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Chapter One

 

A CHILL BIT Merk Toten’s neck and shot down his left arm under the wet suit sleeve. It tingled, igniting a swarm of tremors in his wrist. He snapped his hand to shake it off, but couldn’t. The shaking arose at the worst possible time; and his timing, he knew from the past, was piss-poor.

He wondered, why the weakness had appeared then? At that exact moment? Why at dusk? Why on a mission, kneeling in a two-man rubber boat in the Strait of Hormuz with no arms, exit strategy, or backup plan? Three CIA drones had been retasked to Yemen, while the SEALs deployed two Mark V assault boats in a defensive posture several klicks back outside the ports of Oman. That bothered him.

Irritated, Merk stilled his hand strumming his fingers on the gunwale. The RHIB—rigid-hulled inflatable boat—painted black like the accessories on board, sat camouflaged in the charcoal waters. What light remained came from the laptop. He peered out into the darkness, adjusting his eyes.

Farther up the strait, Merk saw a seam where the black water fused with the darker sky. He fixed his eyes on that seam and waited, thinking about the underwater survey he had planned for months: A pair of elite navy dolphins that he had trained for a year, dove down in the strait mapping Iran’s new subsea pipeline. When built, the oil conduit would stretch across the thirty-five-mile-wide strait to Khasab Port in Oman.

What concerned him was being exposed in the dark sea. Any glint of light would become a liability for the US Navy “dolphin whisperer.” So Merk closed the laptop. In doing so, he broke off his ability to communicate with the dolphins roaming the seafloor. Sure, he could recall them by dipping a sonar-whistle in the water to summon them by their birth names—whistles given to a calf rising to the surface to breathe its first breath—but that wasn’t the same as having an open two-way channel to com with them.

Just as quickly as the tremors weakened his wrist, his senses flooded with dread: the chugging of a motor alerted him to the presence of another vessel—garrulous and throaty at first, then growing louder … until a green and white fishing trawler breached the black veil of night. The bow lurched forward, slicing the sea open like a zipper. The sight of the vessel punched Merk in the gut. He wondered why a trawler cruised through the strait at that late hour. He glanced at his teammate, Morgan Azar, an African American Special Forces biologist and veterinarian. Azar mouthed, What’s that doing here? Merk shrugged. Lt. Azar swiped through intel reports on a tablet, trying to figure out how the trawler managed to evade the Office of Naval Intelligence’s surveillance net. “Nothing comes up,” he whispered.

“Must be Iranian. It’s the same green and white as their flag,” Merk said.

Azar read an ONI note: “Satellites tracked two fleets of fishing boats leaving port at 1400 and 1600 zulu. The last fleet passed through more than three hours ago.”

“At sea?” Merk looked down the strait, scratching the greasepaint on his cheek. Miffed, he turned to the trawler, trying to figure out how it became a straggler. Was it delayed because of a crew issue? Did it have engine trouble? Whatever the reason, Merk and Azar crouched behind the gunwale, holding fast as the ship’s waves rolled toward them, watching the fishermen start to unfold piles of nets across the deck.

Merk dialed into a mental checklist, ticking off items he had prepared for the mission. He had painted or taped all of the accessories in the RHIB black. Or did he? He ran through the list: plastic-clad laptop, beacons, flashlights, scuba gear, flare gun, and first aid kit. Check. He had smeared his face with black greasepaint. Check. He wiggled his digits in the fingerless gloves and pressed them against the inflated bow. In darkness, he and Azar should be invisible.

The first wave surged the rubber boat. The second wave bobbed it up and down. A third swell rocked the RHIB sideways. Merk eyed Azar, who pointed with his eyes back to the trawler. Merk looked over. The fishing ship slowed down hard, plowing bow waves as it lurched into a drift. Did the crew spot them? Did they sense something?

“Why are they slowing down right over my fins?” Merk clenched his hands into fists.

“Did they pick up a stray acoustical signal?” Morgan Azar asked.

“How could they? The laptop is closed.” He tapped the device.

“What about a fishfinder?” Azar queried, watching the trawler.

“Something’s not right.” Merk flashed two and then five fingers, signaling Lt. Azar that the Pacific bottlenose dolphins would stay underwater longer without coming up for air. The hand-sign meant another five to seven minutes, or twice the normal dive time for the sea mammals to surface and breathe.

Eyeing the trawler, Merk recalled that kind of long, tense wait from before—exposed in enemy territory with no exit. Only the last time, it was off the coast of China a decade ago. That neuro-association prickled his fingertips; he felt his heartbeat pulse in his wet suit.

* * *

SCANNING THE BOTTOM of the seafloor a half-klick south, the navy dolphins swam down to a depth of thirty meters. They were contouring the layout of the gas pipeline that would one day deliver crude oil from Iran’s South Pars Phase-12 offshore platform to Oman’s refineries.

* * *

AS THE TRAWLER drifted away, Merk opened the laptop and swiped the glidepad. The laptop cam biometrically scanned the whites of his eyes to access the software. He looked up at the ship, drifting, slowing; his fingers hovered above the color-coded keyboard. The yellow key sent a signal packet in the cetaceans’ language up to a military satellite that beamed the data back down to a DPod—a dolphin communication pod—bobbing on the surface.

The black, hockey puck–shaped DPod converted the data stream into digital whistles. Radio waves don’t travel well in saltwater. Like a submarine that deploys an antenna or buoy on the surface to enhance communication, Merk deployed the DPod to better stream video captured underwater by the dolphins’ dorsalcams.

Merk watched the screen and hit a second blue key, commanding the dolphins to conduct a swim-by of the trawler, and to breathe.

Lt. Azar zoomed night-vision binoculars on the trawler’s waterline and saw it was fully laden. He signaled to Merk that the fishermen weren’t heading to the Gulf of Oman to fish—not loaded with cargo, not at one knot. Something was up in the vessel, he agreed. But what? Another sign that the ship wasn’t bound for the fishing shoals could be seen by the naked eye: a pair of telescopic boom cranes—“rabbit ears,” Azar called them—were folded upright with not a single net attached to either hook.

The signal mast swayed back and forth. The low rumble of the engine ground to a halt. The ship drifted into position ready to perform its task.

“Let’s cut and run,” Azar said.

“Negative.”

“Merk, let’s abort. Play it safe.”

Merk refused, shaking his head. “We have to see what they’re up to.”

“We came here to collect data. You got it. Let’s bolt. The fins are at risk as much as we are,” Azar said, stabbing a finger in Merk’s chest.

Merk stared at him.

“You wanted this mission with no guns, no weapons. You got it. But not in a trade-off for the lives of the dolphins.”


Chapter Two

 

WITH DOUBT RUNNING through his mind, de-encrypted pictures began to stream from the dolphins’ underwater survey. Merk opened a dozen photos on a split screen. Infrared images showed not a pipeline, but its layout across the seabed. Concrete anchors with glow-sticks marked the trail. He turned the laptop around and showed the digital images to Morgan Azar.

“Shit hot. You got what we came for,” Azar said, tapping the laptop.

“Negative. We need to find out what that ship is up to.”

“Toten, pull out, goddamn it. Abort. You sound like you’re still a SEAL. You left spec warfare for a saner job in the Navy Marine Mammal Program. Remember?”

“The survey has changed,” he said, pointing to the colored keys. He raised a finger over the red abort key, and looked him dead in the eye: “Remember the chlorine gas. First Syria, now ISIS is using it against the Kurds.”

“You and I are like the dolphins you’ve trained. We follow orders. Fall in line. Keep the chain of command intact. There’s nothing for us here to improvise.”

Merk ignored Azar, focusing a pair of night-vision binoculars, panning across the sea to recon the vessel. He zoomed in on the cargo buried beneath the nets, but couldn’t identify what the fishermen were hiding. Fed up with arguing, Lt. Azar counted the number of men on board—eleven, about double the crew for a trawler that size, with another three to five, he figured, in the cabin.

The high-tech binoculars allowed both men to capture digital images of what they saw and relay them in real-time to SEAL Team Three command at the Joint Special Operations Task Force-Gulf Coordinating Council in Qatar; to CENTCOM in Tampa, Florida; and to a team of CIA analysts in Langley, Virginia.

“You and I know the CIA doesn’t have a single asset in Iran to ID the cargo,” Merk said.

Lt. Azar lowered the binoculars, and said, “That’s not our mission. You know we’re naked out here.” He sat by the outboard motor, waiting for the signal to start the engine. Merk dipped a sonar-whistle in the water; it pinged the dolphins’ name-whistles, calling them.

A few minutes later, one bottlenose dolphin surfaced, clearing its blowhole in a jet of spray and pinched a breath of air. Merk saw a shark bite on the dorsal fin and knew he was looking at Tasi, the female dolphin in the pod. Inapo, the other Hawaiian bottlenose dolphin, a 550-pound male, breached the surface alongside Tasi.

Merk waved them over. He checked the micro dorsalcams on both biologic systems and then inspected the GPS tags clipped to the base of their dorsal fins. He double-checked the tags to see if a mobile app worked on the tablet. The mobile device showed a split screen of the dolphins with their geocoords; the infrared shots of the dorsalcams captured a part of Merk’s face—or what he called a “hot selfie” for the thermal heat it picked up of his jaw and cheeks.

Merk fitted a sensor with a float tied to a short cord over Tasi’s rostrum. He flashed a hand-sign; the dolphin dipped below the surface flowing over to the trawler.

Inapo rose and pecked Merk on the lips. He petted the mammal and mounted a sensor device over the rostrum. With a slashing sign, the dolphin darted away to sweep under the vessel and tag the hull with a GPS tracker. Both the CIA and navy brass in the Pentagon would be privy to know where the fishing ship was heading—out to sea or back to port.

Merk waited another minute for the dolphins to get in position. He glanced back at Azar, gave a “now” look. The lieutenant started the motor, turned the throttle, and glided out to close on the slow-moving ship. As Azar steered the craft off the starboard flank of the trawler, Merk swiped the tablet awake. He tracked the dolphins’ movements onscreen: virtual blinking fins moved in real time, their positions triangulating every few seconds by a trio of military satellites.

Merk opened Dolphin Code, the intra-species software he invented with DARPA scientists and engineers. In communicating with the dolphins digitally, the software collected the data and stored it in the navy’s “Blue Cloud.” The color-coded program allowed Merk to press a single key or a series of keys to give the mammals up to 100 different goals, tasks, or commands to carry out in their vocalizations of trills and whistles.

With a swipe of a finger, Merk uploaded the radar tracker on the fishing trawler and superimposed it over the geospatial map of the Strait of Hormuz. That allowed him to monitor the dolphins’ progress in shadowing the vessel. He lifted the binoculars and zoomed on the lights of the trawler that dimmed near blackout … a couple of fishermen slid open the stern gate … other men pulled the nets off the hidden cargo, revealing iron spheres with contact spikes. Merk signaled to Azar that the fishermen were going to drop sea-mines into the strait. And yet, the articulating arms of the cranes never swiveled into position to perform the task; the mines were being deployed by another on-deck method.

The fishermen walked the lead anchors with a mooring cable off the back of the ship. Once the anchor slid out the gate, it pulled the mine into the water in a splash, and the mine disappeared in a carpet of foam. The operation told Merk that the Iranians were using a rail system mounted on the deck to slide the mines, an offloading method quicker than using the cranes.

Another quarter klick south, the fishermen planted the next two mines, one after the other sinking below the surface. The fishermen pulled the nets off the last piles, revealing four more sea-mines. The ship slowed in a drift, giving the crew time to set the mines in a cluster. When the next pair of mines dropped into the strait, Merk saw the ship’s waterline rise above the surface.

Lt. Azar cut the engine and let the RHIB glide. He paddled the craft by oar close enough to observe, far enough away to remain out of sight.

Merk pressed a Dolphin Code key, ordering Tasi to plant the float on a mine, and said to Azar, “Tasi is going to tag a mine for the admirals. The Pentagon needs this intel.”

Trailing in the wake of the fishing ship, Tasi received the signal via a transponder chip embedded behind her melon. The dolphin pinched a breath of air and dove under.

On the laptop, Merk watched Tasi plunge below … diving down …

He tracked her descent by watching the depth meter rollover as she made her way to the sea-mines. Merk knew the depth of the strait near the tip of Oman was twenty-five meters—about the draft of a fully laden supertanker. Alongside seven islands that Iran controlled in the strait, with an eighth belonging to Oman, the mines were being placed in thirty to fifty meters of water, right in the heart of the shipping lanes. The location of the seamines presented clear evidence of Iran’s intent to combat the United States at every turn and opportunity.

“It’s the ‘Tanker War’ all over again,” Merk said, referring to the 1980s ship war in the Persian Gulf. Morgan Azar refused to discuss the geopolitics of the past, even though nothing had changed in nearly half a century.

* * *

TASI DOVE TO the bottom … echolocating to get a fix on the depth of the seafloor.

The last mine’s anchor landed nearby in a muted thud.

The sound told her she was close to the mines …

In the darkness, Tasi swam past the cluster, pulsing the mooring cables attached to the buoyant mines, while steering clear of touching the contact spikes.


Chapter Three

 

ON THE FISHING vessel, an armed guard paced around the deck. Off the starboard, he glimpsed the dolphin Inapo surfacing alongside the ship, taking a breath, spying on the guards.

A glint on the dorsalcam lit up when the guard shined a flashlight. Another guard swung an AK-47 assault rifle, training it on the creature. He opened fire. The shots ripped the surface of the water just as Inapo dove under. The gunfire stirred other guards to spread around the vessel and search the water off the trawler for the navy dolphin.

One guard scouted the darkness beyond the stern. He saw the silhouette of the rubber boat. He pointed into the night, trying to get a fix on the target, panning the water with a flashlight. Several guards moved to the stern and took aim with rifles.

At the bow, a guard pounded on the cabin, alerting the captain about the intruder.

From the RHIB, Merk and Azar watched the commotion of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards on the ship. A trio pulled a canvas off an inflatable boat with an outboard motor, dragged the craft to the gate, and pushed it into the sea.

“They marked us,” Merk said, as Azar cranked on the engine. Merk looked at the open water behind them and knew that if they fled toward Oman the Iranian pursuit boat would catch them. He opened a box and handed a flare gun to Azar, and then took over the outboard motor and gunned it. Merk steered the RHIB not away, but toward the trawler. Azar didn’t like the risky move. The RHIB boomed across the sea at a speed that earned the SEAL nickname “boghammer.”

The Iranian pursuit boat sped toward them. One guard opened fire; another unloaded a staccato burst.

Azar ducked, while Merk stayed low with bullets zipping overhead. Azar released the safety latch on the flare gun, aimed with the RHIB zeroing in … Merk swept the boat in a wide arc … swerved out in an S-curve … and then cut back hard to intercept the path of the pursuit boat. He gunned the engine. Azar fired the flare—

The hot green pellet shot in a comet trail and burst when it struck the gunwale, tumbling in a flash across the pursuit boat, ricocheting off the motorman into the sea. Blinded by the flare, the Iranians couldn’t relocate the RHIB … Merk bore down on them … and rammed the bow of the pursuit boat at an angle. The impact tossed a guard about as he fired wildly. A bullet struck Morgan Azar above the chest, knocking him off balance. He lurched to the side, tipping over …

The collision dumped two Iranian guards into the sea. Clipped, the pursuit boat twisted, rising out of the water. Airborne, it careened, landing on top of the third guard, blasting him under the surface. The collision knocked the RHIB nose-up, lifting it on the side. With the hull rising, Merk gripped the outboard motor; Azar fell into the sea. The RHIB slammed the surface, bounding before correcting itself with Merk tilting the motor out of the water to slow down.

He cut the engine and looked on board for the laptop, but couldn’t find it. It must have tumbled into the sea, Merk thought. He scanned the area where the laptop fell overboard, but didn’t see anything, then looked back at the wounded Azar, floating on the surface. Azar managed to turn on a rescue beacon on his vest and waved Merk to search for the dolphins.

The trawler turned around and headed toward the RHIB. Without the laptop, Merk had no way to com with Tasi or Inapo. Seeing the trawler bear down on him, he started the motor, fishtailed the RHIB around, and raced away.

* * *

UNDERWATER, TASI SWAM below a sea-mine and grazed it without touching a protruding contact spike, releasing it from the anchor. The metal sphere rose like an overinflated balloon to the surface. The dolphin darted off, whistling for Inapo to clear the space.

* * *

ON THE SURFACE, the trawler opened up speed. Guards fired into the darkness in the area where Merk was fleeing after ramming the pursuit boat. As the captain pushed the engine, knowing the trawler’s heavy cargo had been offloaded, he gazed down at the fishfinder screen and saw a blurred image of a mine rise to the surface, right in front of the bow.

The fishfinder flashed the ascending object at five meters … four meters … rising …

About to hit the mine, the captain slammed the engine off. The trawler lunged in a jolt. The ship rocked hard, bouncing up and down. Holding on, the captain and first pilot peered out the cabin window trying to locate the mine—when it struck the bow and exploded.

The blast blew apart the ship, tearing open the engine room and fuel tanks in an arcing fireball that toppled the boom cranes into the water. Secondary explosions hurled the guards overboard in jets of fire, their bodies flailing as they splashed into the sea.

In the RHIB, Merk looked back with despair at the fiery wreck of the trawler. Having raced past Azar, he searched the sea, but couldn’t locate his wounded teammate’s green beacon. Merk turned the boat around and felt for the night-vision goggles or flare gun, but couldn’t find either device. So he took a chemlight from his vest, twisted it on, and tossed it into the sea.

He guided the RHIB toward the chemlight, calling out Azar’s name. “Morgan … Morgan … Hey, Azar … Come back.” No response. A long moment passed.

And then: Merk spotted Morgan Azar floating facedown in the water. He zoomed over to him, cut the engine, and hauled his teammate on board, flipping him over. Azar wasn’t breathing or coughing, not a wisp of life.

Merk stretched out Azar’s limbs, unzipped his wetsuit and, with two hands, pushed down on the chest, compressing it, rapidly pumping thirty times. He then tilted the veterinarian’s head back, opened his mouth, stuck a finger inside to clear the air passage, and breathed two hard breaths into his lungs. Pump and blow. He resumed pumping Azar’s chest again and again, thirty times. Still nothing. So Merk pressed his lips to Azar’s mouth and blew two more deep shots of air into his lungs. A trace of air leaked out of the mouth, along with a faint echo of a heartbeat. Merk cocked his arm and punched Azar in the sternum. The jolt shocked the motionless body into a spasm, but then it stopped. He listened for a heartbeat, but the faint echo was gone.

Merk searched the rubber boat, but didn’t find the first-aid kit where the shots of adrenaline were stored. Like the laptop and flare gun, the first aid kit must have fallen over. “Jesus, Azar, don’t die on me,” Merk said, surveying the burning debris field. He searched for signs of the dolphins. “Fuck …” he said, panning the surface. No sign of them.

The sea was empty except for the wreckage, except for a few floating corpses, except for the smoldering debris. Now Azar was dead, lifeless, like everyone around Merk. He knew it was his fault that the veterinarian died, his fault for pushing the core mission of the dolphins from surveying an underwater pipeline to spying on the Iranians laying sea-mines in the strait. Now Merk had the problem of the two missing biologic systems. Did they escape the blast radius of the mine? Were Tasi and Inapo knocked out? Were they alive, injured, drowning, or dead?

He started the motor and rode toward the trawler engulfed in flames with the remains of the hull listing, sinking, smoke spewing from the hot water. Merk called out, “Tasi … Inapo … Tasi … Inapo …” guiding the rubber boat back and forth like a farmer plowing a field.

Merk drove over the body of a dead guard; he steered around the next smoky corpse, when Tasi breached off the port side, screeching a victory squeal. She leapt onto the gunwale, startling Merk. He embraced the dolphin and strapped her on the side of the boat.

Inapo leapt onto the port gunwale. He, too, squealed a victory whistle. But all was not well.


Chapter Four

 

AT ZERO-DARK-HUNDRED, A Navy SEAL climbed on a boulder alongside a deserted road on the outskirts of Jaar, Yemen. From the perch, the SEAL dialed a pair of night-vision binoculars and panned it over low-slung houses across the city. He swept the infrared lens from west to north until his eyes fixed on a laser-painted marker on the upper wall of a low-rise building.

Confirming another SEAL had painted the target, he took out a laser-gun, sighted the target, and fired a laser on the terrorist headquarters, painting the wall above the first laser mark. He turned on a Satcom and pressed an encrypted code, waiting a few seconds to signal again. …

* * *

UP MARKET SQUARE from the target building, CIA clandestine operator Alan Cuthbert strode in the middle of the dusty street toward a closed teashop. He felt his Satcom vibrate two times under the dark blue Bedouin tob, and knew the target had been painted. That was the first check of three he needed before ordering the drone strike, the last steps in the kill chain.

Cuthbert picked at grains of sand in his brown bushy beard. He tapped his knuckle on the shop door, scanning the street behind him in a city that had been fought over by three factions: the Shiite Houthi fighters, who ousted the former Yemeni president in January 2015; al Qaeda on the Arabian Peninsula; and Saudi-sponsored military guard. In an air of paranoia, Cuthbert watched a young boy head down the silent street away from him, toward the target house.

He thought about intervening to save the boy from harm, then erased the idea. Anxious to meet the recruited CIA asset named Bahdoon for the first time, Cuthbert knew better than to tap the door again. He waited, eyeing the street, when he heard a creak of the floorboard inside, followed by footsteps approaching. The door opened. A diminutive Yemeni man, clean-shaven, dressed in an Italian designer suit and tie, startled the CIA operator, who stepped inside. Bahdoon’s appearance belied the troubles his nation suffered in yet another civil war.

Wearing wire-rimmed glasses, Bahdoon offered Alan Cuthbert a seat at a wood table. The Oxford style, short-cropped hair caught the agent off guard, too; so did the lack of facial hair. On the table sat a tin teapot. What threw Cuthbert off even more—there were no bodyguards in the shop. Stranger still, Bahdoon didn’t pat him for weapons. They sat down. On the chance of the tea being spiked, the agent waited for the host to sip first, before he poured a cup.

“Yemen tea is good for your endurance,” Bahdoon said, sipping.

Cuthbert took a sip and watched the top-secret asset’s eyes, then said in code: “The stars are aligned,” referring to the terrorist safehouse being laser-painted. “But we still can’t drink tea on the moon.” Again that was code, asking Bahdoon to give the second of three confirmations before Cuthbert ordered the drone strike and then exited Yemen by boat later that night.

“Hmmm, you are strapping,” Bahdoon said, sipping. “You know what they say.”

“About what? Size? Strength?”

“… Drones.”

Cuthbert shrugged. Bahdoon sipped the tea and placed the teacup on the side beside the saucer. He flipped the saucer over, removed a note taped to the bottom, and handed it to the agent. Cuthbert unfolded the paper, read three numbers of mobile phone SIM cards with RFID identifiers. He took out a smartphone and scanned the numbers with a secure mobile app. He uploaded the image, swiped it to an encrypted cloud, and pressed “send,” forwarding it to CIA analysts back in Langley’s Drone Counterterrorism Unit, tasked with operating the military drones in countries, such as Yemen, where no US troops are based.

“Are drone strikes your life’s work?” Bahdoon asked, pouring more tea.

“Nah, bagging terrorists is my sweet spot,” Cuthbert said.

“What about the ones you have killed? Their spirit lives on.” Bahdoon took a sip.

“Huh? Who are you referring to?”

“Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and Anwar al-Awlaki,” he said. “Zarqawi was the builder of training camps. A brute. He was the founder of ISIS when he sprang from a Jordanian jail in 1999. Awlaki, the graceful American preacher, has been more alluring dead since the 2011 drone attack. It helped launch ISIS’s radical jihad. Awlaki’s impassioned speeches live on YouTube and on the dark web. They are some of the most persuasive recruiting tools for jihadists. The one on the Afterlife spoke to Muslims the world over on how to prepare for death.”

Alan Cuthbert held up the piece of paper, saying, “Yeah, I read the transcript. He used the analogy of two planes striking each other over India. Death came fast to those passengers.”

“Instantaneous, like a drone hit,” Bahdoon said, lowering his voice. “I heard Houthi rebels are in Zinjibar scouting the port for mercenaries. Be vigilant.”

Cuthbert nodded, tapped his smartphone, noting, “Even if you shut this off, there’s a second battery in the internal clock that’s still ticking.”

“The men sleep with their mobile phones shut off at night. But they have scouts and runners, children looking out for their safety,” Bahdoon said. “There, you must be careful. When you leave, move swiftly. Follow no one in uniform. Those men are AQAP.”

When the Satcom vibrated against his waist, Cuthbert knew the CIA and NSA had confirmed the RFID numbers belonged to the terrorists sleeping down the street in the laser-painted building. With SIGINT confirmed, he stood up and nodded to Bahdoon, placed an envelope packed with euros on the table, and nodded again. Bahdoon spread the money out and lifted a note in the stack. He opened it and read a list of weapons. “First weapons to be delivered in three days,” Cuthbert whispered. He shunted out the door, thinking, This is our first drone strike in Yemen since the civil war erupted. The war forced the CIA to pull its assets out of the country.

Outside, Cuthbert gazed down the street to the building at the end of the square. He saw no one and headed the other way. Lurking behind a food cart, the young boy flicked a laser-pointer on the agent’s back, marking him. Cuthbert pressed a hot button through the Bedouin tob. It signaled the CIA reachback operator, the expert at the joystick of the Predator C drone at the drone base in Djibouti, who, in concert with a CIA analyst, would fix the target. That gave Cuthbert half an hour to drive out of Jaar to Zinjibar and escape by boat in the port city.

As Alan Cuthbert ambled around the bend of the street, flanked by a mix of clay bricks and modern glass and steel buildings, he heard a blade scrape against a stucco wall. Without looking back, his heart raced, his blood pressure elevated, goading him to take longer strides. His eyes scanned the arid street in front of him. His steps hurried. The blade sound scraped louder, then vanished, replaced by the patter of footsteps approaching from behind.

A man’s voice called out, “Sir … wait. Wait, sir … Sir?”

Cuthbert wheeled around, sizing up a gangly man with an unkempt beard. He gazed over the man’s shoulder down the street to a second, larger uniformed man approaching. “Sure,” the agent groused, and removed the aba from his head. He flipped the silk bolts aside, whipped out a knife from the mantle; the blade flashed as he rammed it through the left hand of the man, who lunged at him. He shrieked in pain. Cuthbert stepped on the man’s foot and drove an elbow into his throat, chopping him to the ground; he writhed as blood ran out of the impaled hand.

Cuthbert ran when the uniformed man charged, lumbering in pursuit. The agent disrobed, turned on his smartphone, and pressed a coded text alerting the two laser-paint SEALs that he was on the run heading toward them.

Down the street, the agent saw a pair of armed soldiers scamper toward him. He glanced at the smartphone and, with a digital map of Jaar, slowed down to swipe it larger. Seeing an escape route, he dashed down a side street. More shots were fired, but missed him. He glanced back to one soldier stooping down to take aim and shoot a series of volleys; the other soldier, joined by the uniformed man, pulled out a pistol and fired several rounds.

As more shots strafed the ground near him, Cuthbert ran along the walls of the buildings, making a clean shot at his large frame difficult. Shells tore up the stucco wall, sandblasting his face and forehead with chunks and debris, with grains hitting him, his left eye in a spat of dust. He covered the eye, took a step, and a foot stuck out tripped him. The agent stumbled to the ground, scraping his face. Cuthbert rolled over and looked up with one eye at a US SEAL, who pointed him to stay down. The SEAL whipped around a long-barrel MK-17 SCAR assault rifle and fired a two-shot burst at the charging soldier, knocking him to the ground. He swerved the barrel around and squeezed a muzzle flash of three shots that tore into the large uniformed man, dropping him to the street.

Cuthbert looked to the end of the street and saw a third soldier run away.

“The tango has gone for help. Let’s go. Move it,” the SEAL said, pulling the CIA agent off the ground as he wiped dust out of his eyes.

They scurried down an alley, zigzagged up another street, and ran into an abandoned building. In the alcove, they saw a drug-addled squatter quivering in the fetal position. Covering his mouth from the stench, the SEAL pulled a tarp off a motorcycle, handed Cuthbert the assault rifle, and started the engine. The CIA agent climbed on and off they sped out of the building and out the center of Jaar, heading to the border, to the surveillance nest where the other SEAL had painted the target on the terrorist building. Cuthbert clicked the Satcom three times.

* * *

INSIDE THE SIXTH floor of CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, Red Cell CIA analysts watched the plasma screen. The infrared night view of Jaar, where few lights glowed, showed silhouettes of green and black buildings, rows of them, passing under the drone as it flew overhead until it spotted and locked onto the laser-painted wall of the building. One analyst pointed at the screen, while another located the target on a laptop and confirmed the GPS coordinates of the target against the laser markings, saying, “Target all green. Light ’em up.”

* * *

INSIDE A BUNKER at the Djibouti drone base, the reachback operator fired the drone’s first of two Hellfire missiles from more than 500 klicks away. The comet trail shot off in front of the drone, arcing down toward the target. The analyst saw virtual crosshairs streak to the laser-paint, when the Hellfire missile locked on the building. Just before it struck, the reachback operator fired the second Hellfire in a double tap strike, Navy SEAL style.

The first Hellfire missile burrowed into the concrete wall of the old building and erupted into a fireball. A huge ascending explosion collapsed the walls and rooftop, crashing them on top of the floors below.

The second Hellfire missile’s heat-sync zeroed in on the explosion and slammed into the teetering building. The next blast broke the structure apart, pancaking the floor slabs to the ground in a cloudburst of flames and debris.

“We got ’em,” the CIA analyst said, tapping the reachback operator in a fist-bump. “The tangos are dead.”

“Roger that. They are,” the reachback operator said, watching the ensuing inferno on an infrared live-feed.


Chapter Five

 

“GODDAMN IT, TOTEN, you don’t know your ass from your elbow. What were you thinking taking on the Iranian Guard Corps?” Captain Davis Whittal shouted, circling Merk like a trapped prey.

Merk sat in the middle of the captain’s conference room at the Jebel Ali US Naval Base in the United Arab Emirates. He stared at the fit young captain’s waist, then watched the veins in his neck throb with each biting word.

“Merk, you were unarmed, unfocused, and had no goddamn backup. Lt. Azar is dead. Dead … so rein yourself in, sailor. …” The captain paced back and forth. “I don’t care what black program you work for. You’re still in the United States Navy. We don’t lose good men on a hunch, or gut instinct. What were you going to do when they spotted you? Huh?” He nudged Merk’s shoulder.

Numb, Merk sighed, reflecting on the loss and stared aimlessly at the floor. Captain Whittal walked away, then turned 180 and stepped back, hovering over Merk, who began to pluck hairs from his eyebrow, one by one, in an unconscious self-mutilating trance.

“The cause of death is being determined as I rip your ass apart.” Captain Whittal leaned in Merk’s face and, dropping his voice a few decibels, said, “And yet you somehow got valuable intel last night out in the strait. Shit, what am I to do with you?”

Looking up at Whittal, Merk had nothing to say; the death of Azar cast an immense shadow over him and his reputation like an ice overhang.

“Toten, why didn’t you abort when you spotted the Iranians? Why did you ignore Morgan Azar’s pleas to pull out and bolt? ONI investigators are going to need to know the whys. And they will find out when they grill you. … Tehran is foaming at the mouth to attack us in retaliation,” the captain said.

“Retaliation? For what? The puke Quds Force didn’t know we were there?”

“You’re not listening. Read my lips and let my words sink in. … You’re no longer a SEAL, lieutenant. You haven’t been for a while. You left that branch of the navy a decade ago. You had one objective last night,” Captain Whittal railed, kicking a chair across the room with such force that it crashed into a wall. “Beyond getting your teammate killed, you broadcasted to the Ayatollah that US Navy dolphins are spying on them in their water.”

Whittal kept chiding Merk, tapping his shoulder, bumping him, getting in his glum face, shouting: “You could’ve lost the Dolphin Code to the enemy, instead of the sea.”

“But I didn’t, did I? Next time, I’ll tether the laptop to my leg,” Merk said, pissed off.

“Shit, Toten, you’re conflicted.”

“Conflicted?”

“Affirmative. Like I said, ‘your ass from your elbow,’” the captain shrieked. “What were you doing last night? Were you in Six mode? … Do you miss being a trained assassin?” He stepped away and paced in front of the dolphin whisperer. “I’m asking, because when my SEALs conducted inventory of the boghammer, they didn’t find anything. Just a spent flare gun shell.”

“Hell, I wish you could ask Lieutenant Azar about the flare. He fired it.”

“I’m wondering if you’ve permanently morphed into a no gun, pussy pacifist, or … are you just a puke lifer, like your navy mustang father?”

“Leave my old man out of this. He’s dead.”

“So is Azar. You could’ve had the systems killed, too.”

Merk shook his head, since he knew both Tasi and Inapo were very much alive. Two navy dolphins that should receive Medals of Honor for bravery under fire and carrying out tasks, not to mention their ability to improvise, got what? Some R&R downtime in a pool, a checkup, their teeth brushed, fed fish for their reward. That, Merk knew, was a bad deal.

Merk unzipped the top of his wet suit and pulled his arms out of the rubbery sleeves. He stripped down to his waist, revealing to Captain Whittal the faded Navy SEAL Trident tattoo on his right bicep and an orange-and-silver parang tattoo—“broken daggers”—on his right breast. But it was the left side that caught the captain’s eye. Like an aged map of the Louisiana Purchase, a burn scar covered the left flank of Merk’s back, wrapping around his side and arm and across his ribs up to his left breast. The sight of raw fused skin, tight as a snare drum, coarse like gravel, stopped the captain cold from pressing on with his verbal barrage.

Merk stood up, exhaled a calm breath, finding his center again, and asked, “Captain, when will the fins be released to my supervision?”

“Toten, we’re not talking about the systems right now. You have to give a deposition on the circumstances relating to Lt. Azar’s death. NMMP Director Hogue will do the grilling from San Diego. She will then see if the fact-finding discussion will require a JAG probe.”

“Look, I don’t want to feed Tasi and Inapo or even check their vitals. They need to be examined in water, in their environment, for post-traumatic stress. No different than soldiers coming back from the field of battle.”

“You and the biologic systems will be flown to the Naval Special Warfare Unit Three at the Asu Bahrain Navy Base at 1500 hours. You can examine them there,” Whittal said. Realizing he was no longer penetrating Merk, that his words were being ignored, that the dolphin whisper’s focus was elsewhere, that Merk had shut out the pain, compartmentalized it, pushed Azar’s death to the back of his mind, the captain said, “Toten, your request to use the French naval base here is denied. You’ll be stationed in Asu until your next mission, which should be soon.”

Merk grabbed a towel and headed to the captain’s quarters to shower and get changed.

After he got dressed, Merk returned to the conference room. On a live feed, he spent an hour answering questions from Naval Marine Mammal Program Director Susan Hogue and five ONI officers and investigators stationed on both US coasts and one at an undisclosed forward operating base in the Mid East. Merk filled the reports, one after the other, flipping through tablet screens, providing digital testimony on the events that transpired in the Strait of Hormuz, from Iran’s mine-laying operation and his decision not to abort, to ramming the Iranian pursuit boat that led to Morgan Azar being shot, his drowning, and death.

* * *

HOURS LATER, MERK finished the paperwork and headed outside. He stepped into the intense wall of heat, but it was the industrial odor of the oil refineries and natural gas processing plants across the port that magnified the loss of Morgan Azar. He worried about the health of his dolphins, not enough to be distracting him from thinking about his girlfriend though. There in the mechanized port of oil and gas and steel, he recalled her fine scent, the touch of her hair flowing through his fingers, and the warmth of her flesh pressed against his body.

He remembered her and then looked down the terminal to the fenced-in officer’s recreation building. It housed an outdoor swimming pool, shielded from the sun under tent-like canopies.

He wondered how Tasi and Inapo were doing, how they were holding up in the pool of water, as he headed to the medical examiner’s office to read Morgan Azar’s autopsy report and see his body, his face, one last time.


Chapter Six

 

SMOKE POURED OUT of the collapsed roof. The bombed stone building, which centered the market square in Jaar, smoldered in hot rubble. Citizens’ faces wrought with despair and belligerence, looked on, their eyes red and inflamed like embers in a fire. Mob rage flared with more and more onlookers pouring into Market Square.

The surgically accurate CIA drone strike caved in the slab roof, collapsing stone walls on two sides. Rescue workers, villagers, and policemen pulled the bloodied, lifeless bodies of children out of the wreckage. They picked their way around the broken beams and piles of debris to a row of waiting ambulances turned into makeshift hearses.

How could the US blow up an elementary school? It was tragic to blow up the Médecins Sans Frontières—Doctors Without Borders—at the Kunduz hospital in 2015, but quite another thing to raze a school full of children when Navy SEALs were on the ground to laser-paint the target and signal intelligence, confirmed in order to avoid a repeated mistake. Perhaps worse, the American court system threw out a civil suit against the US president, congress, and the CIA for hunting down and killing Anwar al-Awlaki, a US-born militant cleric who had joined AQAP, in a drone strike in Yemen 2011. The attack also killed al-Awlaki’s teenage son.

How would justice be served with militants and civilians being killed by drone strikes across a country shattered by civil war? And now children were dead. Yemeni soldiers joined the swelling throng that screamed, pumped fists, and waved knives, chanting “Death to America.”

The devastation of the drone strike tore open a school and not a terrorist safe house, as intelligence analysts had guaranteed with “ninety-eight percent accuracy.” It wasn’t the first time the controversial CIA drone program took innocent lives, or that children were victims of a remote, distant crime by the US’s autonomous, unmanned air vehicles.

Behind a news team filming the destroyed school, Bahdoon, the Yemeni-born, French-educated psychiatrist, videotaped the rescue operation. He captured the visceral anger of the people in the street with his smartphone. He adjusted his wire-frame glasses, filming as he looked for other dramatic pictures to shoot. A pair of tall, armed Somali warriors, dressed in rags, wearing light blue headscarves—hijabs—hovered in Bahdoon’s shadow. He stopped recording, removed his glasses, and wiped the dust out of his eyes. Bahdoon rubbed the lenses clean on his shirt and put the glasses back on. He saw a Yemeni soldier carry a woman’s arm out of the ruins and started filming again, capturing the grisly scene, tracking the soldier as he strode to a police vehicle and put the arm in the cooler, as if putting fish on ice.

The mob reacted to the dismembered arm. They screamed, shouting louder, cursing with bloodthirsty revenge. Some yelled for death. But the satellite that identified the CIA target hung in low earth orbit, while the CIA team that fired the drone’s Hellfire missiles sat in a climate-controlled mobile trailer in one of the secret drone bases in the United Arab Emirates, Afghanistan, or Djibouti, Africa. Each base was located more than five hundred miles away, making it hard to haul those responsible for the attack into the square to be stoned or beheaded.

Bahdoon was aware of that reality, just as he was cued into the power of social media. The videos he captured that day were already going viral around the world, not just on al Qaeda or ISIS websites, but across American and European channels, hitting news airwaves, Twitter feeds, YouTube, Facebook pages, and a myriad of social, mobile chat, and video platforms. Bahdoon the propagandist was keen on exploiting the social sentiment of the people against the West, who, he knew, would recoil in horror at the attack. Children blown to pieces, an elementary school destroyed. The school bombing put the US military machine on notice for days, if not weeks. And it might be the tipping point to force the CIA to scale back its drone operations in Yemen.

Bahdoon knew how to pull the psychological levers. He was educated in France and the United States. In less than a day the bombing would turn into a damning indictment against the US drone program with the UN, countries around the world, and Western journalists coming to report on the horror. So Bahdoon ordered the locals to line up the grieving, distraught parents. Their images would raise global awareness with their fury directed at the United States, the “Great Satan,” who destroyed the school in the drone strike.

After filming an elderly husband and wife embracing in pain over the loss of their child, Bahdoon turned off the videocam. He stepped to the Somali guards and said in their native tongue, “Call the scout at the dock and ask him how many Coast Guard ships are in port.”

One Somali guard took out a mobile phone and called a scout at the seaside pier in Zinjibar. During the war on terror, both Jaar and Zinjibar had been fought over, captured, taken back, recaptured, and lost again to AQAP fighters—a.k.a., Ansar al-Shari’a—in their ongoing battle with CIA-sponsored Yemeni government forces, which ultimately lost to the Iranian-backed Houthi rebels. The Somali guard listened and nodded again and again. He flicked two fingers, letting Bahdoon know there were two Coast Guard cutters in port.

Bahdoon stepped behind the Somali guards to make a call to the highlands north of Jaar in Rub’ al Khali—the Empty Quarter—one of the largest sand deserts in the world, stretching from Yemen and south Saudi Arabia, east across Oman into the UAE.

Speaking Arabic, Bahdoon said, “Imran, take the camels to the well.” He ended the call without receiving confirmation on the other side; he grinned at the Somali guards and wiped dust off his brow. Bahdoon had something far more powerful than a civil lawsuit in a US court on his smartphone. He had the raw images of a CIA drone strike on the “innocent lambs of Yemen.”

He tweeted the photos dripping with blood on jihadi and Twitter accounts he hacked.


Chapter Seven

 

AN A-FRAME TENT sat at the base of a sand dune. Camels slurped water in a trough, watched by a few tribesmen. The animals were showpieces for US military satellites and spy drones, in case a UAV was retasked to watch the tent from above.

Inside the tent, Qas, a twenty-five-year-old hacker from the Syrian Electronic Army, scraped dust off his scarred face as he watched Imran listen to Bahdoon’s coded message. He kept his hands by the laptop keyboard, wary that the NSA or the US National Reconnaissance Office could hack his keystrokes. Imran, a beefy, mustachioed Syrian army sergeant, turned off the satellite phone, and repeated the coded message in Arabic to Qas: “Take the camels to the well.”

The shorthand meant cyber-hijacking a tanker in the Gulf of Aden.

But Qas froze. So Imran slapped him in the face. He grabbed the boy by the nape of his neck and shoved a pistol in his eye, growling, “You no longer work for Assad’s army, you work for me. You don’t obey me, I’ll cut open your scar and bleed you.”

The engineer nodded, carefully lifting his fingers over the keyboard, waiting for Imran to withdraw the firearm from his face. Qas was a tall, wiry-frame geek with a crooked nose, broken several times; a pair of scars from the civil war in Syria hardened his resolve. The wounds dated back to the start of the “Water War” in 2011, when Syrian farmers protested the politically driven water policies that crushed agriculture during a drought.

When Imran withdrew the pistol, Qas swiped the laptop awake. He clicked open a link to a slew of Trojan horses, malware that had been installed in the supertanker’s navigation system a month before with a flash-drive. It was an inside job. More viruses were installed remotely when the captain’s first mate opened a spear-phished email. With the viruses activated from their dormant state, Qas had monitored the ship for a week and now uploaded a superimposed map of the Gulf of Aden. He showed Sergeant Imran the oil tanker’s course running through the northern waypoints of the gulf, and asked, “How many degrees north do you want to pull the ship off course?”

“Degrees? Six,” Imran answered confidently, watching the ship’s blinking image move at sixteen knots. “Will they know?”

“How far they drift north? No. The hijacked Automatic Identification Systems transponders is double blind,” Qas explained. “We change the ship’s course. The pilot changes it back to what he thinks is right. But the new course sends the ship to where we want it to go.”

“Praise Allah. The tanker will be in range of the Somali team in thirty minutes,” Imran said, glancing at his watch.

“How much longer do we need to stay here? This tent’s hot as an oven,” Qas said.

“After the operation is carried out. We move tonight across the cooling sand,” Imran said.

Nodding, Qas said, “When the tanker comes in contact, I will disable the water cannons and other pirate defenses.”


Chapter Eight

 

THE ORANGE LEVIATHAN plowed through the Gulf of Aden laden with two million barrels of crude oil, heading west toward the Red Sea.

Low, slow, the three-football-fields-long supertanker followed the anti-pirate shipping lane waypoints off the coast of Yemen. This alternate course was made in an attempt to steer clear of the Somali pirates, who, after a steep decline in raids, hostage captures, and ransoms, began to crank up scouting activities again around the Horn of Africa, casing the ships that sailed into the waters every day, but not attacking them.

Of the 20,000 vessels that pass through the gulf each year, transiting to and from the Suez Canal through the Red Sea, Somali pirates used to attack one in 600 ships. Since 2011, that ratio had plummeted. The decline in the rate of attacks was due to the NATO-led counter-piracy program. That included erecting regional piracy call centers and the deployment of the Vessels Protection Detachments (VPD)—the hiring of armed guards placed on board the ships by the shipping companies. Two years after that strategy was implemented, it shifted piracy away from Somalia to West Africa, off the coast of Mali and Nigeria. Confident that the pirate attacks had waned in the gulf, frugal shipowners reduced the VPD crews to pairs and even a lone trained sniper. Such was the case for the Norwegian-owned, Singapore-flagged supertanker Blå Himmel—Blue Heaven.

On the bridge, Peder Olsen, a machined ex-counterterrorism sniper, stood by the ship’s Danish captain, as well as the pilot and first mate—both Filipinos. While they chatted in accent-rich English, Peder, from Norway, scouted the blue sea to identify potential threats. Hot, dehydrated, he had enough being in the sun, patrolling decks and catwalks. The broad-shoulder mercenary with cropped blond hair had a bad case of sunburn. It made his neck and scalp tender with pain.

Peder knew the scouting of the pirate boats was a passive activity. So he focused his attention on the ships and tankers that might smuggle Iranian oil and weapons through the gulf. He chugged a bottle of water, took off his sweaty tee shirt, wiped a damp towel across his strapping chest and arms, and pulled a clean tee shirt over his head. As he pushed his arms through the sleeves, he turned his focus to the sea when the pilot pointed to a pair of wooden dhows off the port side.

That spring day, Peder kept an eye on the ship’s blindspot, as the black hulled fishing boat angled toward the supertanker’s starboard aft just outside the wake.

The Somali fishermen had been tracking the vessel for a day, passing intel through a broken chain of fishing boats. The Somalis trolled for information from a network of local Yemeni fishermen with satellite communication equipment, some stolen, some salvaged from previous raids, others bought from the spoils of the shipping companies’ ransoms from past hijackings. But it was the remote work of Qas, the Syrian Electronic Army engineer in the Empty Quarter, who took command of the ship’s navigation system without the captain knowing.

In NATO’s quest to collect data for the big picture on the growing piracy threat, they required commercial ships to radio their charts. The broadcasts of ships’ flag, ports of loading, course, and destination compounded the folly, since the network of soft protection openly shared radio transmissions with pirates and fishermen who eavesdropped from near and far.

In 2002, the AIS ship-tracking software system was implemented worldwide, continually transmitting critical shipping data between seafaring vessels—again handing over the specifics of route, course, speed at sea level, and position to the scouts and hackers every ten seconds. Qas hacking the ship relayed that information back to the pirates.
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