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Dedication

To Josh and Colt. 

And to the unnamed warriors who fought

alongside Shannon, who remain in the shadows

to this day, still fighting.


The best of Shannon lives on in you.
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A Note from Joe

This book is for our sons, Colt and Josh, who had their mother taken from them far too early. I want them to understand who Shannon was, what she stood for, and why she was killed fighting in far-flung Manbij, Syria. I want our sons to understand not just their mother’s valor, but also her love for them, for our brothers and sisters in arms, and for our nation. Every day that passes as our boys get older, I see Shannon in everything they do, and I know she lives on in them and is with us every day, telling us to press forward.

Shannon came of age in a military that technically forbade women from serving in combat roles, so her deeds and the deeds of so many women warriors have gone unmentioned in those chaotic years. For guys like me who fought in our wars, we have a title that quickly asserts our place in history and conjures images of battlefield glory, but for women like Shannon, there is normally dismissal, disbelief, or outright omission. Shannon would want the world to know her story is not just about her; it’s the story of a small but ever-growing group of women warriors who are in the fight alongside their brothers, fighting for our nation. In writing this book I hope to tell their story through Shannon.

To my sons, Colt and Josh:

As I write this now, I can feel the pain of knowing I’ll never see or talk to my best friend. I can feel the anger that builds when I think about how you boys will never get to know your mother, or that Shannon, who lived for you boys, can’t see you grow up. That anger ends with deep hopeless sorrow because there’s no real solution. I can’t fix it or plan for it. That’s what our life is now.

Most days I’m okay. You boys are happy and healthy and surrounded by a loving family. I still have a hard time comprehending the finality of her death—never again is a long time for a mother not to see her boys, a long time for soul mates to not speak to each other. I can explain almost everything about how she died from the strategic to the nitty-gritty tactical reasons, but I can’t wrap my head around its eternity. I had thought of my death in combat or training constantly; in a sick way, it never seemed like a bad way to go. I thought of it as a warrior’s death, honorable and worthwhile.

Your mom was a warrior, as much as me or any man who has given his life for our nation. But there is something different about a woman, wife, mother, or daughter being killed. Women are the givers and nourishers of life; there’s twisted cruelty in them being killed under any circumstance. I’m telling you her story so you know who your mom was and how much she loved you.

As confusing and hopeless as her death was, it brought some clarity to my life. I could not deploy anymore. Life is about you boys, not my desire to fight or avenge her death. I think about getting one more shot at ISIS every day, believe me.

Deploying again may or may not have been possible, but I knew I could not risk it. Making my boys orphans is something I just can’t do. Your mom would never forgive me if I did. I know my brothers and sisters still serving have the vengeance covered for us, but that part of the fight is no longer mine. My new mission is raising you, Colt and Josh, into the young men your mom would be proud of.





A Note from Marty

Shannon Kent is one of the most inspiring people I’ve ever come to know, but I never had the honor of meeting her in person. Sure, it’s possible we crossed paths at one point; we deployed under the same task force and she even had a photo of herself standing right outside of my room on Camp Lewis in Iraq. But after getting to know her family and friends during the course of research for this book, I feel like I know her. I just wish I actually had the privilege of knowing her today—she was truly the best among us, and our nation is a little less in her absence.

I hope you, dear reader, get to know her while reading this book too. That was our aim: tell her story, lest she ever be forgotten. Maybe even inspire a few people; I know that she is the role model I will point my young daughters to someday. But due to her work, there is so much that couldn’t go into this story. Someday, after some of our nation’s most sensitive secrets are declassified, maybe a fuller story can be told about Senior Chief Petty Officer Shannon Kent.

How did we come across the information used in this book? Simply put: carefully. Joe and I went to great lengths to preserve both operational and personnel security so as not to endanger any of Shannon’s friends still working in the field. To ensure this, we submitted the manuscript for this book to both the Department of Defense and Central Intelligence Agency for prepublication review. You’ll find most of their redactions can be identified by solid black bars throughout the book.

Additionally, many names throughout this book are redacted, pseudonyms were used, or only first names were mentioned. Many more people contributed to this book on deep background and remain uncredited due to the sensitive positions they still hold. In total, I talked to more than forty people who knew Shannon or were familiar with her work.

We also pored over documents. Her awards, Navy evaluation reports, notes that she took over the years, photos, text messages, emails, college papers she wrote—anything we could find. This reporting, along with Joe’s knowledge of his wife, and our collective experience in the military, allowed us to craft this narrative. Every effort was made to make this book as factually accurate as possible, but you, the reader, should know that many aspects of Shannon’s professional life needed to be omitted or altered due to the sensitive nature of her work.

You’ll notice a flexible approach to quotes in this book, and many conversations are not meant to be perceived as a word-for-word transcript. Some quotes are directly from recordings of Shannon, or things she wrote in text messages or emails. Many of the quotes were relayed to us by people who had those conversations with her. And some situations in this book are re-created based on what she told Joe or other friends and teammates, and when we show her inner monologue, those are often things she told people she was thinking at the time, in that moment. In every case, we have vetted the dialogue used in this book with the people who knew Shannon best to make sure we authentically represented her.

Specifically, in chapters 1, 23, and 24, we re-created a type of mission she conducted based on details she told Joe on her calls home, Joe’s knowledge of how these types of missions are planned and executed, and how these conversations usually go. We also talked to those who performed the same or similar work as Shannon in different parts of the Middle East. The driver in these chapters—call sign “Jake”—is an amalgamation of a few different people that Shannon and Scotty Wirtz regularly worked with, but whose names and description we didn’t feel comfortable sharing as they are still actively working in sensitive positions. Our aim in crafting this narrative was to tell Shannon’s truth, to tell her story, in the best way we could. Had we used only declassified transcripts and reports, this book would have fallen short in telling Shannon’s truth.

“As to the speeches which were made either before or during the war, it was hard for me, and for others who reported them to me, to recollect the exact words,” Thucydides once wrote of his work detailing the stories of early wars. “I have therefore put into the mouth of each speaker the sentiments proper to the occasion, expressed as I thought he would be likely to express them, while at the same time, I endeavored, as nearly as I could, to give the general purport of what was actually said. I have described nothing but what I saw myself, or learned from others of whom I made the most careful inquiry.”

Joe and I took Thucydides’s advice in telling Shannon’s story, and we hope that it did her justice. To ensure all of these elements blended together seamlessly, and that we provided a true 360-degree view of Shannon’s life, we opted to keep the voice in the third person.

I would be remiss to not thank a few people instrumental in this book coming to fruition: first and foremost, Joe Kent. He trusted me to help tell his hero wife’s story, a sacred privilege that I take very seriously. Joe, I hope your boys know their mom just a little better when they’re old enough to read this book someday, and that the whole world knows the legend of Shannon Kent.

Were it not for Larry Weissman, it’s possible we may never have had the opportunity to tell Shannon’s story on such a large platform. Were it not for our talented and very patient editors, Mauro DiPreta and Andrew Yackira, I’m certain the story wouldn’t have been as good as Shannon deserves.

I personally owe a large debt of gratitude to my fellow storytellers, Matt Sanders, Michael R. Shea, and Dan Schilling, who helped and encouraged me along the way, and to Evan Hafer for connecting Joe and me so soon after Shannon’s death. Dr. Matt Voll, Lieutenant Colonel (Ret.) Charlie Faint, and Paul O’Leary offered their expertise and allowed this book to be more in-depth on topics I was not personally familiar with enough to adequately incorporate into the story, and the story is better for it.

Last but not least, my wife, Lauren, has been there for me on long nights spent writing, rewriting, editing, and writing some more. She has been understanding and caring in a way that any author would be lucky to have, including being my go-to woman for explaining how to better write about a woman and her unique experiences (childbirth, for example).

Thank you, dear reader, for picking this book off the shelf to read and playing a small part in ensuring Shannon is never forgotten. Her life is an inspiration, and I have no doubt you’ll feel the same as you flip through these pages.





Chapter 1

Hunting Humans

SYRIA, 2018

Hunting humans, like most trades, is a craft mastered through repetition and experience. Many in the world of special operations spent the better part of the past two decades devoted to refining it, but very few transcend from craftsmen to true artisans. Like many great artists in the past, most of their names will not be known during their lifetimes.

A black Hyundai Elantra, covered in dust and sporting a few dents, cruised down a two-lane highway in the Syrian desert against the backdrop of a beautiful sunrise. Red in the morning, sailors take warning, Kay thought, sitting in the backseat. They didn’t use real names on missions, but you still needed something easy to remember. “Kay” was easy enough.

The radio dial was stuck on Al-Madina FM, a manageable but annoying situation Kay and the other two operators dealt with on their ninety-minute morning drive. It was too early for nonstop Arabic music, but conversation died down about an hour ago, so it is what it is.

The mission was to meet a source at a small compound in the middle of nowhere. In post-ISIS Syria, allegiances changed rapidly, and “friendly” didn’t mean much—especially when dealing with someone who made it clear the highest bidder could buy them. It was a potentially dangerous rendezvous. Air support would be nice, in case things went south, but you’re in the wrong line of work if you expect that kind of safety net.

This meeting wasn’t their first rodeo, and if anyone knew how to navigate it successfully, it was these three. They had a combined fifty years of military experience, almost all of it in special operations. They were all selected and trained for their ability to hunt humans off the grid, in ambiguous situations, with little to no support. They were entirely in their element.

They weren’t wearing body armor or helmets—hell, they weren’t even wearing uniforms—unless you count the faded New York Yankees ball cap Kay always had on. No machine guns or rocket launchers, just a Glock in the waistband and one spare magazine.

In their line of work, usual military grooming standards were not only disregarded but considered dangerous in the high-threat environments they routinely worked. Two of the three looked how most would picture a stereotypical operator on a low-visibility mission: tan skin, longish hair, and beards. Kay opted for a ponytail.

The driver was a native-born Iraqi who came to the United States after his parents fled Saddam Hussein–controlled Iraq during the 1990s. He sported Walmart knockoff Ray-Ban sunglasses and a Timex Ironman watch, which complemented his old, beat-up flannel. His philosophy was to be frugal with money but liberal with a belt-fed. He went by the call sign “Jake,” but only because “Jake from State Farm” was too long for a radio transmission during a firefight.

Scotty rode shotgun. An old frogman-turned-contractor, he wore a pair of Oakleys, a black Casio G-Shock watch wrapped around his tattoo-laden arm, and a well-worn Black House MMA T-shirt from Brazil. He was Kay’s lookout during meets; if shit went south, he’d be first to draw. But if he had a choice, he’d rather be spearfishing off the coast of . . . well, just about anywhere there are fish.

Operator doesn’t refer to everyone in special operations. The term is reserved for those few who weren’t satisfied with their Special Forces tab, the color of their beret, or their Navy SEAL trident. Those, like Kay, who wanted to serve at the most elite level of special operations and volunteered to take “the long walk.” Seventy thousand of the 1.3 million active-duty service members in the US military are assigned to the US Special Operations Command (USSOCOM).1 Among them are the operators—the one percent of the one percent.

But few realize these same operators are the friendly neighbors and Little League coaches back home, tasked with balancing home and work like any other busy American. Well, almost like any other American.

Shit, I forgot to check in with Joe to see how Colt’s doctor’s appointment went today, Kay thought. Long drives like this allowed these hardened operators to get lost in their thoughts about the world back home. War or not, the kids needed to be taken care of, and marriages must be maintained. It’s a delicate balancing act.

“We’re about ten minutes out,” Jake said, breaking the silence in the car. Kay sat up a little straighter and began mentally preparing for the looming prospect of violence that could occur if the source decided their loyalty to the coalition had a limit. Typically, it’s all chai and smiles and empty promises—but bloodshed was always possible.

Hope for the best, prepare for the worst, Kay thought, while pulling the slide back just far enough to see a bit of brass in the chamber of her compact Glock 19, indicating a round ready to fire. Fluency in seven different languages, fifteen years of training, four previous combat deployments, and it all comes down to remembering that each mission is its own, and the enemy always has a vote.

“Let’s do a first pass to check out the compound,” Kay said. “I don’t want to roll in there until we’ve had a chance to get eyes on.”

“Sounds good,” Jake replied before spitting tobacco juice into an empty energy drink can he had wedged between his legs. One dirty secret of the war on terror: it was fueled by chewing tobacco and energy drinks. Or, in Kay’s case, Rothman cigarettes—but only because she couldn’t find her preferred Marlboro Smooths while deployed.

The final ten minutes went by fast. The compound was in view, just off the main road. The Hyundai slowed and then turned right onto a gravel path that passed by the open front gate. Kay noted a few kids playing soccer and one military-aged male squatting nearby with an AK-47 slung over his shoulder as they drove by. The source was presumably inside.

After driving approximately one hundred meters past the compound, Jake performed a U-turn and headed back. He pulled over outside the gate, allowing Kay and Scotty to exit and walk into the compound’s courtyard. He kept the car running.

The two approached the main building, and a man—a sheikh—emerged, dressed in traditional Arabic clothing with an orange kaffiyeh wrapped around his head.

“MarHaban, as-salaam‘alaykum.” Kay delivered the standard Arabic greeting with a perfect accent for the region, immediately recognizing him as the source they were there to meet.

“Wa ‘alaykum salaam,” the man replied while placing his right hand on his chest. So far, so good, Chief Petty Officer Shannon Kent—“Kay”—thought. Scotty stood nearby, his eyes darting from the Sheikh to the young man with an AK-47, then back again.

Then, in perfect English, the Sheikh said, “I did not expect a woman.”

* * *

Several miles away, thirty American commandos prepared for close combat in a large canvas tent—the “ready room”—filled with wooden cubbies that stored their tools of war. The operators had already double-checked the explosive charges they built for breaching gates and doors, carefully removed the safety from their grenades, and performed a functions check on everything from their heavy machine guns to sniper rifles to their medical gear. Their lives depended on it.

Outside their tent, specialized helicopters stood fueled on the tarmac, ready to whisk them away at a moment’s notice. The pilots and crew chiefs were elite in their own right, specially selected for their talent and experience in special operations aviation.

Everyone was waiting on the green light to board those helicopters and a chance to kill or capture the enemy. To do that, they needed to know where the enemy was. In this case, the man in question was Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the leader of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, or ISIS. Al-Baghdadi was the most elusive and dangerous member of the militant extremist’s cadre, responsible for an organized campaign of terror that swept across the Middle East, resulting in tens of thousands dead, thousands enslaved, and providing inspiration for brutal terrorist attacks across the Western world.

He was still at large, with a proven capacity for continued attacks against the United States and her interests.

In an era of instantaneous global communication, he could launch a strike on the US homeland from a cell phone without warning. With someone like al-Baghdadi, every second counted. The commandos needed to take him out of the fight. But they were helpless until the information about his whereabouts came in, stuck on the airfield in a state of bored readiness.

Everything depended on Shannon.

* * *

Shannon replied to the Sheikh in Syrian Slang, “America ba’tat ashaukhos el wassqeen fee, em-Shan yalt’ie bil ashkass el wassqeen fee hoon.” (“America sent the one they trust to meet the one they trust.”)

Her response reminded him she represented the most powerful nation in the world while simultaneously flattering him by saying America trusted him. The latter part of her response was not true, but Shannon stuck with cultural norms by complimenting her host. Keeping up with local conversational norms by establishing rapport with a source often began with a compliment, and Arabs love exchanging pleasantries.

This mission wasn’t the first time she had to respond to men surprised by a female operator. Her confidence and knowledge of local languages and customs helped her through countless situations over the previous fifteen years; her linguistic ability and guile were as much of a weapon as the Glock concealed beneath her shirt.

But every situation was different, and this one was either going to go really well or very poorly. The outcome depended on Shannon’s ability to convince this man that doing the task force’s bidding was in his best interest. Either way, she was ready. Focusing on projecting steady confidence while appearing personable was essential to getting sources to cooperate. She deserved an Oscar for the show she was putting on, considering how much was riding on this conversation.

Shannon’s role as an operator was to find and fix terrorists like al-Baghdadi and his ilk in time and space. These are the first two steps in the Find, Fix, Finish, Exploit, Analyze, Disseminate (F3EAD) targeting methodology America’s special operators use to dismantle enemy networks.

The cycle started with finding and fixing the target, meaning Shannon must determine precisely where the terrorist is and when he could be captured or killed. The next step was to finish the target, which could mean dropping a bomb in a “kinetic strike” or sending a special operations unit to conduct a raid. This methodology has been used with significant effect in both Iraq and Afghanistan, ultimately leading to the deaths of infamous terrorists like Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and Usama bin Laden. Shannon Kent was considered an expert at five of the six tenets of F3EAD and pretty damn competent in the remaining one.

On this day, the success of the task force rested on her ability to gain the Sheikh’s trust and get him to tell her where al-Baghdadi was hiding.

Al-Baghdadi had been a ghost for the past six months, with reports of his location scarce and inconsistent—though the results of his work were not. He had been actively planning operations against the West ever since his reign of terror across the Middle East via an army of extremists came to an end. America was the prize target, but in the prior six months, ISIS lost its ability to control terrain and clandestinely fled into the same area where Shannon was standing—the area controlled by the Sheikh she was face-to-face with.

The magnitude of her mission was not lost on her. The pressure from the shooters to “paint the X on this motherfucker” was a heavy weight, and the information she needed to obtain would send her brothers toward violence. She was their eyes and ears, right up to the point they encountered the enemy in person.

A surprised smile spread across the Sheikh’s face as he studied the woman in front of him. She looked American—like a woman out of an action movie—dressed in dark gray prAna pants, a black Arc’teryx jacket, and a purple Syrian kaffiyeh around her neck, yet she spoke with a native Syrian accent. America had sent her and just two men. This is different, he thought. This team must be powerful, and the woman seems to be in charge.

“Tafadil.” The Sheikh welcomed her with an extended hand. They shook hands—Syrians are far from being strict Muslims who refuse to touch women they are not related to.

“Please, come inside!” he said warmly. Shannon was pleased to see his demeanor and tone improve after her initial introduction—her Syrian dialect was paying off, which meant the hours of watching Syrian soap operas to get the accent down was worth it.

The familiar sounds of a scampering toddler filled the courtyard of the Sheikh’s house. “Ali Abdullah, come here!” his mother called after him.

Shannon was relieved to hear familiar sounds. This guy is probably not going to risk killing us with his family here, she thought while entering the living room. The living room was a modern take on the traditional Arab divan, but instead of having numerous overstuffed pillows on the floor, the Sheikh had couches along the perimeter of the room with an ornate gold desk at the head—a clear sign he was a tribal leader accustomed to holding court.

As the Sheikh entered the room, he slipped his feet out of his spotless leather loafers. Damn, Shannon thought as she followed suit and slipped out of her Salomon trail shoes. Just once, I’d love to keep my damn shoes on. Salomons are a favorite in the community. Most of the guys like these particular shoes for the support, and the grip, and blah blah blah. Shannon liked the quick-release shoelaces for source meets like this. Bet the Salomon designers never thought about that during product development.

Now that she was inside the Sheikh’s house, she was much more at ease. Anything could happen, but sheikhs don’t typically kill even their worst enemies in their own homes. The danger was getting to the meet and home again, as there were few ways in and out. That is why the team opted for the beat-up, old local car—can’t kill what you can’t find.

The Sheikh motioned to a seat on the couch to the right of his desk. As Shannon sat down, she glanced to her left and saw Scotty exactly where she knew he’d be, shadowing her and covering the door—her route out of the room if things went sideways. Scotty fought in the early days of the war on terror as a SEAL before switching over to the secretive world of the Defense Intelligence Agency. He and Shannon bonded over their shared Naval Special Warfare lineage as sailors who spoke the same language.

Shannon knew if she could see Scotty in the doorway, he could see Jake lingering in the courtyard. Jake covered the egress from the house to the car and acted as an early warning for trouble originating outside the home. He was also the most well armed, with a Heckler & Koch UMP 45 submachine gun concealed in a small duffle bag and several mini fragmentation grenades easily accessible.

With security confirmed, Shannon turned her attention to the reason they just risked a drive through the Euphrates Valley no-man’s-land: the source. He was a key tribal Sheikh with a long history with ISIS, the Assad regime, the Kurds, and every other power broker in the region. He was the key to finding, fixing, and hopefully finishing al-Baghdadi.

The Sheikh’s tribe controlled a large swath of territory in the area and was initially part of the anti-Assad Syrian revolution in 2011. He’d even worked with ISIS, as it suited his tribe’s interest. The reality of the situation on the ground was nothing new; revolutions and even governments come and go, but the tribal system endures. The survival of governments requires buy-in from the tribes, but Assad forgot that and turned to brute force (like his father had) to crush the Sunni tribes.

To the Sheikh, ISIS was no different. He and his tribe worked with ISIS at one point but eventually chafed under ISIS’s brutal rule and turned against them when the timing was right. Shannon needed to see where his allegiance was right now, if he and his tribe could help locate al-Baghdadi, and how much all that would cost the US taxpayer.

Shannon did her homework on him for weeks before the meeting, poring over intelligence reports about the tribe and the Sheikh himself. She was not surprised to see the classified information on him was lacking compared to what he put out on social media. And to think, we used to have to steal this shit. Now everyone posts everything about their lives online, free for the taking, she thought.

Shannon was a trained cryptologist, first and foremost. If it was an electronic communication, she could steal it. Despite her job title, or what the Navy called a rate, she was a natural human intelligence collector who thrived when working through people to obtain otherwise unobtainable information. In fact, Shannon’s gift for striking up a friendship with anyone made her a sought-after asset in special operations.

First meetings were always rough, though. Not only did Shannon need to worry about obtaining specific information on al-Baghdadi, but she also needed to form a friendship with this man. She was asking him to take a good deal of risk, not just for him but for his family and the entire tribe. This level of commitment required at least a professional friendship and for the Sheikh to feel respected and to want to meet with Shannon again.

As advanced as intelligence collection has become, human intelligence still boils down to building genuine connections between you and your source. The softer side of relationship-building juxtaposed with the testosterone and adrenaline-fueled world of special operations requires a high degree of emotional intelligence. Human intelligence collectors in this world must seamlessly move from empathizing with a source to asking them to risk their life or even sell out family members. Few operators can balance these complexities while threading the needle of human nature.

“Thank you so much for meeting with me today and inviting me into your home,” Shannon said. “My colleagues and I were sent here to thank you for your efforts against Daesh on behalf of the US government.” Her initial assessment of the source started here, even if her opening line was seemingly benign.

She had referred to ISIS as Daesh, a derogatory word in Arabic for ISIS, which ISIS itself despises. The term takes ISIS’s Arabic name and turns it into an American-style acronym (al-Dawla al-Islamiya fi al-Iraq wa al-Sham). They hate this term because it literally translates to “bigotry” and is also a feminine verb. Casually throwing the word Daesh into a compliment was a surefire way to gauge his feelings about ISIS.

Without warning, the telltale report of an AK-47 burst ripped through the air, echoing through the room from outside the building.

Shannon’s hand instinctively moved to her pistol; the Sheikh was visibly confused. Scotty had already moved out, leaving Shannon alone. She had seconds to consider what to do.

Ultimately, she had a mission. People were depending on her.

Shannon channeled the pressure down a well-trained mental pathway: focus on the task at hand, step by step, and let the other guys deal with whatever’s going on outside.

She diverted her attention back to the Sheikh. First, he has to want to talk to you. Without that, we have nothing.





Chapter 2

Yes, I Can

PLEASANT VALLEY, NEW YORK, 1985

Take a bath, then get the “footy” pajamas on. Then story time, maybe a short song or two, then bedtime. That was Steve and Mary Smith’s routine in 1985 as they raised their young family in the small town of Pleasant Valley, New York. Sometimes Mom read, sometimes Dad. Tonight it was Dad’s turn. The book of choice was Close Your Eyes by Jean Marzollo, a beautifully illustrated children’s bedtime story.

“Shanni do! Shanni do!” Shannon demanded, grabbing the book away. Regardless of whether Mom or Dad was up to the plate, Shannon rarely let them read. Sure, she didn’t yet know how to read herself—she was only two years old, after all—but she had memorized the line of poetry on each page and could recite the story from memory as she flipped through the book.

“Close your eyes, and you can be,” Shannon said before turning the page. In her mind, this wasn’t her bedtime story. She was reading a bedtime story to her dad. “Sound asleep, in an apple tree!”

She continued, Dad listening proudly. He was tired from a long day on patrol as a newly minted New York State trooper, and Mary, his wife, was pregnant with their second. There’s something about a bright young daughter that can make all the day’s stress disappear, if even for just the length of a children’s book.

“For you’re asleep in a cozy bed, with secret dreams in your lovely head. The end!” Shannon exclaimed. Then Mary came in for a good-night song, usually “You Are My Sunshine” or the old Irish lullaby “Tura Lura Lural”:

Too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral,

Too-ra-loo-ra-li,

Too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral,

Hush now don’t you cry!

Too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral,

Too-ra-loo-ra-li,

Too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral,

That’s an Irish lullaby.

With that, the light went off, and Shannon drifted into her dreams.

It’s those young bedtime moments a parent remembers most. They’re pure and innocent, and your child’s eyes are filled with all the optimistic hope in the world. It’s in those moments you hope your child, whom you love more than you’ve ever loved anything or anyone, never endures hardship in their life. You know that won’t be the case, that hard days are ahead. But at least you can cherish this bedtime ritual, this innocent time that seems to outlast all the memories of nasty diapers, restless babies, and sleepless nights all young parents inevitably endure.

PINE PLAINS, NEW YORK, 1990

Shannon Smith, five years old, watched as the other kids swung from rung to rung on the playground monkey bars. She had just started her tenure as a kindergartner at Seymour Smith Elementary School in Pine Plains, New York—about eighty miles north of New York City. The notorious horizontal ladder featured on both schoolyard playgrounds and military obstacle courses requires a bit of technique, grip, and upper-body strength to move from one end of the bars to the other—two things most five-year-old children are in short supply of.

“I bet you can’t do it!” a young boy taunted Shannon.

“Yeah, huh! Yes, I can!” Shannon replied, not to be shouted down.

“No, you’re too little!” The boy sneered.

Shannon confidently stomped over to the bars, determined to show this bully up. She didn’t start the fight, but she’d finish it by gracefully swinging from bar to bar. Or so she thought.

Shannon grabbed the bars, her feet dangling below her. She missed as she tried to swing her hand to the next one, falling to the pea rock below. The boy laughed.

She got up, furious, and mounted the bars again. She swung again and failed again. It took everything in her to hold back the tears—she wouldn’t give that boy the satisfaction of knowing she was upset.

“I told you you couldn’t do it!” The boy pointed at her, laughing. It’s the kind of taunting that haunts a child for years to come. The playground bully is a common scourge among children, but that doesn’t make the experience less painful.

Shannon came home that day and told her mom all about it. She was upset specifically because it was a boy who told her she couldn’t do it, and Mary could see Shannon wasn’t defeated. If anything, she was more determined than ever.

The next day, Shannon snuck over to the monkey bars. She tried to make it across again but failed. She kept getting back up on the bars, over and over, gritting her teeth with fire in her eyes. I’ll show him, she thought.

This went on for days, maybe weeks. The metal bars tore up Shannon’s palms, bloodying them from her repeated attempts. Mary noticed one day after school.

“Okay, you need to take a break from the monkey bars,” Mary told her. She applied Band-Aids and then called the school. The kindergarten teacher agreed and tried to negotiate with Shannon—maybe it was time to try playing with other things on the playground?

But Shannon was determined.

Despite her teacher and mother’s request, Shannon kept sneaking over to the bars when the teacher wasn’t looking. Her tiny five-year-old hands were newly bloodied with each attempt. There wasn’t an ounce of quit in her. That’s not something you can teach someone—you either have it, or you don’t.

Slowly, day by day, she made it from one bar to the next. Then the next, and the next. Eventually, the momentum carried all the way through and she made it to the end. Landing back on her feet, triumphant, she earned the kind of confidence that kids get from conquering the seemingly unconquerable. It was the beginning of a lifelong trend; when somebody said, No, you can’t do this, Shannon’s response was always Oh, yes, I can.

* * *

Shannon’s passion for language was evident from an early age, though not everyone saw it as clearly as Steve and Mary. Her first-grade teacher, a friend of Mary’s, was convinced she would struggle academically.

“That’s crazy. I don’t believe that. I know how smart she is!” Mary told the teacher during a meeting about Shannon’s performance in school. She couldn’t figure out what the problem was either. How could her daughter, who was memorizing books at two years old, have issues in school?

One day Shannon had her nose in a book, as usual, but Mary noticed she was holding it farther away from her eyes than was natural. For children twelve and younger, 80 percent of learning is visual, but one in five students in America have undiagnosed vision issues.1 This results in many students being misdiagnosed with a learning disability when all they needed was a pair of glasses.

Mary took Shannon to a local optometrist, who ran her through the usual battery of vision tests. The diagnosis: she was both near- and farsighted. After fitting her with an appropriate pair of glasses, the optometrist said, “Now watch her soar!”

And that’s what she did. The first-grade teacher may have been both the first and last person to doubt Shannon’s academic prowess. Within days, Mary noticed how much faster Shannon was reading. She was finishing books so quickly that Mary thought she might be fibbing. Mary recalls the plot of one of these books as described to her by Shannon: “The whole book was about whether this girl would get to go to a birthday party or not. It was really boring.”
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Back in fifth grade, Shannon moved to a different school for her last year of elementary school. That’s where she met Cassandra Nolan and Claire Eskdale. The trio quickly became best friends, calling themselves “the Three Musketeers” and having fun by doing things like climbing grain silos in costumes on Halloween. Now in high school, they had graduated to more nefarious activities.

One night they were hanging out at Claire’s house, sneaking sips of cheap beer—or was it wine coolers?—when Claire decided she wanted to do something edgy . . . some act of teenage rebellion that might drive her parents crazy. They settled on Claire piercing her nose.

The Three Musketeers surreptitiously gathered ice and a sewing needle without Claire’s parents noticing, then, back in Claire’s room, used the ice to numb her nose. Claire held the needle but became nervous. Now that the time had come, she was having second thoughts.

“Just do it, Claire! Just do it!” Shannon encouraged her, caught up in the moment. Normally, Shannon was the responsible friend—Cassandra and Claire were usually the ones trying to get her to break the rules, not the other way around.

“Seriously, don’t think about it, just do it,” Shannon said, not giving up. Cassandra was squeamish around blood and couldn’t bring herself to watch. After a bit more liquid encouragement, Claire plunged the sewing needle into her ice-cold nose cartilage. The deed was done, and Shannon was elated.

“Oh my god, you did it!” Shannon laughed, barely able to believe her friend actually went through with it. Claire would have to confront her parents with a red, swollen nose the next day, but that night, they created a memory none of them would ever forget.

* * *

Mira que buen culito!” José said, taking notice of Shannon’s backside while nodding at her. “Si! Si!” His fellow Argentinian groom also took notice as they worked on a horse, both chuckling.

Shannon was a bit farther down in the stable at the Mashomack Polo Club, performing chores on a different horse. She cared for five horses in total: Nave, Comanche, Julia, Pampa, and Copita. Shannon understood every word they were saying but kept her amusement to herself, knowing she had the upper hand. More time passed, and they moved to the next horse, a little bit closer to where Shannon was working.

This horse had just recently undergone surgery and required special care. Perfect, Shannon thought.

“Che José, tene cuidado con el tobillo del caballo que hace poco tuvo una cirugia!” Shannon warned in fluent Spanish, right as José was about to climb onto the still-recovering horse. Both José and his friend froze, shocked she spoke their language, and horrified at the realization that she probably understood their inappropriate compliment earlier that day. Before the tension could get any worse, the entire stable busted open in laughter, with the other grooms and stable hands poking fun at José’s misfortune. He wouldn’t live that one down for a long time.

Shannon smiled, satisfied with her small victory. She had a secret crush on José, and sure, she loved polo and working at the stable—but it didn’t hurt that there was a cute boy to flirt with.

The well-established polo community in New York brings in some of the world’s top polo coaches and their staff from Argentina each spring and summer to support demand for the sport. Shannon had been exposed to the world of equestrianism for nearly her entire life—her parents had owned a horse for about five years when she was younger, which allowed her to ride and train regularly. Horses always filled Shannon with passion and adventure, so during the summer of her freshman year in high school, she approached the owner of a local polo club and volunteered as a stable hand for whatever he could pay her.

Before long, Shannon found herself cleaning stables, grooming horses, learning to ride, which gave her opportunities to practice the Argentinian dialect of Spanish. Thanks to a foreign exchange student from France at her school, Shannon took an interest in learning French—and became nearly fluent over the course of one summer after borrowing a textbook from the French teacher. She’d also been taking Spanish classes in school, and the opportunity to be around native speakers at the stable quickly improved her ability with the language.

To the uninformed, working as a groom might seem like the bottom of the ladder in the polo world, but it’s an essential role. Professional polo players credit their groom as a crucial element of the team, without whom victory would be impossible. 

“Polo is ninety percent the horse and ten percent the player,” Thomas Keesee told Shannon. He supervised her during her time as a groom at Mashomack. “Whether this is the correct ratio or not is open to debate, but no polo player will argue the ponies are not the key to the game. The key to having good ponies is to get them into top shape and keep them that way—and that is the job of the polo groom.”

Polo is one of the most dangerous sports you can play, but that’s likely what attracted Shannon to it. A polo player is expected to sit on top of an animal that weighs nearly a ton, runs at speeds up to thirty miles per hour, with their only means of control being a six-inch piece of metal in its mouth and the player’s legs. But before the polo player ever mounts a horse, it’s the groom who’s responsible for mitigating the risk of serious injury by preparing the pony for both training and competition.

Despite the importance of a groom’s work, the job is unglamorous and often without praise. It was not uncommon for Shannon to show up at the barns before the sun rose and leave after it had set behind the rolling New York hills. Although it’s standard to have a day off every week, grooms were prepared to come in at a moment’s notice.

To make life as a groom even more challenging, Shannon was just one of a few female grooms at the club. Polo was considered a man’s sport at the time, with very few women competing and even fewer working as grooms. Despite the challenges, Shannon was an exemplary groom, and Keesee considered her among the best he’d seen in over twenty years of polo.

Shannon’s role quickly expanded into translator once she noticed that none of the American polo club members spoke Spanish, and the Argentines spoke very little English. Communicating with people in their native tongue was her secret weapon, a skill few possessed because it was an artistic combination of listening and reading people’s faces and body language.

Mariah Smith, Shannon’s younger sister, followed her footsteps into equestrianism, with Shannon often training her and acting as her mentor. Shannon took every opportunity to go out riding with her sister, teaching her everything she could and passing on her passion for horses. That passion would be something the sisters would bond over for years to come.

Although the stable and its horses were where her heart was, Shannon also held a summer job at the local pharmacy, and was a scholar and athlete at school. She participated in year-round sports, excelling in volleyball, basketball, cross-country, and track and field. She sang in the chorus, played flute in the school band, and was involved with the school theater. Was there anything she couldn’t do?
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Stissing Mountain Junior/Senior High School was known for quality productions and attracted top talent from the nearby theater mecca of New York City to help coach and mentor their young theater students, which included most of the student body due to the school’s modest size. Standards were high, but the experience level of the younger students was not. Nonetheless, Shannon always strived to be cast in a “mike” role, which was always a lead character.

In Shannon’s junior year of high school she auditioned for the school play, Crazy for You. The romantic comedy debuted on Broadway in 1992, adapted from a George and Ira Gershwin musical from the 1930s about the complicated relationship between a young big-city banker and a small-town girl. Some of the roles required tap dancing, while others did not. Shannon had no idea how to tap-dance, so she hoped for a nontapping character.

The day finally came when students would find out who they were playing. As the cast list was posted, they all chanted “Mike! Mike! Mike!” over and over again, before rushing up to see who got what character. Shannon immediately saw her name on the list: she was cast in a mike role!

But it was as Tess, a young dance director pursued by a married man in the story—and it was the lead tap-dancing role. Shannon immediately felt overwhelmed. How could she pull this off? Fortunately, she had a friend who volunteered to teach her.

Every day during lunch, Shannon and a few other students snuck off together to go over basic tap-dance choreography. They donned their character’s short-heel tap shoes and learned to do time steps, wings, and the traveling step “shuffle off to Buffalo,” which hails from the nineteenth century and combines a leap, shuffle, and another leap. Shannon was dedicated and gave the lessons everything she had, to the point of developing blisters on her feet from all the practice. But, unfortunately, they didn’t have much time to work with.

Opening night arrived, and ready or not, Shannon needed to perform. She was not only in the first scene but would deliver the first line of the show. The curtain rose, revealing Shannon and four other characters.

“Shoulders back! Heads high! One last time!” Shannon shouted over the music, kicking off the musical. Her character, Tess, instructed four “showgirls” on how to perform a routine. Just as they rehearsed, she then looked around nervously, then down at her watch. “Patsy, where’s Bobby? He should have been here two hours ago!” Shannon said, standing confidently onstage. And so the play began.

Shannon’s performance was remarkable. By the time she and her fellow follies took the stage again for the “Girls Enter Nevada” scene, it was clear she had put in enough work to pull the role off.

“When the moon at night lights, that’s the best of bright lights!” The girls sang together and tap-danced as the cowboys waited to join in, before stopping for Shannon to go solo, shouting: “All right, girls, let’s show ’em how we do it!”

No matter who you are, high school is filled with ups and downs. It’s a time of growth, and although Shannon established herself as an overachiever academically, artistically, and athletically at every opportunity, she knew she was capable of more. Her natural ability to address problems with humor, humility, professionalism, and grit would be an asset in almost any facet of her life—she just needed to find a direction that would push her beyond her limits.





Chapter 3

War Changes Everything
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The military recruiters always set up their folding tables in the lunchroom at Stissing Mountain Junior/Senior High School. Tablecloths draped over cafeteria folding tables were branded with whatever branch of service was there that day. Overworked and underappreciated midcareer noncommissioned officers (NCOs) forced into recruiting duty arranged key chains, water bottles, and an array of brochures the best they could manage.

The Army and Marine Corps pamphlets always looked the same to a layperson—usually an array of tanks firing or guys in camo running toward something. The Air Force put fighter jet pilots on the front, while the Navy always had SEALs coming out of the water, carbine rifles dripping, with streaks of green paint across their face. The recruiters standing behind the table in their dress uniform rarely looked like the warriors pictured.

Shannon was not shy and was no stranger to the recruiters when they visited. “What about that?” Shannon said, pointing to one of the Navy pamphlets. Now that, she thought, looks fun. But she wasn’t looking for fun. Her father, Steve—or “Smitty,” as his friends call him—would eventually be the third-highest-ranked officer in the state police, and her uncle was a firefighter in New York City. Her brother served in the US Marine Corps. Shannon wanted to do her part too.

“How do I do that?”

“Well, those are Navy SEALs. They’re the most elite, do the most dangerous missions, have the most training,” the Navy petty officer replied. “But unfortunately, that job is closed to women.”

“Why?” Shannon shot back.

“You seem like the kind of person who wants to make a difference,” the recruiter said, sidestepping Shannon’s land mine of a question. “What do you think about military intelligence? The Navy has some of the most sophisticated intelligence-gathering equipment in the world, and those SEALs wouldn’t even know where to go if it weren’t for the intel folks pointing them in the right direction.”

Shannon ignored him ignoring her question—because the idea of military intelligence did sound interesting. She immediately recognized that her talent for languages must be an edge in the world of intelligence collection and analysis.

Shannon was raised in a family of high performers with high standards, and that had always been evident to her from a young age. The most important Smith family standard, the one that was so obvious that it went without saying, was selfless service—above and beyond a simple sense of duty to nation and community. Shannon wanted to exceed that standard of service.

“So what’s the next step? How do I do this?” Shannon said.

“Well, assuming you haven’t been in trouble with the law, don’t have any major medical issues, and you’re keeping up with school, the next step would be to sit down with your parents. How old are you?” the recruiter asked.

“Seventeen. Why?” Shannon replied.

“Well, if you aren’t eighteen, we’ll need your parents to sign a consent form for you to join.”

* * *

Later that school year, Steve and Mary patiently listened to the Navy recruiter as he laid out his well-rehearsed pitch about service on the high seas. He had made an early evening appointment at the Smith household to talk about Shannon joining the Navy—a talk neither parent was thrilled to have. They were polite but not easily swayed.

“The Navy would be perfect for Shannon,” the recruiter said confidently. “She’s smart, athletic, and clearly passionate about serving her nation. I have no doubt she’d make a great chief someday, maybe even an officer!”

“How long has the Navy been around?” Mary asked.

“Well, over two hundred and twenty-five years at this point, I believe.”

“Then it would be reasonable to think that it will still be there for Shannon to join once she finishes college?” Mary, an educator herself, firmly believed in the value of higher education and saw no possible upside to Shannon joining the military before at least giving college a try first. And she’s only seventeen!

“And what about combat?” Steve asked.

“Look, Shannon is talking about joining the Navy here,” the recruiter said. “This isn’t the Marines. She’ll be underway on a ship translating intercepted communications from our nation’s adversaries, not going to a landlocked country like Iraq. She’d never go to a place like that.”

Well, that’s a load of bullshit, Mary thought.

Steve
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“A gripping story that transcends the hattlefield, illuminating the intricate halance
between love, duty, family, and sacrifice.” —JACK CARR
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