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            To the men and families of the Iraqi Army’s 9th Armored Division,

            for facing ISIS on behalf of the entire world.

         

      

   


   
      
          

          

          

          

         In combat it’s not about the number of lives you take, it’s about the number of lives you save.

         —Hamody Jasim, Sgt. Maj. Iraqi Army (Ret.)
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            Prologue

         

         
            The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.

            —Edmund Burke

         

         Hayy Ar Rafa’i District

Mosul, Iraq

June 2, 2017

         MY HANDS SHOOK in terror as a barrage of sniper and machine gun rounds pinged off the friendly Iraqi Army tank—our only refuge—and slammed into the ground around us. The tank’s exhaust singed the hair on our hands and arms as we screamed for the little girl to crawl to us.

         “Ta’al! Ta’al!” Come here! Come here! We shouted over the roar of ISIS bullets and airbursts from the friendly artillery smoke screen. We were less than twenty feet from her, but we might as well have been on another planet.

         The tank fired its main gun, blowing a hole in the former hospital from which we were taking on most of the gunfire.

         BOOM! The sound was deafening, replacing the battle’s cacophony with a painful ringing in my ears, but the little girl didn’t even blink.

         She’s in shock.

         Somehow, she’d survived the massacre when ISIS had opened fire on civilians fleeing the city. That was almost two days ago. Now, in a pile of rotting corpses, she huddled next to her dead mother’s body, suffering an even more cruel demise under the relentless desert sun. No doubt ISIS had left her as bait, and we’d taken it.

         But we’re her only chance.

         “I’m going to get the girl!” I called to David, our team leader.

         “No! No! No!” He grabbed my arm. “There’s not enough smoke!”

         In spite of the adrenaline coursing through my body, it only took me a fraction of a second to know he was right. I would have been shot to pieces. David, who was borderline fearless, had seen a lot more combat and knew what he was doing. I decided to shut up and let him give the orders.

         He pulled out his cell phone and called the US military commander stationed several miles away. “We need more smoke!” he yelled over the noise and shoved the phone back into his pocket. “Get ready to give me some covering fire when that smoke comes in!”

         “Copy that!” I turned to Sky, a former Marine and team member who, like the rest of us, had volunteered for this suicidal rescue mission. We’d all seen the aftermath of ISIS’s massacre—whole families, babies even, slaughtered in the street. “You go inboard, I’ll go outboard,” I said, meaning that Sky would take one step out from behind the tank to shoot and I would take three, so that we’d avoid each other’s field of fire.

         “Roger!” Sky nodded. Since the assault on western Mosul exactly thirty days ago, our team had been through a lot. We knew how to work together.

         Seconds later, a smoke round hit right on target, sending a hundred balls of fire harmlessly into the middle of the war-torn and body-strewn Mosul highway. Besides the Iraqi tank, it was the only support we had. Like the rest of the battles to retake the city—the fiercest urban conflict since World War II—this was an Iraqi Ground Forces operation. We’d only volunteered to help. There was no cavalry to call in. It was just us, a few AK-47s, the tank, and the smoke.

         “OK, guys! Wait for it!” David grabbed my shirt and glanced around the tank. Suddenly, he sprinted off to get the little girl. Sky and I jumped out from behind the tank and started dumping rounds into the ISIS-held hospital, which was still visible through the smoke. My ancient AK-47, a subpar weapon at best and not what you’d expect a former Navy SEAL to carry into a showdown, was full of tracer rounds, and I watched as each of the bullets streaked through the cloud of smoke and arched into the dark windows of the hospital. Whoever was firing from that position only moments ago was now taking cover. But there were dozens of other windows we weren’t hitting, and if a sniper had me in his sights, I was toast. We all were.

         As a member of FBR, the Free Burma Rangers, I’d been preparing myself to be okay with death. Because this rescue, this battle, and, most importantly, these people were worth it.

         But in order to understand that, you must first understand where I come from and how I came to this moment.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            I Respectfully Disagree

         

         
            Awakening is not changing who you are but discarding who you are not.

            —Deepak Chopra

         

         MY NAME IS Ephraim. Like my brother and only sibling, Zebulun, my name was taken from the Old Testament. I grew up in Milwaukee, Wisconsin—part of a middle-class family in Middle America. We couldn’t afford frivolous things, and occasionally there were hard times, but we were always a loving, happy family. Our neighborhood was safe, and I spent much of my days riding my bike, building forts, and playing until dark.

         My father, Lonnie Mattos, is a kind, gentle man. I can’t recall a moment during my childhood when he lost his temper or yelled at anyone in our family. Even when his small real estate business bankrupted the family after the 2008 financial collapse, my father didn’t complain or ask for a handout; he simply got back to work and eventually dug himself out.

         Dad also loves his country. While working a blue-collar job at Milwaukee General Mitchell International Airport for most of my childhood, he also served in the local Air Force Reserve unit, the 440th Airlift Wing, as a flight engineer on the massive C-130 Hercules cargo plane, the workhorse of the US military. After 9/11 and the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, Dad, along with the rest of the 440th, answered the call and went to the war. He flew dozens of combat sorties over Iraq, carrying troops and supplies and evacuating the wounded.

         My mother, Bernice Mattos, is a terrific homemaker, and during Dad’s multiple deployments, she doubled down her efforts and put all of her energy into her two boys. On top of her domestic responsibilities, Mom took a job at our school as a full-time secretary, earning less than half-time pay just to help support the family.

         While I was growing up, Mom was also a devout Baptist. As a result, my childhood centered around a small Independent Fundamental Baptist church in Milwaukee. We attended church services Sunday mornings and evenings. There was a Wednesday night service, and on Saturday mornings, instead of playing ball with the neighborhood kids, Zebulun and I worked in an inner-city outreach ministry. And if that wasn’t enough, even the school we attended was run by the church. (There were usually no more than seventy-five students enrolled, kindergarten through grade 12.)

         Church practices were notoriously strict, governing most aspects of daily life. Movie theaters were forbidden, and so was music with drumbeats. We couldn’t go out on dates or even sit next to a girl in church. Although the restrictions were a bit severe, this was the only life I knew. And it’s not like we were living in a commune and driving horse-drawn carriages: everyone worked normal jobs and cheered for the Green Bay Packers on Sunday (after church, of course). But at the end of the day, you were not just a Christian, but an Independent Fundamentalist Baptist, and, ideally, you only associated with other Fundamentalist Baptists.

         Alas, the two great influences of my youth were the church (my mom) and the military (my dad). Mom and Dad mixed the two worlds together very well, and this unique mixture has made me who I am today: a fighter who has no problem going toe-to-toe with ISIS or the Taliban, but also a humanitarian who cringes at the very thought of hurting someone innocent.

         
              

         

         In our church community, the greatest end for a young man was the pulpit or a foreign mission field, so by the time I was thirteen or fourteen, I wanted to become a missionary in Africa. My plan was to graduate from a Bible college and move to the deepest part of the continent, carrying salvation in the form of a Bible and prayer.

         So what changed? How, just ten years later, did I end up a former Navy SEAL, carrying not the gospel but an AK-47 into one of the bloodiest battles in modern history? Like so many young people, my view of the world and my place within it was forever changed by a discussion with one of my schoolteachers. It began with a simple question.

         “Why,” asked Mr. Schuldt, my tenth-grade history instructor, “did God allow 9/11 to happen?”

         The other students—fidgeting in their chairs and staring back with blank expressions—didn’t seem taken with the question. But it disturbed me. We’d been taught to believe every single thing that happened in life was planned by a loving and merciful God. Everything. Yet how could a loving God let thousands of people be murdered?

         With perhaps more conviction than I was feeling, I responded: “Because God had a bigger purpose.”

         “So, it was God’s will that innocent people be slaughtered?” Mr. Schuldt prodded, leaning forward on his podium with a mischievous grin.

         “Well, yes,” I replied. “God’s ways are above our ways. He knows what is best. We just have to trust Him.”

         “But then, how can you say that God is a loving and caring God? There were children and babies killed on 9/11. Did He want them to die, too?” he pressed.

         I didn’t have an answer. Seeing my distress, Mr. Schuldt smirked and stood up straight.

         “What about this?” His gaze grew serious. “What if God never wanted 9/11 to happen? What if God had nothing to do with it at all?”

         What Mr. Schuldt was now suggesting was blasphemous. Since we were children, our religious education attested to God’s omniscience. He directed every minuscule event in the world, and His will was ingrained into everything that happened in this life. There was no way that 9/11 fell beyond the limitless bounds of God’s supreme plan.

         “God didn’t orchestrate 9/11,” he continued. “Terrorists did 9/11.”

         “Sure, but God allowed them to do it,” I replied.

         “Exactly,” Mr. Schuldt said. “God has given us all free will. The men responsible for 9/11 had free will, too. They were given a choice, and they chose to murder others. God is heartbroken over what they’ve done.”

         While part of me didn’t want to accept what Mr. Schuldt had said, I was unable to let it go and went through the rest of the school day in a fog. Could it be true? Is it possible that it was not God’s will for 9/11 to happen? Was it really just terrorists acting of their own free will?

         Looking back, it seems obvious. But at the time, the idea that God may not have a specific plan for every event on the planet defied all laws of my universe. But if true, it not only explained how an event as horrific as 9/11 could happen; it meant something much more personal—I was free. If God did not have a specific path for us, then I was able to choose my own way. Of course, I wanted to do good for others (not evil), but questions of how and in what way were suddenly open for discussion.

         A sense of possibility energized me, and that evening I scoured my Bible. I found passages about God guiding us and showing us a way through darkness, but nothing stating that He has scripted every step we take, or that fire and brimstone would fall from the sky if a person failed to do something like go to church on Sunday night.

         I decided Mr. Schuldt was right: terrorists did act on their own, and, accordingly, we were all to be judged based upon the decisions we made in life.

         Feeling liberated, I began to question everything—What’s the deal with the music? What about movie theaters?—and realized that, although well-intentioned, the adults in my life had applied their interpretations of the Bible as if they were Biblical law. But now I understood: God gave each of us the ability to interpret His Word, and I could navigate a course accordingly.

         From then on, when a preacher or a schoolteacher told me something, I took it with a healthy dose of skepticism. I listened politely because I knew they weren’t speaking falsely—they very much believed in what they were saying—but I began to question, rather than assume, the truth behind their message. I measured every word, and when things didn’t add up, I’d think, That’s not in the Bible; it’s just your opinion. It wasn’t an open rebellion, but my mindset toward many church practices had simply become “I respectfully disagree.”

         Only fifteen years old at the time, my perspective had changed, and I couldn’t blindly accept the Independent Fundamentalist Baptist way of life. These were good people, but I understood I was no longer one of them. The only problem was I knew nothing else.

         
              

         

         Even before growing apart from the church, I’d been interested in the military, thinking it would benefit me as a missionary abroad. I wanted to be able to defend myself and others if things went sideways.

         After my father let my brother and me watch the movie Black Hawk Down around the time I was in middle school, I’d become obsessed with the Army Rangers, reading any book and online post I could discover about the elite unit. While I was doing my research on the Internet, articles and videos would also pop up about Green Berets, Air Force Pararescue, Navy SEALs, Marine Recon, etc. And every time I saw something about the SEALs, I’d think, That would be cool.

         But becoming a SEAL seemed impossible. I was too soft to ever make it through the infamous Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training school (or BUD/S for short). Those guys are crazy! But one day, after I’d just finished reading my hundredth article about the SEALs and once again deducing it was beyond me, I had another thought: What kind of a Ranger would I be if I was backing off from the challenge of being a SEAL out of fear and self-doubt? That’s not fair to the Rangers.

         I had studied everything I could find about Ranger selection and training, and though it would be challenging, I felt confident that I could do it. When I looked at the SEAL training and selection process in comparison, I knew my chances weren’t so good. But I didn’t want to be the kind of person who fails to pursue something out of fear or insecurity. My mind was made up. I simply closed the browser and walked away from the computer believing that I was going to be a SEAL.

         A few weeks later, I began to tell people at school my plan. It was unwelcome news, the world’s future missionaries and preachers scorning the notion. In defiance, I taped a picture of a SEAL to the outside of my locker, but was soon told to remove the “sign of rebellion,” even though everyone else had pictures and decorations on their lockers. I took the picture down but displayed it on the cover of a binder I carried to every class. At some point, one of the other students got a hold of it and drew an L for Loser on the SEAL’s forehead.

         Later, during a full-school gathering in chapel, the preacher proclaimed from the pulpit: “We don’t need more Navy SEALs in the world! We need more preachers!” My whole body blushed under the condescending gaze of my peers, but I met their disapproval with my head held high, determined more than ever to succeed.

         I refused to go back to the school for my junior year, telling my parents I wanted to go to public school. Mom nearly had a heart attack—her answer was clearly “NO!” Instead, my parents paid for a Christian-based homeschool curriculum that I would have to complete on my own.

         But homeschool marked the worst period of my life—my Year of Darkness. I had ostracized myself, losing my friends and my community in one fell swoop. Being home wasn’t much of a refuge because my mother was furious with me, and, on top of it all, I had committed myself to the task of becoming a SEAL—something I still doubted I could achieve.

         Alone, terrified, and inept, I fell back on what I figured had to be the SEAL’s mindset: Even when you have nothing, give it everything you got!

         
              

         

         The first of many hurdles in becoming a SEAL is physical conditioning. I looked up all the requirements online: how fast I needed to run and swim; how many push-ups, pull-ups, and sit-ups I had to do in two minutes. I had no one to go to—let alone work out with—so, like everything else in my life, I trained in isolation. I threw on my dad’s combat boots and Air Force cargo pants and ran up and down the sidewalks in my neighborhood each night.

         Obviously, I didn’t have a clue. I knew nothing about warming up or stretching, sprints or how to increase my speed. I’d never touched a weight in my life. Proper training nutrition—good carbs, bad carbs, protein, fat—was a foreign concept. I would literally just throw on the gear and run my timed miles, thinking: “If I don’t make it, I’ll push a little harder next time.” It was extremely frustrating.

         To make matters worse, I was a very poor swimmer. That’s a problem because SEAL is an acronym for Sea Air Land, “sea” being first on the list for a reason: their operations are based around water, and they can all swim extremely well. But when I started training, the doggy paddle was my only stroke. I couldn’t make one length of a pool without clinging to the side to catch my breath, and yet to pass the SEAL entrance test, I would have to swim twenty lengths of the pool at a fast pace before doing push-ups, pull-ups, and sit-ups and then running 1.5 miles.

         What have I gotten myself into?

         And it didn’t help that I’d begun working the third shift at McDonald’s: after going for a late-night run—inevitably missing my goal for time—I would drive the thirty minutes to the Golden Arches, where I’d scrub grease off the kitchen, dining, and bathroom surfaces from eleven p.m. until six a.m. the next day. Then I’d drag myself to the library, trying to stay awake while I struggled to teach myself algebra and chemistry. I got little sleep and was constantly on the edge of a nervous breakdown.

         My first success finally came, of all places, in the pool. As I said, l couldn’t swim five hundred meters to save my life, yet SEALs are expected to swim thousands of meters in heavy ocean surf. To make the leap, I signed up for the lifeguarding class at the indoor YMCA pool, thinking it would force me to learn not only how to swim but how to swim long distances.

         In preparation for the class, I stopped off at the pool between work and studying at the library each day. I watched swimmers in the lap lanes next to me and just copied what they did, coughing up gallons of water over those trial-and-error sessions. But by the time the lifeguarding class started, I had a decent crawl and sidestroke and could complete the five-hundred-meter swim required for the course. (I would ultimately learn that the most important stroke for a SEAL is the sidestroke, which can be maintained for miles while towing guns, explosives, ammunition, or an injured teammate.)

         To begin every class, the instructor made us swim five hundred meters. Those first practices, I would always finish last—even the girls would crush me. It was humiliating. But every other person in the class would rest during their five hundred meters. Except me. My MO: never stop swimming, never rest. And so, no matter how tired I was, I kept going, and by the final test, I finished a full minute ahead of the others. I had learned the strokes, built up my endurance, and graduated the class with the top score. While not a huge deal in the grand scheme of things, it was a big deal to me at the time, and it taught me the first and last rule of SEAL Teams: Never quit!

         After passing the class, I was able to trade time at McDonald’s for lifeguard shifts at the Y. I also became a swim instructor, one of the best jobs I’ve ever had, and a good lesson for whatever lay ahead: it showed me how hard work and dedication to improve myself could, in turn, help others.

         
              

         

         My parents soon began to realize that I wasn’t crazy or rebellious. They saw my dedication and noted its positive effects over the course of the year. Finally, Mom relented on homeschooling, and I enrolled in Ronald Wilson Reagan College Preparatory High School for my senior year.

         I enjoyed my time in public school. It wasn’t a “Godforsaken hellhole” after all. I remember being stunned my first day of school when I saw students taking bets on who would get better grades. The teachers and faculty cared about the students, and the students, for the most part, cared about their academic achievements.

         During the course of the year, I began speaking with a Navy recruiter, Petty Officer Taylor, about becoming a SEAL. I’d heard horror stories about recruiters screwing people over and pushing them to take jobs they didn’t really want, but Taylor never acted like that with me. He was a straight shooter, and after talking with me a few times, he set up an action plan for me to become a SEAL candidate.

         The SEALs require an examination called the CSORT, Computerized Special Operations Resiliency Test. Sometimes referred to as the “mental toughness test,” the CSORT is designed to assess the candidate’s ability to handle psychological stress, psychological recovery (after being beaten down mentally and/or physically), and other personality traits necessary to be a SEAL. The test can only be taken once, and there’s no preparation for it.

         Petty Officer Taylor was rather nonchalant about the whole thing. “Look, man, you’ve gotta take this evaluation. It’s scored one to four. It’s going to see how psycho you are,” he joked. “If you’re a four, you’re basically a no-remorse terminator; if you get a one, you’re an average guy who stands a 10 percent chance of making it.”

         “It’s actually pretty dumb,” he concluded. “Everybody just gets a one.”

         The test was certainly odd. It basically presented you with two moral statements and asked you to choose. Oftentimes, both options were bad or both were good. It then paired these same statements with dozens of different statements and again asked you to choose one or the other. This lasted for several uninterrupted hours.

         When I completed the test, Taylor came over as the computer read my score. It was a 3.

         “Dude! You’re a killer!” he laughed. “Have you taken this test before?!”

         “Of course not,” I replied.

         “Well, damn. Based on that score, you’ve got like a 75 percent chance of making it!”

         I don’t know if that’s accurate or not, but he seemed excited, and so did the other Navy recruiters in the room. But in just a few short months, after graduating from high school and heading off to BUD/S, I would soon find that the “mental toughness” aspect was almost all that mattered.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Mental Toughness

         

         
            The more you sweat in peace, the less you bleed in war.

            —General (Ret.) Norman Schwarzkopf

         

         HALF OF ALL SEAL candidates usually quit in the first three weeks of BUD/S. After that, those who remain endure the infamous Navy SEAL Hell Week—a brutal trial that again reduces the group by about half. During BUD/S and Hell Week, candidates who have had enough signify their defeat by ringing a bell three times. The bell is carried to every training event during Hell Week and is an ever-present reminder of how easy it is to simply “ring out” and walk away from it all.

         It was just after my nineteenth birthday when my BUD/S class, Class 289, began its Hell Week. But instead of being prepared for the toughest training of my life, I was in rough shape. For days I had been battling viral gastroenteritis, or VGE—a highly contagious stomach flu that induces uncontrollable vomiting, explosive diarrhea, and excruciating stomach cramps. The sickness inevitably induces a mild state of starvation and dehydration due to all the fluid loss. I had witnessed VGE’s effects dozens of times since the start of BUD/S as other students vomited and defecated all over themselves while we ran, swam, and lugged rucksacks, boats, and logs countless miles. Lying next to each other with arms linked in the frigid Pacific Ocean during cold water immersion, or “surf torture,” students with VGE could often be heard weeping and apologizing as the waves carried their feces and vomit all over the rest of us. I never got angry at these guys—it wasn’t their fault. I knew I could get the same sickness, and unfortunately, I did so at the worst possible time. But complaining about it or going to the doctor was not an option. I knew the instructors would single me out for weakness and send me back to the beach with the rest of the class. I was just going to have to deal with it.

         So to say I was not even close to being ready for Hell Week when I reported to base—after two days on my bathroom floor trying to contain the constant flow of fluids from my body—would be an understatement. Before leaving for “work” that morning, I’d called my dad and told him I didn’t think I was going to make it.

         “Just do the best you can, Ephraim,” my dad said. “I’m proud of you either way.”

         But I had no intention of quitting. Rather, I figured I’d just push myself to the point of unconsciousness first, remembering my motto from lifeguard class back at the YMCA: Never stop, never rest. I knew that they would drag my limp body from the sandy beach in Coronado and roll me to the next class for another shot at BUD/S—as long as I didn’t ring the bell.

         Hell Week began with a bang. SEAL instructors fired off machine guns and threw artillery simulators and smoke grenades to signal the beginning of five and a half days of torture. As soon as the gunfire began, we all ran—as ordered—onto the cold beach toward the surf zone. This short sprint was the last time we’d be dry until Hell Week ended, and I wasn’t more than three steps in before I started vomiting. Over the next hour as the class strained to stay together and follow the commands of the instructors amid the gunfire and explosions, I threw up at least seven or eight more times. I rolled around in a pile of my own filth doing hundreds of push-ups and various exercises. I wanted to die.

         When will the unconsciousness come?!

         Things quickly went from bad to worse when we did another iteration of the infamous log PT. During log PT, you carry around telephone poles as a team for hours. The only way to survive the ordeal is to work together, each person bearing their share of the weight. After vomiting all over our log, I volunteered to stay near the end and not rotate through positions like the rest of the team. They were grateful, as no one wanted to be in the wake of my slimy bile.

         Unfortunately, one of the officers in my crew didn’t feel like putting out, and at one point, while we held the log high above our heads, he decided to drop to the ground like a drama queen. All of the weight from the end of the log immediately transferred to my lower back, and I screamed in agony. A searing pain shot down my spine, but I didn’t drop the log.

         “Put it down!” I screamed at the rest of the guys. They had felt the transfer of weight and heard me cry out in pain. They understood intuitively what had happened and we dropped the log.

         “Pick that log back up!” shouted the instructors as they swarmed around the officer. The unspoken message was clear: “In combat, the mission continues no matter how bad the situation is.”

         As a team, we bent down to pick up the log again amid the screams and not-so-idle threats of instructors. But I found that I couldn’t bend over anymore. The pain was too severe. So I kept my back as straight as possible while continuing to carry the log. I had a major limp now and couldn’t walk properly, but I could keep moving forward, all the time hoping unconsciousness would reach me.

         After log PT, we lifted our inflatable boats overhead and started the twelve miles up and down the beach while instructors sounded bullhorns and dared us to quit. Again, the rule here was to share the weight, each of us bearing between forty and fifty pounds on our heads. The same wimpy officer from before had not yet quit and continued to slow us down and bring unwanted attention to our team from the instructors.

         Once we’d completed the run, we were surf-tortured in the freezing ocean for an hour, and then we began “base tour,” which is nothing more than carrying those damn boats around for hours and hours while you run around the naval base on Coronado Island in San Diego. At this point, even good students, not just the wimpy officer, were dropping like flies. The soundtrack to our suffering was the ominous ringing, as every few minutes someone climbed the truck with the bell mounted on the back and publicly quit.

         At some point in the middle of the night, I reached my breaking point—mentally. My vomiting had been reduced to a constant dry-heave, unless the instructors gave us water, which I puked up within minutes. The pain in my back had worsened and my left hip had locked up; my muscles felt like they were tearing as they tried to protect the injured area. And this was only a few hours into Hell Week. I still had more than five days to go.

         And then it came. Lying in the oily, filthy San Diego Bay, I began to feel sorry for myself. We were doing “rocking chairs”—an exercise where you lock arms with the student next to you, roll onto your back in shallow water until your toes touch the submerged ground behind your head, and then roll back over. Coming back up, salt water and sand rush up your nostrils, burning like nothing else, and that’s just one rep. It was too much, and with the instructors busy on the far end of the line harassing some other student, I stopped even attempting to do the rocking chairs, which were nearly impossible with my injured back.

         I stared at the black night sky, shaking my head as my body sent overwhelming signals to my brain that it couldn’t possibly endure five more days. I scrolled through reasons not to quit: Your country needs you and What will Dad think? But nothing worked—the pain was blinding.

         Then a strange thing happened. In the midst of my misery, at the darkest moment of my life, I had a vision. It was as clear as anything I’ve ever seen: a Vietnam-era US Army helicopter flying low between two jungle mountains with a lone soldier standing on its edge. I couldn’t see his face because he was looking toward the battle he was about to drop in to. He was the only person in the aircraft beside the pilots, and as my mental camera panned around the side of the helicopter, I saw the man’s face clearly. It was me, alone with a rifle, about to plunge into some godforsaken jungle to complete some kind of mission. To this day, I have no idea why I saw it, except that it mentally fortified me as I lay in the freezing water, sick and injured. I suddenly felt that I was meant to pass this test.

         Quitting never crossed my mind again. My previous determination to continue training until I fell unconscious resumed, and from that moment, I was at war: the instructors were my enemy and I would push forward no matter the cost.

         Five days later, I was still standing as the instructors raised the American flag and shouted, “Hell Week is secured!” As soon as the words escaped their lips, several students fell to the beach unconscious and had to be dragged off in stretchers—I hadn’t been the only one sick with VGE and hanging on for dear life. Some wept. Some cheered. I just stared in disbelief.

         The SEAL instructors had us line up on the beach and each filed past, shaking our hands in congratulations. I thought I was hallucinating again when I saw the famous actor, Gary Sinise, among the group. Sinise—aka Lieutenant Dan Taylor in Forrest Gump—was in the procession, shaking hands alongside the SEAL instructors.

         “Lieutenant Dan!” one of the students called out in his best Forrest Gump voice. “You got your legs back!”

         A humorous ending to a miserable experience.

         After Hell Week, the Navy doctors discovered a compressed disc in my lower back, but thankfully, it had not ruptured. I was put into physical rehab for four months to heal my damaged spine and hip. At one point, during a failed attempt to crack my back, a chiropractor felt my ribs and realized that the bottom left one had been pulled out of place due to the extreme tension on the surrounding muscles during Hell Week.

         Once I’d finally healed enough to continue training, I joined up with another class, BUD/S Class 291, after they completed Hell Week. I continued on with this great group of guys and graduated from SEAL training a year later.

         It was official: this would-be Fundamentalist Baptist missionary had, instead, become a SEAL, and was headed to Afghanistan to join the fight against the Taliban.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            Hate

         

         
            Execution of my duties will be swift and violent when required, yet guided by the very principles that I serve to defend.

            —An excerpt from the US Navy SEAL Creed

         

         FOR THE SAKE of our fallen warriors and all my brothers in the Special Operations community, it needs to be abundantly clear that I do not consider myself a hero, nor am I seeking recognition for my time as a SEAL. I wasn’t on the Bin Laden raid. I didn’t help rescue Captain Phillips. My SEAL résumé doesn’t come close to measuring up to Chris Kyle, Marcus Luttrell, Jocko Willink, Rob O’Neill, or Ryan Zinke. I don’t deserve any of the same accolades that they, and many others, have rightfully earned.

         SEALs are expected to be excellent at everything they do, but on a physical level, this was a constant struggle for me. On two separate occasions, I failed to climb a double-length caving ladder during pre-deployment training. Once, while I was hiking a jungle mountain with a foreign partner force, both of my legs cramped due to my inadequate fitness level, and my knees completely locked out. I was ordered to give my ruck to a junior SEAL who carried it the last few hundred meters to the top. (To say this was the most humiliating moment of my life would be an understatement.)

         Though never an exemplary SEAL, I’m proud to have served honorably on the battlefield, and I’m proud of all the small ways I contributed to the security and safety of my home and family. I never let my team or my country down in the heat of battle, and because of that, I can sleep peacefully at night. I am proud to have been able to fight and crush our great nation’s enemies, while standing shoulder to shoulder with Green Berets, paratroopers from the 82nd Airborne, and my fellow SEALs.

         
              

         

         Summer 2014

Southeastern Afghanistan

         The chirping of birds cut through the cool Afghan air as we assembled in the large courtyard of our base. Above the dust kicked up by our footsteps, the early-morning sky had become a shade of light purple. Red tactical lights appeared through the haze as each man gave one final check to his weapons, comms, and medical kit.

         Only my second mission in Afghanistan, this was going to be my first foot patrol into enemy territory. I was the youngest and newest of the new guys and had been in only one gunfight, two days prior, with these men. Although I had acquitted myself well, I still needed to earn my place in the platoon.

         Kneeling down, I opened the feed tray cover of my Mk-46, making sure that a bullet was in place and the bolt was locked to the rear, behind the engaged safety. The Mk-46 is a fully automatic 5.56 light machine gun that comes standard with a two-hundred-round belt of ammo. It’s the Navy’s lighter, modified version of the M249 SAW (squad automatic weapon) used by most American military infantry units. Mounted on top of the feed tray was my Elcan weapon sight, a 1× to 4× magnification power scope with an illuminated crosshair for rapid target engagement in low-light and murky situations. Everything was as it should be with my Mk-46, and I gave one final check to the rest of my gear: Two tourniquets within arm’s reach, blowout medical kit, radio on the correct channel, SIG Sauer P226 pistol, extra ammunition, night-vision goggles easily accessible, Peltor headsets turned on.

         I was ready to go.

         Finished with my checks, I sat waiting for the order to move out, mentally going over my role as a machine gunner and as the first member of my squad in the patrol order. It would be my responsibility to communicate our position to the last man in the squad ahead of us if we got into a firefight and had to maneuver as a group.

         My radio crackled to life as the voice of our LT came over the comm. The sky had lightened enough for us to be able to see clearly. It was time to go.

         Our point man heard the order on his radio and nodded at our interpreter, motioning him forward. The interpreter then turned to the squad of Afghani soldiers who were with us and, in the Afghani Pashto language, passed the order for them to move out first. Then the point man and the first squad of SEALs followed, moving silently out of our small outpost and following close behind the Afghanis who looked like an unkempt rabble of mujahedeen with machine guns. It wasn’t their appearance but their lazy body language and failure to hold security or point their rifles in the right direction that gave away their lack of professionalism.

         My squad waited in silence for the rest of the patrol to string out ahead of us. After a few moments, the man ahead of me gave a quick glance over his shoulder to make sure I saw him leaving and headed out. I nodded, waited a few seconds, then followed behind, giving the same quick glance over my shoulder to ensure the guy behind me saw me leaving. He nodded.

         We moved through the beautiful countryside. In the crisp early-morning air and sunlight, which was now lighting the tops of the brown, jagged mountains bordering our little valley to the northeast, we walked along streams and ancient stone irrigation systems. Villagers smiled and waved to us as they left their mud-brick homes and began the morning work of tending their small fields of crops before the scorching sun made its way over the mountains. Each of the fields was bordered with lush tree lines and small berms with irrigation streams running along the base.

         Despite the tranquil scene, I could not let myself become hypnotized. I had been trained to know that a friendly face could be a lookout for Taliban fighters and that any one of the hundreds of tree lines could be hiding a sniper, mine, or ambush.

         After about an hour of patrolling, the platoon chief came over the radio. “Everyone down,” he said. “Into your field of fire, we’ve got an IED up here.” Without a word, we moved into defensive positions along the dirt road and began surveying our fields of fire for enemy movement. If the Taliban were stupid enough to attack us here, they’d get smoked. I dropped to a knee beside a tree and scanned the mud dwellings across an open field through my scope. Nothing. I focused on each of the farmers working in the field. Seems normal. Glancing over, I saw our EOD technician approaching a pink child’s backpack that sat on the roadside at the base of a tree.

         Well, that’s absurdly obvious.

         “OK, we’re going to blow this thing,” Chief said over the radio. “Everybody hunker down.”

         I lay all the way down on the ground and continued scanning my sector. A few moments later, the ground beneath me shook as the explosive charge our EOD tech had placed on the pink backpack, filled with explosives, detonated. Civilians working in the field took cover for a moment and then resumed their work beneath the massive column of gray smoke drifting into the air above. This was nothing new.

         Well, if the Taliban didn’t know exactly where we were before, they certainly do now. The thought had barely crossed my mind when my chief’s voice echoed on the radio again. “OK, boys, we just got intel from one of the villagers that the Taliban are moving right now to set up an ambush on us somewhere in the next row of trees.” He paused for a moment. My heart thumped in my chest.

         Looks like we’re either about to head back to base or get into a damn good gunfight.

         “We’re going to ambush them instead,” Chief continued. “Everyone up; we’ve got to sprint to get ahead of these dudes! Moving!”

         Scrambling to my feet, I saw the front of the patrol sprinting off around the corner ahead. Moments later, I ran after the man ahead of me as he took off toward the kill zone. Machine gun at the ready, I was beyond excited.

         We ran through a small hamlet of buildings, past the black crater that had once been the pink backpack, jumped over irrigation ditches, ascended muddy berms, and then disappeared back into the green countryside.

         “OK, right here, boys. Everybody down. That tree line to the south is where they’ll be coming from. Get ready to fight!” Chief said over the radio.

         I dropped to the ground along the berm and glanced over at my fireteam leader to make sure he was happy with my position. Along either side of me, SEALs were sunk low behind the berm, silently preparing. I grabbed an extra box of ammunition and set it next to my Mk-46. As soon as the initial burst of fire ended, I’d have to reload quickly in case of a counterattack. Ready to go, I waited.

         The first Taliban fighter appeared in the tree line less than twenty-five meters away, and the ambush began. My fireteam leader fired a single 40mm grenade at the tree next to the fighter’s head and blew the man in half. With that, it was on.

         Up and down the line, all machine gunners simultaneously opened fire, raking the tree line with thousands of bullets in a matter of seconds. Riflemen with 40mm grenade launchers fired a volley of high-explosive grenades into the trees. Smoke and debris and shrapnel filled the air, and tracers from our machine guns cut through the fray in bright flashes of light toward the dark tree line.

         I couldn’t see any of the Taliban, but I knew they were there, hiding. After our initial fire burst of violence, I began to reload while riflemen continued peppering the tree line.

         Damn. That was awesome! But I didn’t have much time to celebrate. Branches, leaves, and chips of wood rained down on me, as Taliban bullets tore through the trees directly above my head and all around me. The counterattack was happening.

         How are any of them still alive?!

         To my right, my fireteam shot Taliban fighters at point-blank range as they attempted to flank us. Far to my left and outside of my view, Taliban fighters were attempting the same thing. I finished reloading and fired bursts of machine gun fire at anything that moved in the Taliban tree line.

         And then I heard it. It was a sound I had never been exposed to before, one you couldn’t simulate in training, but instinctively, I knew what it meant. It was the guttural, primal scream of a man dying.

         Who’s hit?! I pushed the thought out of my mind and focused on returning fire. The SEALs to my left would take care of it. It was my job to cover them.

         A few moments later, the call came over the radio: “We’ve got a wounded Afghani. We’re going to push back one tree line and call in a medevac helicopter. We’ve got airstrikes coming in. Move!”

         We leapfrogged in small bounds across the open field behind us, keeping constant pressure on the Taliban position as we went: while half of us ran back about twenty meters and then stopped, the other half of the team would stay put and keep shooting until they heard us firing past them; they would then get up and run straight back, being sure to stay in their own lane and not run in front of the men who were firing. Bullet-riddled trees burned in large columns of smoke as our tracers arced past our friends and into the darkness.

         Without warning, a thousand little explosions erupted inside the enemy’s position, nearly knocking me off my feet. Seconds later, a US Air Force A-10 Warthog screamed across the horizon, no more than one hundred meters from us. This aircraft, which specializes in close air support for ground troops, flew less than one hundred feet above the enemy positions it had just decimated with its 30mm cannon.

         That’s the coolest thing I’ve ever seen!

         My hands shook from adrenaline as I reloaded bullets into the feed tray of my Mk-46.

         We made it safely to our new tree line and set up a perimeter. The Taliban had stopped pressing the attack; the air-to-ground attacks from the A-10s had clearly crippled their fighting spirit, killing them all or at least forcing them to reconsider their strategy.

         While most of the other SEALs were set up in the tree lines in preparation for the medevac, I volunteered to take the position in an open field. It made sense for no more than one guy to be completely exposed, and naturally no one wanted the job, but I needed to earn my place in the platoon. I waited for one of our EOD guys to check for mines and booby traps before I set up my machine gun behind a small rise in the field that stretched across our open southern flank.

         My field of fire was simple, and it was the only realistic direction a Taliban attack could come from. About one hundred meters of flat, open ground was all that separated me from a cluster of mud-brick compounds nestled on top of a small rise. A dozen black windows stared down at me with clear lines of sight, perfectly concealing anyone inside.

         I’m gonna get sniped for sure.

         The only bit of cover was a tree line and berm that jutted out into the field like a pier in a placid lake. If the Taliban could get a fireteam on that position and a sniper or two in the buildings, they’d be able to hit at least a dozen of us before we could do anything. Time was of the essence in evacuating our wounded Afghan ally.

         The low, humming sound of a set of AH-64 Apache helicopters rumbled toward us from the distance. They were there to guard the medical helicopter, which was on its way.

         “Hey, we just got a report saying the Taliban are prepping for an attack from our south,” Chief said over the radio.

         South? That’s me.

         “Copy that. We’ve got it covered,” my fireteam leader replied.

         Glancing to the tree line where my fireteam leader sat looking at me, I gave him an exaggerated nod to let him know I heard what was going on.

         “Roger that. Stay alert,” Chief ordered.

         Switching the safety on my Mk-46 to fire, I scanned my sector with the scope backed out to 1× magnification so I could see more of the field and compounds in front of me.

         Movement!

         Fifty meters away, at the tree line jutting out into the open field, the unmistakable bobbing of heads caught my eye.

         That was fast. Looks like they’re here. Should I shoot? No, wait until you see a weapon.

         The bobbing heads were moving swiftly. I placed my finger on the trigger and gently pressed.

         Come on. Let me see your hands.

         The heads made their way the final few feet to the edge of the tree line. The crosshairs from my weapon’s scope waited for the fighters to emerge. Adrenaline coursed through my veins while I tried to slow my breathing. Aim center mass. My finger tightened on the trigger as two little forms came out from the tree line and sprinted toward me.

         What the hell?! Are those…girls?

         One was maybe eight years old and the other, no more than six. My scope filled with their faces. Tears streamed down their cheeks as they ran toward me. Both were wearing pink backpacks.

         IEDs! Suicide vests!

         I leveled the crosshairs on the oldest girl’s face and began screaming and waving my left arm at them. If they got much closer, I would have no choice.

         “Go away! Get out of here!” my voice screeched with desperation as they ran at me. “STOP!”

         Ten more feet and I was going to kill them both. If they detonated their bombs in our lines, they’d certainly kill me and my entire fireteam and more SEALs would die trying to evacuate our bodies.

         I kept screaming, my finger on the trigger and scope leveled at the first little girl’s face, but they kept coming. My heart broke in half. Exhaling, I began pressing the trigger when the girl suddenly stopped. I’ll never forget the look she gave me. Shock and horror. She knew I was going to kill her.

         I held the trigger and pleaded one more time, “RUN! GET AWAY!!!”

         This time she got the message, and, grabbing the other crying girl by the hand, she turned and they both ran back toward the Taliban lines.

         No Taliban attack ever materialized. The little girls were the attack, reduced to such by a culture that felt no shame in sacrificing them to the slaughter, ultimately using them as propaganda to recruit more terrorists and to feed the Western media a narrative about baby-killing Navy SEALs. I fumed as I watched them, their pink backpacks bouncing as they ran back to their “caretakers.”

         I thought back to my childhood, when I had been taught that you could harbor hatred and murder in your heart even if you weren’t acting on it. In my head I was certainly committing cold blooded murder. I wanted Taliban heads to roll. And for the first time in my life, I understood what it was to truly hate. I began to deeply hate the Taliban. I hated them for what they did to those little girls. I hated them for putting me in a situation where I had ultimately chosen to kill those little girls if only they had taken another step.

         
              

         

         Several months later, after more close calls and violent firefights, I returned home. The world around me was the same, but I had changed. I was a SEAL, and violence was part of the job. That part didn’t bother me in the slightest, but my encounter with the little girls had flipped a switch in me, unlocking a hatred for the enemy that continued to well up.

         I started to have nightmares where I’d see the girl’s faces through the scope—their matted hair, the dirt smudges on their tan skin, their wide brown eyes—and I’d pull the trigger. I’d wake up, sick with guilt as if I’d actually killed them, and then I’d hate the enemy even more.

         I didn’t realize it at the time, but humans are not capable of handling hatred. It is an infectious, crippling disease, spreading from person to person, bringing unknowable amounts of violence and death. It is a selfishness and cruelty that causes all forms of evil that plague our world. Things like racism, sexism, and bigotry wouldn’t exist if it wasn’t for the hatred and selfishness that gets passed from person to person—like a deadly virus.

         With this hatred quietly growing in the dark corners of my heart, I took Thanksgiving leave at my grandmother’s house in Cheyenne, Wyoming. The whole family—grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins I hadn’t seen in a while—was gathered for Thanksgiving. There were also a couple of new little faces. My cousin had had two children while I was away, and I was immediately taken with the little munchkins.

         After our Thanksgiving meal, the kids went off to play while the adults sat and talked about everything from football to jobs. It was nice to just relax and reconnect with family while we hovered around my grandfather in his favorite chair in the living room, swapping stories and laughing. At some point, I got up from my spot on the floor next to my cousin and went into the kitchen to get another serving of Thanksgiving leftovers. Suddenly, one of the adults jumped out, scaring my little niece in the nearby hallway.

         It was the scream that set me off. I was no longer in my grandma’s kitchen. The walls had become the Afghan countryside, and I stood in the middle of that same field, smelling gunpowder and smoke instead of Thanksgiving dinner. Explosions drowned out the laughter of my family. And there she was: my niece running toward me in a pink backpack and next to her, the younger Afghani girl. She screamed at the top of her lungs as tears poured down her cheeks, and I was going to kill whoever was trying to hurt her. Instinctively, I reached across my chest, feeling for my rifle, but it wasn’t there. So I reached for my secondary weapon, my pistol, but it wasn’t there, either.

         As soon as it had started, it was over. I stood alone in the kitchen with my left hand in the center of my chest and my right hand on my hip where my pistol would have been. No one had seen the incident. Moments later, my niece came running around the corner, laughing happily.

         It would not be until almost three years later—when I met David Eubank and joined the Free Burma Rangers—that I would properly deal with the underlying hatred causing these flashbacks.

         
              

         

         Despite my enthusiasm to join and dedication to the SEALs, it was ultimately not a good fit. Almost from the moment I checked into my SEAL Team in Coronado, California, I became increasingly unhappy and quickly fell into a deep depression that would last for years. By the time I realized it was happening, I didn’t know what to do about it.

         Why am I so depressed?

         About a year after returning from Afghanistan, I lost consciousness during a dive-training exercise in San Diego Bay when my equipment malfunctioned, and I nearly drowned. My teammates, some of whom had the same equipment malfunction but regained consciousness, saved my life: I woke up to a fellow SEAL doing chest compressions on me after having been unconscious for about five minutes. During the ride to the hospital, I was extremely confused, and although I had gone unconscious underwater from hypoxia, I thought I had suffered an arterial gas embolism (AGE), which can cause brain damage, heart failure, and even death. As I lay there essentially paralyzed from having had convulsions while drowning, it seemed to me there was a 50/50 chance I was going to die.

         But the truth was I didn’t care—I had no fight in me to stay alive, because life meant nothing to me.

         I spent two nights in the hospital and was then driven home by a buddy in my platoon. I spent days alone in the silence, trying to get my lungs to work properly. It was the lowest time of my life, and the idea of suicide crossed my mind more than once.

         Upon returning to base to receive a physical evaluation, I asked my doctor if I could see a psychologist. He suggested I see a psychiatrist who could prescribe meds, but I didn’t want anything to do with that: drugs hadn’t caused my deep sadness, and so they could not cure it.

         I met with the psychologist, a high-ranking naval officer who had previously been stationed with an elite SEAL unit from the East Coast. We met regularly for a few months, and at one point, I told him that I felt I wasn’t doing anything to help the world, and that I felt trapped being stationed in the States, away from combat. Ever since the drawdown of troops in Afghanistan in summer 2014, the prospects of going on another combat mission any time in the near future were slim to none. I knew the next two years of my life would most likely be spent training and deploying to other locations around the world to do even more training. This deployment rotation hung over my head like a dark cloud and didn’t sit well with me at all. I wanted to deploy. I wanted to do my job. I wanted to go back to war.

         “Combat is not going to bring you happiness,” the psychologist said after listening to me a while. He told me that there was more than one way to help people, and provided examples of men who had said the same things to him. Men who had served in more elite units and had seen a lot more combat than me—they weren’t content, either. It was helpful to hear that I wasn’t alone, but it failed to access the root of my depression, and I was still searching for answers.

         On January 15, 2016, two months after the diving incident, I went to the movies alone. I saw the film Thirteen Hours, and while I loved it, it made me angry. Just like those guys in Benghazi, I’d signed up to fight, but there I was, stuck in San Diego, doing what felt like meaningless work.

         After the movie, I drove to Pacific Beach, a small San Diego beachside community with a vibrant nightlife. Although I rarely drank and had never gotten drunk to drown my sorrows, that night, I just wanted to escape. I went into a beach bar called Shore Club and quickly downed four shots of tequila. Two fellow SEALs found me sitting at the bar.

         “Yo, Mattos, you alright?!” one of them asked. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen you out before.”

         “No.” I downed my fifth shot of tequila in less than ten minutes.

         He set down his drink on the bar. “What’s up, man? Talk to me.”

         For the next few minutes, I vented about my anger and disgust with life. I told him about my depression and how I hadn’t even cared that I was about to die during the dive accident. After listening and nodding intently, he finally spoke up.

         “I’m not going to sit here and tell you how to live your life, but if you like reading, there’s a book that has really helped me stay centered,” he said.

         I was all ears, desperate for a solution.

         “It’s called The Power of Now by Eckhart Tolle.”

         I had never heard of it and pulled out my phone to make a note. Then, feeling bad for being such a downer, I put on a good face and tried to enjoy the company of friends.

         After crashing on a buddy’s couch, I drove home the next morning and downloaded the book on my phone. For the next two days I did almost nothing besides read The Power of Now.

         The book’s core message—live in the moment—was the piece I had been missing. Almost instantly, my depression lifted. It felt like a weight had been taken off my shoulders. I had been so focused on my dismal future that I had forgotten to enjoy life today. I was elated. I decided I would dedicate myself to enjoy every day—while still planning and considering the future, of course. During the next six months, I went from experiencing depression lows three or four times a day to only once every two or three months.

         Despite my turnaround, I knew I needed to leave the Navy and start a new life. The military was not for me.

         I had heard about a group of humanitarians who operated in conflict areas around the world, and remembering the psychologist’s words—there is more than one way to help people—I decided to seek them out.

         They were called the Free Burma Rangers.

         When my contract with the military finally ended, I checked out of my SEAL Team, sold everything I owned on Craigslist, and set off on a journey to find them.
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