape of a horseshoe in front of me.

			Tie the fucking knot! he says with his body language. His eyes say DROP, Hertel!

			I tie a bowline again and totally blow the Becket’s Bend.

			Instructor P simply checks the knot and taps it.

			I untie it, and instead of four fingers, he punches me in the chest, then gives me a friendly “OK” hand signal. His eyes tell me everything; Don’t worry about the fourth or the fifth knot…you pass the evolution. But I am going to crush you as soon as you get to the hardtop.

			I swim up to the surface as my LPO jumps in and does his forward flip underwater.

			I get a breath of precious air at the surface, catching the smell of chlorine and a fart from Andy as he crop dusts me. I start pumping out push-ups as soon as I climb out of the pool. 

			There is a lot of symbolism to this rite of passage as a frogman today. Years from now I will train Jacques-Yves Cousteau’s youngest son, Pierre-Yves (then 19), in the same breath hold techniques to survive underwater. The patience and the humility of this evolution, as well as my mischief, defines a cadence and internal monologue I develop for myself to succeed and eventually earn class honorman for BUD/S 207. It is with homage that I know the true honorman is each of the members of our class at graduation, especially the leaders. 

			At the conclusion of training, I get to select my SEAL Team. I choose SEAL Team Four to pursue my dream as a sniper in the jungles of South America.

			I am ready for the next evolution.
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			Soto Cano Air Base

			Latitude/Longitude: 14.38N, 87.61W 

			Description: Soto Cano Air Base, Honduras 

			JTF-Bravo—SEAL Team Four/Charlie Platoon (SOCOM)

			YEAR: 1998

			AUTHOR AGE: 32

			 

			I open my eyes underwater and through the brown, tea-colored water make out the shape of the woman and baby. I stay underwater and swim in behind her. My large swim fins propel me in dolphin kicks.

			I make a swallowing motion with my throat, using the free-diving technique I learned early on.

			I override the annoyance of breathing and settle into a dolphin kick as the dark shape of the woman comes into better focus.

			The water is stained brown from the mud and waste, but it offers enough clarity this far downstream to make out the mother’s face underwater. She looks to the surface, the skin on her face illuminated by the sun hitting the water only inches above her.

			She is holding up her child with everything she has. The mother has the peaceful look of an acceptance of death on her face as her hair stands up straight above her.

			Her descent has begun and is halted by me coming up from the depths behind her.

			I get my arm under her right armpit and her cotton shirt brushes my face. I kick up, settling her above my hip and bringing her horizontal to the surface with the child cradled on her chest.

			Her body makes a good boat, and I get my face above water and kick to shore, sucking in precious air.

			Holding this woman and child, I am aware of the feeling of bringing a life into this world. There is something powerful in capturing the mother and child in their descent and swimming us upward to life. 

			The moment is etched in my mind as if it is a photograph that I take through the aperture of my unprotected eyes. It is a moment that moves beyond imagery and into a feeling that fills a void in my heart and my soul.

			Once safe on the dike, I learn the name of the first little girl that I save that day. Her name is Esperanza. Hope.

			“Sierra-One, Sierra-One…this is Sierra-Two—over.”

			“Go ahead, Breeze. This is Doc.”

			“Roger, Doc, I’m feet-dry on the riverbed, five hundred meters at your twelve o’clock.”

			“I just did, Breeze. Pilot has your marking with orange VS-17 panel. Over.” My platoon chief confirms they have me in their line of sight. “Roger, Sierra-One. Sierra-Two ready for extract.” 

			Doc double-keys his radio transmit button to give me an affirmative. I wipe the blood off of my saturated camouflage uniform and hear a break again.

			“How many did you get, Breeze?” Doc asks me over the crackling radio static.

			“Just two, Doc…” I take my fins off and stow the soft nylon fabric signal panel in my right cargo pocket. I can’t get the smell of blood and human waste out of my nostrils. Doc comes back over the net.

			“Sierra-Two—Sierra-One. Be advised that gives us our first two souls today. Over.”

			I double-key my mike in response.

			My gaze is fixed on the slow-flying Blackhawk helicopter closing in on my position. We are in a wide canyon between two large mountains in the path of what used to be a narrow river, now a complete deluge. Waves on the brown river peak to large whitecaps from the rush of the brown, mud-stained torrent of rainwater. 

			Doc extends his head out of the port side of the bird and looks below the aircraft as I talk to him. The helicopter is down below the treetops and following the course of the whitewater rapids towards me. Sierra-Three, one of our SEAL officers, Jonathan Gilliam, is behind him pointing to someone in the water.

			“Roger that, Doc.” I key my radio and speak into the PRC-112 ground-to-air radio as my Platoon Chief, Doc Fullerton, jumps out of the open door of the low flying helicopter.

			Doc has a swim fin in each hand. The aircraft looks to be flying at forty knots and at an altitude of forty feet when he makes a snap decision to make a rescue.

			The headset he is still wearing gets ripped from his curly blond hair. The black cord that connects him to the aircraft radio system had reached its maximum length and snapped back inside the airframe.

			Doc’s head is jerked back slightly, but he maintains a perfect, feet-first entry into the water. There is a powerful spray of water from the helicopter rotor wash at the moment he hits the surface of the putrid river. The pilot and co-pilot flare the aircraft as it closes in on me, and the tail almost dips into the tops of the waves before it levels off.

			Out in the river, Doc hunches his back as he puts his fins on in the water about one hundred yards away, then makes his way over to another set of victims of the hurricane floodwater. He has a mother and a child in his grasp and he swims in powerful strokes with the two of them as the helo comes into a hover over my head and then shifts over to my right side only inches away.

			I put my hands through my fin straps and walk into the shallows towards Doc as the bird touches down on the muddy beach. I wade out to into the eddy that I used earlier and help my swim buddy guide a heavy woman and her child past the rocks and up onto the shore. 

			Doc takes his fins off in the shallow water and looks at Sierra Three, who is urging us to get in the aircraft.

			“That’s two more souls, Breeze,” he says. He jumps out of the water and flops onto the awaiting rescue platform like a dolphin. Doc and I are completely in our element.

			“There’s so many, Doc. How do we choose which ones to save?”

			“Go on your lead, Breeze. Look for the single hands to the sky, those are the moms. The rest of them are in God’s hands.”
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			In my most difficult times in the years to come, after my time in the SEALs with Doc, I will remember what we did that day, and I will remember that girl.

			I end up training Special Forces commands with Doc throughout Central and South America. I specialized in training the sniper teams, and collectively we specialized in jungle warfare and riverine ambushes.

			It was the closest thing to combat as I knew it from the stories of the Vietnam veterans when I was growing up as a boy in Scituate, a coastal town in Massachusetts.

			Throughout my deployments south, my time as a SEAL is everything I hoped it would be.

			At thirty-two-years old, I thought it would be the pinnacle of my accomplishments, but I quickly found it was merely a stepping stone to qualify me for a real-world adventure in times of peace, and later in times of war.
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			The Cousteau Society Expedition Warehouse

			Chesapeake, Virginia

			SEPTEMBER 2000

			AUTHOR AGE: 34

			 

			Ollie Olphert is waiting for me in Jacques Cousteau’s expedition warehouse in Chesapeake, Virginia. Sitting behind a desk that he dwarfs with his forearms, behind a pile of ocean charts and scrolls from various regions of the planet, is a troll of a man who reminds me of…Shrek. 

			He removes his broken wire frame reading glasses and glances up. His intense blue eyes stare at me as he speaks with a characteristically strong Kiwi accent.

			“You the bloke from the Navy SEALs?”

			“Yes, sir,” I answer.

			“Right, mate. You’re Hurr-tell?”

			“Yes, sir, I am,” I answer again, surprised by the sound of my name spoken with the Kiwi inflection, as well as the familiarity this man has with my name.

			“Right, but I’m not a sir. That distinction belongs to the captain. I’m Ollie, First Mate to Sir Peter Blake. We heard you might be coming in.” 

			Ollie shifts the broken spectacles with the bridge taped in his Shrek-like hand and replaces them on the crest of his bulbous nose, maintaining his steady gaze. “Can you read a chart?” he asks.

			“Sure can, Ollie.”

			“Good, help me find Antarctica. All I see is the bloody Nile River, here. Can you stay for a bit?” His way of speaking makes it less of an invitation and more of an order. 

			“Sure can, Ollie.”

			“Good, mate. There’s a bunk in the yellow submarine over there. Sleep there. It’ll be a long night.” He pauses. “I’m looking for charts used by Sir Ernest Shackleton from his Antarctic expedition aboard the Endurance. Cousteau had it in his records here somewhere.”

			Beyond his tone, I instinctively know that the New Zealander faces something important, something that involves me.

			I have been on a journey throughout my life to get me here, to this moment. I have completed twelve years of active duty in the US military, first as a Force Recon Marine, finishing as a SEAL sniper in South America. It was my platoon chief, Doc Fullerton, who found out about this opportunity. The captain chosen to replace the late Jacques-Yves Cousteau, Sir Peter Blake, is searching for someone who can dive the ice shelf of Antarctica and scout a three thousand-mile expedition in the Amazon Jungle—alone.

			I am a perfect fit for the mission…if I get the opportunity. 

			I am getting shivers up my spine at the mention of Sir Ernest Shackleton. The captain and his crew were stranded on the Antarctic Peninsula after their ship was crushed by the ice shelf in the same region as Seventy South latitude, in the early 1900s.

			Ollie snaps me out of my haze. “Marco, let’s go, mate. We have a lot of work to do. It’s a 35,000-mile journey the captain is planning. We have to focus on the first 15,000 if you’re up for it.”

			“Roger that, Ollie.” I do not yet fully realize it, but I have just made a spur-of-the-moment decision that will change my life.

			I look to the old submarine in the back of the warehouse. It is the same submarine that inspired the Beatles’ song, “Yellow Submarine,” in the 1960s. 

			“Who’s Sir Peter Blake, Ollie?”

			“You haven’t heard of him, mate?” Ollie queries, slightly incredulous. “Sir Peter is a New Zealand yachtsman with over 600,000 miles at sea. He won the 1989–90 Whitbread Round the World Race, held the Jules Verne Trophy from 1994 to 1997 by setting the fastest time around the world as co-skipper of ENZA New Zealand, and led his country to successive victories in the America’s Cup.”

			“Where is this expedition going?” 

			Ollie adjusts the broken reading glasses on his face and looks up at me with the serious look of a first mate about to launch on a dangerous journey with his captain aboard a purpose-built sailing ship. 

			He is not smiling when he answers me, nor does he break eye contact. “Seventy South, mate.

			“Doc Fullerton told me you were mirroring Ernest Shackleton’s expedition,” I probe.

			“Yeah, mate. We’ll be transiting to the same latitude that his ship Endurance was crushed in the ice.” 

			I join my new friend in sifting through all of the old nautical charts on the table. I can feel that this is a friendship I will have to earn every day that I work under his command.

			I find a chart of the Antarctic Peninsula. It is brittle and discolored. The date on the chart is 1910. 

			I let Ollie handle it. When his rough hands prove too cumbersome on the parchment, I take over. I unfold it over the top of a large scroll of a map mounted on old canvas. It is the chart JYC (Jacques-Yves Cousteau) used for his Nile expedition.

			The scroll unrolls to reveal the Nile in its entirety. I see the city of Khartoum on its surface before I use it as a cushion for the Antarctica chart.

			Ollie uses a fat finger to indicate Cape Horn, the southernmost point of South America. “The expedition starts here, in Tierra del Fuego.”

			“The Land of Fire, in Patagonia.” 

			“Doc Fullerton said you could speak Spanish.” Ollie smiles at me. “Congratulations, you just passed the test.” 
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