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To the group of dedicated Patriots who came together from all corners of the US Government to form an exceptional team and spark a technological revolution.






PREFACE

We set out to write our story as a firsthand narrative, presented in alternating chapters as seen at the time through the eyes of two participants. Even shoulder to shoulder on a shared mission, an Air Force guy and an Agency guy can sometimes see the world very differently. In much the same way, the distinguished authors of our foreword, introduction, and afterword all speak about the accuracy of our story from their own unique, firsthand vantage points spanning multiple perspectives.

Charlie Allen served as the assistant director of central intelligence throughout the span of this narrative. With more than four decades of exceptional service at the CIA under fifteen different directors, Charlie knew the organization, authorities, and personalities.

Additionally, as the chair of the National Intelligence Collection Board, his leadership, guidance, and blunt talk were critical to overcoming internal and external challenges. We could imagine no one better suited to comment on this book from the CIA’s perspective.

Air Force Lieutenant General John “Soup” Campbell was indispensable to the evolution of the Predator drone program. He provided vision, leadership and crucial “top cover” to a team that lived on the frayed edge of the rulebook. With the unique distinction of holding senior leadership positions within the USAF and CIA, General Campbell was both “on the field” and “watching from the box seats” at the same time. His perspective on the Predator program encompasses the strategic and the tactical.

United States Air Force Staff Sergeant Gabe Brown (now a lieutenant colonel) entered this story facing unsurmountable odds on the top of a desolate mountain in Afghanistan, standing shoulder to shoulder with a valiant team of fellow Special Operations warriors. What happened on the windswept rocks of Takur Ghar was a testament to unbreakable American heroism and tenacity. It was our great honor to help support that band of brothers in its darkest moment. If anyone can speak of the Predator story straight from the foxhole, it’s Gabe.






FOREWORD

CHARLIE ALLEN

Nineteen years ago the world stood still on September 11, 2001. Islamic extremists had hijacked four United States civilian airliners, filled with hundreds of innocent Americans, and used them as weapons of mass destruction. Nearly three thousand people, mostly Americans, died. As the director of central intelligence for collection at the Central Intelligence Agency, I felt nothing but abject failure on September, 11, 2001, a failure that haunts me today, but I also felt another emotion—cold anger and the determination to destroy those who perpetrated the attack: Usama bin Laden and his inner circle of al-Qaeda supporters, the evil terrorist organization that bin Laden headed. But I have intimate knowledge of one development that was tightly held in CIA and DOD on September 11, which gave me hope in hours of despair—an ungainly aircraft called the Predator.

Never Mind, We’ll Do It Ourselves is quite different from other books or articles written about the joint effort of CIA and the US Air Force to radically change operations against al-Qaeda and bin Laden. It is not a story about senior policy and intelligence officials driving decisions and making courageous decisions about the employment of the Predator to change the collection dynamic against an evil terrorist organization. Rather, it is a vivid story of midlevel men and women of the intelligence community and the Department of Defense putting aside their personal career ambitions to bring together at the working level technology, science, and true grit to create a revolution in warfighting. It is the story of how over a dozen intelligence and military organizations engaged in constant collaboration at the program management level to overcome entrenched bureaucracies and the “not here syndrome” prevalent among certain agencies. The stellar effort was unprecedented. Many of the heroes here were GS-9/11s, O-3/4s, and E-5 noncommissioned officers.

The leading protagonist in this effort was an officer named Alec Bierbauer. A former Army warrant officer associated with intelligence support to Special Operations, Alec was always like magic, appearing when you urgently needed advice and ideas on how to bring justice to al-Qaeda. When he showed up at my office at CIA headquarters in early February 2000, he seemed to know that I was responding to an urgent request from Special Assistant to the President for Counterterrorism Richard “Dick” Clarke. Clarke, hard-driving, impatient, and often short on diplomacy, had sent me a memorandum, giving me thirty days to come up with “new innovative ideas” for locating bin Laden. It was a typical Clarke memo—brusque and to the point. I told Alec that I had prepared a list of technical operations that, if implemented, would help achieve Clarke’s objective. I told him that I had appointments to see the J3 and J39 in the Joint Chiefs of Staff—namely, Vice Admiral Scott Fry and Brigadier General (USAF) Scott Gration, respectively. Alec immediately launched into a long, passionate briefing on how the Predator could be used to change the collection dynamic against al-Qaeda and urged it be given top priority in my report to Clarke.

When I got to the Pentagon, I was royally received by Admiral Fry and General Gration. Both raised the topic of using the Predator against bin Laden, and the spiel was the same as that given by Alec. Why keep submarines “in the basket” off Pakistan if a few Predators could be seconded with US Air Force crews to CIA to be operated under CIA’s special authorities? Gration, in particular, stated that two or three Predators, located at Indian Springs, Nevada, could be “loaned” to CIA to change the “collection dynamic.” Admiral Fry stated that he was frustrated with the Agency’s current lack of access and noted that Tomahawk Land Attack Missiles (TLAMs) would fly from the submarines off the coast of Pakistan if we obtained solid evidence of bin Laden’s precise location; the TLAMs would destroy bin Laden and al-Qaeda’s central core. I drove back to Langley knowing that “employing the Predator” would be by far atop the list of the report I would send to Clarke.

Major policy decisions were made, at times haltingly and with lawyers occasionally throwing a wrench in the works, in the spring and summer. From the first flight, I knew Alec had been right—the collection dynamic had truly changed. The United States had key al-Qaeda leaders under surveillance, and they were completely unaware of Predator’s presence.

Colonel Mark Cooter is the second protagonist in this story. An Air Force major at the time, Cooter is a brash, irreverent officer (now retired) who bleeds blue but is an absolutely dedicated officer who had had significant Predator experience beginning in Bosnia. As the operations officer for the team, he was a strong advocate of arming the Predator. In early 2001, tests were conducted by the Air Force and CIA at sites in the western United States. These tests demonstrated the Predator had lethal capabilities, but explicit rules of engagement were missing. As if by magic again, Lieutenant General John Campbell, an Air Force F-15 Eagle pilot, showed up as the associate director of central intelligence for military support. He helped develop strict rules in the use of the Predator’s lethal capabilities. He not only did this with aplomb but also worked to improve relations between the Air Force and CIA on all aspects of the Predator program. In addition, he recognized the value of supporting the mid-level Air Force and CIA officers who were operationally bringing the Predator project together.

In the opening chapter, entitled “First Blood,” Colonel Cooter captures vividly the first day, October 7, 2001—the date the US attacked in response to 9/11 to take down the Taliban and to kill bin Laden and al-Qaeda’s leaders. The Predator, guided by an Air Force pilot seven thousand miles away, was tracking the movement of Mullah Omar, the head of the Taliban, whose motorcade had stopped at unfamiliar compounds inside Kandahar. Cooter’s description of the Ground Control Station and the Global Response Center is captured literally moment by moment. As Cooter puts it, “It was the first shot of a revolution that truly would be heard around the world. The face of aerial warfare had just changed forever.” Not only was the Predator key to pinpointing the enemy in difficult terrain, but also it helped to guide a number of US strike aircraft into close-quarters combat, ensuring the enemy was attacked, not US SEALs and Rangers.

Never Mind, We’ll Do It Ourselves should appeal to a wide set of readers, not just those involved in military, intelligence, or national security generally but also average Americans concerned by the nation’s security in a world of increasing threat. Every reader should be buoyed by the intensity of this book—the absolute patriotism, dedication, and zeal of Alec, Cooter, and others. For example, the authors praise the unfailing support they received from Cofer Black, the charismatic leader of the Counterterrorism Center, and Rich Blee, a deputy, both CIA officers of the highest integrity and of operational skill. Also acknowledged by the authors is Diane Killip, a now retired officer of the Clandestine Service, whose knowledge of al-Qaeda’s leaders and its network seemed unlimited.

Charlie Allen

Assistant Director of Central Intelligence,

1998–2005






INTRODUCTION

LIEUTENANT GENERAL 
JOHN CAMPBELL, USAF (RET.)

Despite a string of attacks attributed to al-Qaeda (AQ), dating back to the first World Trade Center bombing in 1993, the attacks on US embassies in 1998, and the attack on the USS Cole in 2000, AQ and Usama bin Laden (UBL) weren’t on many front burners prior to 9/11. However, at senior levels in the Central Intelligence Agency and the National Security Council “the system was flashing red,” and small pockets of individuals inside the highly classified world of the intelligence community were focused on what soon became the nation’s number-one problem set. Never Mind, We’ll Do It Ourselves chronicles the efforts of a group of these folks charged in early 2000 with leveraging new capabilities to gain actionable intelligence on UBL and AQ.

Their success with the small, gangly, unarmed Predator in finding and identifying one of the most sought-after individuals in the world showed the power of technology, fusion of the intelligence-collection disciplines (or “ints”), and the imagination of people who understood the capabilities of this tool. It also highlighted the hard political and military decisions presented by UBL and the al-Qaeda network in the days before 9/11.

The realization we had UBL in our sights, though, had the effect of spurring action to prepare for the next time. In retrospect, the achievement was a combination of opportunity, operational need, and leadership in key places in the Central Intelligence Agency, Air Force, and National Security Council. This dramatic demonstration of the capabilities of the Predator platform generated the development of one of the most powerful weapons on the war on terrorists.

The armed Predator was born and grew up in a highly classified world. Parts of the story have been told in various places— congressional testimony, books, and articles, and in the media—and the outline is generally well known. Most of these accounts are at the fifty-thousand-foot level—“big picture” descriptions of the system and the way it has been used as a tool to target some of the worst bad guys who would do us harm.

This manuscript is at the opposite end of the spectrum: a detailed and highly personal account from the working-level CIA and Air Force officers, technicians, engineers, and operators who designed, developed, tested, deployed, and flew the system. Starting in late 2000, with top cover and encouragement from a few fortunately placed leaders who understood the threat, these men and women tackled myriad technical and operational problems, and by September 4, 2001, were prepared to deploy and employ the system. The hurdles that remained—thorny bureaucratic and legal issues that bedeviled the program—all vanished on September 11, and the Predator soon proved its worth.

I was privileged to be assigned from 2000–2003 to the CIA as the associate director of central intelligence for military support—basically, the senior military officer at CIA, charged with coordinating the support provided by CIA to DOD, and vice versa. Since Desert Storm, both sides have seen the wisdom of providing an intermediary to bridge the culture gap that has existed since the days of “Wild Bill” Donovan. As a career fighter pilot, I was surprised to find myself in this position, but it gave me a bird’s-eye view of the events described in this narrative and an appreciation for the initiative of young officers who had a mission, a vision, top cover, and a lot of running room. It confirmed my opinion that organizational affiliation matters less than mission focus, and I was proud to help when I could.

The back story of how this manuscript came to be is a tale of its own. Aside from congressional testimony, almost none of the publicly available Predator accounts ever went through a formal security review, and people who were involved in the program have been understandably reluctant to comment or contribute. The authors of this document were cognizant of their lifetime professional obligations as cleared individuals and were determined to work through the security review process. Despite the fact that the story and the technology were well known and are almost twenty years old, to say that the initial review did not go well would be an understatement. Only the determination of the authors to document their piece of history in a way that would stand the test of time—and some pro bono legal help—led to success. It’s interesting that at thirty-nine months, the security review process took three times as long as the entire armed Predator development program, from the first UBL sighting in September 2000 to first employment in October 2001.

We often are fascinated by technology, but what I have come to believe is that it’s all about people. Alec, Mark, Eddie, Charlie, Snake, Gunny, Ginger, Joker, John, Boom Boom, the Man With Two Brains, and the other characters who populate this story are all patriots who have kept us safe at night. They never asked for credit, but the fact that we’ve not had another attack on America since 9/11 is testimony to their efforts, and it’s good to see them acknowledged.

Lieutenant General John Campbell, USAF (Ret.)

Associate Director of Central Intelligence for Military Support, 2000–2003
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Afghanistan, noting key locations mentioned in the story. Additional information regarding the book, the authors, the characters, and the technologies can be found at http://www.nevermindbook.com.






1: FIRST BLOOD

MARK COOTER

THEN IT SHALL BE WAR

October 7, 2001

The first JDAM1 slammed into the runway at nine in the evening Afghan time. I’ll spare you the physics lesson—let’s just say that when a steel pipe filled with two thousand pounds of high explosive plows into tarmac at six hundred miles an hour, you get one hell of a big hole.

In the ghostly gray world of thermal imaging, a ragged line of jet-black starbursts swept up the runways of Kandahar’s military airfield. Pinpoint shots cratered taxiways and runway intersections in a single pass. The radar site that controlled the area’s air and air defense units was now a smoking hole in the background. This was critical; a MiG fighter can be a dangerous opponent if it gets into the air. Our opening move was to win all the dogfights before they got started.

As an Air Force intelligence officer, I saw the video on the monitor as the money shot. The Air Force had long dreamed of real-time bomb-damage assessments, and this was as real time as you could get.


It didn’t come without effort. I cajoled Alec Bierbauer, my CIA counterpart, to briefly come off our current tasking to get the shot. Our pilot, Captain Stephen “Joker” Jones, had maneuvered the aircraft to get the best angle. The SOs, sensor operators Staff Sergeant Andy R., Senior Airman Chris B., and Technical Sergeant Steve H. worked together to get the sensor into the perfect location. Captain Ginger Wallace and our operations team fed us minute-by-minute updates on the air war. That’s teamwork to perfection.

The Air Force had come a long way from the days of carpet-bombing a target in the hope of hitting something vital. Unlike the dumb iron bombs of WWII that rained from the sky like bricks, JDAMs were GPS-guided, able to home in on a precise coordinate. In just over a minute, a handful of F/A-18 Hornets transformed ten thousand feet of military-grade runway into little more than a potholed stretch of old road.

That magic trick might sound like a big deal to the layman, but it was nothing new to the way America wages an air war. The JDAM had been around since 1993, when the USAF 46th Test Wing led a team of engineers at Eglin Air Force Base to bolt a guidance kit on a Rockwell GBU-15 munition. By 1997, JDAMs were in service, demonstrating a 95 percent hit ratio inside a ten-meter circle. Although it carried a price tag of less than thirty grand apiece, JDAM delivered precision targeting on par with a million-dollar TLAM cruise missile. That’s a lot of bang for the buck.

What was new this night was that an Air Force major could sit in Virginia, half a world away from Afghanistan, and watch those bombs strike home. I could do so through the eyes of an airplane that had no one onboard, which was unheard of.

Less than a month had passed since the horrific attacks of 9/11, just long enough for the initial numbing shock to give way to thoughts of national security and, yeah, to exacting a measure of payback. The center point of that mission was Usama bin Laden, who was only now becoming a household name across America. But the mission to dismantle the world’s most dangerous terrorist network was not limited to eradicating one man, no matter how important that guy might be. Tonight’s part in that effort was focused on one Mullah Mohammed Omar.

The CIA had classified Omar as an HVT, a high value target, which in simple terms meant that he was one extremely bad character. Omar was Usama bin Laden’s de facto right hand, the spiritual leader and supreme commander of the Taliban.

In Afghan terms Omar was iconic; a tall, strong mujahideen who had distinguished himself as a crack marksman with antitank rockets by destroying several Soviet armored vehicles in the 1980s. He was tough as nails, having survived numerous wounds that included the loss of his right eye to shrapnel.

Omar was also a Muslim extremist who had earlier that year demonstrated the depths of his fanaticism by attacking the Buddhas of Bamiyan, towering statues carved into a cliffside way back in the sixth century. Incredible examples of ancient Gandhara art, the Buddhas stood in silent vigil for over fourteen centuries, surviving a line of onslaughts that dated back to Genghis Khan. Sadly, that long chapter in history ended abruptly when Omar declared one of Afghanistan’s oldest national treasures to be idols that offended Islam. Then he had them blown into rubble.

In an interview shortly after 9/11, Omar announced his new goal: the extinction of America. You can see why he sat atop America’s hit list.

While bin Laden traveled widely, Omar rarely strayed from the familiar ground of Kandahar. And unlike the elusive bin Laden, who had seemingly vanished into thin air, we had a pretty good idea where to find Omar. Clandestine source reporting had placed him in a triangular compound called Baba Sahib, a mere thirteen miles from the airfield. The sprawling compound had been built in 1996, with some of the funding reportedly coming from the deep pockets of bin Laden himself.

Now Hollywood would have you believe that cutting-edge intelligence ops all take place in gleaming James Bond command centers lined wall-to-wall with computer screens and lots of chrome. Reality is a bit less impressive. The vital mission of ridding the world of Omar had brought my team to a lowly mobile home, complete with porta-potty and a flock of pink plastic flamingos, dumped in a parking lot in Northern Virginia. From that improbable location we were expected to drop the hammer on an enemy some seven thousand miles away.

Beyond the linear distance separating these points, the locations themselves might well have been on different planets. Virginia boasts rolling hills of lush woodlands that had already begun to shift from green to the golden hues of autumn. Kandahar, on the other hand, looked more like a bleached-out version of Mars, an endless tabletop of khaki-colored sand and dry scrub, broken only by random ridgelines of jagged gray stone.

But if the distance and disparity were not challenge enough, our mission carried one additional wrinkle. We were to fight a war not with boots on the ground but through the unblinking eye of a gangly, prop-driven, unmanned aircraft.

It is difficult to fully convey the oddity of this bird. Everything about it seemed backward, starting with the propeller back on its tail. In an age of sleek, shark-like jets, this was by all appearances the bastard child of a sailplane and a remote-controlled toy.

To appreciate its absurdity as a weapon of war, one need only compare it with a mainstay of Air Force power, the F-15 Strike Eagle. The latter has an impressive pair of turbofan jet engines that can push plane and pilot, along with over eleven tons of external fuel and ordnance, through the battle space at a blistering maximum speed of 1,900 miles per hour. In layman’s terms, that’s akin to a twenty-two-foot box truck, stuffed to the gills, cranking along at two and a half times the speed of sound.


By comparison, if we hung just three hundred pounds on our bird and stomped the pedal to the metal, its tiny motor would struggle to hit 90 mph. It was a John Deere tractor on a racetrack filled with Corvettes, and according to conventional wisdom one would have been hard pressed to imagine a contraption less suited for the modern battlefield.

As limited as it was in many ways, the bird that circled in the night sky over Omar’s house had already evolved considerably from its even more awkward childhood in Bosnia and Kosovo. Admittedly, it was still loud as hell when you were close to it, garnering the uncharitable moniker “the flying lawnmower.” And although it would never win a race to a given location, it could do things a jet couldn’t dream of once on target. When a jet streaks overhead at Mach or more, the pilot is lucky to catch a brief, blurry glimpse at the ground beneath. With its ponderous speed and incredible hang time over a target, our lawnmower gave us box seats with tons of time to loiter and watch. Painted “air superiority gray” to blend in with the daytime sky, our plane was equipped with a million-dollar camera package, along with equally sophisticated communications gear that allowed us to eavesdrop on bad guys and talk to our own forces.

But the real miracle was that we were doing all this while seated in the United States, thousands of miles away from the battle space. The technology behind that breakthrough arose from a short paper written by Albert,2 Big Safari’s3 resident mad scientist, who was reverently known in our community as “the Man with Two Brains.”


The final piece of evolution wasn’t buried inside the aircraft but hanging underneath. Beyond the all-seeing camera pod and globe-spanning control systems, this aircraft carried Hellfire missiles.

Over most of the last two decades the laser-guided AGM-114 Hellfire had proven itself to be one of the best tank-killers in the US arsenal. The brainchild of Lockheed-Martin, Hellfire had a history of success that stretched from Panama to Iraq.

And we had a pair of them. Breaking the mold of every surveillance drone that had come before it, our bird had not come to simply watch the war but to wage it. We were about to find out if this hybrid creature could live up to its name: Predator.

I peeled my gaze off the monitor and took a moment to scan the room. The GCS4 was alive with activity. To all outward appearance a humble twenty-foot intermodal shipping container, the GCS was crammed full of technology. The windowless steel box housed the hands-on functions of flight operations: the pilot, sensor operator, and mission commander.

In Star Wars, Luke Skywalker flew into battle with the ever-versatile R2-D2 in the trunk to lend a timely hand in the midst of crisis. In the real world, our lifeline was the double-wide—a mobile home parked next to the GCS, filled with the best air and air defense analysts and Afghanistan experts in the world.

Technically dubbed the Operations Cell in formal briefings, the double-wide served functions that ranged from mission planning and analysis to coordination with military elements in the battle space. To do so, it was populated with an arsenal of weather forecasters, intelligence analysts, targeters, imagery analysts, and planners. As it turned out, you need a whole lot of people to fly an unmanned aircraft.


Over and around these experts, the interior of the double-wide was crammed with numerous classified computers, networked together into a veritable anaconda of bundled CAT-5 and coax cables that stretched across the ceiling. This serpent hung from a web of zip-ties and Velcro, one of many persistent reminders of the “ad hocracy” needed to achieve the impossible. Had we actually possessed a guidebook, it would certainly have included the phrase “I don’t care how it looks, just make it work.” I had Captain Paul Welch and Master Sergeant Cliff “Cliffy” Gross, along with contractors Pete and Martin, to thank for that.

Many of our pilots had experience flying fighters and bombers. As such, they were used to getting all their information through the comparatively narrow pipes of aircraft sensors, radios, or notes they’d compiled on a five-by-eight-foot kneeboard. They quickly became believers in the double-wide.

Alec coordinated the intelligence and political sides of the operation from within the GRC5, a vault-like room inside CIA headquarters. Along with a slew of CIA personnel, Alec was surrounded by a team of LNOs6 from the Air Force, the NSA,7 USCENTCOM,8 the DIA,9 and USSOCOM,10 along with half a dozen analysts from NIMA.11

These people were among the best in the world at collecting and analyzing visual and geospatial data at the speed of war. Having them all together in one room was an unprecedented act of interagency coordination, with “live data pipes” connecting us to some of the most important intel centers on the planet. Our housing might have been humble, but the infrastructure crammed inside was unbelievable.

My fingers drummed mechanically as a checklist of factors spooled through my mind. We had plans, back-up plans, and contingencies. If life was any teacher, not a damn one of them would be of any use exactly as written. Missions have a way of serving up the most improbable twists that force you to cannibalize parts from plans A, B, and C, then bolt them together on the fly—sometimes with a generous application of duct tape. I glanced at the clock and wondered how heavily we might have to rely on the duct tape.

My eyes tracked down, passing across the hat that hung over my console. The Stetson was new, white with a black bolo band, the kind of hat the Lone Ranger would wear. Much like the playoff beard to hockey fans, the hat had become something of a symbol. It had come as a birthday present from the team last year, along with a pair of silver spurs, poking fun at my cowboy demeanor. Despite numerous hoots to put them on, I refused to do so, not until we were officially in the fight. The hat was still untouched.

I glanced at my watch: 2108 local, just eight minutes since the first JDAM hit. As I stood up, I reached out and brushed my fingers across the hat.

“Ski says weather is good.” Ginger’s voice crackled across the intercom that connected us to the double-wide. A peerless Air Force intelligence officer, Ginger was aggregating numerous data streams pouring in from a team of experts.

I turned to face the two guys in side-by-side control seats. “Let’s get on Omar’s compound.”

In the rightmost seat, Steve flicked his wrist, and the video feed from Predator smeared into a blur as the unblinking eye of the camera pod slewed away from the airport. Having been with the Predator program from its earliest days, Steve and I had a long history together. He had been one of my sensor-operator instructors/evaluators when I went through training, and I had deployed with him for ops in Bosnia and Kosovo. In 2000, I snagged him from a deployment to Tuzla, Bosnia, to be part of this team. With a sharp eye and a rock-steady hand, Steve was the kind of guy you wanted around when the game was on the line.

The camera view ground to a halt on Omar’s retreat, a wide-angle shot that gave us a God-like view of the entire compound and much of the surrounding area. The streets were largely empty, making it easier to track a convoy of vehicles.

At first glance the view of the building seemed almost stationary, as though we had affixed a camera to a nearby cloud. This was in part due to the Predator’s slow speed and in part due to the nature of the ball turret that hung down beneath its nose. The camera lens was not slaved to the direction of flight. Instead, it was free to rotate 360 degrees as the aircraft executed a precise circuit centered some distance away from the target. This would allow the aircraft to maintain a safe, and hopefully inaudible, distance while providing a persistent view of the compound.

Referred to as the ball for its spherical shape, the MTS12 was a lot more than just a fancy moving camera. In addition to the electro-optical camera, the MTS provided infrared (IR) imaging, along with laser designation, rangefinder, and illumination. If you needed to “find and fix” a target, the Raytheon ball was your Swiss Army knife.

In another snap of motion, the camera zoomed in, framing the perimeter of the compound. What just a heartbeat ago had been tiny postage stamps suddenly resolved into buildings and vehicles. Still, how much detail you could resolve in the infrared spectrum was limited; most objects appeared as blobs in varying shades of grey. At the moment, we were running in “black-hot” mode, in which the hotter an object is the darker it looks on camera. It that mode the hood of a running car might appear dark grey, as would a man walking on open ground. Explosions, like the ones I’d just seen peppering the airport, looked like midnight-black bursts of coal dust.

“I’ve got movement on the south side!” As a trained sensor operator with hundreds of hours’ experience, Steve had the best eyes for reading the IR feed. He adjusted the camera slightly, centering on the dark grey blobs that streamed out of the compound heading for a row of three parked vehicles. By a rough comparison of size, we made the center vehicle to be an SUV, likely a Land Rover, sandwiched between a pair of Toyota Hilux pickup trucks.

Through Predator’s eye we saw the hoods quickly darken as engines heated up. Moments later, the three vehicles rolled out through the front gate.

“Eric, do we stay onsite or follow the convoy?” I spoke aloud to the speakerphone that kept an open line to Technical Sergeant Eric “Big E” Martin, another veteran from my previous Predator time. A towering Non-Commissioned Officer, Eric served as one of three liaison officers in the GRC. In addition to the critical roles they played, LNOs had the unenviable task of serving as a shock-absorber between Alec and me.

For several seconds the murmurs of off-mic discussion grumbled from the speakerphone before Eric came back, calm and collected as always, with “Follow the convoy.”

I nodded, turning to Joker, who sat in the pilot chair just to the left of sensor ops. Joker worked the flight controls while staring intently at an array of flat-screen monitors. A former B-1 bomber pilot, Joker brought to the team a wealth of combat and tactical experience, along with an unmatched ability to coordinate with both air and ground assets. Some of the General Atomics pilots might have more time on stick with Predator, but Joker was a seasoned veteran at managing the unforgiving realities of flight in hostile airspace.

The image on the screen banked through a shallow turn, squaring up to center on the line of vehicles. The faint scratchy edge of adrenaline started to crawl up my back. The hunt was on.

An axiom in military life states that no plan survives the first contact with the enemy, and tonight proved no exception. The convoy sped away from Omar’s compound, turning not out of town as expected but running straight into the heart of Kandahar.


“Where the fuck are they headed?” The words came out under my breath, to no one in particular. Then something clicked in my brain, and I turned, tossing out orders. Eric was the first in line. “Get me everything the GRC has on probable destinations—who, what, and where.”

As often the case, Eric was already ahead of the question. “GRC’s throwing up their hands. Too many options—the airport, a safe house; they could be going anywhere.”

I nodded, understanding the realities of an urban environment, and said only, “Stay on it.”

The convoy drove briskly but not in a panic, traveling just a few short miles before pulling up to another building. Dark silhouettes piled out of the vehicles and quickly disappeared into the structure. At night in IR gray, one building looked a whole lot like any of the thousand others that surrounded it.

“You gotta be fuckin’ kidding me.” Eric’s voice garbled over the speakerphone as though he was speaking away from the mic. Then it snapped into clarity. “You’re not gonna believe this. NIMA just said that the walled-in area to the left is the governor’s compound.”

I felt a twist in my gut. There was no chance in hell that the decision-makers were going to risk green-lighting a Hellfire shot just a hundred feet from the governor’s front door. Safeguarding against collateral damage of any sort had been an unwavering concern since the beginning. Vaporizing the local governor in his own living room was way outside of our risk matrix.

To make matters worse, the building into which our bad guys just disappeared was a beast, decidedly larger than the structure we had used in our test shots. A Hellfire missile carried a roughly twenty-pound warhead. In the right configuration that’s enough high explosive to burn a small hole through the side of a tank and make the interior decidedly unpleasant. Our tests back at China Lake, California, confirmed we could punch a Hellfire through the adobe-style construction common throughout Afghanistan. But given the sheer size of this place, and with no knowledge of the interior layout, we could not tell how much of the missile’s lethal force would make it to people inside. Trying to engage the enemy here was shaping up to be a crapshoot on every level.

Despite the many benefits of working through an LNO, some things needed direct contact, so I told Eric to put Alec on the line. Alec came on a moment later, having barely time to say “yeah” before I hit him with a curt “What do you have on this place?”

“It’s on our short list,” Alec fired back in a tone that clearly revealed his multitasking. “We have credible intel that ties the site to both al-Qaeda and Taliban, but we’ve got bupkes on what goes on inside.”

Cussing under my breath, we ran through a short conversation that ended with more “hurry up and wait.” Short on alternatives and sweating the clock, we put Predator in a slow offset orbit and settled in.

You can train for a fight and execute flawlessly, but sometimes the difference between success and failure hinges on catching a break. For us that break came when the gray silhouettes suddenly, unexpectedly, scurried back to their vehicles and headed southwest out of town. We were back in business.

Tracking their movement wasn’t difficult. The vehicles maintained a steady pace, showing no great haste nor making any real effort at evasion. The streets were sparsely traveled, and three vehicles moving as a group were distinctive. For a good twenty minutes they drove down the road toward Helmand Province, following a dusty stretch of pavement across table-flat dirt until they pulled into a second compound, this one much larger than the last.

What do we have here? I thought as my eyes eagerly scanned the compound. A mud wall fully enclosed the perimeter, another common Afghan feature. Inside, two rectangular single-story buildings sat in a north-south orientation. They were parallel, separated by a central corridor about the size of a soccer field. A smaller building sat at the north end of the courtyard.

The convoy pulled up to one of the two longer buildings, and once again the occupants fanned out. While picking out rifles and rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs) can be difficult in infrared, it seemed very clear that the subjects on the screen were armed. But unlike the prior stop, only a portion of the gray blobs disappeared into the building. Others, presumably security personnel, remained in or around the vehicles, weapons in hand.

Eric came up on the secure line, leading off with, “Hang on; we’re working it.” It was a preemptive call, Eric knowing what my first question would be. Alec’s team inside CIA headquarters was glued to the same video feed we had.

I heard Alec approaching the phone, pausing to bark a question that I could make out in tone if not in words. Around him, a team of imagery analysts were stacking layers of geospatial data and reference photos in an effort to peel away the fog of war.

Alec’s voice came back into clarity, and it wasn’t his happy tone. “We’re pretty sure the building next door is a mosque.”

Figures, I growled inwardly. Terrorists were fond of hiding in places like mosques and hospitals, counting on our own paralytic fear of bad press to stay our hand. That bullshit might carry weight with the political side of the house, but to a military guy, a building is just another stack of bricks when the bad guys use it for refuge, or worse yet when they shoot at you from inside. I leaned toward the monitor, squinting at the figures pacing between the vehicles and the door.

You didn’t think about our sacred places when you attacked America. But that was an argument for another place and time. Tonight wasn’t about debate.

“Is that a ‘we know’ or a ‘we think?’” I prodded Alec. Setting aside my personal opinions, the decision to rain fire from the heavens on a “culturally significant position” like a mosque or a government building was a serious proposition, one not to be taken lightly. The due diligence ahead of a green light was nonnegotiable.

“Brian13 made the call but I think he backed his way into it,” Alec said. “The phrase ‘might be a minaret’ popped out of his mouth, and once it did, the idea took hold. He knows it’s not the popular answer, but he’s sticking to his guns. We’ve been beating on USCENTCOM to make a decision but were told they had to wait for the JAG14 to arrive. I can tell you up front that the book answer is no. A mosque is a clear no-go, no matter who is inside.”

“Is that a ‘Rich, the USCENTCOM LNO’ version, or something we’re stuck with?”

Alec replied curtly, “That’s straight from Franks and Tenet both. A mosque is outside of ROE,15 period.”

Possessed by a possibly irrational optimism, I laid out how we could mitigate the proximity of the “mosque” by the geometry of our shot, but as the discussion with Alec dragged on it became clear that a strike on the building simply wasn’t going to happen.

“All right, all right,” I groused, knowing as well as Alec that the discussion was a dead-end. Special operations personnel were afforded a lot more latitude than most to decide what rules could be bent or broken, but this wasn’t one of those moments—especially not with top brass watching every step. I ended the call with “Lemme know if anything changes.”


As always in times of delay, calls from Air Force command centers started coming in. Our shield from that onslaught was my commander, Colonel Ed Boyle. I didn’t envy him as he took the barrage of calls from senior officials, but I sure as hell appreciated him. Since word of Predator had leaked among the upper echelon of battle-space commanders, it had become routine for general officers and colonels to call and demand that we do something for them that ran outside our tasking. Colonel Boyle would start by professionally explaining the situation from our perspective, right up to the point that the more irate callers would start throwing rank. He would do his best to work a solution but never relented from our mission. He took the heat, gave us direction when we needed it, and always supported the members of the team.

Unease built slowly in my gut. Our momentum was beginning to slip. We needed something to stave off the growing sense of stagnation.

“All right,” I announced abruptly, glancing up at the clock. “We’re going to be here awhile.”

We were due for a crew swap. One of the most profound aspects of unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) flight was the ability to swap out flight crews at will. Every mission carried several pilots and sensor operators who could be rotated at regular intervals to keep clear eyes and steady hands on the controls. Like a baseball coach going into the ninth inning, I looked at my bullpen. I knew the right choice was Swanson and Guay.

Air Force Captain Scott Swanson had been with Predator through the first missile tests, so he had actual practice runs pulling the trigger on a Hellfire. At the time, he was the only military pilot on the team that had actually fired a Hellfire, so he was the obvious choice. He had Special Operations–type helicopter experience and had previously served as my Weapons and Tactics officer.


Jeff “Gunny” Guay was, well … he was Gunny. A crusty Air Force master sergeant, Guay had been dubbed “Gunny” as being the embodiment of what you’d imagine as a hard-charging, chain-smoking Marine noncommissioned officer (NCO). In a branch of service predominated with spit-and-polish precision, Gunny was the guy we kept in a red box that carried the stencil In Case of War, Break Glass. He was wiry and tough, and if asked a question he’d tell you exactly what he thought. Sometimes he’d tell you without being asked. But whatever he might have lacked in protocol, he made up as one of the best damn sensor operators in the service.

“Let’s stay sharp,” I chided, having no real need to speak the words. Everyone transitioned with equal professionalism, the shift made easier by the fact that the incoming team was in most cases parked close to the hot seats, watching the same feeds as the current operators.

We had change-over checklists, fuel-remaining checks, formal steps that had been developed over time to make sure a critical detail didn’t fall between the cracks. Another of our pilots, “Big,”16 stayed in the center seat, an ad hoc support position that typically assisted with handling radio communications with other assets in the airspace as well as weapon-launch procedures.

The incoming team had no egos, no prima donnas—just men and women at the top of their game ready to be chief cook or bottle-washer to meet shifting mission demands. Without that spirit, I thought quietly, none of this shit would have worked.

Despite the brief flurry of activity, time quickly settled back to a crawl. As the minute hand finished a full lap, it was looking like we had depleted our bag of luck. The group of armed men from the convoy had not emerged from the building. Worse yet, given the size of the structure, we would be unable to know if a handful of guys departing were the same ones that came in from Omar’s compound. We had maintained absolute ownership of the vehicle, along with the guys who stood around them, but the gray rectangle in the crosshairs might have had two guys inside, or twenty. We could make nothing but a bald-faced guess as to where Omar might be inside.

Unbidden, Eric came across the speakerphone with a question from deep left field: “Hey, can we hit one of the security vehicles?”

My immediate response began with “What the fuck” and quickly went downhill from there. We hadn’t done all this to shoot a fucking parked car, and what dumbass came up with—

“Sir,” Eric cut in emphatically. “The JAGs at USCENTCOM are going on about positive visual control of the vehicles and the clearly armed insurgents. Some of the folks here are thinking a shot on the car might flush Omar outside.”

I paused mid tirade, suddenly mulling the notion. It certainly wasn’t plan A. Two hours ago it might not have made the list for plans B, C, or D. But this looked like one of those moments when we reached for the duct tape.

I turned the idea in my head. Our Predator did have two Hellfires. If one of the security cars suddenly vaporized, most anybody with common sense would scramble to bug out. A guy running to another vehicle, or running off into a field, should be pretty obvious when surrounded by half a dozen armed guards.

My eyes narrowed looking at the vehicle on the screen. The chance for a second shot aside, this would be a clearly defined engagement opportunity against confirmed combatants and a chance to prove Predator in an actual theater of war. But the practical realities of military life scratched at my irritated nerves. With the topmost brass of both the Air Force and the CIA watching and expecting great things, we were going to blow up a piece of shit Toyota.

“This is the stupidest fucking thing I’ve ever heard,” I concluded aloud, my rant threatening to pick up where it had broken off.

In a decisive tactical sidestep, Eric cut me off with “Maybe you need to talk to Alec.”

I heard the rustle of his headset hit the desk, then the somewhat distant sound of Eric’s voice. “Alec, Mark has a problem with the current plan.”

It was a smart play on Eric’s part. “Shoot the messenger” was a daily event in the no-man’s-land that stretched between the Air Force and the CIA. Our three LNOs had to spend their every waking moment stuck in that minefield, managing information, authorities, and interagency diplomacy. A good chunk of their time was spent saying no to people of higher rank and absorbing the blowback. It was a bitch of a job that demanded smarts and a thick skin.

“Take me off speakerphone.” Alec had his own way of dealing with the less charming aspects of my personality. I punched a button and snatched up the handset.

Alec’s voice carried what I’d come to recognize as his “don’t fuck with me” tone. “There’s some senior-level inertia behind thumping the lead security car. I don’t need the argument, just tell me yes or no. Can we hit it?”

I shifted my weight and took a moment to pause. A second ticked by, maybe two, before I replied. “Yeah. Of course, we can hit it.” I said the words as if we had ever shot a car, or anything else, in actual combat. But on paper, yeah, no problem.

“All right, Tenet seems willing to kick the anthill and see what comes running out.”

Alec ran through the pros and cons, and I responded with outcomes and trade-offs. I knew Alec well enough by this point to know he was working for the best possible outcome, navigating his own political minefield. That hazard was one I very much preferred to avoid. Though I’d never admit it, I was glad to have him out there.

He came back with a terse “hang tight,” and the line went silent. I returned the handset to the cradle and set the line back to speaker mode.

I took a deep breath and looked around the GCS, leaning forward with my own plans. If there was one certainty in working a kinetic engagement this high up the political and military food chain, it was that the time required for them to decide would equal, if not just exceed, our remaining fuel supply. Worse, if they came back with a green light, the need to shoot would retroactively become mission-critical despite the plane’s empty gas tank. So managing fuel consumption moved even further up the priority ladder.

“Listen up, guys,” I said loudly, stepping up and tapping the large screen on the wall. “We’re working this security vehicle as a possible target. Let’s get ahead of the call and run our AGM-114 pre-launch checklist17 and descend to our shoot altitude.”

We had been parked in a high orbit that optimized fuel savings and invisibility. In prepping to fire, we would have to descend to a lower altitude where the racket of our engine might draw attention. The guards still loitered around the target vehicle. They may be little more than blobs on the screen in front of me, but out there in the real world they were bad guys standing outside in the quiet of night.

“Gunny, keep your eyes glued to the building and shout out if anything changes.”

Gunny nodded and made a fine adjustment to the zoom, adding in his own inimitable fashion, “OK, but this is a fucking stupid idea.”


I suppressed a chuckle. If anything helped defuse my irritation, it was hearing from somebody who was more bent than I. Gunny’s candor was another great part of this team; there wasn’t a thin skin in sight. We were all passionate about our job, about making a difference in a very deadly conflict. We had a team culture where the occasional colorful language ran like water off a duck’s back.

Alec called in directly, and I snatched up the handset. “Gimme something good,” I said, just a bit more residual growl left in my tone than I had intended.

“Tenet and Franks are talking now. Everybody wants a direct shot at Omar.”

“Well, if you can invite him to walk out in the fucking parking lot and wave, I’ll be happy to oblige.”

Alec took a deep breath. “I know Mark; we all know. What we got is what we got. The top guys are just getting their heads around it. The option to try and flush Omar out into the open is gaining traction.”

“It has its own challenges,” I said, shrugging off the last of my annoyance to go back to problem-solving mode. “Picking him out of the crowd will be at the top of the list. As soon as we confirm delivery on the first round, we’ll pull out on the camera to give us eyes on most of the compound. If Omar rabbits, he’ll most likely do so with a security detail wrapped around him. That should be pretty apparent.”

“Yeah,” Alec replied. “I’ll pull in the NIMA guys and make sure they are spun up on what to look for. Roger is on station over at NSA; if anyone hits phone or radio, we’ll hear it. With luck we might get a shot at Omar in a vehicle or …” he paused, the distaste evident in his tone, “a less culturally significant structure.”


“Copy that,” I replied, now pushing my best tone forward. “We’re ready. Call me as soon as you hear something.” Once again, the handset clicked off.

I wanted to pace, but the GCS was too fucking small. Every second we dicked around burned a little more fuel, another moment of hang time. You’d think that having no pilot in the plane meant we could run it dry waiting for a shot, but the ultrasecret nature of this aircraft, and not having a stock of spares, took crashing off the table. Calling bingo fuel, pilot jargon for “my red low-fuel light is blinking,” had to happen with enough in the tank to fly Predator all the way back to our launch and recovery base. There was no pushing that envelope.

Another call came in from Alec. I reached for the handset then tapped the speakerphone instead. There was brief moment of silence, not much more than a heartbeat before I heard Alec’s voice.

“We’re go for the car.”18

My instant reply was, “Put it in chat.” Our chat line was another recent innovation, a text-messaging system that hit everybody’s screen.

Like just about anyone in the military, I take pride in my poker face. But I’d be lying if I said that my pulse didn’t jump. Otherwise, Alec couldn’t have suckered me in just by hanging on the line.


“Anything else?” I asked, largely to fill the void. I winced as soon as I’d spoken the words. Don’t say it, Alec. Don’t.

“Yeah,” Alec replied, the smirk heavy in his voice. “Don’t fuck it up.” Then the line went dead.

I shook my head at having been drawn in to serve up the straight line. From the onset of operations, Alec began every mission with that directive, taking some perverse delight in the delivery. When he was unavailable at launch he had his assistant, Sharon Demcsak, pass me the word. It became our little mantra, maybe it was CIA-speak for “break a leg.” Whatever the case, it struck me that, at this moment, it was the perfect thing to say.

A string of characters appeared on the chat line. “Cleared to engage the vehicle in the compound.”

My eyes swept the GCS. The cramped control room was electrified. Just a moment ago, minutes felt like hours. From this moment on, I knew time would likely be in very short supply. I took a moment to close my eyes and collect my thoughts.

Had we overlooked anything? Nope. Is anything wrong? Nope. Is the hair on the back of my neck standing up? Nope. Then we’re ready.

The forced humor did little to ease my tension. While success would give everyone on this team a hand in making history, failure would happen under the collective nose of the highest-ranking officials in just about everybody’s food chain. “Don’t fuck it up” seemed less a joke and more like profound guidance.

The words of Gene Kranz, the tough-as-nails NASA flight director who led the rescue effort that saved the crew of Apollo 13, came to mind: Failure is not an option. Gene was a NASA icon, the white-vested model of an old-school space-program warrior who defined his unflinching standard by two words: tough and competent. That was a standard that took man to the moon, that brought men home safe from a crippled spacecraft. It was a standard that sure as hell could drop a missile into the bed of a pickup truck. I didn’t have a white vest, but … my eyes tracked to the Stetson on the wall. I did have the white hat.

Time to be cowboys. “Here we go,” I said, loud enough to rise above the persistent din. Big turned; his eyes met mine then flicked up to the hat on my head.

The GCS fell silent. It felt like a moment to say something profound or historic, but that wasn’t our style. I went with “Pilot, Sensor, you are cleared to engage the vehicle in the compound.”

Nobody blinked, not a face turned away. I knew I would have seen the same thing in the mobile home next door. The eyes around me looked back with determination and focus, and it hit me just how damn proud I was of this team. Failure really wasn’t an option.

I barked over the headset, “Ginger, MiG,”19 knowing the two were in the double-wide on headsets tied to the intercom. “Lemme know what other assets are out there and what they are carrying.”

I rolled through a series of rapid-fire directives, each one confirmed by terse, one-word replies before bodies scattered to their respective task. Then I turned my eyes to the MTS feed, absorbing the chessboard below.

Given the wind and target orientation, I would have preferred to approach from the southeast. That would keep the suspected mosque out of azimuth. But a wall not far from the driver’s side of the car would have crowded a shot from that direction. That left us having to approach 180 degrees from where people had gone into the building—a better shot, but less ability to watch what runs out the back. Everything carried trade-offs. We settled on a northeast angle of attack as the optimum balance between visibility, hit probability, and predicted effect on target.

We had brought the plane around and descended from its loitering altitude of twenty thousand feet to a strike height of closer to ten thousand. We were shooting Kilos, or K-model Hellfires, and for all the developments in the weapon system over the years, the missile still had a brutally narrow engagement window made even more restrictive by our altitude—pretty damn high by Hellfire standards.

A pie slice makes for a decent analogy. Imagine launching a missile out from the center of the pie, trying to hit a point on the crust. A bigger slice of pie gives you a wider arc of crust, which in turn gives you a little extra flexibility in terms of how far, or from what angle, you can shoot. On the other hand, a narrow slice could leave you with just a fork-width at the receiving end.

We were looking at a damn stingy slice of pie. The position, orientation, and speed of the aircraft would all have to be spot-on.

Scott rolled the aircraft into the attack sequence, taking advantage of the opportunity to do a dry run. Gunny kept the crosshairs centered on the vehicle surrounded by men with guns and RPGs. I watched all the deltas, the variances between where the plane was and where it needed to be at the instant of launch, and counted down. Firing in 3, 2, 1 … mark. Then silence.

I crossed my arms, taking in the data on the wall of screens. The dry run felt good. Had it been an actual missile run, a Hellfire would be falling out of the sky this very moment. Big scanned the data and confirmed my gut with a curt, “That was good.”

I concurred—had that been the real deal it looked to be a good shot. Nothing was left now but to do it one more time for all the marbles. We lapped back to our starting point, falling into the track we had just carved through the Afghan sky. Safeties off, weapons hot, we swept down on our target. The room became a series of last-second checks.

Laser On. Lasing. Confirm Lasing.

In a moment that seemed almost Hollywood, Scott flipped a red safety cover to reveal the firing button. Everything slowed to a crawl as he called out the final seconds.

“Launch in three …”

I watched the bad guys standing, guns in hand, unaware their part in this war was about to start and end in one big flash.

“Two …”

Eighteen months of sweat, work, frustration, all to reach this moment.

“One …”

“Rifle.”

The tiny click might have seemed anticlimactic, but moments later, as the signal tripped a servo halfway around the world, the video feed from Predator flared black, lurching as the missile punched off the rail. The arc of flight carried the missile almost instantly out of the camera’s view.

I swallowed, throat dry, and glanced at the clock. The missile would be hitting just a little over Mach 1 by now, outracing the whoosh of its solid-fuel rocket engine, then quiet, the weapon relying on gravity to further accelerate it to the point of impact.

My eyes swept the entirety of the video feed, devouring details on the HUD20 overlays. An alarm flashed as the four box corners around the pipper, the small targeting icon in the center of the screen, failed to reappear. The sensor had broken lock on the target. Gunny worked for about fifteen seconds to reacquire the lock before giving up, opting to guide the missile onto the target by hand. With the faintest of pressure on the stick he settled the crosshairs squarely on the vehicle.

It vanished in a black-hot flash that filled the screen. I could hear the jubilation in the double-wide, but the GCS was quiet, focused on the job at hand.

Gunny, in his deep Maine accent, broke the silence. “We have flippahs.”21

Somebody slapped me on the shoulder, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the screen as the storm of pixels resolved once more into definable shapes of gray. A pattern of wreckage radiated out from the twisted heap that just a moment ago had been a vehicle. The hulk was engulfed in gray-black flames.

It was the first shot of a revolution, a shot that would truly be heard around the world. The face of aerial warfare had just changed forever.
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