
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for Hunting the Caliphate

			“With the complementary insights of a general and his senior enlisted man, along with an insider’s eye for detail and an unshakeable belief in their mission, Pittard and Bryant expertly pull back the curtain on the front line fight against ISIS. From Iraq to Afghanistan and Syria, Pittard and Bryant describe the development of a devastating air campaign waged from a distance, where rapid life or death decisions must be made with limited information and murky rules of engagement, and where ultimate success hinges on coordination between a state-of-the-art operations center with a small group of highly-trained Americans led by Pittard and Bryant, and their indigenous allies battling ISIS on the ground. Eye-opening, candid, and at times deeply human, Hunting the Caliphate is a must read for understanding a new kind of war told by two men who not only fought that war, but helped define it.”

			—DAVID BROYLES, former USAF Pararescueman (PJ) and co-creator 
of History Channel’s combat drama, Six

			“From mass executions to pinpoint air strikes, political and military frustrations and the politics of coalition warfare, Hunting the Caliphate is a compelling blend of military history and first-person memories of the war against terror—the complex battlefield, the joys of victory, the tragedy of loss, and the sacrifice of the men and women who carried out the mission. An insider account from a senior Army ground commander and a front line battlefield airman, the book is a gritty, compelling read for all who hope to understand America’s longest war.”

			—DEBORAH LEE JAMES, 23rd Secretary of the Air Force, author of 
Aim High: Chart Your Course and Find Success

			“Simply excellent. Hunting the Caliphate is the first account to give sustained insights into the events and personalities shaping the war on ISIS that academics and journalists have been unable to capture except in snapshots. Effectively written, and with editing nothing short of first-rate, it is a descriptive and gripping narrative from two contrasting yet intersecting perspectives that offers readers a broader view of the US military campaign against ISIS. As a historian of modern combat operations, I applaud the insightful observations appearing throughout that serve to accurately convey an important history—and dispel its myths.”

			—MARK J. REARDON, Senior Historian, US Army Center of Military History 
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			Foreword

			In the summer of 2014, two-and-a-half years after the withdrawal of the last of the U.S. combat forces from Iraq, President Barack Obama authorized a small U.S. task force to return. The mission of the task force was to help Iraqi and Kurdish Forces protect the capitals of Iraq and the Iraqi Kurdish Region from the relentless advance of the terrorist “army” of the Islamic State of Iraq and al Sham1 (ISIS), and also to help secure the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad and the U.S. Consulate in Erbil. 

			Hunting the Caliphate provides a vivid, first-hand account from two key members of the U.S. task force. In so doing, it describes what began as an effort to reconstitute and support Iraqi forces and evolved into a revolution in how the U.S. fights wars against extremists like those in Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan.

			In the months leading up to the task force’s deployment in mid-2014, ISIS had established a Caliphate in an extensive area of western and northern Iraq and northeastern Syria. It was administered in accordance with an extreme interpretation of Islamic law. In conquering such a vast area, ISIS elements had demonstrated both enormous brutality and impressive skill on the battlefield. ISIS elements also used social media and the internet to share their successes—and barbaric actions—with the rest of the world, seeking to recruit Muslims from the region and beyond to join them. ISIS worked particularly skillfully in exploiting a sense of Sunni Arab alienation in Syria and Iraq. Initially, in fact, its fighters were welcomed by the Sunni communities they’d “liberated” from predominantly Shia Syrian and Iraqi forces—a welcome the communities would quickly learn to regret as the brutal, repressive nature of ISIS became increasingly evident. 

			ISIS grew out of the extremist group Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), which had been destroyed by elements of the Multinational Force-Iraq and Iraqi Security Forces during the “surge” of 2007 and 2008, a period during which I was privileged to be the Multinational Force commander. In the years that followed, U.S. and Iraqi special operations and intelligence elements continued to pursue the remnants of AQI until the departure of American combat forces in late 2011. The lack of subsequent focus on the remaining AQI cells allowed them an opportunity to reconstitute, an effort that was given a significant boost when the highly sectarian actions of the Iraqi prime minister, in the wake of the departure of U.S. combat forces, alienated the Sunni Arab population and prompted enormous Sunni demonstrations—which were put down by very heavy-handed, often abusive, Shia-led Iraqi forces. 

			For those who had served in Iraq, especially during the surge and beyond, it was tragic to watch the fabric of the Iraqi society that we had worked so hard to bring back together be torn apart once again by the actions of the Iraqi government. As before the surge, Sunni Arab provinces once again became disenchanted with the government in Baghdad, and they turned into breeding grounds for Sunni extremists. ISIS took full advantage of the situation as it rebuilt its capabilities.

			A similar dynamic arose in Syria in late 2011, as the repressive, brutal Alawite/Shia government of Bashar al-Assad violently put down peaceful Sunni demonstrations when Arab Spring discontent with “kleptocratic” leaders spread to Syria. The brutal actions of the Assad regime forces led to growing resentment and violence in the Sunni areas of Syria, and ultimately led to the start of the Sunni-Shia Syrian Civil War that has raged so horrifically for the past eight years. ISIS rightly assessed that it could exploit the anger in Syria and gain additional fighters, leaders, and resources in the Sunni areas—especially in the north and east (which also contained the bulk of Syria’s oil production). They subsequently did just that.

			By the summer of 2014, ISIS had already seized Mosul—the largest city in northern Iraq—and a number of cities in western Iraq. It was spreading down the Tigris and Euphrates River valleys like a virulent plague, threatening Ramadi and Baghdad in central Iraq, and also Erbil—the capital of Iraq’s Kurdish Regional Government—in northern Iraq. And it controlled a vast area of northeastern Syria that was contiguous to the areas it controlled in Iraq. 

			It was the threat to Baghdad and Erbil, in particular, that led President Obama to approve deployment of U.S. forces to those cities. They would become the hubs of the U.S.-led coalition that sought to help Iraqi forces halt the advance of ISIS and then to advise, assist, and enable the Iraqis as they conducted an increasingly impressive counter-offensive against heavily armed, dug-in ISIS elements. Though the U.S. task force was initially modest in size, it grew over time and ultimately became very lethal and effective in support of the Iraqi forces on the ground. And it did so with a fraction of the 165,000 American men and women in uniform that deployed in Iraq during the height of the surge.

			The counter-ISIS effort included numerous strange bedfellows, among them forces from dozens of the countries that comprised the U.S.-led coalition, Iraqi military and police forces, Kurdish Peshmerga, Sunni tribal elements, and even Iranian-supported Shia militia. Over the ensuing several years, a new way of waging war evolved, largely unprecedented in its methodology and application of modern technology. The employment of an enormous constellation of manned and unmanned intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance assets together with air- and ground-launched precision strike munitions—all guided by the industrial-strength fusion of all forms of intelligence—in order to enable host nation forces with whom coalition advisors were located, has been a path-breaking approach. And, over time, the ability to conduct precise airstrikes on a significant scale without forward controllers on the ground added a hugely important component. 

			Hunting the Caliphate tells the story of this effort—of the men and women of the U.S.-led coalition that enabled Iraqi Security Forces to halt the advance of one of the most barbaric and extreme forces the world has ever seen, and then commence the counter-offensive operations that would ultimately lead to the defeat of ISIS in Iraq and in Syria. 

			We read of this fight from two different vantage points—that of the task force’s commanding general, Major General Dana Pittard, and that of one of the special operations forces’ most experienced Joint Terminal Attack Controllers,2 Wes Bryant. Both were highly talented professionals who had served with distinction in Iraq and elsewhere previously, and already had achieved enviable reputations as accomplished warfighters and leaders. They knew Iraq and the Iraqis well, and they served the citizens of the “Land of the Two Rivers,”—and our own country—with extraordinary skill and competence. 

			The resulting narrative offers a riveting, no-holds-barred account—hitherto untold—of what transpired as new approaches for battling a determined, highly capable (and extremely barbaric) enemy were developed while American and coalition elements sought to help Iraqi and other partners in the fight against ISIS from Iraq to Syria to Afghanistan. This is a compelling, important story—and Hunting the Caliphate captures it vividly and clearly.

			—General David H. Petraeus, U.S Army (Ret.), Arlington, Virginia

			
				
					1	Al Sham is Arabic for the Levant.

				

				
					2	See Glossary for full definition and description of “Joint Terminal Attack Controller.”

				

			

		


		
			Introduction

			In this book, we will use the name ISIS to refer to the terrorist force that has also been widely known as ISIL, IS, or Daesh. In August of 2014, ISIS controlled more than 34,000 square miles in Iraq and Syria—from the Mediterranean coast to the south of Baghdad. Eight months later, they’d lost almost half of that land. The authors are proud to say they were among the small group of U.S. service members to affect that. 

			An old military adage states “artillery is the king of the battlefield, while infantry is the queen.” Indeed, ground forces are maneuverable and able to utilize countless methods of warfare and insertion, while artillery—though not nearly as maneuverable—packs a punch come rain or shine. But as true as that adage is, it was coined far before the days of airpower. An entirely new player in the game of chess that is war, airpower is both far-reaching and devastating. In the war against ISIS, it was the combination of airpower and ground forces provided by the Iraqi military, Kurdish Peshmerga, Shia militias, Syrian Kurds, and other entities that would eventually defeat ISIS. 

			Airpower was expertly synergized in support of ground combat forces, with most of the airstrikes directed and controlled from remote operations centers—”war rooms” that would come to be known as Strike Cells. The strike cell soon became the dominant method of hunting and killing one of America’s most brutal and elusive enemies. By August of 2017, as part of Operation Inherent Resolve, the United States and its coalition partners had conducted nearly 25,000 airstrikes in Iraq and Syria,1 most all controlled from strike cells operated by the U.S. military. 

			During the decade or so prior to the rise of ISIS, throughout the long-standing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, remotely controlled strikes were accomplished but on quite a limited basis in comparison. In the initial U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, some of the first strikes against Saddam Hussein’s army were executed from remote cells. Over the years to follow, remotely controlled strikes onto “high value” targets became fairly routine in Iraq, Afghanistan, and other select locations in the Middle East. Still, the majority of airstrikes were coordinated and controlled by JTACs on the ground and in the direct fight.

			America’s new war on ISIS changed things. The Obama administration restricted U.S. military combat action against ISIS almost solely to an air campaign, and in so doing inadvertently wrote a new chapter in U.S. military operational history. The scope of close air support, and the military’s implementation of it, soon evolved. The strike cell was born.

			In the summer of 2014, Dana Pittard and Wes Bryant infilled into Baghdad as a part of the small task force sent by President Obama to protect the U.S. Embassy and other facilities from the threat of ISIS and, if necessary, evacuate thousands of American citizens from Iraq. Little did they know the mission would soon evolve into a devastating and intense military campaign against ISIS. 

			A year earlier, in 2013, Major General Pittard was deployed to the Middle East as the deputy commander of operations for the U.S. Army Central Command. When President Obama authorized the reaction force to enter Baghdad to respond to the ISIS threat, Pittard was quickly designated the Joint Forces Land Component Commander-Iraq. He infilled into Baghdad and commanded the first military forces to enter Iraq in a military capacity since the American withdrawal in 2011. 

			While General Pittard took charge of the Iraq crisis in Baghdad, Master Sergeant Bryant was tasked to the Kingdom of Bahrain as the senior JTAC for the Joint Special Operations Task Force-Gulf Cooperation Council—the headquarters element that would oversee the special operations mission against ISIS. Soon after, Bryant infilled into Baghdad as the senior enlisted JTAC for the Special Operations Task Force-Iraq, and the noncommissioned officer in charge of its fires cell.

			From the moment Pittard’s headquarters team hit the ground, he was determined that more needed to be done to stop ISIS. He persisted in levying the senior military chain of command to put pressure on Washington, and eventually gained authorization from President Obama to direct the first airstrikes against ISIS after ISIS attacked Iraq’s Kurdish Region. 

			The airstrike campaign kicked off with a fury. Once the administration and senior military leadership realized the results, a virtual Pandora’s box was opened. General Pittard soon directed Army Colonel Tim Kehoe and his 17th Field Artillery Brigade staff to establish a new strike cell at the Baghdad International Airport (BIAP) that would come to be known as the BIAP Strike Cell. With its multiservice team of conventional and special operations forces, the BIAP Strike Cell would safeguard central Iraq and the capital. 

			From his position at the special operations task force in Baghdad, Master Sergeant Bryant became the senior enlisted JTAC at the forefront of the establishment of the BIAP Strike Cell; and was the tactical lead for the team of special operations JTACs tasked to carry out the mission. Within weeks, the BIAP Strike Cell had prosecuted the first airstrikes against ISIS in the Baghdad region, pushed back the ISIS advance on the capital, and laid the foundations for how America would continue to wage its war against the caliphate. Over the months and years to follow, the BIAP Strike Cell and others like it would come to decimate ISIS ranks on a massive scale throughout Iraq and Syria. 

			By spring of 2015, Dana and Wes had gone their separate ways. Dana was serving as the deputy commander of the Army’s Central Command in Kuwait and preparing for his upcoming retirement from active duty. Wes was back in the States at his Special Tactics unit, training and evaluating the unit’s special operations JTACs while at the same time keeping himself sharp for what would become two more deployments to hunt ISIS in Syria, then Afghanistan, before his own retirement three years later. 

			It was around then that Dana began writing a book, initially about the U.S. infiltration into Iraq in 2014 and the first few months of the campaign against ISIS. In spring of 2016, Dana reached out to Wes to gain his JTAC perspective for the book. After some reconnection and collaboration, the two quickly found that the same synergy that had made their strike cell team so successful back in 2014 was still between them a year-and-a-half later. They soon made the decision to co-author a book on the war against ISIS, and Hunting the Caliphate was born into a joint endeavor that would come to be over three years in the making. 

			Dana and Wes felt that the unique and unprecedented blend of perspectives between the political, strategic, and operational insight of the senior commanding general on the ground combined with the first-hand tactical experience of the senior enlisted special operations JTAC to carry out the mission would be very impactful and resonate with a wide spectrum of readers. 

			Dana and Wes wanted to record a vital piece of history and do it in a way that was gritty and real—not just as a legacy to those who served in the fight against ISIS, but to educate the public on the inside story of a very unique campaign. They believe the American people deserve to know and, perhaps more importantly, that policy makers and government officials must better understand the warfighter’s point of view since they make the decisions that guide America’s military efforts across the world while often never having had any personal military experience. 

			There are a lot of standout aspects about Hunting the Caliphate: It is the first definitive account on the war against ISIS straight from two of the key men who waged it. It is one of the few books co-written by a general and a senior noncommissioned officer (from two different services, at that). And, it is the first major book written by a Joint Terminal Attack Controller.

			First and foremost, Hunting the Caliphate is a story. It is a perspective on the campaign against ISIS from the eyes of two warriors, and it is their story. The authors could not possibly include enough in one book to highlight the amazing work that so many others accomplished in the fight against ISIS, including their teammates. Nevertheless, it is their hope that this story reflects the service and sacrifice of all who served in the initial months of the Iraq crisis of 2014, have deployed to hunt ISIS since, and continue to fight ISIS and other threats to this day.

			—Dana J.H. Pittard and Wes J. Bryant






				
					1	“Special Report: Operation Inherent Resolve,” U.S. Department of Defense, accessed April 23, 2018, https://www.defense.gov/OIR/.
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			CIA Political World 2016

			Source: United States Central Intelligence Agency, “Political Map of the World,” Washington, D.C. Central Intelligence Agency, 2016, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/resources/the-world-factbook/docs/refmaps.html.
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			CIA Political Middle East 2017

			Source: United States Central Intelligence Agency, “Middle East Political,” Washington, D.C. Central Intelligence Agency, 2017, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/resources/the-world-factbook/docs/refmaps.html.
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			CIA Political Asia

			Source: United States Central Intelligence Agency, “Asia Political,” Washington, D.C. Central Intelligence Agency, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/resources/the-world-factbook/docs/refmaps.html.
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			CIA Iraq Physiography 2008

			Source: United States Central Intelligence Agency, “Iraq Physiography,” Washington, D.C. Central Intelligence Agency, 2008, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/resources/cia-maps-publications/Iraq.html.
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			CIA Syria Physiography 2007

			Source: United States Central Intelligence Agency, “Syria Physiography,” Washington, D.C. Central Intelligence Agency, 2007, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/resources/cia-maps-publications/Syria.html.
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			CIA Afghanistan Physiography 2009

			Source: United States Central Intelligence Agency, “Afghanistan Physiography,” Washington, D.C. Central Intelligence Agency, 2009, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/resources/cia-maps-publications/afghanistan.html.

		


		
			We do not merely destroy our enemies; we change them.

			—GEORGE ORWELL, 1984

		


		
			PROLOGUE

			Good Hunting: The Iron Fist of Fallujah

			DANA PITTARD

			Early October 2014

			Abu Ali, a local ISIS commander in Fallujah, was a proud leader and fighter, and with good reason—he’d helped ISIS take over the Sunni-dominated city of Fallujah earlier that year. It was a key victory that had positioned ISIS in Fallujah along the ancient Euphrates River just sixty-nine kilometers west of the Iraqi capital of Baghdad. 

			Abu Ali’s name was a nom de guerre, meaning “Father of Ali,” and he ruled eastern Fallujah with an iron fist. He levied harsh taxes, enforced Sharia law, and virtually enslaved Iraqi citizens. Unfortunately for him, such notoriety and status earned him a prime target position for our strike cell, which had the mission of coordinating all airstrikes in central and western Iraq. 

			ISIS leaders knew the United States took great care to avoid killing civilians and hitting religious structures, so they tried to use our respect for humanity to their advantage. Ali lived in a densely-populated neighborhood, with houses connected and literally on top of each other, hence he was nested amidst hundreds of innocents. 

			We knew where he lived; his home was one of four houses on a small compound surrounded by a five-foot mud brick wall with a large metal gate. Through the gate was a driveway that led to the side of a three-story house with a flat patio roof. All the houses on the small compound were connected and well protected by stationary and walking guards. We could not hit Abu Ali at his home with an airstrike due to our concern for civilian casualties as well as the potential for collateral damage to the homes of family members in the compound and scores of adjacent houses. Instead, we kept him under constant surveillance, and bided our time. 

			With a religious mosque on nearly every major street corner and intersection, Fallujah is known as the “City of Mosques.” ISIS often used the mosques as shelter for their illicit activities, knowing that the religious centers were normally not targeted by airstrikes. Abu Ali felt safe traveling in the middle of Fallujah because of the large civilian population and its high number of mosques. Ali and his fellow ISIS leaders seemed to think the American military’s unwillingness to slaughter civilians and destroy their property was a weakness—yet another reason why ISIS would prevail over the West (they believed). The reality was much different. 

			Ali and his ISIS fighters traveled with seeming impunity throughout Fallujah’s winding streets and alleyways. However, we constantly observed them from the air with our Predator drones—twenty-seven feet long, with a wingspan of forty-eight feet and flying 14,000 feet overhead.

			We watched…and waited patiently.

			Our Predator drone followed Abu Ali as he took his family to the market, his four bodyguards trailing behind in their vehicle. We watched as he got out of the back seat of his car with his wife along with their elementary-school-aged son and daughter and his bodyguards. They walked into a crowded outside market, with vendors selling their goods from makeshift wooden stalls. 

			Ali was of medium height and had a long beard. He wore sandals and a flowing dishdashi—robes that we often referred to as a “man dress.” Abu Ali was intermittently on his cell phone while his wife—who was covered in a scarf or abaya—shopped and bartered with vendors in the dense market. Their two children ran around, playing with each other and other nearby children. Different men greeted Abu Ali, shaking his hand and giving him a traditional kiss on each cheek, left then right. 

			We couldn’t hit Ali with an airstrike in the crowded marketplace, but we noted the routes he and his two-vehicle convoy took going to and from the market and other locations. A pattern emerged, and we drew up a tentative plan.

			A few days later, we lured Abu Ali into a trap. One night we blew up an ISIS checkpoint in eastern Fallujah with an airstrike. Such checkpoints were a key symbol of ISIS’ power in towns and villages. They used the checkpoints to subdue the population by controlling traffic and exacting tolls and taxes from commercial trucks. 

			The checkpoints usually consisted of a small wooden shack that looked like a large tollbooth. They normally had black ISIS flags displayed and were manned by three to six ISIS fighters. This particular one was located at a key road intersection less than ten kilometers from Ali’s house. His turf. 

			We killed at least three of his ISIS fighters in the airstrike. 

			Within twenty minutes of the explosion, our Predator drone’s video feed showed several ISIS vehicles carrying Ali’s top lieutenants rushing to his home to confer. From their scattered behavior, and the communications we intercepted, it was apparent that they were unsure of the cause of the explosion that had destroyed their checkpoint. We continued to monitor them. 

			After talking with some of our intelligence personnel, Colonel Tim Kehoe—the adept field artillery officer I’d chosen to direct our new strike cell at the Baghdad Airport—advised me. “Sir, I think we may get a chance to strike Objective Rio tonight.” 

			Objective Rio was our codename for Abu Ali (the actual codename remains classified). 

			“Good,” I replied. I’d been reading updates from the staff and eating pistachios. Some people drank coffee, chewed gum, or smoked cigarettes to stay alert; I ate Turkish pistachios.

			We watched on the main screen in the strike cell as Abu Ali came out of his house to meet his lieutenants. He was wearing sandals and a man dress as he listened to the reports from his men. From our intercepts, we learned that he wanted to see the damage firsthand so he could describe it to his ISIS superiors. We knew his going to the scene of the checkpoint explosion would also be a show of bravado meant to impress his subordinates—an ISIS leadership trait we’d happily capitalize on. 

			Ali had taken the bait. 

			He would take one of two distinct routes to get to the destroyed checkpoint. All we had to do was choose the optimal place to hit him. He and his security detail piled into two black Mercedes sedans. Ali was with three of his men in the lead car, sitting in the back seat. The second car carried five more men. The small convoy snaked its way through the narrow back streets of Fallujah while our Predator drone patiently tracked them from high overhead. Our ears in the sky listened as Abu Ali called his subordinates on his cell phone and demanded updates.

			Our strike cell was on full alert, preparing to attack. The JTACs called in a pair of coalition strike aircraft. As expected, the enemy convoy drove through the most heavily populated areas of Fallujah where they felt safe from our airstrikes. But we had counted on that. Colonel Kehoe and the JTACs discussed the best options to hit the convoy. 

			Vern—a JTAC-qualified Navy F/A-18 pilot and the lead officer in charge of the JTACs in the strike cell—used a red laser pointer to highlight Abu Ali’s expected route on the Google Maps display screen in front of us. “This long, wide boulevard in the middle of Fallujah would be the best place to engage,” he told us. 

			Colonel Kehoe replied, “Okay, that looks like a possibility, but how does it look from a collateral damage perspective?” 

			Our collateral damage analyst, a seasoned army staff sergeant seated immediately to my right, had a quick answer. “Hmm, the route only has short segments where we could safely pull off a strike without risking significant collateral,” he came back. “The intersection Vern is pointing at could work, even though there’s a large mosque within four hundred meters. It has a thick stone wall around it that will probably shield it from damage, but the missiles would have to hit the convoy head-on from the front.” 

			I groaned. I knew a front-angle missile shot at a moving vehicle would not be easy for any pilot.

			As if he read my thoughts, Vern chimed in, “The coalition aircraft have a really accurate missile. We can get the aircraft to position themselves to hit the target head-on with their missiles. I’m confident.”

			There wasn’t much more time to decide. The team looked to me. I looked each of them in the eyes, then I turned back to Vern, “Do you really think you can get the pilots to hit both cars from an exact front angle?” 

			Vern replied quickly, “Yes sir, I do. I have a lot of confidence in these coalition pilots. They’re almost as good as our own.”

			The room was silent. All eyes turned toward me, but I still took a few more seconds to observe the live video feed on the main screen as Abu Ali’s convoy made its way through Fallujah. I finally turned to Tim Kehoe, “Okay, the strike is approved.” 

			It was a tough decision. Albeit slight, there was a possibility of causing collateral damage or civilian casualties. I knew many of my more risk-averse colleagues would not have made the same call. However, we had an opportunity to kill an ISIS leader, and those opportunities were fleeting. It was a decision I did not make lightly, but I had faith in our strike cell team’s abilities to assess the situation accurately. 

			We watched the live feed from our Predator drone as Abu Ali’s convoy moved toward our anticipated target area. Abu Ali probably felt safe in his car surrounded by his men, with so many civilians walking along the sides of the wide boulevard. The convoy approached the intersection near the mosque with the stone wall around it, about 1,000 meters from the checkpoint we’d destroyed earlier. 

			The JTACs sitting in front of me controlling the coalition pilots over the radio kept their eyes on the two vehicles. Our coalition jets had moved from 20,000 feet in the air down to 15,000 to prepare for the strike. The pilots confirmed the targets, skillfully tracking them as the two vehicles approached our designated target engagement area.

			Thirty men and women in the strike cell went silent, with all eyes on the huge screen linked to our overwatching Predator drone. Seconds passed. Abu Ali’s two-vehicle convoy moved slowly toward the engagement area. The coalition aircraft were now positioned so their missiles would glide in directly to the front of the ISIS vehicles.

			Our JTACs coolly gave the pilots clearance to strike. Seconds later, two missiles launched almost simultaneously. 

			BOOM! BOOM! 

			I imagined the last thing Abu Ali and his bodyguards likely heard was a crackling and whistling sound just milliseconds before the missiles hit them. 

			Both vehicles were hit violently between the headlights. They exploded into a mist of smoke and debris in rapid succession. The tremendous dual explosions caused a huge orange and red fireball. The shockwave blew debris in all directions from the impact, and we could see pieces of metal and human remnants flung a hundred meters down the road. 

			A heavy plume of smoke obscured everything from our aerial view, so much that we couldn’t see the large mosque with the stone wall to assess if it had been affected by the strike. Our initial thought, and fear, was that the mosque had been inadvertently damaged. Waiting for the smoke to clear, we all silently watched the Predator screen. After a few excruciatingly long minutes, the smoke began to dissipate. It was obvious the stone wall surrounding the mosque had been hit with debris, but it was well intact and the mosque was unscathed. The strike had caused no major collateral damage—it was a clean hit! The strike cell went wild with cheering, and our JTACs radioed congratulations to the coalition fighter pilots. 

			At the location where Abu Ali’s vehicles had been hit, the scene on the ground was utter chaos. People ran everywhere. The violent explosions had caused panic along the wide boulevard. Civilian bystanders ran up to the burning remnants of Abu Ali’s vehicles but they could not reach the bodies within the flames. A fire truck arrived quickly and poured water on the wreckage. 

			Clearly, no one survived. 

			The Aftermath

			The celebration was still loud and raucous in the strike cell when I received a call from an Air Force brigadier general from the United States Central Command (CENTCOM) in Tampa, Florida. During the strike, our Predator drone’s live video feed had been viewed by multiple U.S. headquarters both in the Middle East and the United States. 

			“General Pittard, sir, we are concerned about how close that strike came to the mosque. On something as close as that, I recommend you let us make the call from CENTCOM,” the junior-ranking general advised me. 

			I chuckled. “Really? I don’t think so,” I replied. “As the target engagement authority here on the ground in Iraq, I will continue to make those difficult calls when I can.” I could tell the brigadier general was unhappy with my response. I continued, “Look, that airstrike was a calculated risk, and there was no collateral damage. Our record speaks for itself—we’ve been successful in killing thousands of ISIS fighters over the last few months without a single civilian casualty…but thank you for your call and concern.” I said goodbye and hung up. 

			The next call came immediately from my boss, Lieutenant General James Terry, from my higher headquarters in Kuwait. “Dana, congratulations—that was a damn good strike!” 

			“Thanks, sir,” I said. “Tim Kehoe’s staff and the special ops JTACS have really been doing some good work.”

			“I agree with that, Dana,” he replied. “You and the entire team up in Iraq are making history helping the Iraqis defeat ISIS,” he continued. “Just, please—try to do it without stirring up so much fuss with our Air Force friends in the future.”

			I laughed. “Will do, sir!”

			“Good hunting,” Terry finished.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Awakening the Eagles

			DANA PITTARD AND WES BRYANT

			Dana Pittard
September 11, 2001

			I was on the campus of Harvard University serving a one-year War College Fellowship at the John F. Kennedy School of Government when Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda terrorist organization attacked our country. Another student stopped me as I walked to class. He told me that a plane had just hit the World Trade Center. I slipped into a building called the Forum inside the main entrance to the Kennedy School.

			About 300 students and faculty members in the auditorium were watching CNN in horrified silence as it projected images on a giant video screen. I arrived right as the second plane struck the second tower. A collective groan came from the crowd and several “Oh my Gods!” Most of the students in attendance were mortified. I was stunned when a couple of Middle Eastern students actually clapped! I just about lost it. If that had been at Texas A&M in my home state of Texas, rather than Harvard, there would most certainly have been a brawl. Instead, I just turned and glared at the Middle Eastern guy nearest me who’d clapped. 

			He saw the look of sheer rage on my face and stopped. 

			At the time—as a West Point graduate, a veteran of Operation Desert Storm, and a lieutenant colonel in the U.S. Army—I knew we were going to war. I ached to get into the fight. Our country had been attacked. I felt a duty to step up and help protect the nation.

			The 9/11 attacks on American soil came at a time when I was preparing to take command of an Army brigade combat team in Germany. I was also contemplating a return to civilian life once I completed that command. To be honest, the slow bureaucratic processes of the military had left me feeling frustrated.

			The attacks gave me renewed motivation and inspiration, and any lingering thoughts of retirement were lost in the events over the following years that would eventually lead me to face one of the most formidable foes America had yet seen. 

			From my days at West Point and through the War College at Harvard’s Kennedy School, nearly all of my training had been in traditional conventional warfare. However, there was nothing traditional about the fanatical terrorist army that I would come to face in just a few short years. 

			In the summer of 2002, following my year at Harvard, I moved my wife Lucille and our two young sons, Taylor and Jordan, to Vilseck, Germany. I took command of a combat unit of nearly 4,000 soldiers. The 3rd Brigade, 1st Infantry Division—with six combat-ready battalions—was an armored brigade known as the “Dukes.”

			Soon after assuming command, I deployed most of the brigade to Kosovo for nine months of peacekeeping operations. Once we re-deployed back home to Germany, we had a brief six months to quickly refit, re-equip, and re-train before deploying to combat in Iraq in 2004, for over a year. 

			Our mission in Iraq was to stabilize Diyala, a province just northeast of Baghdad. Diyala Province was a microcosm of Iraq, with a large Sunni and Shia Arab population as well as a sizeable Kurdish population. Our brigade became known locally as the “Dukes of Diyala.” 

			Soldiers and units in the Duke Brigade experienced tough and gritty fighting. One of my Soldiers, Staff Sergeant David Bellavia, would become the first living recipient of the Medal of Honor in the Iraq War for his actions in Fallujah in 2004.1

			We fought Sunni insurgents and Shia militias throughout Iraq in Baqubah, Muqdadiyah, Khalis, An Najaf, Fallujah, and Mosul. We stabilized Diyala Province and helped it achieve the highest percentage of Sunnis among any province to vote in Iraq’s first democratic election in early 2005. Our success came at a profound cost, though: we lost thirty-six fellow soldiers and had nearly 300 wounded that year. 

			After returning home from Iraq in 2005, I was selected for promotion to brigadier general and moved with my family to Fort Riley, Kansas (Lucille’s hometown was Junction City, just outside of Fort Riley). Unfortunately, my stay home with my family was not destined to be long. I was ordered to deploy back to Iraq in 2006 as the commanding general of the Iraq Assistance Group. 

			During that year tour, I oversaw advisory teams embedded in every Iraqi division, brigade, and most battalions. I worked for the Multi-National Corps-Iraq commander, Lieutenant General Pete Chiarelli, and the Multi-National Force-Iraq commander, General George Casey. By 2007, Chiarelli and Casey departed Iraq and I then fell under the command of Lieutenant General Ray Odierno and General Dave Petraeus. Both Petraeus and Odierno would help to defeat the Sunni insurgency over the following two years.

			I departed Iraq in the summer of 2007 to become the commanding general of the U.S. Army’s National Training Center (NTC) in the Mojave Desert at Fort Irwin, California. General Petraeus was instrumental in my selection to command the prestigious NTC. I thanked him, but also warned him politely that I would be innovatively changing things at the NTC to make the training even more realistic. 

			General Petraeus merely responded, “That’s why we’re sending you there, Dana!” 

			We soon made the training at NTC more focused on the counterinsurgency warfare our forces had been waging in Afghanistan and Iraq. I departed Fort Irwin in 2009 and spent a brief year working for General Martin Dempsey at the Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) at Fort Monroe, Virginia. There, I received my promotion to a two-star major general. 

			In 2010, I took command of Fort Bliss, Texas and a year later the 1st Armored Division in my hometown of El Paso, Texas. Commanding the base and unit in my hometown was truly a dream come true. My family and I enjoyed our tour at Fort Bliss, and both my sons graduated from high school in El Paso. I thought Fort Bliss would be my last operational assignment before retirement. Developments in the Middle East proved me wrong. 

			Twelve years after the attacks of 9/11, I came to have a much bigger fight on my hands. I was deployed again to the Middle East as the deputy commanding general for operations in the U.S. Army Central Command. I was fifty-four years old, with both sons in college, and I’d moved my wife and mother to Virginia and deployed to the country of Jordan in 2013 for what I thought would be a final year-long tour. Soon, I found myself a part of the senior command element leading the fight against an even more radical Islamic terrorist group than al-Qaeda and the Taliban. 

			In June of 2014, I deployed from Kuwait to Baghdad to become the senior ground commander in Iraq and lead the first months of the fight against ISIS—an enemy I hadn’t even heard of before 2013. Due to the gravity of the threat that ISIS posed to the region and the world, my tour of duty was extended from one year to two.

			Wes Bryant
September 11, 2001

			“Someone better have fucking died to call us back inside right now!” I exclaimed to no one in particular.

			I was newly married, in my early twenties, and about three years into my career in the Air Force as a Tactical Air Control Party (TACP) specialist. I was stationed in northern New York at the U.S. Army’s Fort Drum, attached to the 10th Mountain Infantry Division in the 20th Air Support Operations Squadron (ASOS). 

			Back in 1998, after a brief stint on my own after high school and some failed community college classes which only proved I had absolutely no idea what direction I wanted to take in life, I enlisted in the U.S. Air Force to enter one of its relatively unknown ground combat career fields. At the time, I would have joined for room and board only, not even a paycheck. Having had a pretty adverse childhood and adolescence, I was ready to leave my life behind and give everything to a new one in the military. I enlisted as an E-1, an Airman Basic, and by 2001 I’d been promoted two more grades to Senior Airman. 

			And I was full of piss and vinegar. 

			It was early fall, a little after 9 a.m. on a clear, cool morning in northern New York. I was in a grassy field situated right off my squadron’s main building, doing some tactical training with my battalion TACP team. We’d just finished morning PT (physical training), and we were going through our standard weekly radio communications checks on our two jungle-camouflaged Humvees—ensuring the high-powered radio pallets in the Humvees were ready for combat deployment at a moment’s notice.

			A minute or so prior to my exclamation, Sergeant Cox, the noncommissioned officer in charge of our team, had poked his head out the door of our two-story squadron building about fifty meters away from where we were set up in the field. 

			“Hey everyone, get in here ASAP!” he yelled. 

			Finally, begrudgingly, I stormed back inside with the rest of the guys; though I was sure in my mind that there was nothing in the world detrimental enough to interrupt the training we’d been doing. I walked in to find one of the old tube televisions that we had scattered around the unit turned on. It was set on a desk in the middle of the long room of sectioned-off office spaces where we normally ran our mission planning for training and exercises. All the guys in my entire brigade TACP team were gathered around it, watching in silence.

			On the screen, a New York City skyscraper burned.

			Shortly after, the news stations put out word from Washington that our nation had succumbed to a multi-pronged terror attack by way of hijacked airliners. We watched in disbelief at the aftermath of the Pentagon crash, then the collapse of the north tower, the separate crash in Pennsylvania that fell short due to the heroic actions of its crew and passengers, and finally the collapse of the south tower. I will always remember watching, in shock, the desperate people jumping and falling from the towers as they burned.2 

			“Pack your bags,” Sergeant Cox, a veteran of Operation Allied Force in Kosovo,3 bellowed as we continued to watch with eyes glued to the screen. “We’re going to war.”

			As the minutes dragged on, we asked one another how any of what we were watching could be happening in America. We knew the U.S. had recently waged Operation Desert Storm in the early ’90s,4 but most of us young guys were just starting high school back then. None of us believed anyone would be stupid enough to mess with the United States anymore. 

			We had no idea who’d perpetrated the attack at the time, but we knew soon after that it was a confirmed act of terrorism, and that our government was surely going to make someone pay. Even so, as we watched the carnage on the screen play out, we had no idea where that event would take all of us in the ensuing years. We could scarcely foresee that the attack on the Twin Towers that day would lead us into the longest war in our nation’s history—a war that would, at times, come to consume our lives.

			By late September 2001, Army Special Forces and Ranger teams were already on the ground in Afghanistan, working with the Northern Alliance to root out the Taliban government and al-Qaeda networks that U.S. intelligence quickly correlated as being responsible for the attacks. Alongside those teams were Air Force special operations JTACS, at that time known as ETACs (Enlisted Terminal Attack Controllers). One of my good friends and mentors, Billy, was among the first on the ground as a TACP attached to one of the elite Ranger units. 

			By December, the well-known special operations Battle of Tora Bora was hard-fought in eastern Afghanistan in a valiant but unsuccessful attempt to capture Osama bin Laden, who was by then revealed as the mastermind behind the 9/11 attacks.5 Around that same time, my unit sent some of the first conventional force ETACs to Afghanistan attached to an infantry brigade from the 10th Mountain Division. By March 2002, our 20th ASOS TACPs became the first conventional ETACs to see combat in Afghanistan, fighting bravely in Operation Anaconda in the Paktia province of southeastern Afghanistan—to this day one of the largest and bloodiest battles of the war. 

			During Anaconda, as our conventional forces battled it out with Taliban in the Shah-i-Kot valley, special operations teams met fierce Taliban resistance in the mountains to the southeast. In what came to be termed the Battle of Takur Ghar, more famously known as the “Battle of Roberts’ Ridge” after the first casualty of Anaconda—Navy SEAL Neil Roberts6—Air Force Combat Controller John Chapman would later become the first airman awarded the Medal of Honor since the Vietnam War. Chapman was killed in action endeavoring truly heroic feats to save his SEAL and Ranger teammates.7

			To my eventual dismay, I hadn’t been tasked for that first deployment to Afghanistan. I’d already laid alternate career plans in place months before 9/11 had happened, and that unfortunately took me out of any chance to get in on the early fighting in Afghanistan. It was something that I always regretted. But, I suppose, it led me on a path that I otherwise may not have taken. 

			In January of 2002 I attended the elite U.S. Army Special Forces Combat Diver Qualification Course (CDQC) in Key West, Florida—the Army’s equivalent to the combat dive program of the Navy SEALs but without the underwater demolitions. Getting my combat dive “bubble” was a goal that I’d set out to accomplish three years before, after I’d first gone and failed while in the Air Force’s special operations training pipeline shortly before I became a TACP. 

			Strangely, the winters in Key West can get quite cold. During our initial week of pass/fail underwater confidence events, the imposing, black-clad Special Forces cadre had to periodically pull us out of the water, put us under steaming hot showers and feed us hot, overly-salted soup in order to prevent hypothermia and dehydration among our small group of Army and Air Force special operations trainees. They were short-lived breaks, though, and it was always right back in the frigid water. 

			I’d prepared for the course for three years, but still I lost consciousness underwater during one of those pass/fail events. In the dreaded “one-man confidence” test, instructors creatively conjure an experience of rough seas while the trainee—breathing from his SCUBA gear with a blacked-out mask while at the bottom of an eighteen-foot pool—must remain calm and go through emergency procedures while getting tossed and twirled around, his gear pulled and yanked, and his air source taken. By “creatively conjure”—I mean they beat and wrestle the crap out of you and rip off your straps, tanks, regulator, and even sometimes your shorts. They do everything they can to see if the trainee will panic under duress while underwater. It is for that reason and more that the combat diver’s course is known throughout the Special Forces community as the “toughest school in the Army,” above even Ranger School and the Special Forces Qualification Course. 

			Because of all my training, I remained calm and didn’t panic; even though the instructor jerked my regulator from my mouth, tied the air hose in a knot, and shoved that mess somewhere behind me in the tank manifold so effectively that, despite my avid attempts, the modest breath-hold I’d managed to gasp in before having my air source stolen didn’t last long enough for my blind hands to find the regulator in time to feed myself more much-needed air. 

			I remember the burning in my diaphragm, then going numb, the peaceful blackness closing in, and then waking up flopped on the pool deck to a concerned cadre bent over me with an oxygen mask shoved in my face. 

			The next day, though a bit shaken from my first underwater black-out the day prior, I got back into the pool and passed my final test with flying colors. A few weeks later I became among the handful of TACPs in the history of my career field to graduate from the Army’s CDQC, earning the coveted combat dive bubble. 

			For me, dive school was among the truest tests of the warrior spirit I ever had in my career; and I would carry that spirit with me throughout my time in the military.

			Plans already long in place, soon afterwards I left the TACP career field to fulfill my original dream of becoming a Pararescueman or “PJ”—the special operations combat rescue specialists of the Air Force. In my first few years in the military, I’d made it through the brutal Air Force special operations Indoctrination Course, accomplished TACP training and apprenticeship, graduated the Air Force Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape (SERE) School, Army Air Assault School, and had gutted through a cold and muddy Army Ranger selection course. To top it off, I’d just graduated from the elite Special Forces Combat Dive school. I was hungry for even more challenge, and I saw becoming a PJ as a way to get it. 

			I spent the next couple of years in the Pararescue training pipeline gaining even more specialized instruction. I graduated from the Army Airborne and Special Forces Military Freefall (MFF) schools as well as the Pararescue special operations Paramedic course. It was all very valuable training but, for me, there was still something missing. 

			During all that time, my brothers from the TACP community were fighting across the world in Afghanistan, and then in Iraq once that war kicked off in spring of 2003.8 Previously as a young TACP, I had gotten a taste of the world of ground combat and combat tactical air control, and my friends from that world were now coming back from Afghanistan and Iraq as seasoned warriors; but I was still in training. After hearing their exhilarating tales of killing the enemy with airstrikes time and again, I realized that I had taken the wrong path. As honorable a job as it was to be a Pararescueman, I finally came to grips that it just wasn’t for me. 

			I wanted to be the predator…the hunter. 

			By spring of 2004, I went back to my former career as a TACP and never looked back. By fall of that year I became certified as a JTAC, completed advanced training as an Enlisted Battalion Air Liaison Officer (EBALO) and, shortly thereafter, was sent on my first deployment to Iraq attached to the Army’s 1st Cavalry Division conducting combat operations in the famed “triangle of death” south of Baghdad. Over the next few years I would deploy to Iraq and Afghanistan attached to maneuver units from the 82nd Airborne Division, 173rd Airborne Brigade, and 1st Armored Division.

			Then, in 2007 I was tasked with a remote, year-long tour to South Korea that I sorely did not want. I’d been dealing with what, years later I would learn, was significant combat PTSD stemming from my first deployment to Afghanistan two years prior. It had been manifesting itself as a real problem with anger and aggression in my life and was severely affecting my career and my personal relationships. Compounding that, my wife and I were having a lot of trouble financially—we’d just bought our first home and were admittedly over-extended, our mortgage in constant jeopardy. Facing the long, unaccompanied tour was just not something either of us were ready for, but we had no choice. 

			I’ll never forget the feeling of dread I had the day I left her at the airport; facing the year away while our life and relationship was in shambles. Still, somehow strangely, my tour to South Korea soon turned into one of the best things that had yet happened in my life and career. 

			I’d grown up training in the traditional martial arts. They’d helped pull me out of a childhood filled with hardship and juvenile delinquency. To make the best of the remote tour, early on I had resolved to seek out a Korean martial arts teacher at my first opportunity. 

			On hitting the ground, I arrived at a small Army base at the northern edge of South Korea, close to the demilitarized zone buffering North Korea. There, I was lucky enough to find an old Korean man who taught Chinese Kung Fu. He was a humble man, in his late seventies, and it didn’t take long for me to learn that he was the real deal—a true Grandmaster. I couldn’t believe my luck. I soon dedicated my time outside of my military duties solely to training. 

			Grandmaster Pak was a native North Korean and a combat veteran of the Korean War. Nearly sixty years earlier he’d been among the handful of North Korean guerilla forces that had fought alongside the South and the United States against the Communists. Today, such men are celebrated by the South Korean military as the forbearers of Korea’s special operations forces. 

			My time training under Master Pak and listening to the wisdom gained from his life before and after the war was life-altering. The horrors that he and his family had endured through Japanese-occupied Korea, the division of north and south following WWII and subsequent Russian occupation, and the Korean War—with the tough years that followed the Armistice—few people today could comprehend.9 

			“Be lucky you born strong country,” he would so often say to me in his broken English after relaying a story from those hard times. He loved America for what it did for his country. And he always reminded me of the opportunities that we have as Americans and what it means for America to be the pillar of light and hope for the rest of the world. 

			My time in Korea made me a stronger person and, really, a more competent warfighter. I went back to the States more grounded and focused, and with an even deeper, more intelligent patriotism for the nation I served. Embarking to a new duty station, and soon after another deployment to Iraq, I simultaneously set my mind toward the singular goal of becoming a special operations JTAC. 

			I’d graduated from some of the toughest and most prestigious ground combat schools in the military and, more importantly, I knew I was a damn good JTAC. I wanted to be the best of the best, a Special Operations Forces (SOF) TACP—the close air support expert on the ground bringing combat airpower to special operations teams. 

			Over the next couple of years I assessed for the special operations component of my career field over and over, but was denied at every turn. Of course, my time back in Korea had not been without strife. I’d gotten an administrative punishment known as an Article 15 after an angry and heated run-in with the bitter captain in charge of my remote detachment. (I was never one for the rank-based hierarchy of the military, and that hurt my career many a time.) In the eyes of the special operations assessment boards, the infraction was perceived as enough of a “character flaw” to bar me from acceptance. Still, I persisted, and reassessed every chance I got. By 2011, I was finally accepted into the special operations branch of my career field. 

			As a conventional force TACP, I’d been part of a small community of no more than 2,000 men. When I became a SOF TACP, I joined a much smaller brotherhood of around 100. I became part of the Air Force’s Special Tactics, working alongside my career field’s brethren, the Combat Control Teams (CCTs). CCTs were also a small community of around 500 men who specialized in forward airfield, landing, and drop zone establishment and forward air traffic control. With the onset of the war in Afghanistan, CCTs became increasingly qualified as special operations JTACs as the skillset came in high demand by U.S. Special Forces teams. 

			Upon my acceptance into special operations I underwent even more specialized training—demolitions, advanced tactical shooting, CQC (close quarters combat), helicopter alternate infiltration techniques, and JTAC tactics specific to special operations. I’d also become qualified as an Army Pathfinder just before transitioning into special operations, and that further broadened the capabilities I could bring to the teams that I’d soon be attaching to. 

			In the years to follow I deployed with Special Forces teams in the ongoing fight against the Taliban and al-Qaeda in Afghanistan. By 2014, I was a well-vetted and experienced JTAC with solid conventional and special operations experience under my belt. My rocky path over the years—striving, fighting, and sacrificing in both my life and career so many times—seemed to finally have a purpose. 

			That summer, I was picked as part of the small special operations force dispatched by President Obama to secure Iraq against the urgent threat of ISIS. Demonstrating an evolved brand of terrorism more brutal than anything any of us had ever seen, ISIS was then proving itself to be among the most cruel and ruthless villains in recent modern history. 

			From 2014 through 2017 I deployed as the senior Air Force special operations JTAC for Army Special Forces and Navy Special Warfare (Green Beret and SEAL) task forces throughout the Middle East. As the war against ISIS progressed into a multi-nation campaign spread across Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan, I’d have the honor and privilege of hunting the caliphate on all three fronts.
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