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			Foreword

			
				In any war story, but especially a true one, it’s difficult to separate what happened from what seemed to happen. What seems to happen becomes its own happening and has to be told that way.

				—Tim O’Brien

			

			This is a true war story, with all the contradiction that implies. It is the story of dangerous men in dangerous places who had known years of war but never victory, and certainly nothing like peace; a generation of elite fighters who in the absence of any clear end to conflict, had to decide what the hell they were fighting for.

			Even in the best circumstances, the facts of any true war story are hard to track down. But through more than two years of research and reporting, I have worked to sift the facts from a pile of confusion, misinformation, and intentional lies. This account braids together interviews with more than two dozen current and former Navy SEALs and more than nine thousand pages of court transcripts and confidential Navy documents. The facts have also been assembled from service records, medical records, performance evaluations, interviews with Eddie Gallagher’s family, and videos of law enforcement interrogations. The effort benefited from a trove of more than six thousand text messages sent by Gallagher to friends, his wife, and his superiors, and twenty-three hundred messages sent among the SEALs in Alpha platoon. Those texts gave special insight into the moment-to-moment, unfiltered thinking of Gallagher and his men without the benefit of hindsight. Through it all, Gallagher, who is the main presence in this book, never said a word for the project, despite my attempts to interview him. In public he has denied the darkest accusations made against him, and in court he was acquitted of nearly all wrongdoing. Like the Navy authorities that investigated the platoon, I ran into several SEALs who are included in this account but refused my interview requests. Some had reason to hide what happened, to say nothing, or to lie. What is missing is as telling as what is included.

			
			Because the people I was able to interview inevitably had gaps in knowledge, the details included in this account are supported by multiple sources and, wherever possible, by photos, letters, journals, texts, and videos. The result is the most complete and accurate account ever compiled of the story of Alpha platoon, and perhaps the first book to offer an unvarnished look at life in the SEAL Teams.

			I tried to tell the story the way it was told to me. Because of that, the language is often the raw, full-throttle talk of young warfighters, and the accounts of war and death are presented with the same grim, unfiltered details that the SEALs experienced. Despite no shortage of deceit and betrayal, what follows is ultimately a chronicle of hope. Even when hit and knocked down over and over, the SEALs at the core of this fight remained determined never to ring the bell. This is their war story.
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					Master Chief Brian Alazzawi, senior enlisted advisor

				

			

			
				Navy leadership (in order of rank)
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			Prologue

			 

			CHIEF GALLAGHER

			 

			The ring of vibrating brass Tibetan bowls filled the silent room. It flowed across sailors and Marines stretched out on their backs with their eyes closed. The ancient, wordless chorus of the bells played from a recording in the corner of the room, lapping at the present and washing away tension and nagging thoughts like waves on the shore of a clear, cold lake.

			It was September 11, 2018. Special Operations Chief Edward R. Gallagher pulled in a breath as the bells rippled across the silence and his mind floated. The Navy SEAL let his breath go gently and drew in another. Three weeks into an intensive program at a military traumatic brain injury clinic near San Diego, he was finally easing into the rhythm.

			The clinic was called the Intrepid Spirit Center, and it was made for guys just like Eddie. It had opened less than a year before to help all the troops who had spent the better part of their adult lives getting battered and blasted by repeated deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan. It was a haven where, finally, they could heal.

			Eddie had joined the Navy at age nineteen in 1999, two years before the World Trade Center came down, and had been fighting the war on terror ever since under various official names: Operation Enduring Freedom, Operation Iraqi Freedom, Operation Inherent Resolve. He’d gone up against Taliban warlords, Baathist insurgents, Shia militia, mujahideen, and crazed ISIS fanatics. For seventeen years Eddie had been in a constant cycle of training and combat. All told he had spent almost four years deployed overseas. Seven deployments, first as a medic in a Marine infantry platoon, then as a Navy SEAL shooter, then finally as a platoon chief. Different jobs, different countries, different years, different wars, same fight.

			
			Eddie looked like a Navy SEAL poster boy. He had close-cropped blond hair, glacier-blue eyes, a strong, square jaw, the shoulders of a lion, and a lion’s killer instinct. He was fast, agile, strong, and a dead shot. But a closer look revealed a face deeply lined from years in the desert sun. After so many deployments, the mileage was starting to show. He was thirty-nine years old. In the military, where the average age is twenty-seven, he was closing in on obsolescence. His back hurt. His neck hurt. His shoulders hurt. He had ringing in his ears from too many gunfights. Sometimes he had trouble remembering things. Not that he regretted any of it. For all the talk about post-traumatic stress disorder and the unfair burden the nation had put on its warfighters, Eddie never once saw combat as a hardship. He had chosen it. He was good at it. He thrived on it. Truth be told, it was cool as hell. He loved the heart-pounding exhilaration of gunfights. He loved the simple intensity of war. Sometimes he felt it was the only thing that made sense. If there were bad guys out there looking to take on the United States and become martyrs, he was happy to punch their ticket.

			In the SEAL Teams, guys repeatedly described Eddie using one word—a word that in most places is a term of caution but in the Teams is the highest praise: aggressive. He was aggressive in training. He was aggressive as a leader. He was aggressive in battle. Now he was trying to bring the same intensity to meditation and healing.

			A buffalo drum joined the timeless song of the Tibetan bowls. Eddie kept his eyes closed, oblivious to the patients around him, listening to the rhythmic thump, pulling in slow breaths as if pulling in a line from that deep, silent lake. A woman with wavy brown hair who was leading the therapy quietly urged the group to feel the presence of each joint and muscle fiber in every angle of their fingers, every curve of their spine and every crease in their brow, then let the tension drain away. Feel the weight of the body, the strain. Then relax, reflect, release.

			
			Eddie pulled in a breath. The Intrepid Spirit program included a lot of granola bullshit, to be sure. Not exactly his style. He was an old-school guy. He didn’t talk much about his feelings. He didn’t complain. He pushed through whatever was coming and moved on. But his wife, Andrea, had kept on him until he agreed to give therapy a try. He was having problems he could no longer avoid. He needed to learn to face them and deal with them. She hoped the program would do him some good.

			Andrea. He had known her since high school. The lock screen on his phone was her sky-blue eyes and blond hair, her perfect smile. He considered her his best friend. He didn’t know where he would be without her. Divorces were common in the SEAL Teams, but they had held it together through multiple stints overseas. They were raising three kids. To anyone who asked, he said she was his rock, the one who held him steady. Sure, they’d had their scrapes. What SEAL couple hadn’t? He was gone so often between training and deployments that maintaining a relationship took real work, especially since he couldn’t talk about a lot of what he did. A lot of military couples who lived such separate lives eventually became strangers, even if they stayed together. Andrea had never given up on him. They had tried to learn to communicate better, even if their worlds had to be separate. He felt that they were as strong as ever. So when she pushed him to do this whole Intrepid Spirit thing, even though he doubted that listening to a bunch of hippie music would do any good, he agreed to go. Granola or not, he told himself, if he was going to do it, he would do it like a SEAL: all in, full speed ahead, with all his focus and effort. And actually, after he opened his mind to it, a lot of it was kind of cool. After years of jumping out of planes, fast-roping from helicopters to the decks of bucking ships, and kicking in doors in failed countries where even a lot of the friendlies probably wanted you dead, the granola stuff was a pretty nice change.

			There also had been plenty of time to work out, which was Eddie’s big thing. He was five-foot-eight and 165 pounds, all of it sculpted muscle. In twenty years he had barely missed a day of running and lifting weights.

			
			Stopping to take a breath and reassess had new resonance for Eddie because he was planning to retire from the SEALs in a few months. That meant for the first time in years of constant training and deploying, he had a few moments to reflect. By nearly any measure he’d had a hell of a career. After spending a lot of his teenage years in trouble, he had decided to set himself straight. One morning in 1999, without telling his family, he had walked into a Navy recruiting station in a strip mall in Fort Wayne, Indiana, determined to enlist. On the wall there was a poster of a SEAL commando coming out of the water with night-vision goggles and a glistening assault rifle. Eddie told the recruiter that was what he wanted to do. The recruiter laughed and said the SEALs are not something you just sign up for. They had to pick you. First Eddie had to decide on a Navy career field, then he could apply and hope to get into the SEALs.

			Right now the Navy needs corpsmen, the recruiter told him.

			“Sweet, I’ll do that,” Eddie told him. He had no clue what a corpsman was.

			He went to basic, then to the Navy’s corpsman school, where sailors learn to be combat medics. He tried to get into the SEALs right away but a war was on and the Navy needed him as a medic. He deployed to Iraq right after the 2003 invasion. He came home and became the medic for a group of Marine snipers. He kept applying to the SEALs. He kept getting told no. But if Eddie had one trait he was known for—aside from aggression—it was that he never quit.

			In 2004, after multiple rejections, he finally got the green light to try out for the SEALs. That in itself was another ordeal. The SEALs had a six-month course at their West Coast base in Coronado, California, called Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training, or simply, BUD/S. It was designed to attract tough guys who thought they were unbreakable—and then break them. For months the trainees had almost nonstop physical punishment, running on miles of soft sand, swimming in frigid water, carrying heavy logs, sleep deprivation and harassment devised to make students quit. No one got off easy.

			
			The SEAL instructors that trained Eddie were pure muscle and menace. As the students ran through the surf each morning in twin lines, the instructors ran beside them, dealing out endless push-ups in the sand or freezing-cold sessions of sit-ups in the pounding Pacific surf, striking down hubris like ancient gods. If it looked like a guy wasn’t suffering, the instructors would make sure to fix that. They wanted to strip students down to nothing to reveal if they had the will to keep going. When things were darkest, when the students’ muscles felt like rags, when their feet were too swollen for their boots, when the rasp of the ocean cold rattled in their chests, the instructors encouraged the students to quit. Go ahead, get a hot meal, get some sleep, stop the pain. We understand. Go home. You don’t belong. We don’t want you here.

			There was a brass ship’s bell in the northeast corner of the BUD/S training compound. Any student who wanted to quit only had to ring the bell three times. By the time six months was up, seventy-five percent of the students had rung the bell. Eddie was not one of them. After five years of trying to get even a chance at tryouts, he was so energized that the beatdowns and sleep deprivation felt like a reward. They were recognition that he had made it. All he had to do was take the pain. He graduated in 2005 with Class 252. He later called it “the best time I never want to have again.”

			After becoming a SEAL, Eddie was stationed in Coronado and steadily climbed the ranks of the Teams. He was smaller than most SEALs but tried to make up for it with grit. There was no assignment he would not take. Already a solid combat medic, he focused on building out other skills. He became an expert marksman and sharpshooter with a pistol. He learned to work with explosives and also became a free-fall jumpmaster and an ace with a rocket launcher. He was determined to become the badass he had seen years before on the recruiting poster.

			In the down times, Eddie was laid-back. He liked to laugh. He was easy to get along with and usually got the job done. Before long he had a reputation in Coronado as a good dude, a solid Team guy, a real frogman.

			
			Eddie also showed he was a fearless fighter. Along with the seven medals he had for good conduct and achievement, he had two Bronze Stars for heroism with a “V” pinned to the ribbon of each that denoted valor under fire. He’d gotten the first as a journeyman shooter in Afghanistan in 2009, when his squad was searching stalls in a bazaar and came under fire. The write-up described how Eddie rushed through the kill zone, set up an assault on a rooftop, and launched two shoulder-fired rockets, obliterating the enemy position.

			The music shifted again. The Tibetan bells faded and the notes of a Native American flute rose in the room like a summer grass. They drifted and bowed. Somewhere behind them the therapist urged the class to focus on their own emotional self, to be aware of the feelings rooted deep inside.

			After two Afghanistan tours, Eddie came back, shaved off his big, bushy operator’s beard, and in 2010 became an instructor at BUD/S. Now he was one of the bronzed, ripped gods running students through the freezing surf, punishing hubris, and telling men to quit. It wasn’t a kind and supportive environment, but that was the idea. Neither was combat. If any shred of weakness made it into the Teams, it could cost lives. The instructors were quality control, the first line of defense.

			After a stint as an instructor, Eddie tried to find a way overseas again. Being a Team guy in a platoon, operating in the field, kicking in doors—that was more his speed. He craved action. He wouldn’t shy away from any mission. He liked to think of himself as one of those operators the nation could call in to take care of any situation, the shadowy group of pipe hitters who got the job done no matter what. He left BUD/S, transferred to SEAL Team 7, and did a stint in Iraq in 2013, then another in 2015 in an undisclosed country in the Middle East, where his squad was part of a quick reaction force—ready to be dropped anywhere in the region at the first sign of trouble. After a decade in the SEALs, he had built a reputation as a seasoned badass. In the SEAL Teams, where there’s no shortage of overachievers revved up on testosterone, that was saying something.

			
			Eddie was promoted to chief right as the SEALs were going from a somewhat obscure commando force to America’s military crush. The nation was years into the wars sparked by 9/11 and the American public had stopped trusting leaders who said victory was near. Hope for spreading democracy in foreign lands was in a nosedive; even a grim status quo seemed unlikely, but people still wanted fighters who could take out the bad guys. Enter the SEALs. They were the men who in the absence of broad strategic victory could still deliver wins—the guys who shot terrorists in the face and dropped from helicopters onto cargo ships to free hostages, the guys who killed Osama bin Laden. They were evidence that in the face of repeated military failures, America was still great. And the nation loved them for it.

			Men joined the SEALs for all kinds of reasons. Some saw it as a service to the nation or the world. Some were seeking the ultimate physical challenge. Some had something to prove to someone, often themselves. None of those fully described Eddie. Growing up, he loved combat movies, especially the ones that focused on small groups of fighters on the ground: Arnold Schwarzenegger spraying a machine gun one-handed in Commando, Charlie Sheen dealing out head shots to terrorists in Navy SEALs, and Tom Berenger, slaked in green face paint, stalking through the jungles of Vietnam in one of Eddie’s favorite movies of all time, Platoon. From those screen-lit hours in movie theaters, he knew that was what he wanted to do. He wanted to be a fighter. When a doctor at the Intrepid Spirit Center later asked Eddie why he joined the military, he said simply, “To go to war.”

			His last deployment had checked all the boxes. Eddie had been put in charge of Alpha platoon, SEAL Team 7. As chief, he had whipped that group of eighteen men into an elite team of operators. Top marks in almost every measure. And because Alpha was far and away the best, they had been picked for the toughest assignment. In early 2017, they were sent on a classified mission to clear ISIS from the Iraqi city of Mosul. That was real war with a real enemy. The chance of a lifetime. Thousands of hardened jihadi ISIS fighters entrenched in an ancient warren of narrow streets with no choice but a fight to the death.

			
			The mascot of Alpha platoon was a she-devil in thigh-high red stockings with a forked tail and one leg kicked high in the air. Platoon members had her patch Velcroed to their body armor and a mural of her on the wall in their headquarters. They called her the Bad Karma Chick. She got her name from the idea that every good or bad deed piles up on the scales of universal harmony and eventually tumbles down on the present. To most people karma is an invisible, nameless, uncontrollable force. The SEALs saw it differently. They believed that karma was not just visible, it was their job. They were the embodiment of bad karma coming down on bad people. An evildoer could only keep piling negative mojo on the universe for so long before a group of SEALs kicked down his door. The origins of the Bad Karma Chick’s name were lost to the young SEALs Eddie led, but the concept had sunk deep into the culture: Alpha was there to make sure that bad things happened to bad people.

			Mosul had been something to see—like the setting of the bleakest zombie movie, with a cinematic intensity that made it hard to look away. The coalition hit the city with thousands of air strikes, splintering bridges and smashing buildings to rubble. Iraqi ground forces clawed the city back, block by burned-out block. ISIS responded with truck bombs, booby traps, women in suicide vests, even poison gas. Eddie had been in the thick of it, fighting side by side on the ground with the Iraqi special forces. It was combat all day, every day, in an urban maze that seemed almost designed for killing.

			In a few weeks at the height of the battle Eddie saw more action than he had in the first seventeen years of his career. The platoon launched scores of shoulder-fired rockets and missiles and called in more than a hundred air strikes. The chief fired his sniper rifle so much that it seized up and stopped working by the end of deployment. The official count of ISIS fighters killed by the platoon was somewhere around five hundred, but Eddie would often say the real number was probably higher.

			
			It was exactly what Eddie had signed up for: Doing bad things to bad people. Karma. He loved it. When the fight was really revving up, Eddie refused to take a day off. He was either on the heavy machine gun or the sniper rifle day after day. He estimated his personal tally of kills just on the rifle was more than one hundred. He sometimes mentioned offhand that he might have the most kills in the history of the SEALs. Mosul was the type of fight SEALs would talk about for generations. It was Fallujah. It was the bin Laden raid. It was history. Eddie was proud to be a part of it.

			After the fall of Mosul in the summer of 2017, the platoon returned to San Diego triumphant. The SEAL leadership gushed about how the guys from Alpha were rock stars. Eddie was rated the number one platoon chief in Team 7. The Navy was going to give him a Silver Star for heroism. His written evaluation from the brass was so polished it almost glowed. At the bottom of the write-up, the commander urged an immediate promotion, typing, “THIS IS A MAN I WANT LEADING SEALS IN COMBAT!”

			But rather than pursue a promotion, Eddie decided to retire. When asked why, he said he had seen what happened when enlisted guys like him climbed the ranks. They planned operations instead of doing them. They ended up spending all their time filling out paperwork. They stopped being operators and became managers. Eddie was gifted at war, but he knew he was no ace behind a desk. That had been clear since at least eighth grade. So he figured he would get out of the Navy and get a job as an overseas security contractor—maybe do some of the same work he did in the Navy, but with better pay and less bureaucracy. He was proud of what he had accomplished. Even if the wars he had lived in were endless, he sure as hell had done his part.

			So that summer, he and Andrea bought a house near the beach in the Florida panhandle where the water was turquoise and the home prices were half what they were in San Diego. It had a big front porch with a swing and a garage that Eddie could use for his workout cave. Just a few weeks before starting the program at the Intrepid Spirit Center, he had moved the whole family down and gotten them settled. Then he flew back to California. Now with the medical evaluations and meditation classes, he was starting to finally get settled in himself.

			
			The Native American flute swirling in the room was joined by recordings of human voices chanting. Eddie drew in breaths and let them escape. The teacher told the class to sense each part of their bodies, find the tension and pain, recognize the feeling, and then let it drift away. Eddie floated on the lake.

			Abruptly the still surface was broken. A voice was speaking to Eddie—not the instructor’s voice. He opened his eyes and there was someone else from the Intrepid Spirit Center telling him he needed to come out into the hall for a moment. Eddie sat up and asked why. The man told him that some salty old master chief from the SEALs was out there asking for him—a guy named Brian Alazzawi.

			Eddie pushed himself up to his feet. Good ol’ Alazzawi. They had deployed together to Mosul. Eddie considered Alazzawi a good dude and the antithesis of the paper-pushing manager type. He was big and bald with a bristly mustache and lots of tattoos. Despite his rank he somehow managed to get out with the boys in the field regularly. They had spent days together in a sniper hide in Mosul, two old-school Team guys hunting terrorist dirtbags. But why was Alazzawi at the Intrepid Spirit Center? The center was at the Camp Pendleton Marine Corps base, an hour north of the SEAL headquarters at Naval Base Coronado.

			Eddie grabbed his stuff and walked out of the room. He stopped when he saw Alazzawi. The master chief stood in the hall, flanked by two sailors in camouflage. Their uniforms showed that they were not SEALs but military police. The SEALs didn’t often mix with the rest of the Navy and certainly were not in the habit of hanging around with cops. Not a good sign.

			“Hey, I need to talk to you real quick,” Alazzawi said. He ushered Eddie into a small office just off the hall. One of the police officers closed the door after Eddie stepped in. Small room, two cops: Whatever was going to happen, it wasn’t good.

			Eddie had other reasons he was trying to get out of the SEALs, things he didn’t often mention. There were rumblings about things that had happened in Mosul. There was a formal investigation. It was all bullshit, Eddie assured his wife and friends, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t real trouble. Eddie had spent months watching the investigation smolder until it abruptly flared up. Naval Criminal Investigative Service agents had raided his house. They had seized his computers and phones and some of his equipment from Iraq. Then they had done nothing for months. Things quieted down, leaving Eddie wondering if the investigation had died or if, at some point, after he had spent the majority of his life doing Uncle Sam’s dirty work, his own government was going to come after him.

			
			Now here it was. He watched the master chief pull out a piece of paper.

			“We’re taking you to the brig,” he told Eddie.

			Eddie took the paper in his hands and read. It was a signed order calling for his immediate confinement. Eddie had been planning on a week filled with art therapy, meditation, yoga, and a few more sessions with doctors to scan for brain injuries. Instead he was going to jail.

			“Can you explain this to me?” Eddie said, looking at his friend.

			Alazzawi looked at Eddie, then looked down at the floor. He said he wasn’t sure what was going on, he was just following orders, but both men knew what was happening. Eddie saw it as the ultimate betrayal. He had risked his life multiple times for his nation, executed its missions, killed its enemies, done the covert work politicians would probably deny even existed. And now he was going to take the rap.

			The two military police officers took Eddie’s phone and dropped it in a Ziploc bag. They handcuffed him and led him down the hallway past the meditation room and out into the sunny parking lot, where they put him into a van.

			It was the start of a nearly two-year court-martial that hit the Navy SEALs like a missile. Within hours news rippled through the SEAL Teams of the arrest of the great Eddie Gallagher, the platoon chief who had just returned from kicking ISIS ass in Mosul. But as it did, a different story emerged from his platoon. In that story, told by a number of the men who served under Eddie, the enemy had not been ISIS but rather their chief. According to those men, the official accounts of triumph hid a darker reality: that Eddie Gallagher had come unglued, that he had lied to get medals, put men in danger to build up his own glory, shot at women and children and crowds of civilians, and murdered a prisoner in cold blood.

			
			Eddie denied it. And there were few who had reason to doubt him. He was a true warrior and experienced fighter in an organization that prized both, a rising star in the SEALs destined for great things. Also, he was a good dude and friend to many. For them, it was easier to believe the explanation Eddie gave, that the whole thing was a lie. The accusations, he said, all came from misguided, inexperienced new guys in Alpha who in the face of combat had refused to go out on ops and instead had concocted stories to try to cover their own cowardice. Eddie had tried to set them straight in Mosul, and he hadn’t done it nicely. He had called them out as the cowards they were. In the Teams, where courage and reputation are everything, the young SEALs knew that if they didn’t take the chief down, word would get out and take them down. So they hatched a plan. It’s fucked up, Eddie would tell people, I’m being framed.

			The battle that emerged over what really happened in Mosul would play out both in public and in private over the next two years. And the collateral damage was so great that it swept through the SEAL Teams and the Pentagon to the White House and ultimately cost the secretary of the Navy his job. It also revealed a darker side of the SEALs, one that had been scuttling beneath the shining white image and heroic Kevlar exterior, down where many SEALs valued loyalty over truth and image over honor, and saw bloodshed as the true yardstick of worth. The battle over Eddie Gallagher became a battle over what the SEAL Teams stood for, and what they would become. The consequences would reverberate for years.

			Eddie didn’t realize any of what was coming as he was led out of the Intrepid Spirit Center in cuffs. He just knew he was in trouble. He wanted to call his wife. He wanted to call his lawyer. He wanted to call his buddies in the SEALs. He wanted to figure out what the fuck was going on. He kept asking, but Alazzawi and the two cops weren’t giving him any answers.

			A short van ride brought Eddie to Naval Consolidated Brig Miramar, the largest military prison on the West Coast. He was put in shackles and led through the bureaucratic prison in-processing: name, rank, address, emergency contact.

			
			“Know why you’re here?” one of the guards filling out paperwork asked.

			“No idea,” Eddie said.

			“Well, you need to give us a reason,” the guard said.

			“I don’t know,” Eddie sighed. “Killing ISIS?”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1

			 

			ALPHA PLATOON

			 

			Craig Miller scanned the sweaty faces of the SEALs in Alpha platoon, crossed his arms, and allowed a rare, satisfied smile. It was a hot night in the California desert, and they were all pressed into a ramshackle barracks kitchen after a hard week of training—twenty big men yelling and laughing, circling like jackals, shirts off, spilling beer. As he watched the SEALs holler and strut around one of Alpha’s newest members, he felt the pride of a job well done. He knew they were one of the best commando teams in the Navy. With Eddie Gallagher above him and a stable of solid guys below, things were finally coming together.

			Miller was Eddie’s second-in-charge, the lead petty officer of Alpha platoon. Everyone in Alpha called him “the Sheriff,” not just because he was the best and fastest gun in all of SEAL Team 7 but because he was a tall Texan who liked to wear cowboy boots and didn’t fuck around when it came to laying down the law. The Sheriff had a slim, powerful build, sharp features, and alert, searching eyes like an eagle. He was strict with everyone, including himself. He believed, at his core, in rules, discipline, and order. There was a right way to do things, and if anyone was going to screw around with regs, there better be a damn good reason.

			Miller was twenty-eight years old but appeared to most of his men to have stepped through a wormhole from another era. He drove a sun-bleached Jeep CJ that was older than he was, and that he had repaired top to bottom. He wore a classic windup Rolex Submariner watch that was standard issue for frogmen in the 1960s. He loved old architecture and collected postcards of nineteenth-century courthouses. While many SEALs were focused on their next op, Miller studied SEALs lore and traditions.

			
			Miller’s father had been a SEAL before him, but his father had refused to steer his son toward the Teams. The crucible of SEAL life was so unimaginably intense that Miller’s father believed a man had to reach for it on his own. Miller made up his mind early. He was a high school freshman in 2001 when the towers came down, and from then on was convinced that the nation needed good men to counteract all the bad in the world. Over the next several years he learned to swim and shoot and lug heavy packs while saving up more than $5,000 from summer jobs to buy his own Rolex Sub. The watch was his way of swearing his commitment to the SEALs long before he was old enough to sign papers. He had worn it nearly every day since.

			Miller didn’t talk a whole lot, but his taciturn bearing hid an iron will. Few in the platoon knew it, but Miller had barely made it through BUD/S. Halfway through training, he had broken his foot. He could have quit or gotten a do-over on medical grounds. Instead, he laced his boot tighter and pressed on. They can carry me out on a stretcher, he told himself, but I’m not ringing that bell. That determination and his skills with a gun had helped him climb fast in the ranks of the SEALs. His formal evaluations dripped with superlatives. Five years after joining, he was the youngest lead petty officer in Team 7.

			Well after the sun went down it was still 100 degrees in the desert. Miller looked on as Eddie and the rest of Alpha’s SEALs crowded around the kitchen table, their shirts off in the heat. They were all sculpted but lean, pro athletes whose chosen sport was combat. They bellowed like ancient warriors around a fire. At the center of the scrum, seated at the table, was Alpha platoon’s newest member, Special Operator Second Class Josh Graffam. His muscles were as tense as a drawn bow. On the table in front of him, the platoon had spread four black pieces of steel. Assembled, they would make a Navy-issued Sig Sauer 9mm pistol.

			
			Six feet away at the other end of the table, also stripped to the waist, sat the newest SEAL from one of Alpha’s sister platoons, Bravo. The new SEAL was a mass of muscle, rising so big and broad above the table that he looked like a shaved grizzly bear. Graffam was five-foot-seven and wiry, a fraction of the size. But that didn’t matter. This was a contest of skill and speed. Spread in front of the bear was the same array of pistol parts. In the middle of the table, a short lunge from both men, stood a magazine holding a single round of ammunition.

			It was April 2016—almost a year before Alpha platoon deployed to Mosul. Eddie had become Alpha’s new platoon chief just a few months earlier. The two platoons were at a remote Navy installation called La Posta in the dry, rocky Laguna Mountains fifty miles east of San Diego. They were there for close-quarters combat training: four grueling weeks of high-intensity shooting, room sweeps, and hostage scenarios that drilled into the men both the art and arithmetic of making quick life-and-death decisions at close range.

			La Posta had a massive indoor training facility informally known as the Kill House. The building was nearly the size of a Walmart, its interior a warren of rooms and corridors. Each day the platoon ran shooting scenarios over and over in the Kill House while instructors watched with clipboards from catwalks above, like scientists studying rats in a maze. Each night the whole platoon slept in a spartan double-wide nearby—one long room with rows of bunk beds. At one end was a kitchen with an old fridge, a basic stove, and just enough room for two long tables. After a few long weeks of training, someone usually bought a keg.

			That night, as the beer flowed, the platoon turned the kitchen into an arena for new-guy initiation games. The games had been going on in the SEAL Teams since the first groups of Navy frogmen generations before, and showed no signs of conforming to contemporary attitudes toward hazing. All freshly minted SEALs coming into a platoon were expected to go through them. There was no formal playbook, only ideas passed down from platoon to platoon with improvisations added by every generation. Games could take any form, but in an intense brotherhood of warriors like the SEALs, where unconventional thinking was prized and platoons had ready access to materials like flash grenades and tear gas, they were rarely dull.

			
			Miller wouldn’t have stood for anything truly abusive, but he loved a good new-guy game. The best games tested resolve and creativity under pressure, which in their line of work was critical. At the same time, of course, a good game had to have the promise of enough pain to make it entertaining.

			The game devised by Alpha and Bravo contained all three. Graffam and the shaved grizzly had to assemble their pistols as fast as possible. The first to finish could grab the magazine holding the single round in the center of the table, slam it into his gun, and shoot the other new guy in the chest. It was a test of weapon knowledge and performance under pressure. The single round in the clip was a high-velocity paint round. It was nonlethal, but on bare skin from point-blank range, it was going to hurt like a bitch.

			Standing near Miller was the boss of a troop of three platoons in Team 7, Senior Chief Brian Alazzawi. At forty-three, he had been on eight combat deployments, including six to Iraq. The Navy officially frowned on this type of stuff, but even though he was in charge, he was enjoying the game as much as anyone. He was an old-school guy and believed in old frogman traditions. There were limits, sure. Guys didn’t need to get too hurt. Both men were wearing eye protection. But a little pain wasn’t a problem—in fact, it was the point. He expected his SEALs to be hard. They had to be. The job was to kill, sometimes fast and up close. Their language was raw. Their lives were intense. They were the nation’s door kickers and had to be ready to get medieval on whatever crazy mission they were given. They didn’t do nice, or polite, or easy, and if you didn’t like it, you could go back to the regular Navy.

			Someone made a wager: Not only would the loser get shot, but his whole platoon would have to pick up all the spent shell casings after close-quarters combat training the next day. It was a chore nobody liked, made worse because every piece of brass they picked up would serve as a reminder that their platoon had gotten beat. And SEALs hated getting beat.

			
			The men from Alpha and Bravo crowded around and howled for the competition to start. The new guys at either end of the table eyed each other, their hands hovering, trembling, ready to grab the pistol parts. Then someone shouted, “GO!”

			Hands scrambled for steel. Assembling a gun was something both had done hundreds of times: Slip the black barrel into the hollow underside of the slide, then pull down and back into position. Grab the recoil spring and push forward until the steel pin clicks. Guide the slide onto the main frame that houses the grip. Hit the takedown lever just above the trigger, and snap! All the parts are in place. Then grab that magazine. Straightforward, but not with forty SEALs screaming at you. Both men started to fumble. Their hands shook. Simple movements became blurs.

			“Come on, Graffam! Come on!” Miller yelled above the crowd. Eddie was just a few SEALs away, yelling even louder. They had trained the guys hard and suddenly felt like coaches on the sidelines. It was Eddie’s first time being a platoon chief and Miller’s first time as LPO. The win said as much about them as it did about the new guy.

			Just past Eddie, Miller could see Alpha’s senior snipers, Dylan Dille and Dalton Tolbert, laughing hysterically. Miller had served side by side with them for five years and they were practically family. Dille was lean and unimposing but deadly accurate in his craft. He had grown up hunting in the Rockies and was one of the top snipers in Team 7. Tolbert was his best friend, an expert shooter, dark hair, short and broad-shouldered. He was part Choctaw and, he liked to joke, all redneck, complete with a wife who was a stripper and a childhood in a trailer park hit by a tornado. Both snipers had joined Alpha with Miller in 2011. The three had come up together in the SEALs. They’d spent hundreds of days deployed together. They’d gone to one another’s weddings. That night they were all clapping and laughing in part because they knew Alpha platoon was finally on track.

			
			At the table, the grizzly had a slight lead, but he was so amped up that he struggled to fit the slide onto its rails. Graffam caught up. He clicked his recoil spring into place and raced to fit the slide onto the frame. Almost done. Was the grizzly catching up? There was no time to look. He hit the takedown lever and with a hard, metallic slap the parts fell into place. He swept his hand over the table and grabbed the mag. Roars shook the crowded kitchen. With a grin, Graffam pushed the magazine into the gun, then pointed the pistol at the massive target at the other end of the table, paused just enough to make the grizzly wince, and fired.

			

			—

			A year or two before that night, it might have made sense to bet against Alpha. Not anymore. Alpha had been known for a number of years as one of the worst platoons in SEAL Team 7. But it had quickly become the best. A big reason for that, they all knew, was Chief Eddie Gallagher.

			The modern SEAL Teams operate on a two-year cycle of training and deploying designed to ensure that no matter what is going on in the world, there are always SEAL commandos ready to deploy to a hot zone. The cycle is known as workup. A new platoon forms at the start of the cycle, then during workup members spend six months training in individual specialty skills like sniper craft, underwater explosives, evasive driving, combat medicine, foreign languages, and surveillance. Then they spend six months on unit-level training, practicing how to navigate silently at night as a team, call in air strikes, raid ships, clear houses, rescue hostages, and do all the other things small teams of commandos might be called on to do. Then they spend six months on squadron-level training, where multiple platoons work together on complex battle scenarios with other Naval Special Warfare groups—fast boats and helicopter teams, intelligence and cryptography techs. The two-year workup ends with six months of deployment overseas. Then some new SEALs get mixed in and others leave, and workup starts over again.

			During a workup, commanders watch for the best platoons and reward them with the live-or-die, must-succeed missions. Lackluster platoons are given less demanding work, much of it little more than foreign relations. A top platoon might get a covert insert to take out a terrorist cell in Yemen. A struggling platoon might spend six months training partners in Estonia or the Philippines. It says something about the SEALs that the deadliest missions in the most dangerous places are the most sought-after reward, and an assignment to a safe place with friendly people, good food, and gorgeous scenery is seen as punishment.

			
			Alpha had not been awarded a dangerous deployment in years. On their first deployment together, as new guys in 2013, Miller, Dille, Tolbert, and their longtime medic Corey Scott had deployed to a somewhat hairy corner of Afghanistan where they saw regular, if not exactly heavy, combat. But on the next workup things fell apart when new leaders came in. The platoon chief and the officer in charge didn’t get along. Bad blood complicated simple decisions. Without clear leadership the platoon couldn’t find a rhythm. They struggled in training. Among the nine platoons of SEAL Team 7, Alpha consistently finished near the back. Their failures cost them a chance at the high-stakes deployments that all SEALs crave. Instead of Iraq or Afghanistan, they ended up in Guam.

			It wasn’t that Alpha was short on solid operators. Miller was the best close-quarters shooter in Team 7. Dille was a top sniper. Tolbert was being groomed for the Navy’s classified antiterrorist unit, the unit once called SEAL Team 6 that now went by the benign-sounding name Development Group, or simply, DEVGRU. Even in an elite force like the SEALs, which only took the best, many of the guys in Alpha stood out. They were smart, motivated, and experienced. The senior guys had deployed twice together; they knew how to operate in near-perfect sync. Alpha was an all-star team. It just hadn’t found the right coach. Eddie changed all that when he took over as their chief. He walked into Alpha’s high bay in the fall of 2015, introduced himself, and announced he was going to make Alpha into the best platoon in Team 7. It was the beginning of a period some of the guys would later call “worst to first.”

			The high bay was home base for the platoon. Each platoon in Coronado had one. It was little more than an oversized garage that opened onto a narrow ribbon of asphalt, beyond which lay a creamy stretch of beach and the limitless Pacific. Inside, the high bay looked like Rambo’s toolshed: stacked shelves overflowing with combat gear, including ropes for dropping out of helicopters, rigging for parachutes, scuba gear, and other equipment, all ready to go so that the platoon could get on a plane and drop into a hot zone at short notice. Each man had a closet-sized operator’s cage packed with personal gear. At the back of the high bay the guys had built a man cave of mismatched, ratty, secondhand couches where Alpha gathered at the beginning and end of each day. A painting on the wall of the Bad Karma Chick in her red she-devil bustier looked down on it, her mischievous smirk offering a constant reminder to the platoon of their role in the universe.

			
			When Eddie walked in that first morning, knowing grins ricocheted around the high bay. Eddie had a reputation around Coronado as a hard dude and a proud guardian of the roguish traditions of the SEALs. He liked to fight. He liked to drink. He never shied away from fire. Even at a base full of gunfighters, Eddie had a reputation as a badass. Some of the guys in the platoon had never spoken to him, but almost everyone knew who he was: aggressive, no-nonsense. He had an understated way of communicating, rarely using two words when none would do. He went by several nicknames. Some called him “Fast Eddie.” Some called him “Blade.” Whatever guys wanted to call him, they knew this time workup was going to be different. They had scored.

			Many of the senior guys in Alpha knew Eddie personally. He had been their instructor at the BUD/S school just down the beach from the Alpha high bay. When they arrived as students, he was one of the first SEALs they met. It had been a harsh introduction. The SEALs had a word for men who were too weak in body, mind, or character to earn a place in their brotherhood. They called them “turds.” SEALs tended to be terse and black-and-white in their judgments. In the SEALs you were either a good dude or a turd. Good dudes were not only strong and fast, but trustworthy and loyal toward their teammates. Turds were slovenly, lazy, weak, selfish. The only thing more despised than a turd was a coward.

			
			As an instructor, part of Eddie’s job was to make sure no turds got through training and earned the SEAL Trident. To the SEALs the Trident symbolized everything. It was a golden pin featuring an eagle, its talons gripping a pistol and Neptune’s trident, but unlike all other eagle insignias in the United States military, which had their wings spread wide, this one was crouched defensively, wings down, ready to fight. When a new SEAL earned his Trident, the other SEALs bringing him into the fold pounded the metal barbs of the insignia into his chest, signifying a blood brotherhood. The Trident was more important than rank; it literally left a mark that would be there forever, even after SEALs took off the uniform. The SEALs had to make sure no one earned it who could not live up to their standards.

			Eddie performed his job as a guardian of that brotherhood with biting intensity. Many of the men still had painful memories of being a student running up the beach as Eddie ran alongside. Eddie loved to run students up the beach. He got the nickname “Fast Eddie” because he could run six-minute miles in soft sand with students trying to keep up. Those who fell behind ended up in the goon squad—the back third of the group. At intervals, the class would stop, and Eddie would punish the goon squad with push-ups, sit-ups, bear crawls, and flutter kicks until they could barely move. Then, because their push-up form was poor, he punished them with more push-ups. He sent them to lie in the bone-chilling surf, their arms locked together as the waves crashed over their heads. Then he would make them run again. If you turds don’t like it, Eddie would shout at them, all you have to do is quit. And you should quit now, because tomorrow is going to be worse. “The only easy day,” he would tell them, “was yesterday.”

			Eddie never talked about how he got his other nickname, “Blade,” but he didn’t try to sugarcoat what the SEAL Teams were all about. It wasn’t an exercise club. It wasn’t a way to impress women. It was an elite group of warriors, and the students would be expected to perfect its lethal craft. They had to be killers; they couldn’t ever shy away. They had to be ready to kill with their bare hands.

			Eddie liked to tell war stories while he was punishing the students so they understood what they’d be up against. One time in a house raid in Afghanistan, he told students, an enemy came at him and he had to smash the guy’s head in with a toaster. On another day, when he was a sniper, he told students, he had his scope on a high-value Taliban fighter in a village. His team had been watching the guy for days, but the fighter must have known the Americans were tracking him because each time he left his house, he would carry a little girl in his arms as a human shield. The team was growing frustrated. The man was a danger and had to be taken out, but he was taking advantage of the Americans’ rules of engagement, using their own sense of decency against them. One day, Eddie told them, the fighter appeared carrying the little girl as usual and Eddie put him in his crosshairs. If he took the shot, he risked killing the girl. If he didn’t, Americans might die at the fighter’s hands. There was no easy choice.

			
			He looked at his BUD/S students with no hint of feeling or hesitation. I pulled the trigger, he told them. The bullet went right through the girl and hit the target, killing them both. Remember, he told students: It’s war you’re preparing for, and you’ll be forced to make these kinds of decisions.

			Day after day Eddie gave the students little rest. The crux of BUD/S was something called Hell Week: five days with almost no sleep, wet, cold, and miserable the whole time, crawling through the sand, paddling rubber rafts out through the surf in the dark, running in wet boots, stumbling under the weight of heavy logs, crawling under barbed wire while instructors fired off automatic weapons and threw flash grenades. Eddie was one of the instructors who made sure that getting through Hell Week would be the hardest thing students ever experienced. He was one of the toughest instructors, and proud of it. “When some of the instructors were hard on students, it seemed like an act,” one of Alpha platoon’s older members, David Shaw, wrote in an evaluation after BUD/S. “With Eddie, it wasn’t an act.”

			It wasn’t that Eddie was a mean guy. In fact, a lot of students looked up to him. He was just demanding to a level that was scary. But when it was all over, he was also one of the first to shake the hands of the men who survived and welcome them to the brotherhood.

			
			For students molded in that crucible, Eddie was their first close-up look at a real SEAL and shaped the idea of what a SEAL should be. He became their mentor, their model, their aspiration. Many of the guys in Alpha still felt that way when Eddie walked into the high bay and announced he was their new chief.

			Eddie brought the same hard-charging discipline to Alpha that he used in BUD/S. Since he was a platoon chief now and not a BUD/S instructor, his job wasn’t to run guys into the ground until they washed out, but his expectations were still high. Alpha was a group of warriors, he said, and they would focus entirely on preparing for war. He would do what he could to ensure they got the best training and the best opportunities. If they worked hard, he said, they would become the best. And if they were lucky, there would be no more deployments like Guam. They’d be sent right into the middle of whatever shitstorm was kicking up, which is exactly where all the guys in Alpha wanted to be.

			A lot of platoons at Coronado took Fridays off during training. Eddie shut that down. Instead Alpha set up an extra day of close-quarters combat practice, kicking in doors and clearing rooms again and again until every step through the threshold and sweep of the rifle was reflex. Eddie described his leadership style as “no bullshit.” He asked a lot and expected it to be done. He didn’t care as much about rules and regulations as he did about being ready for combat. It was something he honed on repeated deployments during the hectic combat surges in Iraq and Afghanistan. He was immediately impressed with Alpha. When he told them about the extra training, there were no complaints. Everyone was down to be the best. He had some of the most accomplished SEALs in Team 7 at his disposal, and after years of being misfits, they were eager to make things happen.

			The one criticism Eddie had of the platoon during workup was that they were…nerds. First with the Marines and then in the SEALs, Eddie had come up surrounded by guys who liked to fight hard and party hard. Group drinking binges were a rite of passage. Drunken brawls and late nights at strip clubs became legend. But with Alpha it was different. All of the senior guys were married and tended to go home after work. His lead petty officer, Craig Miller, was so straitlaced he seemed like something out of a Leave It to Beaver time warp. When Eddie said they should go out for beers, Miller often said he had plans with his wife. He would talk about how he was planting fruit trees in the backyard or building a chicken coop. The snipers were just as domestic. They liked to go for trail runs. One of the medics was volunteering at a hospital on the weekends. The man in the platoon who specialized in calling in air strikes was always out rock climbing or mountain biking. Some of the guys seemed to prefer playing videogames to going to the bar. They talked about how drinking during the week hurt their performance. They did yoga. There hadn’t been a single bar fight or drunk driving arrest. The platoon was a bunch of boy scouts. It was a big change from the lifestyle Eddie’s generation grew up in. Sometimes he missed the antics and the camaraderie. But at least, he joked to other chiefs, he wouldn’t have to worry about bailing anyone out of jail.

			

			—

			
			When Alpha got a new platoon chief, it also got a new commanding officer, Lieutenant Jake Portier, who had been handpicked by Eddie. Eddie was a master of deals. He had a reputation as a good dude and had friends and connections all over the Teams, and it allowed him to get what he wanted. He knew a good lieutenant was critical to a good deployment, so he had looked around until he found Portier, then worked it so he ended up with Alpha.

			SEAL platoons, like almost every military platoon everywhere, relied on dual leadership: one officer and one senior enlisted man. The officer gave the commands, but because that officer was almost always a young, inexperienced lieutenant, he relied on an enlisted chief with years of experience who had the know-how and credibility with the troops to make it actually happen. The lieutenant relayed orders, the chief deployed the platoon with a strategy that got it done. It was a time-tested but delicate arrangement because while the lieutenant was technically in command, the chief almost always had more experience and street cred with enlisted SEALs, so he effectively had all the power.

			
			Eddie and Portier had deployed together to the Middle East right before joining Alpha. It was a quiet tour. They were staged as a crisis reaction force in case something bad happened in the region. Nothing bad had happened, so they spent the whole time training and lifting weights. But during that time, Eddie had gotten to know Portier, and he liked what he saw.

			Like many SEALs in Alpha, Portier had been one of Eddie’s students in BUD/S. Others in Alpha still remembered what a stud Portier had been in the course. In a timed relay of running, pull-ups, and sit-ups after Hell Week, he had finished first, even beating some of the instructors. He had graduated from Ohio State with an engineering degree and never talked about trying to make a career as a Navy officer. He wanted to do a couple platoons, then get out as soon as the Navy tried to put him behind a desk. Just like Eddie. He seemed to have a proper frogman perspective on Navy regulations, focused more on getting the mission done than making sure every rule was followed.

			Jake is like an enlisted guy, Eddie told the rest of Alpha. With him as officer in charge and Eddie as chief, he said, Alpha is going to be a dream team.

			Portier was twenty-nine years old, a full decade younger than Eddie. He had next to no experience leading troops in combat. As Mosul neared, Eddie took him under his wing and assured him he would show him the ropes and make him a great officer. In many ways, it was a continuation of the teacher/student relationship they’d had in BUD/S. The Navy, like the rest of the military, has strict rules forbidding fraternization between officers and enlisted troops, created to keep the command structure from being undercut by personal relationships. But the regulation, like so many others, was often ignored in the SEAL Teams. Eddie and Portier would go out for beers together or hang out and barbecue. Eddie never called his commander “sir,” or even “lieutenant.” He called him “Jake.” Senior Chief Alazzawi later said the two were as close as any command team he had ever seen, so close that Portier told Eddie he was going to pop the question to his fiancée before she even knew.

			
			That wasn’t a bad thing, in the eyes of Alpha. Eddie and Portier appeared to click: Eddie was the kind of door-smashing tactician who could make things happen. Portier was a detail-oriented engineer who could manage the bureaucratic red tape to clear a path for Eddie. After years of dysfunctional leadership teams, everything was finally coming together.

			The platoon’s mojo showed when Alpha and Bravo arrived at close-quarters combat training in La Posta in the spring of 2016. During the four-week course, instructors ramped up training steadily, starting on the first day with solo shooters clearing one room, then two, then three. They started with no ammunition, then paint rounds, then live ammo. As soon as the platoon was getting confident, instructors blacked out the lights and made them operate with night vision. Eventually training got to the point where the whole platoon would sweep in a coordinated wave through a house filled with a complex and unpredictable mix of armed enemies and civilians, no lights, live rounds.

			The instructors’ job was to sweat every detail and mistake. Step through a door with the wrong foot, they would make a note of it. Have your trigger finger in the wrong place, you would hear about it afterward. They marked down every screwup on a whiteboard. Even if things ran smoothly, they’d find something. Bravo platoon often had so many mistakes that they had to stay late to run drills over again. Not Alpha. The extra practice and demand for perfection from Eddie and Miller showed. Often the instructors had little to offer but praise for Eddie and his guys. Once, after a particularly complicated run where the Sheriff and a few guys had cleared several rooms at lightning speed even though half of the platoon was pinned down, the instructors at the debrief had written just three letters on the giant whiteboard: “SAF,” Sexy as Fuck.

			

			—

			
			The sweaty pack of jackals in the kitchen were still howling as Bravo’s shaved grizzly rubbed a neon-pink spatter of paint on his chest where a welt was rising. The Sheriff laughed. He was proud that his new guy had won. He expected nothing less. The platoons refilled their beer cups as the din of good-natured shit-talking filled the room. Miller could hear his men reminding Bravo that there was going to be plenty of shooting the next day. Be sure to pick up every round, they said.

			Bravo wanted a rematch. Two out of three, they shouted. Eddie and Senior Chief Alazzawi stood by as the cries of the pack grew louder. Miller smiled as the snipers in the platoon pushed Alpha’s new guy to do it again. One of the most aggressive SEALs in Alpha, a big, fast, young sniper named Josh Vriens, started shouting, “You got this! You got this!”

			The SEALs took apart the pistols and laid them out on the table. The new guys sat down at either end. The platoons crowded in, powered by beer and testosterone.

			On the word go the new guys jumped to life. They grabbed the barrels, jammed them into the slides, flung in the recoil springs. But when the takedown lever signaled the final piece in place with a loud snap, it was again Graffam who was holding the magazine. He stood up and smiled. The pack circled. They screamed for their new guy to take the shot. But Graffam lingered. With ceremony, melodrama, and a broad smile he racked back the pistol and slowly lowered it at his target, savoring the victory. The room quieted as the men waited for the shot. Graffam lingered. He was one of the platoon clowns, always joking around. Several of the guys in Alpha snickered.

			“Just do it!” Bravo’s grizzly growled, wincing. “Fucking do it!”

			Graffam continued to wave the pistol and tease. Suddenly, the grizzly bellowed, hurled the table to one side, and dove at Graffam, fists swinging.

			The pack erupted, then collapsed into a melee. Some SEALs tried to pry the belligerents apart; others tried to get a few hits in. At one point, Bravo’s chief, a big brawler with a shaved head, punched Alpha’s assistant officer square in the mouth. The volume soared. Then the chief stepped in and pushed toward Bravo.

			
			“Fuck this!” Eddie roared. “You want to go platoon-on-platoon? I’m not fighting with fucking fists! I’m going to stab motherfuckers!”

			Everyone froze. SEALs instinctively trained to search for weapons noticed one of Eddie’s hands was in his pocket. The smile drained from Miller’s face and he looked over at Dille and Tolbert, who looked as stunned as he was.

			No one had a problem with brawling. They were a rough crowd in a rough business, and not averse to pain, but suddenly a guy had taken it too far. And it was one of the oldest, most experienced, and most trusted guys there, the guy who was supposed to be the mature one, the chief. An awkward silence spread over both platoons. Was Eddie making a threat or a joke?

			A sniper from Bravo whispered to Josh Vriens, “Dude, what the fuck’s up with your chief?” The big sniper shrugged. He viewed Eddie as a badass and a mentor. He wanted to someday be just like him. “No idea,” he whispered back.

			Senior Chief Alazzawi stepped between Eddie and the Bravo guys. “Whoa, whoa
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