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CHAPTER ONE

	Djerf al Nadaf, Iraq

	February 2003

	CHRIS MOREHOUSE STOPPED DEAD IN his tracks. He took a knee and tried his best to tune in to his surroundings. He’d heard a frantic scratching noise a few minutes before but couldn’t make sense of it. He needed more information before he could decide whether to move forward or backward on his mission. With his night-vision goggles (NVG), he scanned the desert floor for a sign or movement that would dictate his next action. Happy he wasn’t hearing a human voice or any type of mechanical sound, he surmised that he was hearing an animal of some sort—one that could be in distress.

	He checked his watch; he didn’t need distraction, as he was on a tight timetable, but it was crucial to know what was around him before he carried on. If the animal was domestic, then a farmer or owner might be out looking for it and compromise his assignment if they spotted him. Chris suppressed the urge to draw his pistol. The last thing he needed was to instigate an event that need not have happened, thus bringing a horde of Iraqi soldiers down on his position. After waiting for a full minute and being satisfied that he could still see his prime objective in the distance, he moved forward to investigate the disturbance. With an abundance of caution, he scanned his head from left to right while navigating his way around large rocks and bushes, hoping that what he would find wasn’t an aggressor lying in wait. Seeing rabbit droppings made him think his instincts were right, that he was hearing an animal somewhere nearby.

	Chris followed the trail of droppings and then stopped. He heard the mysterious sound again. But this time he could hear an animal whimper and then something thrashing around, near or under vegetation. He rounded a large boulder to find a sight that he wasn’t expecting. There, he was greeted by the hind legs and back end of a medium-sized dog, whose front end was stuck in a hole under a bush. He was unable to get himself out. What the hell is he doing all the way out here?

	Chris didn’t know whether this was a wild dog or someone’s pet fluffy buns, but he was torn about taking action. Time was wasting, so he considered letting nature take its course and ignoring the animal, who could have only been hunting rabbits out of instinct. But watching the canine squirm pulled at his heartstrings. He did a slow 360 to scan for threats or other warnings that he should abort the immediate need to help the creature. Noting nothing out of the ordinary, he crouched down for a closer inspection. Seeing the dog buried deep in the burrow led Chris to surmise that the rabbit hole collapsed on him as he’d dug for his prey. A mixture of small rocks and loose desert sand entrapped the pitiful animal. Chris, unable to wait any longer, began pulling the sand and stones away with his bare hands. Fortunately, the dog was silent, probably from the shock of something happening behind him as well as out of pure exhaustion from trying to break free. As Chris was making progress, the animal became a little agitated. Chris wanted to reassure the hunter that he meant no harm but held his tongue, not wanting to alert anyone who might be in the area. When Chris got closer to the canine’s belly, he received a deep, low, menacing growl that made him stop and recoil. Whoa! WTF? This ain’t no sausage dog.

	The dog went quiet again and Chris weighed his options. What am I getting myself into here? If I get bitten by a rabid dog, then game over. Great way to start a mission, idiot! Staring at the animal for a second longer, he shook his head and continued to dig, but as he did, the menacing growls began again. When Chris knew he could pull the animal out, he stood up for another moment to get his bearings and plan an escape route away from the beast. Confident he knew where he was and where he was going to go, he bent over to finish the task, but as he was doing so, he heard a coyote howl in the distance. He took a long breath and looked down at the dog’s legs. Holy shit, this isn’t a dog. And that’s not a coyote in the distance, it’s a jackal. Goddammit, Chris!

	He momentarily wanted to abort the rescue, but his resolve was steadfast. Wild animal or not, he had to help him. Chris grabbed both of the animal’s hind legs and pulled them, but sure enough, just as the wild animal was being freed, it snapped around to bite whatever it believed was fighting it. Chris quickly jumped back a few feet, then slowly began backtracking, keeping his eyes on the now-liberated rabbit hunter in front of him. The distant call of another jackal distracted the one that Chris had freed, who paused, then looked away from his savior. Chris continued his retreat, calculating how or if he could outrun the beast, or if push came to shove, get his gun out to shoot if the animal pursued him. Much to Chris’ relief, the jackal simply turned and trotted off toward his howling relatives. David Attenborough wouldn’t have been that stupid. Now, where was I? Oh yeah, covert mission.

	***

	Chris slid down the inside of the compound’s six-foot-tall concrete wall. On reaching the bottom, he squatted down on his haunches waiting for a movement, a sound, anything that would send him scampering back the way he came. He scanned the area to his front, left, and right, suspecting every shadow that might grow in stature to reveal a man in wait. Chris controlled his breath as much as he could, the chilly night air letting out wisps of warm carbon dioxide to form small clouds around him.

	Though the place was quiet as a graveyard, he still took his time with his motions. Pulling his small cloth backpack off his shoulders, he reached in and retrieved an infrared (IR) chemical light from inside. Cutting it down the middle with a knife, he sprinkled the contents into the shape of an X at the base of the wall. The mark, invisible to the naked eye and only seen with NVG, would expire in eight hours, but until then it would serve as an identifier for him to exfiltrate exactly where he came in. The bicycle he’d rode into the area on would lie in some brush 500 feet from his entry point.

	Pleased he was alone and grateful that his intelligence package was for once correct—that he wouldn’t face any opposition, he briefly stood up, then quickly retreated to his kneeling position, expecting a reaction of some sorts from a silent watcher, but none came. Still, the former British soldier and US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) contractor took no chances. His mind was ready to spring himself into action and abort at the first sign of trouble.

	Chris was under strict orders not to engage with anyone he encountered inside the walls. If there were signs of habitation, he was to retreat and await further instructions from a CIA forward operations base in Qatar. He waited in silence for a few minutes more, allowing his goggles to do the heavier work of assessing his surroundings. He then retrieved a set of plastic vials from his backpack. With a tiny hand trowel, he scooped a measure of soil into one of the vials, then returned it to his bag. He then took his first steps, to his right towards a set of storage drums, fifty feet away which had been identified by CIA analysts as possible containers for toxins. Quietly hugging the wall and using whatever man-made cover he could, he reached the drums without incident.

	During the mission briefing, his handlers had given him a two-hour window to scour the facility, searching for signs of biological or chemical weapons, existing or stored, and to look for machinery used in the creation and production of said weapons. He reached into his bag once more and pulled out a clear plastic bag containing a stash of what might look, to the untrained eye, like dryer sheets. The simple-looking sheets were chemical transfer pads designed to be wiped on surfaces or areas of concern; they could pick up trace amounts of almost ninety-five percent of the world’s known chemical and biological toxins. If Saddam Hussein either made or stored weapons here, the intelligence Chris gathered with his swabs and soil samples would give the CIA more information to collaborate a source’s claims that a key part of the dictator’s war machine was at this site.

	Chris was 40 minutes into his search, picking up swab and ground samples as he scurried from target to target, when he came across an unusual sight. At first, his heart jumped as he thought he was looking at a Scud missile storage area. Then he came across a dozen or more twenty-five to thirty feet long, half-cylindrical metal objects mounted on wooden frames in a large open shed. As he looked closer, his mind skipped back to a CNN interview where he recalled the US National Security Advisor commenting on Iraq’s attempts to acquire aluminum tubes. “. . . Evidence that Iraq was pursuing a nuclear weapon,” she had said. “. . . Don’t want the smoking gun to be a mushroom cloud.” Standing back, Chris took a sharp breath.

	There wasn’t time for an inner debate about what politicians either said or didn’t say. In his mind he was neutral. There was a job to do, and he just had to get on with it. Knowing he didn’t have all the time in the world, Chris continued quickly with his transfer pads and ground samples and even risked a few photographs. On further investigation, he surmised that these tubes were probably not for military use. The devices were at one time probably shiny, but they were caked in months or years of dust. The joint welds were haphazard and amateur at best. There were no markings, no fuel hoses or connections, no engine mounts—just a few large screws, nuts, and bolts holding the apparatus together.

	On closer inspection, however, Chris found something even more curious. Are these bird feathers? He picked up a few tufts that were caught up in the joints of a tube. He stuffed them into a plastic bag. If I’ve come all this way to find a chicken cannon, I’m going to have a shit fit.

	Checking his watch, he cursed; it was nearing 0200 hours, close to the time he was to leave. But there was one more thing he had to do: he still hadn’t found his prime objective. Leaving the dusty tubes, he made his way to the southeast corner of the facility and headed for a smaller shed buttressed against the compound wall. It looked innocent enough, about the size, shape, and design you would find in the back corner of any respectable home garden. However, as he reached the door, he realized that it had a substantial-looking padlock. Examining it closer, he realized it was an old Chubb. Shit. He studied it and the door itself, then stood back and clenched his fists. Shit, he cursed inwardly again. If he had more time and the right tools, he could get around it, but this was one of the better anti-pick locks on the market.

	Feeling his way around the door for a gap he could manipulate, Chris gritted his teeth, frustrated because there was absolutely nothing to work with. He shook the door slightly, then firmly; he could tell there was steely resistance. Not your typical English potting shed. Someone is trying to hide something. He inspected the area further, looking for any electrical wires running to the shack. On finding no evidence of cabling, he took a step back and considered his options. He had an urge to kick the door in, but held off, as there was no way to know if he would inadvertently send out a silent alarm. Daring another look at his watch, he fumed—his window of opportunity rapidly closing. He wanted desperately to find out what was inside but realized that he might just have to settle for defeat. Though seemingly pointless, he took out his camera and shot a few pictures, just for the techies back in the US to have something to chew on.

	Replacing his camera with some transfer sheets, he performed his due diligence and swiped the door handle and frame. He made his way down to the bottom, where he realized that the dirt on the ground was now thick concrete. Using his fingers and the swab to study the area further, his hand jammed against an object that wasn’t concrete, but more like metal. He felt his way around it with his forefinger and thumb, then pulled out a small box the size of a matchbox. Staring at it for a moment, he gave the box a light shake. WTF? You have got to be kidding me.

	Prying the container open, he found a key. He smiled, then laughed. Realizing that the Iraqis were trying to hide things in plain sight, he marveled at the simplicity of it all. No guards, no cameras, no electronics. Just back to basics. Keep it simple, stupid.

	Once inside the shed, Chris felt underwhelmed. He hadn’t been expecting much, as the shack was small, but he was relieved that he didn’t come face to face with a blinking infrared camera or spotlights shining into his face. He checked the top of the door, looking for an electronic magnet that would alert a watcher elsewhere of the breach. But he found none.

	Chris pulled out some of his wipes and used them on two steel drums in a corner. He grabbed one drum, and, to his relief, he found it was empty, then the second, which was also light and easy to move. But there was nothing else—nothing more to swab, nothing more to check. Looking up and down the walls, he searched for cracks, wires, and pipes, something—anything—that led somewhere. He checked the ceiling, still nothing. He paced around for a minute more. It was time to go, and he needed to put things back as he found them. He began moving one drum back to its corner, but as he rolled the steel back into place, he heard an unfamiliar sound on the ground. The concrete where he stood and where the drums had been placed seemed to differ. He stamped his feet in the corner and received a hollow reply. Mothereffers! Discarding the drum to one side, he dropped to his knees and thumped the floor with his right fist, confirming his suspicion that the space below was empty.

	Chris dug his fingers around the sides of the concrete and the shed wall and soon found a small metal spring on the left side. He then shimmied his fingers around to the right and found the same thing. He quickly said a small prayer and then released the devices, receiving a small clunk in reply for his efforts. The concrete base in the corner came away in one piece. It wasn’t light but was thin enough for him to manipulate out of the way. Still wearing his night-vision goggles, he peered into the hole below. He saw a metal ladder attached to a wall, and what looked like floor tiles at the bottom of the cavity. Bunker! Chris took a long breath. In for a penny, in for a pound, he told himself and began his descent.

	When he reached the ladder’s last rung, Chris crouched down to get his bearings. He needed to be careful. He was already over time, and he didn’t know how far this underground complex ran, or how much time he would need to explore. He estimated he was at least twenty feet below ground. Since there were no lights, no ventilation, and no markings on the surrounding walls, he knew if there were multiple corridors, he could easily get disorientated. Chris marked the base of the ladder with a chem light and paused for a moment, then gazed down the tunnel and realized that since there was no ambient light underground, his NVG were useless. He flipped the goggles up but didn’t remove the strap from his head. Digging out his blue lens flashlight from his backpack, he rose and advanced carefully on, counting his steps as he strode forward. As he hit one hundred, he marked a waypoint on the base of the wall on his right with his chemical light. A hundred more, he did the same; a hundred more, the same drill. If I’m three hundred feet away from the ladder, then I am way beyond the compound wall. This is not good.

	He trooped slowly on, knowing he’d have to run back each of the hundreds of steps to exfiltrate the compound and not miss his ride out of Dodge. At the 500 mark he paused as he entered a large expanse. The air was dank; it smelt like dry rot, mold, and raw sewage all at the same time. Chris gagged. Scanning his flashlight from left to right, he picked up on a few objects, but before he inspected everything, he needed to know exactly how to get out. The place was as black as the ace of spades; if he didn’t have the flashlight, he wouldn’t be able to see his hand in front of his face. Marking the entrance to the new area with another chem light and gaining a little more confidence that he was alone and there were no threats, he pulled out his camera. With the flashlight in hand, he began taking images of everything he could see. He wasn’t sure how or if the pictures he was taking would be of any use, but he had to try. He disciplined himself to slow down to get some resemblance of decent photographs, although he knew that time was now his greatest enemy.

	Satisfied he had done enough work with the camera; he began a closer inspection of some of the machinery in the space. A lot of it was typical metal shop stuff: drills, stamps, welding devices, small foundries, piping large and small, sheet metal, steel, clips, brackets, and tools galore—everything one would need to build an old jalopy or a small fishing boat. But he wondered why this was all secreted below ground. The CIA thought the compound might be a potential target, but they needed facts. They needed him to bring intelligence out with him and not reminisce about what could be of use or not.

	Chris soon found himself in a corner of the expanse, facing two large doors. Again, there were no markings, but he took a picture and swabbed the immediate area. He tried the door, which, to his relief, opened silently. He poked his head inside. The stench was horrendous. It was then that he spotted a row of 55-gallon drums lined up against a wall. Staring at the spectacle with a tinge of dread, he spotted some barrels with their lids propped open. Other barrels had liquids of various colors which had spilled over and formed into viscous substances at their bottoms, and then others were just rust buckets that seemed as if they hadn’t been moved in years. I am not swabbing that shit, nope and nope. Loathing to go on for fear of being exposed to a chemical or biological toxin, he vowed to himself to give the drums a wide berth and not touch anything that looked as if it would do him harm. But on he pressed.

	The room he was in was much larger than the last, and the machines inside were bigger, and took up most of the space. The ominous sights made him pause; it sent a chill down his spine wondering what this could all be.

	Chris approached another room with a large window, and as he got closer, he saw it was a locker room or break room of some sort. He waved his flashlight apprehensively through the glass, searching for something, out of curiosity more than anything else. Finding an open door to the room, he took one careful step inside. Scanning his light into the darkness, he noted that most of the lockers were open and empty, but he froze in place when he saw a Soviet-style gas mask, complete with a chemical protective suit hanging off a door. Looking down to the ground and further to his right, he spotted two more suits lying on the floor, and much to his horror, he saw the bodies of what he thought were two giant rats; he hurriedly backed out. Shit, shit, shit, this isn’t right, what the hell killed them? Grabbing his camera, he took as many photos from outside the room as he could before moving on.

	The next door he came across had a viewing window halfway up. He made his way over and peered through the glass. Jesus Christ, what is that? His flashlight caught sight of an upright, open freezer. In it were several petri dishes, each one of them sprouting some kind of vegetation, and one had a weird-looking flower that had grown so large that it was cascading down the inside of the shelving. How the hell can that grow in the dark? I’ve had enough of this shit. What am I hanging around for? This isn’t what I am here for.

	Chris dutifully captured what he saw with his camera, then turned and began walking cautiously away. There were a few other doors in the area, but he was reluctant to waste his time exploring broom closets or office spaces, so he trudged on, hoping to find what he had really come for.

	After a few minutes of navigating his way through the expanse, he stopped mid-stride as he came upon an oversized, red-colored lathe. Bingo!

	All the briefings and meetings and technical discussions over the last few weeks had come down to this. He had found precisely what the CIA was looking for, or so he thought. The giant industrial lathe was at least twelve feet high and twelve feet long. However, the device was also mounted on a set of rails that ran almost fifty feet long. Set in place at one end of the rails was the motor and, from what Chris could tell, it was dormant and had been for a while. He couldn’t tell how wide it was, but the machine, caked in dust, had one end covered with a plastic sheet.

	Having found what he had come all this way for, his mission was about to begin in earnest as he had the unenviable task of getting in between the rails, onto his back and underneath the motor to search for a cover plate, the size of a computer keyboard. Before he lay down, he checked the floor below him. The last thing he wanted was to be sucking in a gobful of sarin, or anthrax, or some other weaponized botulinum. He scanned the ground at his feet with his flashlight and then shone it back up at the machine. Finding the words H&H Drensteinfurt stenciled on the side eased his mind a little. It was exactly what he was looking for. But his mind started playing the what-if game, and the potential scenarios mostly consisted of things going from bad to worse. He shook his head. How did I get roped into this shit in the first place?

	Chris took a few more minutes to search for signs of impending doom, but his little pea brain saw nothing of immediate danger until he spotted another rat carcass nearby. Oh, for fuck’s sake, really?

	Kneeling, Chris pulled out a specialist’s screwdriver from his backpack, then stared at the enormous machine before him. There’s no point in looking at it any longer. Stop lollygagging around, just get on with it. He stood up, then stepped over the first rail, knelt again, and used his flashlight to scan underneath the motor housing. Jesus, under there, seriously? Dropping down, he twisted onto his side, then onto his back. Shimmying his way underneath the lathe, it reminded him of sleeping in a trench during his time in the military: dirty, dark, and confining. But unlike an earthen trench, the surrounding steel gave no quarter. There was little room to maneuver and absolutely no way to remove a nut or bolt that could make his task easier or more comfortable. He squiggled his way directly under the machine, and with his arms raised above his head, a different memory surfaced, that of an MRI machine. This is getting better by the minute. “Why the hell did I sign up for this shit? Why Chris, why?” He whispered.

	Halfway under the motor housing, he found the access panel he was searching for. Doing his best impression of a contortionist, he placed the screwdriver into the plate and began unscrewing. Lefty-loosey, righty-tightie, he reminded himself.

	The task wasn’t easy as there was but a few inches of room between Chris’s elbow holding the tool and the ground beneath. Fortunately, the screws were not that long and though covered in dust, rust, and a little slime, he was able to remove four of them. With a little gentle persuasion, the plate fell away to reveal a control panel. At the top right, there was a long number starting with 455. He smiled. Finding those three digits finally quashed his doubts about the mission. Okay, okay, here we go.

	He stared at the panel for a minute, memorizing the number as best he could, but he needed to find something else, another number that wasn’t so clear. His first search produced nothing until he squirmed deeper under the heavy steel monster. The numbers and letters were there on the control panel, but they were tiny. Once more, he memorized what he saw—MU-0251-2006-046. Before he replaced the plate, he took a few pictures and then began wrapping up.

	It was more than time to leave, but he paused for a few seconds more, staring at the device above him, realizing where he was and what it could have exposed him to. If he had found Saddam’s machinery created for mass destruction, then what had he touched, what had he inhaled? He looked at his hands, his gloves. They weren’t glowing in the dark, not that they would, but still, he questioned his actions when crawling around on the ground and removing and replacing the plate. Was this moment ominous or innocuous?

	Extricating himself from the belly of the beast took longer than expected. Chris huffed and puffed his way out, but it turned out to be quite the physical effort to get himself upright again. Am I out of shape or what? He knew the answer. As he squared himself away and replaced the items in his backpack, he thought about what he had seen. The place looked disused, abandoned, as the analysts predicted. However, if toxins were being used here, or had been in the past, he didn’t know how long a trace or stockpile of such things could survive in such a place. The more he thought about it, and the creeping flower in the freezer, the less he liked it. Did these assholes leave because it was becoming too dangerous? Did they have a chemical spill? He looked at the lathe. How long has this thing been here? Why are they hiding this? The brain-trust said no threat. They have to be right . . . right?

	Briefly scanning the surrounding area with his flashlight, he made a choice; Chris knew it wasn’t wise, but if he had picked up a trace of something, it could jeopardize everything he touched, from his body to the equipment he carried. He removed his gloves, rolled them into a ball, and tossed them as far into the corner of the room as he could. Chris didn’t care about them being found; he was more concerned that there could have been something life-threatening he had touched that had now attached to him. Touching nothing else in the room, he grabbed his gear and searched for his telltale signs to determine the direction from where he’d come.

	***

	On reaching the surface, Chris took several long, deep breaths, trying to suck in abundant lungfuls of fresh air to replace the nasty air he’d ingested below. He liked his job, this mission, and the need to disrupt bad things—but repeating that exercise in the bunker was not on his top ten things of must-do-that-again-sometime. Securing the small shed, leaving everything as he found it, he dared a final look at his watch. He was over an hour and a half past the deadline for his retreat. To top it off, he sensed a change in the temperature. He also felt dampness in the air. He didn’t have time to dick around, but he made time to get his woolen gloves out of his pack, then flipped down his night-vision goggles and made for his exfiltration route.

	Chris left the facility as silently as he entered, without hindrance or trace. He began his step count towards his hidden transport, all the while checking his arcs for potential danger. All he carried with him for self-defense was a 9mm handgun, which he now carried by his side. His support, an Iraqi agent waiting for him in a taxi, five kilometers south of his location, now became his next priority.

	Coming to a halt at 150 feet, Chris stopped and searched for his IR chem light marker and found it on a rock, boosting his confidence that he hadn’t lost his way. Going through some more self-preservation exercises as he neared his hide, he still felt no threat. His years of experience both as a soldier and now as a covert operative for the CIA had taught him to be cautious—and if it meant taking more time to accomplish a mission, then he would be more than happy explaining himself. For if he did, it meant that he was alive to do so. Though however sound that reasoning was, still he admonished himself now, because he knew he might not recapture the time lost while down in the bunker.

	By the time he’d retrieved the bike and traveled about three kilometers toward his rendezvous, the weather had changed for the worse. It was bone-achingly cold, with a strong wind that bit at his face. Though he was riding into a strong headwind, he had to keep his head up to allow his NVG to keep him on the straight and narrow tracks. With each pedal push, he was also dreading the sheets of rain that had been forecast to come in the dawn hours; that was now coming true.

	The winds slowing his progress was both a hindrance and a blessing. The longer he rode, the more daylight approached, aiding his journey, but the longer he took, the more he risked the Iraqi agent being exposed. As the wind battered his forward momentum, he knew that he was running out of time. Not only might the taxi driver soon lose his nerve in the approaching daylight hours, likely making himself scarce before locals would notice his presence and try to avail themselves of his services, but the driver would have to repeat the same exercise in the next twenty-four hours with his mysterious passenger; Chris’ lateness was putting that into jeopardy too.

	However, that wasn’t the only thing that pestered Chris. Tactical situations aside, the need to get his intelligence out of Iraq promptly was a serious issue. The United States and a few other like-minded countries were ramping up for another war in the Middle East. Chris wasn’t privy to the plans to invade Iraq, but he knew the information he was to provide could bolster the US government’s argument to oust Saddam and prove to the world that he had indeed not ceased his weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programs but instead increased them, as the White House had maintained. To appease its government, the CIA promised the president that it would provide undeniable proof that Saddam still bore ill intent towards the West, even if the United Nations (UN) and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) argued to the contrary. The CIA, therefore, had undertaken an operational program to drop members of its Special Activities Division (SAD) team into Iraq to gather enough substantive proof that could be presented to the international community to justify an invasion.

	Chris wasn’t aware of the other operations at like facilities in Iraq, nor did he need to. But the race, both tactically and strategically, was on, and his inclusion in the effort was already behind the curve before he’d even set foot in Iraq. But Chris knew that he had to get his soil samples and his chemical swabs out ASAP; if toxic agents were present, the evidence on the transfer sheets would expire in a matter of days. Not being completely stupid, Chris also rationalized that what he had found underground could disappear as soon as concrete could be mixed; it wouldn’t take much to seal the entry he took down into the bunker. Although just because he saw no other entrance or exit, it didn’t mean there wasn’t any.

	Adding to this sense of urgency was the race to beat the UN inspectors, who had only recently returned to Iraq to conduct inspections of Saddam’s declared weapons facilities. Everyone in the intelligence community knew that the Iraq regime had been playing a cat-and-mouse game with the UN and IAEA inspectors for years, and the CIA knew this time it would be no different. The prevailing thought amongst world leaders was that Saddam was an expert at hiding his weapons and nefarious stockpiles of who knows what else. He had so much space to hide his wares; there would never be enough time to search every inch of his country. Only war would uncover the truth behind the dictator’s true intentions.

	As the saber-rattling continued between sovereign nations, CIA operatives were collecting samples without UN and IAEA knowledge. Iraq even argued the point that CIA agents would infiltrate the two organizations and create evidence where there was none to be found. But the CIA didn’t need to infiltrate the UN or the IAEA; they were already operating clandestinely in the country. Nevertheless, as mighty and all-encompassing as the CIA was in 2003, it lacked enough agents in Iraq to enable and support its covert activities there. Having focused deeply on Afghanistan and Al Qaeda after 9/11, the CIA had recruited none or few agents of its own in Iraq after Operation Desert Storm in 1991. As a result, Chris now had to rely on a third-party asset, an MI6 agent known to him as Ali, to get him out of the vicinity of Djerf al Nadaf and on his way to an extraction point, almost a day’s drive from the southeast of Baghdad.

	As predicted in the weather portion of his initial mission briefing, the rain soon came lashing down. Chris was getting soaked, but his drive to attain success pushed him on. The frigid water poured down his face. His NVG were still functioning, but he knew it would only be a matter of time before the deluge would distort his vision. He plowed on; the wind taking his breath and his speed. Knowing that if he missed his window of opportunity to get out of the country now, he’d have to wait twenty-four hours, repeat the exercise, and then, if that failed, wait another day for a backup plan from his handlers. With little survival gear in his backpack, his options constrained him. He had to get to his transport.

	It took Chris another hour of slogging through the mud and rain to reach his destination, a small market town in the middle back end of nowhere. Taking off his goggles, he shook himself down. Although saturated, his core body temperature remained constant from his bike exertion. Chris wasn’t too cold . . . yet. He was still fit, to a point, relatively healthy, and experienced dealing with outdoor extremes, but he knew that if he didn’t get to shelter, get some warmth, and get some food into his body, his ability to function would soon become his inability to function. He’d already spent one night out in the open waiting to infiltrate the Djerf al Nadaf site, and his supplies were only adequate for a short period. Any long waiting periods of inactivity in cold, wet conditions without appropriate shelter were recipes for disaster.

	Chris heard the shouting before he rounded the corner. The town was modest and low-key, and there should have been no one on the streets at this early hour. Fearing the worst, he placed his bike up against a wall and peered around the corner. He spotted his transportation, a white and red minivan surrounded by armed Iraqi soldiers. The driver was out of the vehicle and down on his knees, arms pleading innocence. One soldier, who Chris assumed was an officer, slapped the driver repeatedly about his face, screaming at him for whatever reason. The CIA officer didn’t hesitate. He snuck his face back around the corner, got back on his bike, and pedaled away as best as the rain, wind, and mud allowed. There was only one thing on his mind: compromise.

	


CHAPTER TWO

	Djerf al Nadaf, Iraq

	THE MAKINGS OF AN IRAQI dawn were forming, but thick, black, featureless clouds were masking the sunrise. It was going to be a grey, dull winter’s day. Chris mashed the pedals onward and tried his best not to dwell too long on the taxi driver’s fate. He spent but a few minutes thinking about why things went wrong, why the Iraqi soldiers were questioning his driver, but he rationalized that there was no point. His exfiltration package was compromised, and that was that. He now knew he could not entertain the idea of showing back up the next day at the same location for fear of being captured, likely from the information gathered during the beating the hapless man was taking.

	Riding his bike as fast and as hard as the weather permitted, he ignored the pain his leg muscles were transmitting to his tiring brain. He knew he had to get as much distance from the taxi driver as possible. His only saving grace was the sheets of heavy rain that lashed down on him. He hoped that the longer the rain fell, the less likely the Iraqi soldiers would be to pursue him—if indeed they were, depending on the taxi driver’s information. Chris didn’t know if it had been a casual patrol finding a stranger in their midst, thus questioning the driver out of boredom, or if they knew about CIA operatives in the area and suspected the man as one of them. But Chris didn’t have time to think further about what had happened; he had to think about his immediate future.

	Booting up his Thuraya satellite phone was out of the question. There would be time for that later. He needed distance first, cover second, and time to re-evaluate his situation third. His rudimentary disguise would help his cover, but his clothes were soaking. There would come a time soon when he would need to dry out and get something to eat and drink.

	Glancing upwards from time to time, he watched the clouds above him shift, followed by swaths of rain pouring out of the heavens. A rational person would want the rain to stop, but he wanted it to continue so that any lazy hunter would be reluctant to start a pursuit. But he was getting cold. The thick winter parka he was wearing was cheap, old, and worn. The dark green Dishdasha, an ankle-length robe tunic which he wore underneath, also threadbare, had seen better days. His headdress, a traditional keffiyeh that covered both his head and his face, was stained, dirty, and stinky—and now soaked and dripping, allowing rivulets of water to travel freely down the front and back of his neck. His feet were also wet. His chintzy leather boots, with about as much tread as a worn race car tire, now only served as a catchment for thick mud which wormed its way through their lacing, thus adding to his discomfort. He was somewhat happy that he had a bike for transportation as opposed to having to walk, but it had only three gears, one of which was inoperative, and was about as ancient and decrepit as the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. He silently prayed that he wouldn’t get a puncture or that the old rusty chain would break.

	Chris crunched the pedals nonstop, but his progress was exceedingly slow. The sun could not break the clouds that were assaulting him, and as the downpour continued, the wind continued to beat at his cold, wet face. After halting for the third time in a few hundred feet to catch his breath, he relented and got off the bike to challenge the tempest on foot. Head down, he slowly pushed his transportation along the desolate landscape. Looking around for a reference point was becoming senseless, for the more he looked, the more rain he allowed to flow into the open crevices in his clothing. The wind was piercing, his hands were freezing, and he was getting to a point where he needed to protect himself from the elements, and he had to do it soon.

	Without a landmark, he couldn’t tell how far he had come, but he tried to formulate his time, speed, and distance. It was another exercise in futility. Keeping his head down, he trudged on. When he looked up from his toil, his morale took a dip. He was walking into a wall of swift, horizontal sleet. Stopping now would be the most rational thing to do, but he pushed the thought as far back into his mind as it would go. He had to press on; he kept telling himself: Distance, distance, distance.

	While Chris plodded bravely onwards, he knew his situation was getting dire. He’d lost track of how far he had biked and trekked, as the elements cloaked his true speed. Knowing he should keep his head up and look for threats and shelter, the sleet and howling winds made it impossible, thus putting him through a true test.

	The march to escape at least gave him time to consider his next moves. He reminded himself again that he had to find shelter, get out of his wet clothing, get some food inside his body, and above all, he needed fluids. If he could get those basic things squared away, he would then contact his handlers and figure out a new exit plan. He was supposedly only going to be in Iraq for a maximum of forty-eight hours, so his option of taking supplies, including spare clothing, hadn’t been a consideration, but now it was becoming a serious detriment to his well-being.

	While those thoughts remained high on the list of things he needed to do, his operational survival needs also demanded his attention. If his route out and his cover became compromised, then Iraqi forces would hunt him down. His disguise might hold up with civilians who saw him from a distance. However, there was no way he’d stand up to scrutiny if the military stopped and searched him and his possessions. Chris knew he might need to ditch some of his equipment, and he ran through the checklist of items that he had. The most-valued tool within his inventory was an unmarked map in his backpack. Another smaller silk map, along with a small compass secreted into the collar of his parka, both of which would be difficult to find during a cursory search, would be the last thing he would dispose of. He would have to dump the soil samples, the swab sheets, the night-vision goggles, his IR chem lights, a navigation strobe for a helicopter extraction, his small pair of binoculars, his camera, and his treasured GPS. In short, he would have to dump any item that didn’t come from a local bazaar and anything foreign that he brought with him into the country. But the question would be when to do it. If he unloaded everything immediately, he’d further jeopardize his situation by jettisoning equipment he needed to survive, but the longer he held onto these things, the worse it would be if the Iraqis captured him.

	He stopped for a moment to catch his breath. He didn’t have any answers to his growing list of problems. Then his body began shivering, taking precedence over any other issues. It was an ominous sign that he was aware of. The former soldier, now almost thirty-six years old, was well versed in survival methods. Having spent many a night in makeshift hides in Northern Ireland, dug in a bog for days at a time in varying conditions watching and waiting for the IRA, and having trekked through the moors of Dartmoor, the Brecon Beacons of Wales, and the Dales of Yorkshire, he’d had his fair share of misery while dressed in green. He’d tried to forget the worst weather he’d encountered in Wales, but his current situation was matching, or about to surpass that experience. The difference now was that he was on his own. Before, he had a platoon of infantrymen to support him, notice his change in mood, his bearing, his lethargy, who could stop, administer aid to, and surround him to help him recover—thus preventing a downward spiral to hypothermia, and potential death.

	Now, willing himself to stay focused on task and to not take any unnecessary risks with his health, he hoped he could recognize the signs of any ailment that could risk his ability to function, and recognize them in time. He knew he had to keep moving, that sitting on the side of the road in a blizzard without warmth or shelter could kill him.

	Again, he tried to make some basic calculations to figure out how far he had come both since he left the Djerf al Nadaf compound and the town where he was to get his ride out of the country. He looked upwards to search for a nonexistent sun, again letting precious heat out of his garments and allowing cold, hard water to penetrate his outer and inner shell. He regretted wearing thermal underwear because that too was now soaked.

	Quivering again, Chris knew he was in trouble. Being saturated to the bone wasn’t fun. His core body temperature was still normal, due to his physical exertion, though his extremities weren’t so lucky. His hands felt like blocks of ice, his toes the same. He knew he would soon face a new enemy if he didn’t get some fluids into his body: dehydration.

	He wanted to pull his backpack off his shoulders and grab his water bottle but was reluctant to do so under the relentless sleet, which would attack the inside contents of his bag and also scupper the evidence he had retrieved.

	The CIA man’s list of foes was growing fast. First, the potential Iraqi pursuers, second his bodily functions, third, the incessant wind and sleet. He looked at his cheap watch, wonderful for disguise, but useless when condensation covered the inside of the lens. He couldn’t make out the placement of the hands and he guessed that he’d been on the march without respite for at least five hours. His body ached; he was fast approaching a slippery slope. He needed to get to some form of shelter, and he hoped he didn’t walk into the only abode within fifty kilometers, only to find a dozen Iraqi soldiers having a snore-fest.

	Chris trudged on. The weather forced him to keep his head down again as the storm continued to batter him. The terrain gave him no relief, which was from what he could tell, bare and flat, but at least void of other human activity. He desperately wanted to complete his mission, but the odds were now steeply against him. His task, destined for failure anyway if he didn’t survive, had changed in focus from getting his evidence out to simply reporting what he saw, which meant he would need to be alive to do so.

	Despite the sleet hammering at his face, his mouth was dry. Yet another indicator of impending dehydration. Even if he stopped to retrieve his water, just a few sips would only quench his immediate need, but not improve his internal water deficit. Even though he had walked and biked many kilometers in frigid conditions, his arduous efforts had made him sweat, thus losing valuable water from inside his body, compounding the need to stop and look after himself. He had to push on and find something, anything, that would relieve the pressure he was feeling both mentally and physically. His head was pounding with the mother of all headaches, and his morale was sliding down the same slippery slope as his body.

	Chris dug deep to continue his journey, to keep moving. He was aware enough to appreciate the fact that though his forward progress was slowing, the plus side was he was still active and not in a ditch waiting for death to visit him.

	A brief lull in the wind and sleet gave him a little hope, but he wasn’t naïve. There were many things to do before he felt safe. Fortunately, at one point the sleet changed to rain, and the incessant wind changed to brief gusts. He could finally keep his head up, and he hoped things were changing in his favor. As the storm lifted some, he contemplated getting back on the bike and cover a few more kilometers down the road. But he was still shivering, and his teeth had begun to chatter. He took the chance of reaching into his pack to retrieve his binoculars to scope out a potential shelter or structure to aim for. His hands trembled as he tried to open the catches, and it took him a good deal longer to get into the bag than normal. His dysfunction told him once again, things were lousy and could get worse if he wasn’t careful.

	After a few minutes of scanning the bare-ass farmers’ fields and rocky landscape, he saw something in the middle distance: a small structure. He scanned for more, but found nothing, then returned to study the building he’d spotted. It was the only one he could see in the entire area. Looking up to the skies, only to see black clouds forming once again, and knowing that the sun would surely not show its face today, he thought about his options. His training told him no, absolutely no way should one go to an isolated building, the only one for kilometers around, and seek shelter. It was the only reference point in the visible expanse, and any soldier with even half a brain would concentrate their focus on that structure, either as a rallying point or as a point to attack. He pushed his bicycle forward, searching for a viewpoint to better survey the building. Twice he stopped to observe and was satisfied to see that there was no activity outside: no vehicles, no animals, nothing stirring. The next time he stopped, the clouds opened again, and a fresh torrential downpour lashed down on his tired body and weary mind. He was running out of options; it was this structure or none at all.

	Chris knew he shouldn’t just stand around like a lemon waiting to be picked off. Even if there was a viable threat from within the structure, he had to do something; waiting for a miracle in the pouring rain was not an option.

	Banking on the elements to encourage whoever might be inside to stay inside, he moved toward the building. With his left hand holding onto his bike, he snuck his right around his back to withdraw his pistol down to his side. Staring at the door, he ran through the list of potential actions he would take as he got closer, anticipating threats and behaviors. When he reached the left side of the structure, he placed his bike up against the wall, then slowly made his way around to the back to scan for other dangers. Relieved to find there were none, he continued his silent survey with his weapon now up and in the ready position, primed to defend himself, or attack and kill if necessary. Completing a full circle and finding nothing of interest, he kept his back to the wall and looked out at the surrounding area, but there was nothing to see. He might as well have been stuck on the moon, as there were no points of reference, save a few mounds of rock here and there. If someone was watching this place, watching him, they were doing a fantastic job of blending in.

	During a pause in his scan, his body caught up with his mind and shivered to remind him he was in dire circumstances. His defensive mindset told him that taking shelter here would be an enormous risk, and he knew he should wait to enter under the cover of darkness, but the weather trumped his need for stealth.

	All he could see of the building was that there was only one door, and no windows; that is, one way in, and one way out. It was a stone-and-mud structure with a domed roof made of the same materials. Thinking about how many steps he took going around the building, Chris estimated it was about twelve feet square. If there was someone inside, he wouldn’t hear them, but the rain was beating down so hard, it was concealing all sounds.

	He had one wooly glove on his left hand, but his right was freezing, and his grip wasn’t firm around his pistol. He stared at the door for what seemed like an eon, not knowing what surprises lay on the other side, half-willing for something to happen that would cause him to react and make him choose a direction. But there was no movement, except for the splashing of rain in the muddy puddles around him. His misery told him he had to get inside and find relief, but he was also contemplating an escape. A small clump of rocks on the far right of the structure would be his first lying up position (LUP) if things veered sideways.

	As he moved closer to the door, weapon up, a muffled sound came from inside. Trying his best to keep his weapon in his wet hands, he imagined targets appearing from within. Despite the risk of capture, and his discomfort, he let his training take over and allowed his muscle memory to enable him to engage whatever threat awaited him. Keeping his back to the wall as he approached the door, he dared a look at the wooden closure and saw a few holes in the top, but mostly it appeared sound. To his satisfaction, he saw that the door opened inward and a mediocre bolt and hasp, which could secure the door from the outside, was unlocked. However, he couldn’t tell without a closer inspection if it was sophisticated enough to lock from the inside. Taking a few steps back, keeping his numb right hand on his pistol, he picked up a rock and tossed it at the door. In response, he got the unmistakable sound of a bleating goat. He picked up another rock and repeated the exercise. This time there was a chorus of bleats and a shuffling of four-legged creatures.

	Waiting a few moments for the bleating to die down, Chris made his move. He pushed the door open cautiously, backing away as he did. The first thing he saw was a set of beady eyes of an adult goat staring back at him, then a second set of eyes, and then a small herd of goats—all inquisitive, bleating, and nosing around to see who had caused the disturbance.

	Chris rushed in, weapon drawn, suspecting a solitary goatherder wrapped up in a warm shawl burrowed deep into a corner. But there was nobody there. His breath calmed and his morale jumped up a few notches, glad that he had found a dry place to stay. Without closing the door completely, he ducked back out to retrieve his bicycle, which he bustled in as the goats stared incredulously at the interloper. To his dismay, there was no locking device on the inside of the door. Why would there be? Closing the entryway, he propped his bike up against it as a security device and hoped that someone wouldn’t be back soon to tend to the animals. For the time being, he felt safe. How long he would enjoy that moment, he didn’t know.

	Chris took an inventory of his new abode. It wasn’t much to speak of, but he was, at least, out of the elements. Nodding in approval, he began going through a list in his head. Shelter, check, he began, removing his keffiyeh and holding it to his side as he continued his review. To his surprise, he saw a set of three steps in a back corner that led down to a door that was closed. He studied it for a second but figured that anyone who was in there would have come out to engage with him, so he felt no threat. He trod down the steps, over the deer-like goat turds, and gave the door a nudge with his foot. The barrier, which opened inward and to the right, didn’t budge; he took another step closer and put his shoulder to it, forcing it to give way. With the door now wide open, he found a small chamber that was no bigger than a child’s bedroom. With his pistol still at the ready, he stood in place and looked around from left to right. It was dark inside, but as his eyes were adjusting, his olfactory senses provided him with something new to clarify. When he’d first entered the goat hut, the noticeable smell of ammonia—goat pee, assaulted his nostrils. However, down these three steps, he encountered a distinct odor, something he was more accustomed to—the smell of death.
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