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			CHAPTER ONE 

			Northern Iraq

			Later today, Bob Oakland would wish he’d been killed in a manner that was quick and painless and nothing like how he imagined it would feel to have the blade of a penknife saw through his gullet.

			A thirty-­year veteran of the CIA, Oakland was due to retire in a few months and had been told that he could complete his career with pretty much any cushy job he wanted. Most in his position would have opted for a desk job in Langley: a nine-­to-­five idyll with ample time to dust off bass-­fishing rods and prepare them for good use in retirement. Thing was, though, Oakland still had a mind that thought it was young, and no way was it going to let him pass over the opportunity to act like Wilfred Thesiger or T. E. Lawrence and trek across a desert that was hard underfoot, mostly flat, and so hot that he could feel its heat through the soles of his shoes.

			The five men with him were half Oakland’s age. Four of them wore headscarves and shawls to make them look like Bedouins from a distance; though underneath the veneer of disguise they were thoroughbred Americans with military gear and weapons that were only issued to men who’d qualified to become Navy SEALs. The fifth was a Jordanian translator who was wearing jeans, a Metallica T-­shirt, and Ray-­Bans, and had modeled his psyche to be more American than that of anyone else in the group.

			“You’re going to this meeting wearing a suit?” one of the sailors had asked Oakland as they’d boarded a Chinook helicopter. “We’re on foot for at least five miles once we land.”

			“I’m wearing a suit,” Oakland had replied with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes, “because I must represent what can be.”

			And though it was wholly impractical, he’d worn a suit every time he’d been inserted into parts of northern Iraq and western Syria during the last few weeks. The former Istanbul station chief’s assignment was to meet Shiite tribal leaders and exchange sugary tea for American dollars and guns. The leaders always gave him the warmest of embraces—­not because he came bearing gifts but because he was a gentleman who was genuinely interested in them.

			No doubt there were other officers in the Agency who would have been better suited to the hardships of the job. Bob kept himself fit, but long gone were the days when he could run half marathons in respectable times and win trophies for his athleticism in squash. Of medium height, and with a build that carried little fat, Bob still looked good though age was starting to make his body ache in odd places and stiffen his gait. But Bob had two things that age couldn’t diminish: a razor-­sharp brain and a compassion for the foreign nationals he worked with. The Agency had decided the Middle Eastern job needed a man who thought like an intelligence officer yet conducted himself as a diplomat. Bob was that man.

			Today was his final foray into the wilderness. Had he made a difference? Probably, but only time would tell whether it was one for the better. So often in history, donated American guns had been turned against the men who’d delivered them; freedom fighters were rapidly recategorized as terrorists; American students would go on protest marches against their government; East and West Coast American historians and journalists would rage against yet further examples of insidious American foreign-­policy blunders; and always the Agency would be blamed, as if it were an all-­pervasive force of evil that just plain and simple never learned from its mistakes.

			In truth, Oakland didn’t care how his ser­vice would pan out in the history books. What mattered to him was that he was now doing what he reckoned Thesiger and Lawrence would be doing if they were alive today. Some might say that Oakland was a vainglorious liability who was urgently grasping a chance of unadulterated masculinity—­what he did to his surroundings wasn’t what mattered; it was what the surroundings did to him that had meaning. But Oakland wasn’t so self-­centered. On the contrary, his whole career had been one of selfless ser­vice. Postings to sweaty parts of the world; spying on the countries he worked within; processing defectors; getting married; getting divorced; getting married again; wishing he hadn’t; watching others steal the glory for his clever initiatives; visitors from headquarters taking him out for boozy lunches, telling him he was doing a great job, then getting on the fastest plane back to the States; and always thinking to himself that one day his life in the CIA would be exhilarating. And therein was the problem. Bob’s career had been interesting at times, for sure. But it had never been truly adventurous.

			No. Oakland wasn’t in the desert because he was vainglorious.

			He was here because he wanted to leave the Agency with at least one exciting story to tell.

			Wind blasted his face with sand. The SEALs donned goggles. Oakland placed his hand in front of his eyes, and leaned forward a bit as he trudged onward, his mind imagining his grandchildren’s mouths wide open as he sat on his porch while telling them that this trek was in fact twenty miles long and bullets were whistling past them as they fearlessly moved toward their goal.

			“Okay, we got it,” said one of the SEALs. “Stay here while I check it out.” He pulled out his carbine from underneath his shawl and jogged down an escarpment toward a distant and isolated village.

			Thirty minutes later, the SEAL returned. “Seems fine. The lookout’s given us the signal to proceed, plus the correct hand code that all’s good.”

			Cautiously, they moved over the baked-­clay ground and past rocky terrain toward the village. Sand clung to Oakland’s sweaty face and his matted grey hair, but he didn’t care because to do so would ruin this moment. This was his last adventure. Alright, bullets weren’t whizzing past them, and the route here was shorter than it would be when recounting his tale, but there was one thing he wanted to be true, and that was making this final foray without complaining. If T. E. Lawrence could make the impassable Nefud Desert crossing to surprise the Turkish stronghold in Aqaba and do so without grumbling, then Oakland could darn well get to the village without looking and sounding like a sissy.

			The village was mostly comprised of russet-­colored stone buildings that were low in height and clustered close together. There were twenty-­two of them, and they had no fortification to protect them from attack other than a wire fence that was in place to stop goats from wandering out of the encampment and dying in the scorched expanse that resembled the surface of Mars. Oakland could now hear the animals’ bells clanging as the beasts trotted between buildings and their occupants. Children and women were visible, the former dressed lightly, the latter wearing headscarves and ankle-­length smocks. A handful of men were on the roofs of their homes, some holding Kalashnikov rifles, others brandishing muskets that were made in the nineteenth century. They were watching the group approach their homes, but nobody in Oakland’s team or in the village had weapons raised. That would have been bad manners. Good strangers arrived in places like these with their palms extended in a gesture of peace. Good villagers reciprocated by not shooting them in the head.

			As they neared the wire fence, Oakland gestured for the SEALs to stop and for the translator to come with him. Both men walked up to the fence and waited.

			A young man emerged from one of the huts, slung his rifle over his back, and walked quickly to the fence. The translator and villager shook hands and spoke a few words in Arabic. The villager lifted a fence post out of the ground, allowing a gap for Oakland and his team to pass through. Once inside the perimeter, the American sailors walked through the small settlement, checking for any signs that all was not well, before taking up defensive positions around the outskirts of the buildings.

			“As-­salâmu alaykum,” said the tribal elder while sitting on rugs within one of the huts.

			Oakland replied, “Wa alaykumu s-­salâmu wa rabmatu l-­lâhi wa barakâtuh.”

			“My friend, my friend,” said the elder in English while gesturing to the floor opposite him. “Come, come.”

			Oakland sat. The translator joined him at his side.

			“I have a few words of English, but not enough.” Switching back into Arabic, the elder said, “I hear you are leaving us soon. You return to the United States of America.”

			The Jordanian translated the conversation.

			“Where did you hear that?” asked Oakland.

			The elder shrugged. “Words travel in the wind.” He waved his hand impatiently at another man in the room, who quickly disappeared to make tea. “You will miss us?”

			Oakland laughed. “I’ll miss you ­people. But I’m not convinced I’ll miss the desert. I don’t know how you guys do it.”

			The tribal leader nodded. “You know why we live here?”

			Oakland answered, “You live here because no one else can.”

			“An astute observation.”

			The tea arrived and was distributed to the elder and his guests.

			Oakland took a sip of his drink, masking the desire to gag because the liquid was so sweet. “Looks like others think they can also live here.”

			“Ah, yes. Man-­boys from the English city of Birmingham and other places believe the Internet can supply them with all the worldly knowledge they need; and despite never have been farther east than during school day-­trips to Paris, they think their bodies and minds are strong enough to come here and establish a state of Islam.” The elder grinned though his eyes were piercing. “They are children, Mr. Oakland, who don’t know what to do with their desire for adventure. They would be better off joining your armies or getting drunk and having a fight.”

			“Get it out of their system?”

			“Before becoming true men.”

			Oakland had never been in the military and spent more time in his late teens and early twenties reading books than propping up bars. “Not all of them are kids. There are a bunch of bona fide psychopaths in ISIS.”

			“Indeed there are. And they are surrounded by the armor-­plated naivety of youth and their false cause.” The elder lowered his head, deep in thought. “I do not dismiss them so lightly. Their tactics are barbaric but effective. They are well supplied. And they shoot with a steady hand and eye.” He looked at Oakland. “My men think they are devils. That means ISIS has won half the battle before they’ve even engaged with us. We need your help. Good guns and equipment will steady my men’s nerves.”

			“And that’s why I’m here.”

			“Yet, you travel light. I see no evidence of your carrying large sacks of guns and money.”

			“Your friends should have told you that’s not how I work.”

			“You are a thoughtful man?”

			Oakland nodded. “I try to be.” He placed his tea on the rug and wondered if the elder would notice if he didn’t drink any more. “Every village is different—­terrains, operating environments, population, skills or otherwise, food, crops, mobility . . . I made a decision when I took over this job that I’d give you folk what you need, not what I think you need. You tell me now what will help you kill ISIS, and in a ­couple of hours, that equipment will be air-­dropped to your village.”

			The leader beamed. “An enlightened American.”

			“A practical one.”

			“When you return to America, what will you do?”

			“Retire, get bitched at by my wife, get fat, get bitched at some more, go fishing, and drink beer.”

			“But you are an elder now, Mr. Oakland. You should have respect from your family and should give yourself respect.”

			“You have a point.” Oakland took out a pen and notepad. “Tell me what you need.”

			The first gunshots almost certainly belonged to the SEALs’ weapons.

			The second volley came from the roofs of the village.

			The return fire came from the distance: some of it automatic gunfire, others sounded like high-­velocity sniper fire.

			The elder leapt to his feet and started barking orders in Arabic as male villagers rushed into the room to usher their leader away to a part of the village where he could issue commands and be protected. But he shrugged off their hands, and asked, “How many?”

			Oakland ran to the door and glanced toward the fence. A SEAL was nearby, on one knee while sending short bursts of gunfire toward the top of the escarpment. From somewhere on the rise, a flash of light preceded a thin trail of smoke that whooshed toward the village.

			“Incoming,” screamed the SEAL.

			A second later, a missile hit the adjacent hut, causing it to tear in half and send debris toward the SEAL. The operative was lifted off the ground, most of his face traveling onward with the debris.

			Oakland spun back into the room, his whole body covered in dust from the explosion. “You’ve got to get out of here,” he shouted in English at the elder. “Evacuate the village!”

			“No. We fight,” replied the tribal leader, withdrawing a pistol.

			Oakland talked fast to the petrified-­looking translator, before concluding, “Tell him!”

			The translator spoke imploringly in Arabic to the elder. “It’s ISIS. You cannot be found here with Americans. Your children and women will be raped before they’re executed. Your men will be slaughtered. And you, sir, won’t be able to do anything about it before you are butchered. Please, get your village safe.”

			The leader looked defiant and was about to speak.

			But Oakland grabbed his arm, not caring whether the action was disrespectful. “We’re running out of time! Get your ­people away from here. Only come back to fight when they’re safe.” He heard the translator muttering Oakland’s words in Arabic.

			The elder kept his eyes fixed on the CIA man. In English, he said, “We’ll come back and kill these dogs.” He handed him his pistol. “Keep the last bullet for yourself.” He left the room with his men while shouting further orders.

			More rapid gunfire came from nearby, meaning some of the SEALs were still alive and engaging the enemy.

			The translator looked imploringly at Oakland. “What must we do?”

			Oakland ducked low as another nearby explosion tore apart a building. “Let’s try to get to the south side of the village and hope that ISIS is only hitting us from one flank and that my men can hold them off.”

			They raced out of the hut into the center of the village. The noise of gunshots now seemed to be constant and much closer. Beyond the southern-­perimeter fence, the Arab villagers were running into the desert, women clutching their children, the men covering their backs by pointing their weapons at the northern escarpment.

			“Maybe we should go with them,” gasped the young translator. “They know how to survive out there.”

			Oakland shook his head. “I gave my reasons why we can’t be caught with the villagers. For them to stand a chance of living, we’ve got to keep away from them.”

			The Jordanian placed his hands onto his head. “We’re going to die!”

			Oakland and the translator moved to the eastern side of the village. The CIA officer exclaimed, “Shit!” when he saw another SEAL had been shot in the head and torso, his body lying at an awkward angle on the ground. In the distance, two men dressed in black combat gear approached the village. They fired their rifles; bullets ricocheted off rocks near Oakland. Bob returned fire with the elder’s pistol though the encroaching men were too far away for his rounds to stand a chance of hitting them.

			The two remaining SEALs moved into the center of the village; one of them was limping, his leg bloody. His able-­bodied colleague sent a volley of fire toward the escarpment and ran to Oakland. He shouted above the noise, “Got two of them coming for us,” he pointed, “from over there.”

			Oakland followed his gaze. “Another two are coming from the northeast.”

			“Yeah, and they’ve got at least one sniper and one guy with a missile launcher on high ground. Bastards are covering their pals’ asses and kicking ours.” The SEAL glanced around. “Where are the villagers?”

			“I told them to get out of here because . . .”

			“That was a good call. Listen: we’ll hold ISIS off and try to take them down when they get close. You and heavy-­metal dude here need to put some klicks between you and us. I’ll find you if we’re not dead.” He ran back to his colleague, helped him prop himself up against a wall, so that he could fire his gun, and clambered onto the roof of one of the huts.

			Oakland and the translator exited the village, heading southwest, away from the attacking force. Oakland had to drag his translator because the Jordanian was so petrified, his body wanted to curl into a ball. They staggered over the desert, Oakland ripping off his tie and jacket, flies jabbing his stinging eyes as the men headed across the vast expanse of godforsaken land that was permanently blowtorched by the sun. Oakland’s mouth felt dry because he feared what lay behind and ahead and because he’d sweated buckets since the American helicopter had dumped him in this place.

			The translator exclaimed, “We might as well surrender.”

			Oakland grabbed the translator and continued walking.

			What was happening was nothing like the tiresome cocktail circuits in Jakarta, Managua, and Khartoum.

			And it was considerably more dangerous than the exaggerated tale he’d constructed in his head to recount to offspring.

			Too dangerous.

			Too real.

			A story he didn’t want to tell.

			His heart pumped so fast he thought it might explode, and in a way he hoped it would. The Jordanian’s words now sounded distant and irrelevant as he put one foot in front of the other and headed toward oblivion and death. His mind now cloudy, Oakland imagined the actor Omar Sharif appearing on horseback in the heat haze on the horizon, just as he did in the movie Lawrence of Arabia, dressed in traditional Bedouin black garb, and dispatching the ISIS men with the dispassionate calm of a man who is indignant that a water hole is sullied by men who do not belong to his tribe.

			But there was no one ahead to help Oakland and his Jordanian colleague.

			And behind them, all gunshots ceased.

			The two SEALs had won?

			ISIS had won?

			Oakland knew he would soon find out because there was no way he could walk more than a few more yards. He collapsed to the ground and sat there, patting the ground while looking at the blinding sky. He’d put his life into the CIA, and in return, the Agency had sent him to his death.

			The Jordanian pushed himself off the sand and crouched before him, salty tears running down his face. “You wish to die?”

			Oakland checked the pistol and saw that only one bullet remained in the magazine. “No, I don’t wish to die. I wish to turn the clock back.”

			Endless miles of desert lay before them. Even Lawrence wouldn’t have risked that journey without a camel and Bedouins by his side. And behind them were devils.

			“You got to do what’s best for you,” said Oakland in a gravelly voice. It made him sound profound and manly. Perhaps that was how it should end.

			It didn’t end that way. Men in black, who bore none of the stoicism or clinical nobility of Sharif, slammed the butts of their rifles into Oakland’s jaw and the Jordanian’s temple. Unconscious, the American and his friend were dragged across shingle and dust, their faces lacerated by sharp objects and melted by their heat.

			ISIS had its prisoners.

			Oakland would soon wish he were dead.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWO 

			Ordinarily, America’s finest brains would have wondered how the collared dove had infiltrated the large operations hall within the CIA headquarters in Langley. Some of the Agency operatives within the room might have quipped that the bird didn’t need to have a security pass to enter the building, get lost in the labyrinth of corridors and rooms, and settle upon the ops center as a place where it could hop and flap between computer terminals and desks and light fittings and wall-­mounted frames containing TV monitors and maps. Others might have countered that the bird would need to have the ability to press the number six within the elevator to access the floor they were on. A few might have suggested the creature accessed the zone via an open window though they would be quick to dismiss the idea as impossible since all windows in the Agency are hermetically sealed.

			Patrick Bolte took it upon himself to establish how the dove got in. There was only one plausible explanation—­one of the eighty-­plus ­people in the room had brought the bird to work in a container that somehow got sufficiently loose for the dove to escape.

			“Where can I get some coffee?” asked Patrick of the person nearest to him.

			The young analyst didn’t look up. “Where everyone else gets it. Corner of the room.” She was tapping fast on her keyboard, wearing an irritable expression. She glanced at him and blanched. “Sorry, sir. I didn’t know it was you.”

			“That’s okay.” Patrick smiled. “This time of morning, I’m like everyone else. I just need a caffeine hit. When were you drafted in?”

			“All of us were called yesterday evening. We’ve been working through the night.”

			“Sounds like you could do with the coffee more than me. Want me to make you one?”

			The analyst looked embarrassed. “That’s kind, but I’m fine.”

			“Where’s Mr. Soames?”

			She gestured toward the back end of the hall. “In the conference room. He’s expecting you.”

			Patrick walked across the hall and entered the conference room.

			“Ah, Patrick’s graced us with his presence. That means the world can now sleep peacefully.” Tom Soames looked tired and on edge. He had every reason to be as he was the head of the Agency and had lost one of his employees in Iraq.

			Seated next to him at the conference table was Lieutenant General Jerry Kinnear, the head of the Joint Special Operations Command, an organization that consisted of special-­missions units and experts at gathering intelligence within battle zones. Kinnear was wearing a civilian suit though he still looked every inch the military man, with black hair that had been cut short at the sides, the physique of a long-­distance runner, and cheeks that were hollow from either lack of food, too much exercise, or both.

			By contrast, Soames was a bear of a man, with inches of fat covering what was still a powerful and vigorous frame. He presented himself well for a man of his shape—­tailored suits that were cut in such a way so as to disguise his girth; expensive haircuts, even though the central strip of his head was bare of any strands; antique reading spectacles that might have looked pretentious on most men but gave Soames the appearance of a stout professor whose acute intellect would slice in half anyone less than his cerebral equal; and cologne that was purchased and imported from Paris perfumeries.

			Patrick sat on the opposite side of the table. Like Soames and Kinnear, the CIA director was middle-­aged, but there the similarities ended. He was as tall as Soames though his physique was wiry and deceptively strong; his suit was immaculately pressed but not expensive, and nor did he wear it in the way the military men did while feeling that they looked like fish out of water; his full head of silver hair was cut short enough to complete his professional demeanor but long enough to make him look like a crazy man if he shook his head wildly; and Soames and Kinnear were well and truly in the public eye.

			Patrick was not.

			There were eight directors in the CIA who reported to Soames and who were visible in the Agency. Yet, though it was widely known within the CIA that Patrick was a very-­high-­ranking officer, very few knew what he did and even fewer that he was the Agency’s ninth director. Patrick liked it that way. He didn’t want to be visible or to put in place a career ladder that subjugated the tasks in hand in favor of groveling around the power corridors of Capitol Hill. Patrick had reached the zenith of his career, and it was a very unusual place to be.

			Until it had recently been shut down, he’d been co-­head of the highly secretive joint CIA-­MI6 Task Force S. It had been the perfect job for a through-­and-­through operator as he was, one that gave him and his small force the most complex and dangerous assignments in Western Intelligence.

			But now he was a director without portfolio, idling away his time while senior CIA management tried to decide what to do with him.

			“Why am I here?” Patrick asked, crossing his legs and examining fingertips that had been printless ever since his hands had been forced into molten metal.

			“Bob Oakland’s why, and you know it,” replied Soames, with no effort to hide his irritation with Patrick’s question.

			“Most likely he and his translator are dead.”

			“Not according to my men,” interjected Kinnear. “I deployed a search-­and-­rescue unit to the village yesterday afternoon. Once the village elder was confident the women and kids were safe, he asked for six volunteers to form a raiding party and go back to the village to rescue Oakland and kill ISIS. They trekked across fourteen miles of desert. It was unbelievably courageous. The village was empty when they got there, save for the four dead SEALs and my S&R team. Then they searched the village surroundings. The raiding party told the S&R unit they were certain from tracks in the desert that Oakland and his translator had been attacked, not killed, and taken away in two vehicles.”

			“ISIS has taken its highest-­value hostage to date.”

			Kinnear was motionless. “That’s providing ISIS knows he’s CIA.”

			Soames darted a look at the general. “Oakland’s a Western guy in a suit, meeting a Shiite opponent of ISIS in a remote Iraqi village. ISIS knows he’s CIA.”

			“What action have you taken?” Patrick looked at both men in turn.

			“General Kinnear’s in charge of trying to locate Oakland. Since Bob went missing fifteen hours ago, Kinnear’s . . .”

			“Increased drone and satellite surveillance over northern Iraq and western Syria, put JSOC personnel on the ground, together with seconded units from the Rangers, USAF, and CIA Special Activities Division, and I’ve got NSA working round the clock to try to cover ISIS comms.” Kinnear prodded the table. “If Bob Oakland’s out there, we’ll find him.”

			“But the issue is whether you’ll do so in time to save his life.” Patrick repeated, “Why am I here?”

			Kinnear laughed. “Damned if I know.”

			Soames replied, “The Agency—­not the military—­has primacy on this operation. We cannot allow Oakland to be killed. Aside from the fact that Oakland deserves far better after spending his whole career serving the CIA, an ISIS execution of a CIA officer would be a massive propaganda win for the jihadists.” He wondered how he’d feel if he’d heard someone describe his imminent death as merely a propaganda win. “I want Bob safe.”

			Patrick gestured toward Kinnear. “And you’re doing everything you can to achieve that.”

			“Really?” The head of the CIA shook his head. “I doubt that. Why do you think you’re here?”

			“Because you want to know who tipped off ISIS that Bob and his team were going to be at the village.”

			Soames nodded. “Someone’s got loose lips.”

			“In the Agency?”

			“Not sure.” Soames pointed at Kinnear. “More likely uniform. Either way, this needs investigating by an outsider. The best of them are known to you. Have anyone in mind?”

			Patrick hesitated before nodding. “I have someone.”
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