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Preface

	This book began with a single document found in a footnote: a partially redacted 1986 memorandum, accidentally unsealed during an unrelated court filing, that referred in passing to a man named Tom Hewitt and a successful intelligence network he had run somewhere in Latin America. No agency was named. No country was confirmed. The memo simply existed, a small crack in the wall of official silence that surrounds nearly everything described in the chapters that follow.

	Pulling on that thread led eventually to the Cuban records described in Chapter Two, and from there to a much larger and more troubling pattern that this book has tried to document with as much precision as the available public record allows. The pattern is this: the United States intelligence community has, across more than six decades, repeatedly built human intelligence networks of genuine strategic value, staffed them with people who took on extraordinary personal risk, and then lost those networks, not primarily to the brilliance of foreign adversaries, but to institutional failures that were, in case after documented case, foreseeable, and in several instances, specifically foreseen by someone inside the system who was not believed in time.

	Writing this book required navigating a genuine tension between two legitimate concerns. On one side sits the public's reasonable interest in understanding how its government's most secretive institutions actually function, where they have failed, and what has and has not been done to prevent those failures from recurring. On the other side sits the equally legitimate concern that any detailed account of intelligence failure risks providing a kind of instruction manual to hostile services seeking to replicate past successes against networks that may still be operating today. This book has tried to resolve that tension by relying exclusively on information that has already been declassified, already been the subject of congressional investigation, or already been reported by established news organizations citing named or credibly described sources. Nothing in these pages reveals information that was not already, in some form, part of the public record before this book was written. What this book offers is not new classified information but a new synthesis, an attempt to read these scattered and individually well documented cases together, as a single continuous pattern rather than a series of disconnected historical curiosities.

	A note on names. Where the public record provides a confirmed name for an agent, officer, or source, this book uses that name, on the conviction that erasing these individuals a second time, after their own governments already erased them once in the name of operational security, does a disservice to the historical record and to the people themselves. Where the public record provides only a code name or withholds identifying information entirely, this book respects that limitation and does not speculate about identities that remain genuinely unconfirmed.

	This is not a comfortable book to have written, and it will not be a comfortable book to read in full. It asks readers to sit with the specific, documented human cost of institutional failure rather than retreating into the comfortable abstraction that intelligence work simply carries inherent risk and that losses, however regrettable, are an unavoidable cost of doing business in a dangerous world. Some losses examined in these pages were genuinely unavoidable. Many, the evidence suggests, were not.

	
Introduction

	A Question Worth Six Decades

	Every intelligence service in the world operates under the same basic promise to the people it recruits. Work for us, take this risk, and we will do everything within our power to keep you alive and to extract you if your situation becomes untenable. It is, in its way, one of the oldest promises in the practice of statecraft, predating the modern intelligence agency by centuries, traceable in some form to every spymaster who has ever asked another human being to risk their life gathering information their own government would kill them for sharing.

	This book is, at its core, an examination of how consistently the American intelligence community has kept that promise, and of the specific, documented circumstances under which it did not. The cases gathered here span from the early years of the Cold War to the present moment, and they involve some of the most consequential events in modern American history: the Cuban Missile Crisis, the collapse of Soviet human intelligence networks in 1985, the prelude to the Iraq War, and a communications failure that, by the estimate of multiple former officials, cost dozens of lives across two countries over the course of several years. They are connected not by chronology or geography but by a shared underlying structure, a structure this book has tried to make visible by examining the cases side by side rather than in isolation.

	Why These Failures Matter Beyond Their Body Count

	It would be possible to read this book purely as a catalog of historical tragedy, a recounting of named and unnamed individuals who died or were imprisoned because an institution failed to protect them. That reading would not be wrong, but it would miss something important about why these cases continue to matter for anyone interested in how large, secretive institutions actually function under pressure. Intelligence agencies are, in important respects, an extreme test case for a much broader question that applies to nearly every large organization: how does an institution learn from its own mistakes when the cost of failure is borne by people outside the institution's own walls, and when the institution's natural incentive, reinforced by genuine and legitimate security concerns, is to keep its failures as quiet as possible?

	The pattern this book documents, a known risk identified through proper internal channels, raised by someone whose job it specifically was to raise it, and then allowed to persist for years because addressing it fully would have been disruptive, expensive, or simply unglamorous compared to ongoing operational priorities, is not unique to intelligence work. Readers familiar with the literature on institutional failure in aviation safety, nuclear power, or financial regulation will recognize the shape of this pattern immediately. What makes its appearance in the intelligence context particularly stark is the directness of the connection between institutional delay and human death. A regulatory failure in another industry might manifest, eventually, in a statistical increase in adverse outcomes spread across a population and diffused across time. The failures examined in this book manifest, with grim and immediate clarity, in the arrest, interrogation, and in many documented cases, the execution of specific named individuals within a clearly identifiable window of institutional negligence.

	


How This Book Is Organized

	The chapters that follow are arranged in roughly chronological order, beginning with a human intelligence network in Cuba that played a documented and underappreciated role in the most dangerous nuclear confrontation of the twentieth century, and ending with an examination of how digital technology has simultaneously rendered certain traditional vulnerabilities obsolete while creating entirely new categories of exposure that the intelligence community is still working to fully understand. Along the way, this book examines the catastrophic 1985 collapse of CIA networks inside the Soviet Union, the 2011 unraveling of espionage operations in Beirut and Iran, the multiyear communications disaster that devastated American intelligence capability across Iran and China, and the human intelligence failures that helped provide the evidentiary foundation for the 2003 invasion of Iraq.

	Each chapter can, in principle, be read on its own as a self contained account of a specific historical episode. Readers are nonetheless encouraged to move through the book in sequence, because the cumulative argument, that these episodes share a common underlying structure rather than representing isolated and unrelated failures, only becomes fully visible when the cases are considered together. The final chapters step back from individual case studies to examine what, across more than six decades, this accumulated pattern actually teaches about institutional reform, about the limits of even genuine and well intentioned organizational change, and about the human cost that falls, disproportionately and often invisibly, on the people who took these risks and the families who loved them.

	What this book ultimately asks of its readers is not simply sympathy for the individuals whose stories it tells, though that sympathy is, this author believes, entirely warranted by the documented facts of their lives and deaths. It asks for a clearer eyed understanding of exactly how and why institutions entrusted with extraordinary secrecy and extraordinary power over human lives have, again and again, across radically different decades, technologies, and adversaries, made remarkably similar mistakes. Understanding that pattern with precision is the only realistic foundation for asking whether the networks operating today, the ones whose names will not become public for years, if ever, are being protected any better than the ones whose stories this book has finally been able to tell in full.

	
CHAPTER ONE

	The Architecture of Betrayal

	On the morning of June 13, 1985, a Central Intelligence Agency officer named Aldrich Ames walked out of his fourth floor office at Langley carrying between five and seven pounds of classified documents stuffed under his coat. He drove across the Potomac River, parked near a Georgetown restaurant called Chadwicks, and handed the entire bundle to a Soviet embassy official over lunch. By the time the check arrived, the identities of nearly every American intelligence source operating inside the Soviet Union had changed hands. Some of those names belonged to men who would be dead within eighteen months. One of them, a Soviet defense researcher who had spent a decade feeding Washington the secrets of Soviet stealth technology, was arrested that same afternoon, before Ames had even finished his meal.

	This is not a story about a single traitor. Ames matters to this book only insofar as he is the clearest illustration of a much older and much larger problem, one that has shadowed American intelligence since the agency's founding in 1947 and that continues, in different forms, today. The problem is this: spy networks are fragile, mathematical objects. They are built link by link, year by year, out of human trust, financial incentive, ideological conviction, and sheer nerve. And they can be unmade in an afternoon, not always by a traitor in a trench coat, but by a clerical error, a careless meeting location, a piece of software nobody bothered to update, or an analyst back home who decided to believe a source he had never actually interviewed.

	Every chapter that follows tells the story of a network that came apart, in most cases not during a war but in the months and years before one, when the stakes of being wrong were not yet obvious to the people making the mistakes. The title of this book asks a hard question. How many operatives were doomed before the first shot was ever fired, undone not by enemy genius but by failures inside their own command structure? The honest answer, drawn from declassified congressional findings, court records, and the testimony of intelligence officers who lived through these collapses, is more than history has generally been willing to admit.

	What a Network Actually Is

	Hollywood has done lasting damage to the public understanding of espionage. The popular image of a spy network is a single dashing operative working alone, perhaps with a handler whispering instructions through an earpiece. The reality inside the CIA's Directorate of Operations, now called the Directorate of Operations again after several name changes, looks nothing like this. A functioning human intelligence network, what officers call HUMINT, is closer to a small business with an unusually high mortality rate among its employees.

	At the center sits a case officer, almost always operating under some form of official or non official cover, who recruits, trains, and runs a stable of agents. The agents themselves are not American citizens in the great majority of cases. They are foreign nationals: a colonel in a rival country's general

	
	The Vocabulary of Disaster

	
	
	
	A Short History of an Old Problem

	
	
	
	Why Timing Is Everything

	
	
	
	
