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CHAPTER ONE

	Djerba, Tunisia, 2002

	NISER BIN MUHAMMAD SLOWED THE vehicle down to a crawl to negotiate the hard-right turn. He crunched the gearbox down to second and sweated as he pulled at the steering wheel of the old natural-gas tanker truck with all his strength, silently pleading for it to comply. Within 500 meters he had to turn right again, cautious of the badly parked cars and pedestrians bustling their way in and out of the town center. His cousin, Farouk, sitting in the passenger seat, rivulets of sweat pouring down his face, continually called out potential dangers and obstacles that might hinder their progress.

	Rounding the last turn, neither man breathed a sigh of relief. Instead, both sat up straighter and focused only on what lay before them.

	Niser began pumping the clutch and grinding the gears back upward, gaining momentum. Farouk checked the mirrors. There was nothing behind them. He glanced over at the speedometer and was encouraged to see that they were finally reaching a good speed. They were nearing their goal. “Allahu Akbar,” he began chanting.

	There was a slight fork in the road, forcing them to the right again—and towards their ultimate destination. Niser saw the white archway first, and in unison he too began chanting the same as his cousin, both now eager to reach their target and on to glory. The truck raced at 70 km/h; the engine shrieked, begging for another gear that wasn’t there. A slight dip in the road increased the motor’s whine, topping it out at 75 km/h.

	Ahead, a security guard alerted by the monstrous bellowing stepped into the road to stop the incursion. Niser held his right foot down on the gas with all his might and, without even a passing glance at the man, blew right by him. Niser’s eyes were bulging, and foam was frothing from his mouth as he screamed at the top of his lungs that his God was great—then he finally yanked the tanker hard, right into the compound walls of the blue and white synagogue.

	He never saw, or felt, the impact of the three German tourists rolling under the wheels of his truck, nor did he see the tour group inside the compound fleeing for their lives.

	He took one last deep breath and looked at his cousin. Farouk closed his eyes and pressed the detonator.

	Port Hadlock, Washington State

	Chris Morehouse stood in the cockpit of the Certa Cito, his feet planted wide apart, hands steady on the steering wheel, and eyes trained on the sails and the wind. The thirty-seven-foot oceangoing sailboat bobbed gently under canvas through the Strait of Juan de Fuca. The seas were calm, and the winds were fair—a fitting end to an untroubled ten-day excursion along the shores of California, Oregon and Washington.

	When he sighted Fort Worden State Park off the starboard bow, Chris suggested to his crew that it was time to drop the sails and prepare for docking. He would have liked to sail right into Port Townsend Bay, but the narrow stretch of water between the mainland and Whidbey Island about seven miles east as the crow flies was one of the busiest stretches of water in the Pacific Northwest, especially in summer, when it teemed with freighters of all shapes and sizes, ferries, cruise ships, naval vessels and pleasure boats. He wisely surmised the use of the inboard engine was the smartest way to get around the lighthouse at Point Wilson and keep out of the swells of larger craft.

	Chris’ girlfriend Sandy scuttled down to the saloon to stow away the last of their equipment.

	“What do you think Patrick?” Chris asked his maritime mentor.

	“You’ve got a lovely boat Chris, and you’re getting good at handling her—not to forget you have a fine crew.” Patrick motioned downstairs to Sandy and looked below to see if she was listening. “She’s a sweet girl that one,” he whispered. “You need to get a ring on her finger and stop stringing her along.”

	“She told you that?”

	“If it’s plain for this old Irishman to see, it’s plain for everyone else, boyo.”

	Chris knew he was right. Although the three of them had spent nearly two weeks in cramped and generally unromantic quarters aboard the boat, he enjoyed his time with Sandy and was happy knowing that she loved sailing as much as he did. After this trip they’d spend a week ashore, then the two of them, with Patrick’s blessing, would set out on their own little nautical voyage. They were ready. Both had taken the requisite licensing and safety courses and had spent untold hours in dock and on shorter saltwater jaunts, preparing. The current trip under the Irishman’s guidance was the final sea trial for the new boat and the adventurous pair. And it appeared that they’d passed.

	Even so, Patrick couldn’t resist one last bit of advice before docking.

	“Stick to what you know, Chris. You still need more hours under canvas before you attempt a long crossing. Don’t bite off more than you can chew. The sea will always be there; don’t fight it all in one day.”

	“Anymore clichés?” Chris cracked.

	“You know what I mean boyo—and I’m not just talking about sailing the Seven Seas either.”

	Chris smiled. “Oh, so now you’re offering me relationship advice?”

	Patrick tied off the last of the sheets. “That’s not my job . . . I’m just an old sailor who’s been in too many ports. Now kick on your engine before we flounder. I don’t want to walk home from here.”

	“Aye, captain.”

	The Certa Cito puttered along towards Port Townsend, pausing for a minute to let a Washington State Ferry leave its slip at the Victorian seaport. Once cleared, Sandy shuffled forward on the deck and threw out the fenders on both sides of the craft. Chris killed the engine and expertly coasted his yacht up to the jetty. He tried his best to focus on the task at hand, but his brown, deeply suspicious eyes were already busy scanning the harbor, the other boats, and the other sailors going innocently about their business. He may have been on vacation from his job with the US Central Intelligence Agency—the CIA—and at sea he indeed had let his hair down a bit. But now being near land again, his threat-awareness mindset ratcheted up ten notches. He may have looked calm, cool and collected, but his kind, handsome face as always hid his true nature: that of a survivalist. Once on terra firma, everything and everyone would be a threat.

	Grabbing a bowline, Sandy jumped onto the tiny Port Hadlock jetty and tied the boat off. Chris held the vessel in place, then threw the stern line out for her to secure.

	For the next few minutes, the seafaring trio busied themselves with the motions of packing bags and offloading gear to take ashore. Chris was on the jetty taking a ripe bag of trash from Sandy when his phone rang. He pulled it from his pocket, saw the number, and then looked back at her. She was standing on the boat watching him, both hands on her hips. Her eyes narrowed, her lips tightened, and her posture was as stiff as the deck she was planted on.

	Chris turned and marched away. “Hello,” he said curtly.

	“Hey buddy, how are you?”

	“I want to say it’s delightful to hear from you Gene, but it’s not. You know I love you, but you can’t keep calling me like this—people will talk.”

	“You know this call is being taped, right?”

	“I got nothing to hide. It’s not my fault you have issues with your sexuality.”

	“Asshole!”

	“Takes one to know one. What’s up? You forget I’m on vacation?”

	“They’ve given us an all-hands tasking. You need to get to Paris as soon as possible. You’ll receive orders, then deploy from there.”

	Chris was irritated. The dreaded “they” was the Counter Terrorism Center, or CTC, in Virginia—the supposed end all and be all of counterterrorism for the CIA.

	“Gene, I’m in the middle of the Pacific. I told you I’d be out at sea. I won’t be back for days.”

	“Don’t fall into that harbor and catch a cold, Chris. You’re not getting off that easy. I know you’re back.”

	It didn’t surprise Chris that he was being tracked; the deputy head of the CIA’s Special Activities Division had eyes everywhere, even in a historic little harbor in the upper-left corner of the country. He spun around to see if he could spot a watcher, then meandered along the jetty. There were dozens of cars in the harbor’s parking lot, as well as other boaters, dog walkers, mothers with strollers. It could have been anyone. Someone might have tagged his boat with an electronic tracker or knew of his itinerary. It mattered not, for now. There was something afoot if an all-hands operation was taking place.

	“Give me break Gene,” Chris pleaded. “I’ve got plans. Sandy and I—”

	“Chris, you know this isn’t up for debate. I’m sorry to call you in like this . . . well, not really, but there’s work waiting for you. I’ll meet you there. And if you want to keep bitching, you can do it to my face. Get on a plane soonest.”

	“One of these days I really will be in the middle of the Pacific, or the Caribbean, and I won’t answer the call Gene. I’m tired of this.”

	“Don’t be stupid—that’s not you. Get on a plane, Chris.”

	The line went dead. Chris had a funky feeling in his stomach. He didn’t relish the conversation he was about to have with his girlfriend. Patrick, kit bag over his shoulder, sauntered up to him.

	“Everything all right?”

	“Could be better, Patrick.”

	“She’s throwing the f-bomb around down below. What did you say to her?”

	“Nothing. My job’s getting in the way again.”

	“You got to go back?”

	Chris nodded. He wanted to stay; he was ready to have a normal life. But he’d only told Gene a half-truth about being tired of his job. He knew as soon as he got the call that he was ready to go, and likely always would be. He couldn’t give up the rush so easily.

	“Will you check in on the boat while I’m away?” he asked, despairingly.

	Patrick nodded. “I’ll even take her out for you, I kind of like her. When are you coming back?”

	“I really don’t know, Patrick. I really don’t know.”

	They discussed a few mundane details about what they needed for the boat—fuel, water and other sundry items. Then they shook hands and said their goodbyes.

	By the time that Chris strolled back to the boat, Sandy was sitting in the cockpit, smoking a cigarette.

	“I thought you’d given that up?” he quizzed, surprised.

	She ignored him for a few seconds, then shot him a look of derision. She flicked ash into the air, and took a long pull. “I suppose you’re off again.”

	Chris was silent. There was never a good answer, there were no excuses.

	“I took time off for you,” she said coldly. “We had plans. I have people covering for me—the ranch, the office. It took a lot of favors to pull this vacation together.”

	“I know, I know.”

	“You told me you had six weeks, Chris. It’s been two. It’s unfair.”

	“I’m sorry,” was all he could muster.

	An awkward silence separated them. Neither could look at the other. Chris for his part gazed down at his feet, not knowing what to say, and not wanting to say something wrong.

	She finally broke the impasse. “I’ll be here Chris . . . even though I still don’t know what it is you do—”

	“You don’t want to know, believe me,” he interrupted.

	“Whatever. I know you’re passionate about your work, but you’ll have to make a choice one of these days. This trip, I mean this whole vacation . . . I wanted it to help you relax, help us. But you can’t switch off, can you? You can’t let the job go, or let someone else do something without you . . . You choose that life over us Chris. It’s not right, not normal.”

	Christ, an ultimatum, that’s all I need, he thought.

	There was another long pause before she spoke again.

	“I can’t go on like this forever. I’m tired of you being gone for weeks at a time. You never call, and I never know where you are. I don’t know if you’re safe . . . You’re not helping me, Chris.”

	“You know I can’t tell you where I am.”

	“Chris, come to think of it, most of the time you’re not even here when you’re standing right in front of my face. You’re always on edge, you trust no one, and you always carry that damn gun! The boat was a way to help us get away from that.”

	Let her vent, keep your mouth shut, he pleaded with himself. Don’t say something stupid.

	“We don’t have friends—except the ones you choose. Other people, other normal people . . . they fear you, Chris. I don’t want that; I don’t want that for us. If this is to work, you and I . . . you need to change.”

	Lahore, Pakistan

	Chris was feeling cramped and annoyed in the quickly filling room. It was supposedly a safe house, not a conference center, yet given the number of vehicles and human traffic around the area, it would have been easy to believe it was the latter. With forty-plus men jostling for space in a dining room designed for small gatherings, Chris felt like he was being stuffed into a Tokyo commuter train, face-to-bad-breath-face with people he didn’t know. He wanted to plug his ears; the noise was becoming unbearable. If he closed his eyes, he could imagine he was backstage in a concert hall surrounded by a passel of choir singers, each trying to warm up for their big operatic performance.

	Chris was snapped out of his imaginary version of mayhem when Jon, the senior CIA officer in charge of the operation, jumped up on the dining room table and clapped his hands three times to garner everyone’s attention. The din dissipated as all eyes focused on the bearded man wearing traditional Pakistani clothing now standing a few feet above them. One and all knew that the next few words out of the man’s mouth would seal their own futures: his utterance could mean life or death for some, and success or failure for others. Chris felt his jaw head for the floor as Jon looked at his watch, then told everyone else to synchronize theirs to his. Chris glanced over at his colleague and friend Alex Faber, who was equally dumbfounded at the request, then played along with what felt like a bizarre World War II movie scene.

	After a few seconds of mumbling and grumbling—and even a few giggles—Jon delivered a brief message: the mission was a “GO,” the execute time was 0200 hours, and there were no changes to the plan. Everyone in the room nodded, and a few smiled. Chris looked over once again to Alex, whose arms were folded across his chest, but also dipped his head with approval.

	Operation TORQUE, a bold plan to raid fourteen sites in Lahore and Faisalabad simultaneously, to capture a senior member of Osama bin Laden’s inner circle, was just hours away from being implemented. Chris, along with the horde in the room, shuffled his feet—eager to get going.

	***

	Chris Morehouse, a thirty-five-year-old CIA officer and former British soldier, had been in many armed conflicts from Northern Ireland to Afghanistan. He’d traveled to these engagements by helicopter, by Land Rover, by Toyota pickup and various other such vehicles, but never in a bus. As the miles passed by on the busy Pakistani roads, he dwelled on this latest mission. This new form of transport turned out not to be on the list of things he expected to utilize in order to catch terrorists when he joined the CIA. He brooded over the lackadaisical approach to their appearance, and worried that neither he, nor his American colleagues on the bus were in control. It was a Pakistani affair. He mulled over the umpteen number of things that could go wrong. His eyes and ears constantly looking and listening for a problem that would need his immediate attention. He was feeling uncomfortable, his butt itched, sensing something was wrong—but it wasn’t because of the state of the aging transport. He thought it strange that the Operation TORQUE participants were deployed on a mission in such a way, but he was told, much to his chagrin, that logistically it was the only way possible.

	Chris had recently been promoted to the CIA’s Special Activities Division (SAD) from working as a surveillance specialist within the CIA’s Directorate of Operations. While happy being on such an elite team, he was told from the outset that if he wanted to be involved, he had to strictly follow orders, keep his thoughts to himself, and play nice. Maintaining his silence, Chris squashed his thoughts, forcing them deep into the back of his mind. Operation TORQUE, meticulously planned down to the exact minute by others outside his sphere of influence, prevented him from trying to second-guess a tactic or throw out what-if scenarios that people didn’t want to hear about. Although his team members valued his opinions, the undertaking at hand was greater than any individual’s predilections, and the target too valuable to let slip away because someone didn’t like his place on the bus. As such, he bit his tongue. He had to remember he was at heart a soldier, he followed orders, and his opinions were of no consequence.

	His job was rendition: the apprehension, detention and interrogation of suspected terrorists. SAD recruited Chris for his expertise as a leader of a CIA deep surveillance unit, as well as his background as a counterterrorist specialist with combat experience. His skills were much in demand. However, as pointed out by his girlfriend, his attitude and brash demeanor were sometimes not.

	In the lead-up to the mission, there were many briefings, tactical planning sessions, and strategic discussions. Some meetings the SAD team were privy to; others they were not. The consensus was that nobody on the team was pleased to be sharing their identities with the Pakistanis—allies or not for the endeavor. Nor were they comfortable discussing their methods with members of the FBI, NSA and other American agencies and contractors drafted in for the operation. They preferred to keep things close to the vest.

	The current leg of the plan would drop off mission participants—two CIA officers, an FBI agent, and an officer from Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence Agency (ISI) per team—at various checkpoints in Faisalabad and Lahore. Two large buses and two trucks would be employed to transport the specialized manpower needed for the entire operation. Once these teams had reached their appointed staging points, they would meet up with members of the Special Service Group (SSG), a Pakistani special forces unit, in addition to a force of the paramilitary Pakistan Rangers, who had responsibility for area containment.

	In conjunction with this deployment, officers of the US National Security Agency (NSA) had circled the target neighborhoods in vehicles with technology designed to send out an electronic signal keyed to a particular cell phone. These “magic boxes” as the NSA liked to call them, had located the phone that they were looking for—however stymied by the frequent relocation of the phone and its user, which led them to surmise that the target never slept in the same location more than a few nights.

	Clearly, Operation TORQUE was a huge undertaking, with multiple moving parts that required concise and expert coordination. There were no real backup plans, save for abort codes that each team could call. The mission objective was stated in simple terms: capture the terrorist Abu Zubaydah. However simple that may have sounded, it was, of course, just the opposite.

	The operation’s first element was the necessary success of the NSA team in identifying the precise location for the raid teams to hit. Once confirmed, they needed a quick analysis of the site to establish opposing force security measures. Second, there was a need for a secure perimeter with all the tactical tools needed, but without warning the terrorists of the potential raid. A challenging endeavor, considering the constant movement of man and machine in the locale. The final part of the plan would be to gain entry, engage with potential adversaries, and secure the target. Simple on paper, perhaps, but potentially impossible with the numbers of unknowns facing the teams.

	The CIA station in Islamabad, designated ICE CAVE for the operation, was in overall command and control, with Pakistani backup support and general oversight. Its bearded commander, Jon, also known as ICE BEAR, would coordinate efforts on the ground with the raid teams. Until Jon climbed on the table at the Lahore safe house, nobody knew that the first parts of the mission were already complete. The NSA magic boxes had a fix on their target, although they weren’t 100 percent positive. The brain trust at ICE CAVE, as well as the counterterrorism center in Virginia, projected that there was a strong possibility that Zubaydah was in the Shahbaz Town district in the southwest of Faisalabad, and they gave Jon the green light to proceed.

	***

	Chris shifted his Russian-made Makarov 9mm pistol on his right hip, desperately trying to get a little more comfortable on the decidedly uncomfortable boneshaker of a bus. He wasn’t as nervous as he’d been in worse operation conditions; he knew the Pakistanis would be the ones to kick in doors this time. All he was there for was to take out the trash and dump it elsewhere for someone else to bury. As he adjusted his butt in the seat, he strained to look forward out of the front of the bus—just in time to see the lead escort car bust through a tollbooth at high speed. As the bus passed through, he spun around to see the second team bus and follow car do the same, and for a second, he thought nothing of it. But then his worry-wart mind took over.

	If we just blasted through there, then they knew we were coming. I thought this shit was ultra-tight and nobody knew we’d be here. He looked for a reaction from Alex, a few rows in front of him. Although the interior of the bus was dark, Chris could tell from his friend’s uneasy body language that he too was concerned. The small convoy speedily continued its journey, edging closer to the center of the city. The clock was ticking, and timing was everything.

	Chris couldn’t settle down. He sat up straighter when he saw the unmistakable blue and white strobe light of a police car passing the bus. Got to be routine, nothing to do with us, he reasoned. But his mind sprinted to a dozen what-if scenarios as the police car forced the lead escort to pull over, thus bringing the entire convoy to a stop. Pistols and rifles suddenly appeared throughout the bus and made ready by the Pakistanis. The ISI agent sitting next to Chris pulled out a pistol and pointed it directly at the floor. He didn’t draw his weapon, though, as he rationalized there was enough firepower inside the bus to take on an altercation, and if things were to go south, his mind would be on escape and evasion—not waiting to see who the best shots were.

	Maintaining their cool, the Americans sat in silence, but each inwardly pleaded for the clocks to stop. Nobody forgot the timing for the takedowns. Everyone nervously checked their watches, and more than a few whispered curses coursed through the vehicle. An FBI agent at the front of the bus called ICE BEAR over his radio to inform him of the situation. The head honcho of the Pakistani contingent stormed off the bus and marched quickly over to the police officers, who were arguing with the members of the lead car. A small shoving match ensued, and Chris shot Alex an “I told-you-so” look. He got up, brushing past the ISI man sitting next to him, and leaned over toward Alex.

	“How far do you reckon to our drop off point?” Chris asked in a hushed tone.

	“Mile, mile and a half. Why, you want to get off this train wreck?” Alex jibed.

	“Mile and a half . . . we can make that in ten minutes if we run.”

	“Let’s let this shit play out, Chris. We have some flex time.”

	“Not enough. If we’re here for another five minutes, we’re screwed. I don’t know about you, but I’m not going to repeat this bullshit again.” The fracas was continuing with the local cops. Chris looked down the aisle of the bus. “I can drive this shed; you navigate?”

	“Chris chill out already—”

	Another CIA SAD officer sitting in front of Alex caught the conversation. “Sign me up, this is horseshit. We should never have gone along with this shitshow in the first place.”

	Before they furthered the discussion, the lead ISI officer got back on the bus and instructed the driver to drive on. Chris grabbed a hold of a seat back as the driver wrenched the bus around the still-static lead vehicle and police car. He then squirmed back to his seat. By the time he was comfortable, the voices from the front of the bus became louder. Chris, knowing only a few words of Urdu, couldn’t understand the now-boisterous conversations taking place simultaneously between groups of ISI officers. Finally, an FBI agent with language skills solved the mystery.

	“Okay! Okay! Enough already.” Like a high school teacher on a field trip, he stood and made an announcement in order to quell the racket. “Someone forgot to have money for tolls. Let’s forget about it. We have a mission to complete. Settle down, kill the noise.”

	Chris stared straight ahead. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It took the CIA eighteen months to track and plan the capture of Abu Zubaydah, and it could all fall apart because someone didn’t think to bring a few rupees for a stupid toll road. He turned to look out the window and wondered what else could go wrong—and if it set the mission up for failure. For the umpteenth time, he looked at his watch. The few spare minutes he wanted to save for “in-case-of” situations had dwindled away. He wracked his brain, going over worst-case scenarios. If the Lahore teams conducted their raids before the Faisalabad teams set up, all because of the toll road fiasco, then the terrorist they were trying to capture might have warning of the raids. He wanted to go over his concerns with Alex and the rest of the SAD team. He wanted to tell them that the missing toll road money could have been a ploy by the Pakistanis to allow the terrorists time to escape. But there just wasn’t enough time; the bus stopped to drop off the first members of the raid teams.

	His thoughts drifted back to the last six months. During that time, Chris and the SAD team had been on multiple raids in Pakistan and the tribal borderlands with Afghanistan, scouting out al-Qaeda operatives with some success. But it seemed to the CIA that most of it was just window dressing, as the missions only captured low-level terrorists, and to date nobody of any actual value was in custody. The SAD team was skeptical of the Pakistanis’ commitment, and they were getting highly pissed off by repeatedly hearing the words, “We just missed them.” He hoped that he wouldn’t hear them yet again over the next few hours.

	Despite all of Chris’s misgivings, fourteen teams of men in Faisalabad and Lahore moved in on their targets simultaneously at 0200 hours. Chris and Alex patiently waited at site, dubbed TIGER, a three-story pale peach stucco home surrounded by high walls and a solid metal gate. The sound of the special forces’ vehicle ramming the gate was enough to wake the dead up within a ten-mile radius, but the tight angle of the street didn’t allow for precision, and the vehicle had to back up and ram the gate again, finally forcing the obstacle off its foundation. As soon as the soldiers crossed the threshold into the property, the unmistakable, klink, klink, klink of bullets hitting metal permeated the air. Chris, standing in cover with Alex at the security cordon created by the Pakistan Rangers, held his breath and mentally reached for his gun. He knew his rules of engagement and would only draw if an imminent threat appeared. He was sure his partner was thinking the same as new sounds were coming out of TIGER: shotgun blasts from door hinges being blown, followed by automatic fire. Then a loud thrump, followed by more fire. A gun battle had ensued. Chris popped his head over the cover of a vehicle to see if he could spot some activity.

	Well, we haven’t stumbled on a quilting class, that’s for sure; this could be it for a change. About bloody time we got one right.

	He tried in vain to hear if other firefights were happening at the nearby sites, named SNAKE and EAGLE, but the sound of the explosions and shots being fired at TIGER drowned out any other sound.

	“Second floor; it’s going to get more difficult as they go up.” Alex, the former Delta Force soldier, commented to his partner.

	Chris agreed. “I’m guessing this is it. If Zubaydah isn’t here, there are going to be some very pissed off neighbors.”

	An FBI agent standing nearby had his hand pressed to his right ear, listening as best he could to his radio, “SNAKE is a dead end, sounds like a few others too.”

	Bearded Jon appeared around a corner with a senior ISI officer closely following, carrying a cell phone in one hand and a portable radio in the other. The American grinned at the two SAD officers but kept his thoughts to himself and took cover behind a police vehicle.

	Chris turned his attention back towards TIGER, and saw, then heard, a loud explosion causing a second-floor window and part of a wall to blow outward toward the street. The rest of the team down below instinctively ducked at the sight and sound, hoping that the debris wouldn’t rain down on them.

	“We need him alive!” Jon hissed at the ISI man, who immediately got on the radio to relay the information to the soldiers. But the fight intensified, with long bursts of automatic fire.

	Alex once again voiced his opinion to Chris. “If they don’t maintain forward progress soon, they’ll lose the advantage; they need to move forward. There are too many rounds being thrown around.”

	“If you want to go sort this shit out, I’m right behind you,” Chris offered, eager to play his part.

	“Wishful thinking buddy. Not our circus, not our clowns.” Alex grimaced at the sound of another small explosion. “There’s a determined force in there. Just hope there’s something for us to process when the shooting stops—and someone in the meantime doesn’t feel the need to go meet his maker and invite everyone along for the ride.”

	Bearded Jon cringed once more at the sound of explosions. When he designed Operation TORQUE, he was adamant that Zubaydah was not engaged with current terrorist operations and thus would not prove to be such a pugilist opponent. Now, with the rounds still flying, he realized he might have been wrong.

	The initial CIA supposition of Zubaydah was that although he was a confidant of bin Laden, he was only a logistician, a recruiter. But Jon argued that the terrorist acted as a conduit for al-Qaeda’s forces as they were being forced out of Afghanistan by American efforts, and towards the safety of Pakistan. His capture would be a major coup for the CIA, which was still reeling from the fallout of the 9/11 catastrophe. However, all theories aside, the resulting firefight, now in its fifteenth minute, was proof enough that al-Qaeda, while on the run from Afghanistan, was still a formidable force.

	“Rooftop!” Alex pointed.

	Chris and Jon looked up in unison to see a Pakistani Special Forces soldier drill a terrorist with a burst of rounds at close range. Either the bullets hit a grenade, or the fanatic detonated an explosive device, but the blast was enough to blow the two combatants off the roof, showering the street below with roof debris and body parts.

	Jon was shocked; he didn’t want to believe his eyes. “My God!” he croaked.

	Chris wanted to respond to Jon’s astonished outburst, but he kept his mouth in check. He viewed the spectacle for what it was: the price of battle. What did you expect, you muppet! Butterflies and fairy dust?

	The battle continued, but with less intensity. There were no more explosions, but sporadic shots, coupled with shouting and screaming, came from inside the house. Pakistani radio traffic was, to Chris’s ears, a blend of gobbledygook running at full speed; he couldn’t translate anything. Clearly though, they were the shouts of men still high on adrenalin. While Chris chomped at the bit to get inside the building, Jon added to the communication mayhem by barking orders over his phone and cajoling the ISI into action.

	“We need to get in there Alex,” Chris stated.

	“Roger,” his partner acknowledged. “Jon, are we clear to go? Jon . . . Jon?”

	Jon heard the request and turned to his ISI liaison officer for clearance. The ISI man nodded, which was all the SAD officers needed. They broke from the safety of their cover and made their way to the house. An FBI agent was five steps behind them.

	The Americans moved past the broken gate but then stood aside as two soldiers carried out an injured comrade. The main entry door was hanging off its hinges. Just two steps inside, Chris almost fell over a couple of dead bodies lying on top of each other, face up. The first was a Special Forces soldier, his throat sliced open with a garrote; the second, a terrorist who was missing his face, but still clutching his bloody length of wire. Chris knew it wouldn’t take long for the stench of death to poison the air, if not from this scene, then from others that were waiting deeper inside the house. As Chris and Alex crept down a hallway they were suddenly brushed aside from behind by two soldiers carrying an empty stretcher as they rushed up the stairs ahead of them. Neither of the SAD men protested. They’d both experienced combat and knew that the first minutes after a firefight were crucial to get people the aid they needed. The pair continued their mission, scouring the rooms in the house for their target.

	The place was becoming as busy as a Pac-Man game in hyper mode, with ISI officers running from room to room, screeching into their radios, and soldiers dragging screaming women and crying children towards the outside of the dwelling. Pakistan Special Forces were cuffing face-down terrorists, while more white Western faces showed up by the minute, trying to justify their reason for being there.

	Chris and Alex made it to a room on the second floor where an injured man lay face up on a stretcher flanked by four silent Pakistan Special Forces sentinels, weapons still at the ready, adrenalin pumped and ready to kill again if called upon.

	“Is this him?” Chris asked of the four soldiers. None spoke but all four nodded their affirmation. “Are you going to leave him to bleed out or are you going to help him?” he pushed.

	Alex pulled off his backpack and kneeled next to the stretcher. “I’m not so sure Chris. This doesn’t look like him, and he’s close to checking out. Get Jon up here. I’ll see what I can do.”

	Chris didn’t have to go far. Jon was squeezing his way up the narrow stairs through bodies coming and going. Chris got his attention and led him to Alex. By this time an ISI officer had shown up.

	Jon too asked the obvious question of the sentinels. “Is this him?” He took a few moments to size up the man on the stretcher.

	The soldiers didn’t respond this time, but the intelligence officer answered emphatically. “Yes, this is him, we have him.”

	“He’s too big,” Jon proffered. “He must be forty or fifty pounds heavier than our guy, and he doesn’t look at all like his picture. His hair is wild, Zubaydah is cleaner cut than this.” There was a long pause as Jon’s brain worked overtime, like a hamster on a wheel. “Alex, what’s his status?”

	“He’ll die soon if we don’t get him to a hospital, Jon.” He made sure everyone knew why things were serious. “He’s been shot in the stomach, thigh and groin. He’s losing blood that I can’t stop—there’s only so much I can do.” Alex, his hands covered in the man’s blood, continued to shove wads of gauze from the small trauma kit he carried into the man’s wounds.

	Jon took two steps away and pulled out his phone. He called ICE CAVE and got one of the FBI profilers. “Take a picture of his iris and send it to me,” the agent ordered.

	Jon leaned over and shouted at the prone man in Arabic, “Open your eyes!” But he would not or could not comply. Chris leaned over to pry open his eyelids, but his eyeballs rolled back in his head. Chris then shifted the terrorist’s head over to one side and brushed his hair out of the way. “Take a picture of his ear,” he commanded.

	Jon squinted his eyes and then tensed up. “What the hell are you talking about?”

	“His ear, it’s as unique as a fingerprint. Take a picture, send it back. Maybe they can work with it.”

	Jon obeyed and waited patiently for ICE CAVE to work their technology; the line was still open and on speaker. After a minute, the response they were waiting for came.

	“It’s him, positive ID.” Everyone in the room smiled, including the normally morose Alex, who threw in the obvious. “We need to get him out of here. He’ll need a transfusion, and it needs to happen now!”

	Chris wanted to get the ball rolling too. “Jon, we need to organize a convoy to the nearest hospital. We’ll take two of these guys with us, you get things in motion. We’ll see if we can strap him onto this stretcher, bring him downstairs in the next few, okay?”

	Under normal circumstances, Jon wouldn’t be happy taking orders from a junior officer, but these were exceptional times. He was so ecstatic that if he were asked to do a naked, happy dance on the rooftop, he would have sprinted up there to do it. It was every CIA officer’s dream to catch the big guy, prevent cataclysmic events from taking place, and protect his country from harm. Today, with the capture of this man, Jon’s dreams came true. He stood there for a minute and soaked in the moment. He’d reached a pinnacle in his career, a feat only met by a few at the CIA, so if an underling wanted him to get a vehicle, he would get the best set of wheels possible and deliver it with a smile.

	Alex sensed the buoyant mood. “Don’t look so smug Jon, he’s borderline. You’ll be talking to a corpse if you don’t hurry up.”

	“Let me kill him,” a voice interrupted. “It will save us all time; he does not deserve to live.” The outburst from one of the Pakistani soldiers shocked Jon. “Say what?” he asked.

	“He should die. Why do you waste time treating him? Let me finish this animal.”

	Jon stood his ground. “No, absolutely not. This man has intelligence that we need. He will be coming with us.”

	“He killed one of my best men,” the commando continued, raising his rifle toward the injured man.

	Chris slowly rose from his kneeling position and got between Zubaydah and the soldier. One of the other commandos shuffled towards him, eyes threatening without words, knuckles whitening around his rifle’s pistol grip. Chris knew not to make any sudden movements, and to keep his hands down at his waist; he didn’t want to come across as a threat. These were tight confines in which to start a fight with professional soldiers. He didn’t want to start something he might lose. He wanted Alex to keep working on their prone captive, and he wanted Jon to go get someone who could order these men to stand down.

	He spoke in a soft tone. “Guys, we don’t need this to get out of hand. He’s coming with us; we need him alive. He has valuable information. I’m sure you can understand that . . . it looks like he’ll die eventually anyway—but while he’s alive, we need to talk to him.”

	“There are many more like him. They need to know that we take a life when they take a life,” the soldier replied.

	“You’re right . . . but not this one. The information that this guy gives us may lead us to the next operation, the next raid. There’s plenty of killing yet to do, there will be other times for revenge—but not today.”

	The conversation ended as soon as a Pakistani army officer with what appeared to be scrambled eggs on his peaked cap and spaghetti medals festooned across his chest entered the room. He questioned why the man on the stretcher was still there and not on his way to a hospital, obviating the need for discussions of who should live or die.

	***

	Chris wasn’t sure if they’d just jumped out of the frying pan and into the fire. The hospital was a mess, with a steady stream of bugs marching across its grimy surfaces, as if on their way to a factory job. There was no air conditioning, so all the windows were open, inviting any airborne bugs who felt the need to join the work party on the ground. Zubaydah, placed in the only available bed in a quiet corner of the hospital, lay on a sagging and soiled mattress, which was causing his bum to reach for the floor. Chris had to look away when he saw a doctor plunge a needle into a bar of soap before injecting their patient. Jon wore a look of pure horror. He turned his attention to Chris and Alex. “You guys stay here with him for now; I know he’s not going anywhere but tie him down somehow. We’re getting out of here. I don’t want him to die in a place like this, and neither do I.”

	He marched off staring at his phone trying to determine if there was enough of a signal for a call. Alex fished out some water from his kit and began dousing his hands to clean off the blood from Zubaydah. He didn’t need to worry about making a mess on the floor. The fluids from his hands merrily joined the other unidentified liquids that were either pooling on or running across the uneven tiles.

	Chris reached into his backpack for two sets of latex gloves and some sanitary wipes. As he and Alex finished cleaning themselves up, Jon returned with two FBI agents who brought with them a camera and a fingerprint kit. They had also come to retrieve the FBI’s terrorist’s evidence bag, mistakenly taken out of TIGER and transported to the hospital. As the agents snapped close-ups of the man on the bed, a cell phone in the bag rang. Jon made a move to pull the phone out, but the senior agent intervened. “You can’t touch that, it’s evidence,” he snapped, grabbing the bag off the bed.

	“I need to answer it.” Jon countered. “What if it’s someone who thinks he escaped and is alive? I need to know who that person is.”

	“No, you will not touch that,” the FBI man reiterated sternly. “We need that for prosecution. Back off.”

	Jon was desperate. “Are you serious? This call—” The ringing stopped.

	The agent held on to the bag tightly. “This is going back to Islamabad with us, then it’ll be in the next available diplomatic pouch back to the US.”

	“You can’t do that, this is a CIA operation—we need to get the NSA guys down here and start tracking this thing—” the phone rang again, “give me that damn phone!” Jon spat as he made a move closer to the agent.

	“Back off! You have no jurisdiction here. This is evidence from a crime scene; we will use this in his prosecution!”

	The phone kept ringing.

	Chris rolled his eyes at Alex, who shrugged his shoulders. The Brit didn’t want to play diplomat again. The phone eventually stopped. The FBI-CIA argument continued to rage.

	The bag found its way to the bed again, and the phone rang once more. Chris stared at the see-through plastic evidence bag and spotted a few credit cards inside, along with some cigarettes, a lighter, and a gold ring. The sum of a terrorist’s belongings. Chris sat in silence, watching the two representatives from America’s top security agencies argue over a phone.

	The Central Intelligence Agency’s prime mission was to prevent more terrorist acts, and to be successful they needed intelligence. Phones belonging to terrorists were priceless in possibly identifying more al-Qaeda operatives, as they offered more rings or layers to prod, provoke, and pursue. Conversely, the Federal Bureau of Investigation was traditionally happy when they had bad guys in cuffs, on the way to jail, or incarcerated. Unlike the CIA, they were happy to close cases when judges passed down sentences—and to do that, evidence was crucial. The FBI collected lots of grains of sand within their reach to build their castles of evidence; the CIA liked to build their castles from all the sand, from all the beaches, from everywhere.

	The argument ended when each of the antagonists stormed off in different directions, dialing numbers on their phones, both shouting versions of “This is not the last you will hear of this! You will regret crossing me, and You are out of your depth!” And the phone kept ringing. Chris daydreamed for a second that the caller was perhaps simply trying to order a pizza and got the wrong number; but he kept his silliness to himself and quietly chewed a piece of gum. He looked over at Alex, who was practicing the discipline that the two phone fighters had forgotten to do: never show weakness in front of a prisoner. Offer nothing, except enough to keep a man alive. Do not speak to him unless you are ordering him to do something. And above all remain silent, passive, and non-confrontational. Chris made a note to himself that during his debrief he needed to let someone know what had just happened.

	The hours ticked by and the phone calls eventually stopped. Chris noted the time, not that it mattered but he would pass it on to Jon, just in case someone could use a tidbit to paint a picture.

	French Beach, Karachi, Pakistan

	Mukhtar finally gave up with the phone. He’d called Zubaydah multiple times without success as he meandered out along the shoreline. Alone on the beach, he enjoyed the ambiance of the moment, the light spray of the ocean, the breeze that cooled the air, the feeling of insignificance against the surrounding elements, realizing that the sea was the great equalizer amongst all men.

	He stood for a moment in the darkness, pondering the situation while waves crashed endlessly against the shore. He knew that the Americans were stepping up their activities to track his organization, but his sources in Pakistan’s government circles were not so forthcoming with their usual reliable intelligence. He thought he had presented enough cannon fodder to appease the Pakistan ISI, who had placated the CIA with meaningless arrests. But as of late, the Americans were baying for blood and expecting results; the hounds were at the heels of his beloved al-Qaeda and he wondered gravely if his ISI informers were succumbing to the pressure and failing him.

	For Abu Zubaydah not to answer his calls was strange, but not unusual; however, when he tried alternate numbers that also went unanswered, it unsettled him. Altering some of his plans was out of the question. Some, however, now required acceleration, while others needed postponement, or even cancellation. Countless thoughts ran through his mind, each needing to be analyzed and picked apart for validity and consequence. Unsure of his position and wise to the threat to his own safety, he snapped the flip phone apart and threw the pieces into the turbulent waters of the Arabian Sea.

	Faisalabad, Pakistan

	Hospital staff eventually took the heavily sedated Zubaydah to surgery to remove the multiple pieces of metal that had lodged in his body. Alex, the SAD team’s medic, observed the proceedings in the operating room. One, to watch over the patient and ensure he didn’t miraculously wake up and make a run for it, and two, to observe and later report to his superiors the proceedings in case he died on the table.

	Wheeled out hours later, the ashen-faced terrorist looked closer to death’s door than when he arrived. Alex was still by his side when Chris found the pair in recovery; Alex motioned his friend away from the bed. Chris wanted to know their captive’s status.

	“How’s it looking?” he asked hopefully.

	“He’s still kicking, but the surgeon can’t believe he’s still alive. He’s never seen someone with so much damage,” Alex morosely reported.

	“Jon will want to move him.”

	“Yeah, I know, but it ain’t going to happen soon.” Alex was talking quietly, trying to ensure that there weren’t any eavesdroppers in the vicinity. “They need to make sure he doesn’t get an infection before they release him to us.”

	“That’s the reason we want to move him—so he doesn’t die in this place from a rat bite. How did the surgery go . . . they didn’t use soap again, did they?”

	“No, I saw some pre-wrapped things in there, but I tell you what—I’ve seen prettier bulldogs chewing on wasps than some of that ugly stitching they did.”

	Chris smiled inwardly, thinking that maybe he and Alex had been spending too much time together for his friend to use one of his own favorite sayings. “I’ll make a Brit out of you yet, Yank. Soon as we’re done with this malarkey, you and I need have a beer or two in a proper English pub.”

	“Thought you weren’t welcome back there?” Alex chided.

	“I might have gotten around that . . . heads-up Jon’s heading this way.”

	Alex filled the senior CIA officer in on the latest medical assessment. He held nothing back, stating the obvious lack of hygiene as being the chief threat to Zubaydah’s well-being. He recommended moving him to more sanitary conditions sooner rather than later.

	Jon then turned to Chris for his evaluation of security conditions at the hospital, and potential threats to their overall safety. Chris also painted a grim picture. There wasn’t a window or door in the whole place that wasn’t open to the world. There were dozens of entry points, most of which were difficult to secure. The ring of Pakistan Rangers outside the room that they were in provided some comfort, and the cordon outside the facility looked pretty at the main entrance—but the coverage was loose and sporadically manned in other areas. He also recommended moving their charge as soon as possible, as a determined force to rescue the terrorist would only face light resistance and ease of escape.

	Jon kicked around the news for a few seconds and nodded his head. He already knew all this, he just wanted to hear it from men he could trust to tell it like it was. “I’m not going to take any more risks guys, we can’t afford to lose him now. Clearly the longer he stays here, the greater the chance of us losing him to health, rescue—or worse, the Pakistanis wanting to keep him. They lost three of their soldiers during the attack and took some serious injuries. They’re pretty pissed off as we all know . . . so I’ve asked the Director for support, and he was happy to set things up. We have a Gulfstream IV en route. I don’t have an ETA, but there’ll be a medical team on board. As soon as it’s close, we’ll get transported out of here. Your orders haven’t changed. Stay with the prisoner until we have him out of the country. Questions?”

	***

	Chris darted back down the steps of the G-IV aircraft and shook his head. Alex was readying Zubaydah’s stretcher out of the back of the ambulance. “This will not be easy. There are ten steep steps up, and a tight turn at the top. Luckily, they’ve removed the safety rails. They took a bunch of seats out as well so we can set him on the deck as soon as we go in . . . but it’s going to be a bitch.”

	Before Alex could respond, Jon made it to the back of the ambulance. He looked anxious. “What are you complaining about, Chris?”

	“We should’ve had a better plan than this. Normally we extract guys who can walk on by themselves.”

	“This is what we have. Make it work.”

	“Getting up the steps is going to be problematic, that’s all I’m saying.”

	“And I’m saying quit your whining and get on with it. We’re going to lose our window of opportunity to get out of here if we sit any longer. The Pakistanis may change their mind about letting him go.”

	Chris insisted on caution no more and grabbed ahold of one end of the medical litter. He pulled it out of the ambulance. Alex joined him and grabbed the other end. An FBI agent raced up to one side to help with the load, and Jon, who’d stowed his cell phone in time, grabbed the other.

	Chris, in the lead and facing the stairs, got to the first step and balked. “Set him down, we need to talk this through.”

	“No! Let’s not dick around!” Jon screamed. “Get up the goddamn stairs!”

	Chris complied but inwardly fumed. Don’t fucking rush me asshole! His right foot lifted to the first step, then he leaned forward and pulled with all his strength. He only hoped that the three behind him would push and pull their weight. This is going to go tits up, he thought, almost in a panic.

	As he climbed the steps slowly, he could feel Alex pushing from behind, but the support from the sides was missing. Three-quarters of the way up the stairs, Chris’s legs were getting wobbly under the strain. Jon, who had relinquished responsibility on his side of the stretcher, raced back to the side of the steps to offer support, hoping that the FBI agent on the other side would do likewise. Jon grabbed the underside of Zubaydah too quickly, making Chris lose balance. The FBI man was too far away to counter the movement, and Chris’s left hand lost his grip under the shifting weight. Jon couldn’t see what was happening on the opposite side and he pushed the stretcher upwards, causing it and the patient to slide over to one side. Chris couldn’t hold on any longer. Zubaydah, still strapped into the stretcher, fell face down onto the tarmac.

	The commotion reached the medical team on board, who rushed to offer help. Alex, stunned, turned Zubaydah right side up with the aid of the FBI agent. Jon released a torrent of curses. Chris ran down the steps to help. Then an older gentleman pushed everyone aside.

	“Get out of my way. I’m a doctor.” A male nurse joined him with a medical bag and the pair administered aid to the patient.

	Jon shot daggers at Chris for causing the carnage. The Brit wanted to defend himself but thought better of it. Don’t look at me like that asshole. I told you we needed to talk this through.

	The doctor announced that besides an obvious broken nose, a wound had opened, and he needed to get the ailing man on board to treat him. This time, the nurse led a discussion about who would hold what and who would release the load at the proper times.

	With Zubaydah finally safely on board, the doctor announced he needed to get to work on the prisoner before the plane could leave. Jon almost burst a blood vessel on hearing the news. He pleaded with the doctor to let them take off and only realized the seriousness of the terrorist’s condition when he saw the nurse and Alex applying pressure to a deep gouge on his right thigh. He looked on with a sense of uselessness. He couldn’t let his prized possession die.

	“You all need to get off this plane,” the doctor ordered. “And shut the door behind you.” He pointed at Alex. “This man and the pilots can stay, but the rest of you, off, now!”

	Jon, Chris, and the FBI agent followed the order and retreated down the steps to the ambulance, which had still not left. The agent, sensing the tension between the two CIA men, announced that he needed to relieve himself and disappeared.

	Chris stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets. He checked his surroundings and looked for potential areas of threat, vulnerability, and safety. Jon strode off, talking loudly into his phone. Chris stood alone, not sure what to do next, but had confidence in feeling that he had done nothing wrong. He continued to scan the area, planning his what-if scenarios. Fifteen minutes later, Jon returned. Chris could tell that he hadn’t been off meditating somewhere. He looked red, flustered, and angry.

	“You’re lucky I’ve bought us some time.”

	“Why should I be lucky?” Chris quizzed.

	“This is your mess, you dropped him. We would have been out of here by now if it wasn’t for you.”

	“Fuck you!” Chris blurted, then realized he’d overstepped. His temper had gotten the best of him; he immediately was disappointed in himself. He knew that it was the measure of a man if or how he could keep his mouth shut under pressure or own up to his misgivings. However, this time he didn’t want to look weak or back down. In his mind, his opinion mattered, even if people didn’t want to hear it. It was time to stand up for himself.

	“Don’t go pinning this on me.” His tone was firm and confident. “I told you we needed to talk it through. We told you we needed a bigger plane for this very reason. Our team is better prepared for this kind of mission, but we pushed on with your piss-poor planning and shame on us for following your lead. All you do is parachute in with your grand schemes, but you forget the details, all the fiddly little bits you don’t think are important, when they are, and this is the shitshow we get.”

	“Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?”

	“Jon, I don’t give a shit. Torque has been a mess. You knew that there would be casualties, yet there was no medical staff standing by to help this guy at TIGER, or anyone else who was injured. What if one of us got hurt, what then? Then that stupid bus ride fiasco, and don’t get me started with that hospital, who the hell knows if we picked up some communicable disease while we were in there.”

	Jon was silent, but his eyes thumped in time with his speeding heartbeat. He didn’t know if it was a smart idea to whack the man standing in front of him for being so insubordinate or just let things go . . . for now. Discipline could wait, but the upstart needed to hear a truth. He crept up as close as he could to Chris without jeopardizing his own safety; then he stared into his eyes. “If that man dies on that plane and takes with him information that could prevent the next 9/11, I will make sure people know that you are the one who contributed to his death.”

	***

	It took another forty-five minutes before the plane door opened again. Alex came down the steps and headed towards Jon. Chris made his way over to hear the news. “We’re good to go. That doctor worked some miracles in there; he’s probably the best I’ve ever seen.

	“He should be, he’s one of the top surgeons at Johns Hopkins, a friend of the Director,” Jon stated. “Plane ready?”

	“Yes, we’ve got clearance, ready to roll.”

	As if on cue, the FBI agent with his colleague appeared, bags in hand, ready for a flight.

	The group headed to the base of the stairs; Alex climbed first with Jon close behind. The senior officer turned to Chris.

	“Not you, the plane’s full.” Without waiting for a reply from Chris, he carried on into the aircraft. Alex heard the conversation, let Jon pass him inside the plane, and then stomped back outside to his friend. The remark confused him.

	“What the hell did you do to piss him off?”

	“I didn’t call him a prick if that’s what you’re asking.”

	“Jesus Christ, Chris, when are you ever going to learn to keep your mouth shut around people like him?”

	“Do you know where you’re going?”

	“Thailand.”

	“Shall I meet you there? Call you when I land?”

	“Chris . . . you’ve obviously been kicked to the curb; call Gene to see if he can patch things up.” He shook his head in disgust. “I got to go buddy, catch you on the next one.”

	“Be safe, Alex,” Chris offered glibly and watched in rejection as the G-IV’s door was closed in his face.

	


CHAPTER TWO

	Islamabad, Pakistan

	CHRIS MOREHOUSE SAT IN THE back of the bus licking his wounds. He would have preferred to have a “Do Not Disturb” sign pinned to his chest as he slouched down in his seat, trying to avoid all eye contact with the world around him. His anger at being shunned had waned, and his disappointment and self-loathing took over for a while, but his grit and determination to carry on, no matter the odds, outweighed his doubts. During the ride back to Islamabad on the same bus that took him to the raid, he thought about his actions. He wriggled through the superfluous word judo of “should have said this, should have said that” but it was all pointless. He knew he’d screwed up, and he knew that he had to bounce back. His main enemy at this point was simply his hatred for retreating from the battle with his tail between his legs . . . on a bus no less.

	He’d lost count of the hours it took the transport to creep back to the embassy. Getting to the raid sites had gone at light-speed in comparison but now navigating the narrow Pakistani roads during midday madness, it was a challenge to move forward even a few feet at a time. There were only a few other people on the bus with him, who by his estimations were not carrying any concealed weapons, which would leave him to play sheriff if push came to shove. It wasn’t a comforting feeling.

	He was weary. His eyelids burned because they were constantly open, his throat was dry, and a headache hammered a steady beat at his temples, but he did not relent. He stayed painfully awake, remaining focused, alert and ready. He kept his mind sharp by playing out silent what-if scenarios and identifying the other passengers’ strengths and weaknesses, their assets and liabilities laid before him. It wasn’t a pretty picture. To distract himself he thought of his home in Washington State, his boat, and his girlfriend Sandy—but as soon as he did, his brain was jolted into devising yet another what-if scenario, as the bus became boxed in between other buses and vehicles. He tried to will his mind to stop contemplating all the angles, but he couldn’t. His body, even in its exhausted state, was primed for action. He wanted to run down the aisle of the bus and rip the driver out of his seat; he wanted to get off the bus and march back to the embassy; he wanted to do something, anything. But he kept his impatience in check. He knew that all he could do in that moment was squirm in his seat and try to sweat it out.

	The bus finally reached the manicured lawns of the embassy grounds, where it pulled into the circular drive and under the awning at the main entrance. When it stopped, Chris was apoplectic. He stood and was about to scream at the driver to move the bus away from the main entry when a Marine sprinted out of the embassy, pointed a shotgun at the operator and ordered him to keep driving. The Marine and Chris had the same thought: that buses or any other vehicle could carry explosive devices which could easily take down the front of the red-and-white-brick building. The driver, in his panic, missed a gear and started backing up, then shunted violently forward. Chris, tempted again to take over piloting the vehicle, held on to his ever-thinning composure. The Marine was still ordering the driver to move, and other passengers joined in the growing discord, but the bus finally gained some momentum and found its way to the compound’s rear parking lot and to a safer spot to stop—one void of angry, shotgun-toting Marines.

	Chris hurried down the aisle. He stopped to look at the driver, who was sweating buckets. Chris put a hand on his shoulder and smiled at the man, urging, “Breathe, take a deep breath, breathe . . . deeply. It’s okay we are here, we are safe. Thank you, my friend.” He tapped the man on the shoulder, then trotted off, swearing to himself, Jesus Christ, that’s the last bus ride I’m ever taking!

	Chris checked in and showed his ID to the Marine stationed at the embassy’s fourth-floor conference room, known as the IGLOO. He’d been there on multiple occasions while in Pakistan but today was different; it wasn’t so quiet. The room, which was probably close to 500 square feet in area, now resembled the chaotic floor of a stock exchange, or a racecourse with bookies running to and fro, with sheaves of papers, maps, cell phones, bottles of water and snack items strewn all over. It was so cramped that there were some spaces where you couldn’t even swing a dead cat without hitting half a dozen people. The room had been soundproofed, but it mattered not. As soon as the door opened the noise attacked the senses—even causing the Marine on guard to wish that he could wear earbuds. CIA analysts, NSA technicians, FBI profilers, even NYPD officers busied themselves in the chamber. There were cables strewn everywhere to keep the gathering’s computers, phones, printers, and fax machines humming. Technicians strove to keep the chaos working—continually restringing power cords, replacing phones or updating computers.

	Chris dove into the mosh pit and headed to the rear of the space, where he located the situation board. The loosely termed “board” was in fact three huge sections of whiteboards. One was framed red, one framed blue, and the last green. Chris started reading the board on the right, the red—or “action now”—board. There were several action items on a list that he scanned to see if SAD had any new immediate tasking that he could offer his services to. Operation TORQUE wasn’t the only ongoing mission in Pakistan, but for SAD at this hour, there were no others. He moved over to the center blue “process” board, which was divided into two horizontal parts by a thick black line. The top half listed items being processed to move into the red action board; the lower half contained a list of items being processed down to the green board as completed actions and follow-up items. Again, though, Chris found nothing of interest for himself, he noted after a few minutes’ observation that the red board was constantly being updated.

	He looked up at the clocks above the boards, showing various international time zones. It had been over four hours since Zubaydah had left Pakistan airspace. An LED clock in the center showed the countdown timer for the next heads-of-department meeting. The timer showed forty-five minutes, meaning that an hour after that, someone would update the board. He moved on from the situation board and made his way to the mugs alley. There he found a large board affixed to a wall with numerous photos of suspects—some with red crosses marked on them, meaning deceased. Photos turned upside down meant those were in custody, and pictures without markings were those that were still being hunted. He took his time at the wall, memorizing the faces and names. He’d spent hours at this board before, and he was happy that there were more red-crossed photos than those without. But he knew that in an hour or two that could all change.

	Chris found his way to the fridge, where he retrieved a large bottle of water. He mooched around a little longer, trying to find a space where he wouldn’t be jostled out of the way or told to move to make room for others. He spotted a familiar face updating yet another status board—one that took over a complete wall; they called it the Web. Chris made his way over to say hello.

	“Hey Rich, how’s it going?” he offered.

	Richard Meyer was the FBI’s best terrorist profiler. He was tasked with creating a semblance of order out of the sometimes-overwhelming operational mayhem. Using large sheets of paper, he could map out entire terrorist networks from information gathered by people in the field. As the keeper of the Web, only Rich was allowed to update its complexities and link its data. He had two assistants who uploaded all his information electronically and then disseminated the completed work to the various agencies and departments that were engaged in counterterrorist operations. Everyone regarded Rich as a genius with a photographic memory, and the man was a machine. He never stopped working, only needing four or five hours sleep a night. He was staring at the board with a black pen in his hand about to write something on the Web when he heard the voice next to him; he glanced behind him.

	“Hey Chris! I heard you want to be a bus driver when you grow up.”

	“Don’t get me started.” It disappointed Chris that Rich may have found out about his differing opinions with certain CIA officers; however, he kept a salty response to himself and played nice.

	“The intel help you at all?”

	“All intel helps Chris—good, bad or in between. It has to be looked at no matter what. The tough part is separating the wheat from the chaff. But to answer your question: it’s still early, but yes, TIGER was up to snuff, and we have some promising leads.”

	“Zubaydah?”

	Rich was still staring at the Web. “Nothing yet, as far as I know; he’s not talking much. I heard they shot him up pretty bad.”

	“Yeah, it was touch and go there for a while.”

	“I’m surprised that you aren’t holding his hand.”

	“Like I said, don’t get me started.” Chris wanted to change the subject. “Anything new you can share?”

	Rich stopped looking at the board, then moved off to the side without saying a word. Chris followed close behind. The expert terrorist profiler stopped at the red action board, added an item to the existing list, and then plodded away to attack another task. Chris stared at the big, bold letters he’d left behind—WHO IS MUKHTAR????

	Karachi, Pakistan

	Mukhtar left the room still holding the long blade. His men wisely kept out of his way. Thick red blood ran down the knife as he placed it on a table in a makeshift kitchen. The fat man let the blood drip from his hands onto the floor, then ordered one of his men to get him the video of the execution he had just conducted. He stepped to a sink and ran water over his hands to wash away the mess, then removed his black headdress that doubled as a mask, hiding his face. With the camera hooked up to a TV, he watched the three-and-a-half-minute video in the dank light of the kitchen four times before finally nodding his approval. He smiled to his team; his enthusiasm was infectious.

	“God is great my brothers, God is great.”

	The single comment became a chorus in an instant, with six men chanting the same as their leader. They knew they had dealt a glorious blow to their common enemy and were equally thirsty for more. Mukhtar calmed the group by raising his hands.

	“We must cleanse ourselves from this infidel. There is no time to waste. Come, let us finish, you all know what we must do.” His men scurried away and then he turned to the camera operator. He ejected the memory card from the camera and placed it in the young man’s hand. “Wahid, go now and take someone with you. I want you to wait until midnight to send this out but make copies. You understand that this cannot fall into the wrong hands, my friend. Do not disappoint me, do not let me down; your life is in your own hands.” Wahid shuddered a little at the veiled threat. His eyes grew in fear and anticipation. He nodded, then took the cartridge as if it were the keys to the Islamic caliphate and left to carry out his leader’s command.

	One of Mukhtar’s soldiers came into the kitchen and dumped other blood-soaked butcher knives into the sink. As the man proceeded with the business of cleaning the tools, Mukhtar looked on and reflected on his performance. Butchery was second nature to him, but performing before a camera was not. As a vaunted leader within al-Qaeda circles, and a confidant of the great sheik, he commanded respect and fear from his peers and subordinates alike. He could have easily ordered one of his men to carry out the killing, but he wanted to prove to his men, his followers, and his organization, that he was not just a planner, a manager, or a leader. He wanted to show that he too could get his hands dirty to further the cause; that he too could continue the fight with his men; that he too could take a life when it was necessary. However, the slaughter of the man in the next room was not one born out of bloodlust; it was designed to send a message. A message of fear.

	Mulling over his actions, he watched his men doing his bidding. A pang of regret entered his mind for a brief second; not for the killing, but for conducting his own non-sanctioned operation without informing Osama bin Laden.

	US Embassy, Islamabad, Pakistan

	Chris milled around the conference room until he thought he was truly just getting in the way. He had hoped that someone would give him a task, a new mission, something to get his mind active again. After an hour he got bored. He wandered out of the IGLOO and down the corridor to the communications center—ICE CAVE. They denied him access, which he expected, but he hung around the hallway, hoping that he’d bump into someone who knew if something was brewing. It didn’t take long for one of the senior SAD team members to appear.

	“Hey Ben,” he called out as the man approached.

	“Chris, I was just coming to find you.”

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
A CHRIS MOREHOUSE THRILLER






OEBPS/images/image.png





