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    To those who continue to serve in dangerous places overseas, you are not alone.
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    PREFACE



    On July 26, 2014, the US Mission evacuated Tripoli, Libya, as civil war broke out in the country. While surrounded by militia forces, the entire US Mission conducted the emergency destruction of our facilities and evacuated more than 150 US personnel overland, in armored vehicles, through hostile territory, amidst active fighting, and in a heightened terrorist threat environment.


    The civil war started in Tripoli on July 13, 2014. Thirteen days later, we initiated the evacuation at approximately 0500 in Tripoli and arrived in Tunis, Tunisia, the following morning at 0700, twenty-six hours later.


    The following story is based on real events and my first-hand observations while I served as a CIA officer as part of the US Mission in Tripoli, Libya. I worked closely with the officers described herein. It is told from my perspective and that of my colleagues and friends who led the evacuation. This accounting covers the span of a year, with the primary concentration on the evacuation.


    My main objective with regard to individual officers described herein was to protect their true identities. The officers are based on real people, but no true names are used and all call signs have been changed. In addition, most of the officers are a blend of more than one individual to incorporate personnel changes, turnover, conceal the number of officers, and account for personal breaks occurring throughout the year. I slightly altered the timing of arrivals and departures of incoming and outgoing personnel as a result.


    The US Ambassador, as the President’s designated representative and the most senior State Department official in a country, represents former President Barack Obama’s Administration in this narrative and is not solely reflective of a single individual.


    The dialogue is not verbatim. I instead attempted to capture the general atmosphere, my memory of conversations, and anecdotes conveyed to me. All the events described herein occurred and are detailed to the best of my ability. I attempted to honestly and accurately capture the events and actions of all the US government personnel in Libya.


    I served as a counterterrorism analyst with the US Government for more than a decade, including in the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). As a former CIA officer, I am required to submit all written or oral material intended for public consumption to the CIA’s Publication Review Board (PRB) with the objective of excising any classified information or sensitive operational details. This is a requirement placed on all former employees in order to protect the secrecy of CIA sources and methods. I complied with that requirement.


    I chose not to use redacted text in this account. I wanted no distracting, blacked out phrases or missing pages of information. I instead worked with the PRB to choose alternate language I felt conveyed the same meaning and intent, while also protecting our national security, which was my highest priority.

  


  
     


    “The bravest are surely those who have the clearest vision of what is before them, glory and danger alike, and yet notwithstanding, go out to meet it.”


    —Thucydides— The Peloponnesian War, 2.40

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    Evacuation:

    The Announcement


    (July 24, 2014)


    “Net call, net call, net call. There will be an all-hands in five minutes in the office,” came the radio call from Harbor, our acting chief. All officers located on the compound the afternoon of July 24, 2014, paused to listen to his announcement, including me.


    I scowled in concern at my radio before turning to Nomad, a security officer and former Navy SEAL, who sat beside me inside the relative safety of our villa. Nomad and I met the previous October and we helped and relied on each other. He protected the other officers and me, while I warned him about the things in Libya from which we needed protection. We would need much protection in the coming days.


    “Is this it?” Nomad asked me. “Decision time on whether we remain in Libya or evacuate?”


    “I think so. The SVTC with Washington D.C. just concluded,” I said. Government leaders in Washington held the SVTC, or secure video teleconference, to determine whether or not the entire US Mission would evacuate Tripoli, Libya, including myself, Nomad, and the other officers under Harbor’s command.


    I knew the chances were high the entire US Mission would evacuate soon and, if it happened, I knew my colleagues and I would help lead it. I heard from the ambassador, she planned to recommend a full-scale evacuation to the president and his administration.


    Until a few days prior, the ambassador claimed she was staunchly against leaving and repeatedly emphasized to all personnel the US administration would not lose Libya. It could not fail.


    Now they’d waited too long, despite the warnings. Now we had few options for escape.


    I glanced back at my radio listening for responses. None came. I then prepared to walk to the office. I donned my body armor, holstered my Glock 19 pistol, slipped my knife into my boot, and grabbed my radio.


    “What do you think they decided?” Nomad asked me as he re-holstered his Glock and picked up his rifle.


    We’d been listening to music, trying to drown out the sounds of heavy artillery exploding around us. It hadn’t stopped for weeks and each concussion sent a jolt of fear through my heart.


    An intense firefight also raged nearby throughout the morning and we both needed a short break. I definitely needed the break while the SVTC occurred. I knew it would decide our collective fate.


    “Up until a few days ago, I’d have guessed we were staying. Now I’m fairly certain we’re about to drive to Tunis,” I replied.


    “Driving through active fighting in a war could be even more dangerous than staying at this point. At least here we have bunkers, food, water, and weapons.”


    “I agree. It’s extremely risky.”


    “What about the southern airfield? We finished the reconnaissance about an hour ago and it seems like a good option,” said Nomad.


    “I think it’s the best option too, but I heard the ambassador may have already decided on another route,” I said. And not a safe one, I thought.


    “The coastal road then?”


    “No, I think the southern road. Even though part is through hostile territory, we know for sure they’re looking for Americans all along the coastal road,” I said. We were being hunted by extremists and trapped in militia crossfire—there were no safe options. I prayed we’d make it out alive, unharmed. And when doubts overwhelmed me, I clung to my faith instead.


    We needed to make it out alive and I’d do everything in my power to ensure we did.
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    Nomad and I left our villa together to walk to the main villa, which housed the office on the compound. It was still early afternoon and hot. It was late July 2014 in Libya and sweat dripped off us within seconds of being outside wearing our heavy body armor. The sand stuck to the sweat, creating a gritty paste on any exposed skin. We walked as quickly as possible to the main villa as rockets and artillery continued to explode around us. Others walked ahead of us but no one said a word.


    The sky looked dim even though it was early afternoon. Black smoke filled the air and the smell of spent artillery and burning fuel surrounded us. I glanced toward the sound of the closest heavy weapons fire and hurried forward when I heard the distinctive whine of incoming.


    I dreaded that sound.


    We quietly filed into the office where Harbor, our acting chief, waited motionless and grim in the corner. Once all hands were accounted for, Harbor stepped forward and broke the tense silence.


    “Well, who wants to take a road trip?” he asked.


    “You tell us boss,” quipped Moe, a security officer, who sat closest to Harbor.


    “We do. The evacuation is a go. The plan is to use the route officers conducted reconnaissance on last fall, through southern Libya, and into Tunisia. That leg will take about four or five hours. Once we cross the border, we’ll drop off the Marines at an airfield and continue to Tunis. The drive to the airfield will take approximately one hour, and the drive to Tunis another four. We will leave Saturday morning. Between now and then we’ll focus entirely on conducting a thorough emergency destruction of this compound. Any questions?”


    “What about our personal belongings, weapons, and gear? What do we take with us?” asked Belle.


    “Weapons and medical kit for sure and anything you would normally have in your go-bag. Otherwise only what you can carry on your lap. The rest you leave behind. Anything else?” asked Harbor. A go-bag contained the bare essentials we would need to survive in hostile territory and we carried them with us at all times in Libya.


    “What’s the security situation like on the route?” asked Moe.


    “Captain will cover that separately with the security officers. There’s a section that goes through particularly hostile territory. However, U.S. Africa Command (AFRICOM) will be providing air support. They announced plans to have an Intelligence Surveillance Reconnaissance (ISR) or drone aircraft, F-16s, and several Osprey near our convoy in the event security deteriorates and we need immediate military assistance or medevac,” he replied.


    “What’s the contingency plan if there’s heavy fighting Saturday morning?” I asked. “Based on our latest data, since fighting began nearly two weeks ago, the early morning hours have seen the greatest concentration of heavy weapons fire and it’s only been increasing.”


    “There is no contingency,” Harbor replied gravely. “We leave Saturday. Now, let’s get started with destruction. We have a lot to do in a very short amount of time. Gambler, please take it from here.”


    Gambler, the information security officer, stepped forward next to Harbor.


    “Everyone grab a screwdriver or a hammer. We start with the computers—pull the hard drives first. Everything must be completely destroyed, then burned. It’s going to be a long night.”


    Pandemonium erupted as every officer stepped forward to pick up a tool or ask questions. The room buzzed with chatter.


    I’d heard of other facilities that underwent some phase of destruction or evacuation, such as “no paper holdings” or “ordered departure,” which we already experienced in Tripoli.


    I was not aware of any other recent examples of US facilities that underwent an emergency evacuation overland through hostile territory. The closest I could think of in comparison was the evacuation from Benghazi, Libya, and that happened less than two years prior, and in the same country.


    US personnel in Libya operated in the shadow of the September 2012 Benghazi attacks and they were never far from our thoughts. Pictures of our lost colleagues hung on the wall in the main villa below stars engraved into a special plaque. We worried a similar attack could happen in Tripoli, especially since extremists associated with Ansar al-Sharia, the group that conducted the Benghazi attacks, threatened more American diplomats in Libya, and entered Tripoli to participate in the fighting around our location.


    Nomad walked over to me and stood by my side for a moment. Not touching, but close enough to feel the warmth of his arm.


    “This is unreal,” Nomad whispered to me.


    “I can’t believe we’re giving up when there are other options available,” I said. “I thought our mission here was important. I want to believe, need to believe, our sacrifices mattered. Otherwise, what was the purpose? Did the ambassador and our colleagues die in vain? Did our work here mean nothing?”


    “I thought it was important too,” said Nomad, “Worth risking our own lives. You warned repeatedly this war was coming.”


    “But the administration did nothing. We were forced to sit back and watch the country collapse around us. And for what?”


    “I don’t know anymore. How’d we get here?” asked Nomad. He walked over to the center table, picked up two hammers, and handed one to me.


    He meant the question rhetorically, but I let out a deep, thoughtful sigh. I was already reflecting on the past year and how things went so terribly wrong. I thought I could make a difference in Libya, for the better.


    I looked forward to serving my country in Libya. I debated about it for weeks beforehand and talked about it at length with my mother. My mother agreed that if I felt led in that direction, I should go. She supported me and said I shouldn’t second-guess my path and couldn’t know how God might use me. So, I made the choice to go.
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    That night I felt even more worried. I worried about the threats we’d face on the drive out. As an analyst, I knew every one of those threats. And I worried, because it was my job to warn the others about those threats. What if I missed one? What if I wrongly assessed one? What if I couldn’t convince the ambassador a threat was real? What if someone died, because of some failure on my part?


    As I started helping the others with the destruction phase, I let my mind wander back. I thought about my choices. That long series of choices that make up each individual’s life—the successes and failures, the good ones and the bad ones. I felt personally responsible for each one of mine. I based my choices on my values and faith and I thought about the choices that led me to Libya and the ones I made since my arrival.


    After a year-long, thoroughly predictable, descent into war, we were now at the precipice. Our final days. And I didn’t believe we’d all make it out alive.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Flashback:

    Welcome to Tripoli


    (Summer 2013)


    I landed at Tripoli International Airport in July 2013, months after the Benghazi attacks. I could feel all eyes on me as I walked off the plane and through the airport toward Customs and Immigration. A tall, blonde, clearly American woman was totally out of place.


    It can sometimes sound really cool to people when I tell them I served my government overseas and it felt cool the first trip. Not so much by the time I landed in Libya. By then I knew how dangerous it was and how one error could mean the difference between living and dying.


    The attacks in Benghazi the prior year amplified the danger in the entire region. Those attacks were the culmination of a series of security incidents from the previous summer, targeting Western diplomats in Benghazi. Just that spring, an attack occurred in Tripoli against a Western embassy. I wondered if it would lead to a similar series of attacks.


    The stares in the airport ranged from simply curious to leering to openly hostile. I also spoke Arabic and therefore could understand some of what the Libyans said, although the dialect would take some adjustment. I had no hope of blending in, although I wore long dark pants, long dark shirt, boots, and hung a scarf around my neck that concealed most of my hair, which fell in a low ponytail down my back.


    I didn’t like the attention, but I held my head high and tried to walk with confidence toward the arrivals area and the local facilitator, Ali.


    I felt most on edge my first time arriving in a new country, or at a new airport, when I traveled in an official capacity. I felt particularly vulnerable in Libya since I was fully aware of the threat environment, how much I stood out there, and I carried no additional weapons to defend myself upon arrival other than my self-defense skills.


    My mind raced through alternate options of something going wrong. I considered what I’d do if I couldn’t identify Ali, what I’d do if he wasn’t there, how I would find a phone, how I could find another way to contact the US Embassy, whether I should remain inside the arrivals area, and so on. I prayed I’d find him quickly.


    As I thought through the options and scanned the arrivals hall, Ali spotted me, waved, and walked in my direction. I felt relieved to see him and said a short thanks. I strove to maintain awareness of my surroundings as he ushered me quickly through Customs and Immigration.


    Unfortunately, my luggage was delayed and still in Germany, but he promised it would arrive soon. I nodded as Ali explained, all the while watching the Libyans customs officials out of the corner of my eye.


    I saw the customs officials were actually Zintan militia members. I researched the tribes before departing Washington, but as luck would have it, I sat next to a knowledgeable Libyan on my flight into the country. His name was Muhammad. I discussed the tribes with him at length on the plane and he added additional context to my prior research.


    The Zintan fought in the Libyan Revolution against former leader Muamar al-Ghadafi. They were a tribe, but within that tribe there was a military council and a large militia. The tribe organized the militia into different segments, and there were multiple names for the militias that fell under the Zintan tribal umbrella.


    Muhammad told me one of those Zintan militia segments formed the security force at Tripoli International Airport. The force was paid by, and nominally fell under, the authority of the Libyan Ministry of Interior (MoI), but I believed their loyalties ultimately remained with their tribe.


    The other major militia in the greater Tripoli area was the Misratan militia. They were from the coastal town of Misrata, east of Tripoli proper, and like the Zintan, also fought in the Revolution.


    The Misratans maintained a large militia, larger by some accounts than the Zintan, but they fell under the pay and authority of the Libya Shield that ultimately fell under the Ministry of Defense (MoD). I believed they too remained loyal to their own city and tribe.


    The Zintan and the Misratans formed an alliance of convenience in the fight against Ghadafi, as tribal elements in Libya often did for a common cause, but later went their separate ways.


    Muhammad told me that in the spring the Misratans entered Tripoli, staged an armed sit-in, and forcibly demanded the implementation of the Libyan Political Isolation Law. That law barred all former regime members from the current government. While most of the Misratans left the city after their demands were met, some remained. Muhammad believed the Misratans viewed the Zintan’s control of Tripoli International Airport, and influence in the Libyan government, with mounting discontent.


    As I considered the militia dynamics, I hoped the Zintan would be able to get my luggage soon, since everything I needed for the next year was in those bags. I only had enough in my backpack to get by for a few days.


    I followed Ali out of the airport and into the Libyan sun.


    It was hot. Hot and humid. I guessed it was over 100 degrees. Tripoli also has a distinct smell. It smells dirty and sandy, not as pungent as Cairo and not as clean as Amman. It was somewhere in the middle with an extra dose of humid from the Mediterranean Sea.


    I continued to follow Ali to an armored vehicle in the VIP section with red diplomatic plates. Two security officers waited there for me and introduced themselves as Moe and Triage. When they noticed I didn’t have any bags, Ali explained the situation.


    “I hope you have enough clothes in that tiny backpack,” said Triage, “By the time you get your luggage there will only be socks left.”


    “I hope they’re nice socks,” said Moe.


    “This happens a lot, huh?” I responded. They were the complete opposite of me—a shy, former preacher’s kid, turned CIA analyst—in nearly every way. And even though I had an angelic look, my old CIA group chief didn’t call me quietly ferocious for nothing. I could hold my own.


    So, I smiled at their teasing—they didn’t look the type to be joking with me about socks at Tripoli International Airport in Libya. It was a little bit surreal—hold the little. They looked like action figures who had grown to life-size and busted out of their plastic and cardboard packaging somehow. They wore loose shirts over their considerable bulk, which I thought probably concealed armor and weapons. I knew they did so to avoid unwanted attention. They looked formidable anyway.


    I’d heard a great deal about the security officers before arriving in Libya. Due to several prominent international events, they became well known at CIA Headquarters and beyond. They were exactly who I wanted by my side and guarding my back in-country.


    Most of the security officers had extensive US Special Operations Forces backgrounds and fought non-stop in America’s wars since the war on terrorism began in Afghanistan in late 2001. They were assigned to protect us during dangerous operations in designated war zones.


    In Tripoli, the security officers supported every movement outside the compound, including picking up and dropping off all personnel from the airport, which they considered a dangerous operation given the high criminal and terrorist threat in Libya.


    As we drove, Moe and Triage told me about life on the compound, pointed out various sites along the short route—such as the MoD training school—and mentioned some generalities about the security situation.


    The airport was located south of the city and the embassy was located halfway between the airport and the city sitting near the edge of Zintan territory. The main road led into the downtown area of Tripoli, where a variety of smaller neighborhood militias operated. I was assigned to the embassy’s residence compound, a short drive from the embassy facility, and Tripoli International Airport.


    The Libyan government tried to assert its authority in various ways since the Revolution, but in reality it remained a fledgling government, and very little law and order existed. The roads and buildings remained damaged since the bombings during the Revolution. The police were few and far between, so as a result, traffic was a nightmare and crime ever on the rise. Wrecked and burned out cars lined the road and everything I could see while driving looked dirty and in disrepair.


    I kept reminding myself not to stare too wide-eyed or look too much like I was completely out of my element, but I felt like it. I wanted to fit in, but I knew it would take a while before I felt any level of comfort or familiarity with my new “home.” And I was a long, long way from home.
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    I was born in Pennsylvania while my father attended seminary, although my parents were both from the state of Washington, and later returned there. They planned to become missionaries overseas, but the Bible Presbyterian Church asked my father to serve as a minister at a small, rural church in Ohio farm country instead. They chose to go.


    After my parents divorced, we returned to the Pacific Northwest. My mother changed denominations, but we continued to attend church regularly. I attended services every Sunday morning, Sunday evening, and Wednesday evening until I graduated from high school. I also went to summer Bible camp every summer from sixth grade until I graduated.


    And I loved it. I really did. I had a wonderful childhood in the church, out exploring nature, and with my brothers. It wasn’t always easy, but it was wonderful.


    My mother, then an underpaid secretary and single mother of four, went out of her way to protect us and make our simple, ordinary lives extraordinary. She turned the struggles into adventures. She taught us the importance of intangible values and impermanence of things.


    She also raised me, a girl, with the same values she taught my brothers, which was uncommon among her peers. She raised me to be strong, honorable, and know my worth. I remember hearing her tell us about my grandfather and great-uncles from the time I was a little girl.


    “Did you know your grandfather had three brothers and one sister?” my mother asked my brothers and me at the dinner table.


    I paused with a heaping spoonful of mashed potatoes near my mouth, my ten-year-old eyes sparkling with wonder.


    “She had four brothers?” I asked. If three brothers were already an epic adventure of mud, bugs, and tree-forts, four must be even more spectacular. I was intrigued.


    “Yes, and your grandfather’s brothers all served in the US Military during World War Two,” she explained.


    “Like grandpa?” asked my wise older brother. He was eleven and proud that our grandfather flew in the Air Force as a flight engineer.


    “Well, grandpa was too young to enlist then, but his older brothers all fought to protect our country. All the way on the other side of the world.”


    “Why?” my younger brother who was eight, asked through a mouth full of food.


    “Because some bad men from far away attacked our country in a place called Pearl Harbor. Those men hurt a lot of innocent people. Your great uncles wanted to protect our country from those bad men and others like them, so they couldn’t hurt any more innocent women and children. They wanted to make sure nothing similar ever happened to our country again.”


    “Did they die?” I asked, already worried even though I didn’t know my great uncles.


    “Not in the war. They all came home. They were heroes. I remember my grandmother telling me about it. She thought something bad might happen to one of her sons, because that can happen in war. After it ended and victory was declared, they all came home for dinner one night. She fixed a delicious meal, set a beautiful table, and then looked around at her sons, all alive, healthy, and back from the war and she started to cry.”


    “Like a baby?” My youngest brother was only seven.


    “Yes, like a baby, but they were happy tears. Her sons came home and she was so thankful.”


    “Would you cry like a baby if we all came home after the war?”


    “Of course.”


    It was Memorial Day and my mother was remembering her uncle. He died not long after that dinner at his mother’s house. It was one of his last meals with his family. He flew airplanes and on a training mission in the Northeast region of the United States an engine gave out. He could bail or divert the plane from crashing into a populated area. There was not time for both. He chose to give his life to save others.


    That was a story my mother relayed often. Her uncle was a hero, in the war and in saving those people after the war, and she was proud. We also talked about the service of my grandfather, his other brothers, and my mother’s siblings, who also served in the armed forces.


    I grew up hearing my grandfather’s stories about how he flew out of Tehran shortly before the Revolution, served in the Korean and Vietnam wars, and flew in the Berlin Airlift.


    One uncle was a rocket scientist—an actual rocket scientist—for the Air Force.


    My stepfather served in the Vietnam War and was stationed in Thailand with the Air Force. He told us many fascinating stories about the intense heat, large bugs, and strange food. And of course, the war.


    Ours was, and still is, a proud military family.


    My mother raised my brothers and me to be that way. She wanted us to be heroes too, even if we chose not to serve in the armed forces. She wanted us to focus our attention outside of ourselves, help others, and serve God in all we did. She instilled in us a strong sense of duty, honor, faith, and the high cost of our freedom.
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    Once we reached the compound, Moe and Triage reminded me to put together my go-bag, and I thanked them for the ride and information. Then I went looking for my point of contact, NorthFace. I was an incoming analyst replacing NorthFace, who was in Tripoli for the last year, including during the Benghazi attacks.


    The analysts back at CIA Headquarters loved NorthFace, and I only had a few days of overlap with him before he left. I wanted to spend as much time as possible talking to him about the current situation in Libya and the prior year.


    I saw NorthFace waiting just inside the entrance to the main villa.


    “You have a call sign yet?” He handed me a radio and we started walking to the office.


    “Not yet.”


    “Pick one, before they choose for you. That’ll be the name you use here.” He slowed his walking as we got closer. “Everyone has a call sign for security reasons. Just mark it on your radio, phone, and add it to the board in the office and team room.”


    NorthFace brought me around the office, introduced me to everyone, including my outgoing boss, who was also in Libya the prior year during the Benghazi attacks and would soon be departing.


    “Chief, do you have any specific expectations for me as analyst?” I asked.


    “Yes, I expect you to know everything about Libya. Inside and out.” His face was sardonic yet unflinching. “We need you to be the fountain of all knowledge.”


    No pressure, I thought, just know everything about everything in Libya.


    “I understand. I’ll be prepared to drop that knowledge whenever required,” I said with a smile, trying to joke and relieve the immense pressure I felt. How on earth could I know everything? I’d only just arrived, but I was confident I’d learn quickly.


    “Knowledge bombs!” he replied enthusiastically. “Exactly what I want. NorthFace will explain the job and you let me know if you have any further questions.”


    Then NorthFace and I started discussing Libya and the job. He began by giving me the general briefing given to all newcomers who arrive in the country. He described how it was formerly a state sponsor of terrorism, later provided some of the largest numbers of foreign fighters during the height of the Iraq war, and, post-Revolution, teetered on the precipice.


    He explained that once a week the chief required the analyst to provide an information briefing to the ambassador and senior embassy staff, also referred to as the country team. He thought I’d get along quite well with the embassy staff on the country team and I looked forward to meeting them.


    In addition, there was a Read Book. The analyst put “The Book” together, which included all intelligence reporting that mentioned Libya in any way, with a specific focus on any reporting obtained by the CIA, and all analytic finished production from the week. I paid close attention as he explained how he provided the briefings. I decided I’d follow his example and gradually shift to my own briefing style later.


    The following morning the embassy country team arrived in the afternoon for the briefing and to review The Book. I met the ambassador for the first time. She was a short lady swathed in designer things, from her makeup to her shoes and her handbags. Even the ambassador’s leather planner appeared high end and expensive, and greatly contrasted with our standard-issued government pens and notebooks. The ambassador also brought her dog, which surprised me.


    During the formal briefing, NorthFace highlighted various new developments with a focus that week on the Federalist movement.


    I knew the Federalist movement centered itself in eastern Libya, near Sirte, and was eventually led by a man named Ibrahim Jidran. The Federalists wanted to divide Libya into the three autonomous states that existed under former rulers—Tripolitania in western Libya, Cyrenaica (or Barqa) in eastern Libya, and Fazzan in southern Libya.


    To achieve their goal, the Federalists that month shut down oil production at all the major ports and fields in eastern Libya, which accounted for the majority of oil revenue. Since over 95 percent of Libya’s economy depended on oil revenue, they would be in for a world of hurt if the ports were not reopened soon. The Federalists held the oil hostage in exchange for recognition of their movement and implementation of their demands for autonomy.


    I researched the Federalist movement before arriving in Tripoli, but I did not have much depth on the subject matter. I was not an economic analyst. My expertise was counterterrorism.


    For many years I focused on al-Qa’ida central leadership’s attack plans external to South Asia. However, in the fall of 2011, a few months after the raid that killed Usama Bin Ladin, I shifted my focus to Libya.


    I obtained the position in Tripoli in early 2012, before the Benghazi attacks further destabilized the country. My primary motivation was always to prevent further terrorist attacks against the US homeland and the West, which was my specific area of expertise even within the counterterrorism realm. I knew certain places in Libya were quickly becoming a terrorist safe haven. Given its proximity to Europe, directly across the Mediterranean Sea, it was a natural launching pad for external attacks.


    Documents found in the raid that killed Bin Ladin detailed al-Qa’ida’s interest in coordinating with the former Libyan Islamic Fighting Group (LIFG) members to send fighters to Libya, possibly with the intent to launch attacks.


    I aimed to prevent that from happening.


    I was equally determined to prevent an attack from happening against Americans inside Libya, including against my colleagues.
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    During the next several weeks, I threw myself into my work with vigor. I wanted to get up to speed on all the issues and specific requirements so I could start adding value to our work as soon as possible.


    I soon established a general daily pattern. I woke early and was usually one of the first into the office. I checked my email for immediate requirements. I ate breakfast outside on the porch and scanned the Internet and social media, in English and Arabic, for the latest developments.


    I quickly discovered social media was the best source for immediate, force protection-type information. Locals frequently posted about road closures, shootings, and protests. The information was usually posted first in Arabic, then later in English.


    I immediately notified the security officers’ Quick Reaction Force (QRF) in the team room if I heard rumor of any incidents that could impact their moves for the day. Security officers referred to operational movements around the city, simply, as moves. No matter which security officers were in the room, they always stopped what they were doing and listened to me when I passed information. Although I remained partial to Moe and Triage, I quickly gained great respect for all of them.


    Moe frequently joked that the security officers’ primary mission was to go rescue others, because of the many problems the embassy staff encountered thus far. And they always called QRF. The problems ranged from a flat tire, to unknown individuals trailing an embassy vehicle, to a locally employed staff stealing a diplomatic armored vehicle, to a militia firing on the ambassador’s convoy. Moe and Triage also said they would rather deal with an incompetent militia member than a terrorist, but I was not as certain. Both could cause serious damage and were equally as problematic.


    I spent the majority of each day in the windowless office. I read every news article and piece of intelligence related to the country, wrote reports, and coordinated with the analysts back in Washington, but rarely left the compound.


    At some point during the day, I’d take a break and run laps around the compound. The run around the compound was more like an obstacle course. I had to trudge through sand, cross uneven pavers, hurdle low walls, climb stairs, and dodge concertina wire, and the occasional poisonous snake. We had a small gym there, but I hated running on a treadmill and I always preferred being outside. The security officers often referred to it as the prison yard. I eventually came to view it that way as well.


    I didn’t log off my computer and leave the office until late at night. I mostly kept to myself. I didn’t feel I fit in at all among the warriors and other officers. I was the brain, the geek-in-residence. I was also shy, and usually exhausted by the end of the day, and there were so few women. I enjoyed men’s company, but it wasn’t the same as having another woman around.


    I read my Bible and emailed my mother almost every evening before bed to reassure her all was well. My mother functioned as my tether to the world and I felt so thankful for her love and support, even from so very far away. She prayed for me every day, probably every hour of every day, and regularly sent me quotes and happy anecdotes to encourage me. Whenever I called her, she prayed for me before I hung up. For my safety, wisdom, and a hedge of protection around our compounds and personnel.


    I didn’t sleep well at night. Even then, occasional booms from gunfire or fireworks resounded in the night, the sound woke me every time.


    And although it was dangerous, I wanted to be there because I believed in the mission, wanted to serve my country, and I hoped I could make a difference with my life.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Evacuation:

    Preparing for the Worst


    (July 24, 2014)


    The afternoon of the evacuation announcement on July 24, 2014, the Zintan continued to oppose the Misratan-aligned-forces who operated under the command of an entity calling itself Operation Dawn. The two opposing forces engaged in heavy weapons fire and fighting in the territories surrounding the embassy. The focus of the heaviest fighting remained at the Zintan-controlled Tripoli International Airport, located south of our location.


    Operation Dawn also targeted other Zintan strongholds in our vicinity and thus the compound lay in the direct path of heavy rocket and artillery fire that Operation Dawn aimed at the Zintan.


    As a result, Gambler required all officers to wear body armor as we participated in the destruction. Officers took turns assisting with the initial destruction phase and then organizing go-bags and emergency gear. While the evacuation was planned for Saturday morning, a day and a half away, a lot could happen before then and we all needed to be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice.


    Nomad and I fell in the first group assisting with destruction.


    I wore tan low-profile armor, which was slightly smaller and lighter than the standard-issue green armor, but its weight still felt uncomfortable in the heat. I pulled my long hair back in a ponytail, my neck stayed damp with sweat. I guessed it was in the low hundreds and extremely humid. I wiped my brow, adjusted my Glock in the holster and two extra magazines in the pouch on my hips before I stepped toward the destruction fire with my arms full of computer parts.


    It was the biggest contained fire I’d ever seen, which I thought was quite noteworthy considering it was made up entirely of non-flammable equipment. Moe and Flash started it with some incendiary grenades from the extensive weapons supply in the security officers’ storage container.


    We decided to use the huge ditch dug between the perimeter walls—it was originally going to be used for an extra bunker on the compound in the event of an emergency, such as during rocket or other heavy weapons attacks. However, construction for that bunker hadn’t started, which made it an ideal location for the destruction fire.


    “Don’t breathe in that smoke,” Nomad cautioned me as I stood near the edge and threw the parts down into the fire.


    “I’ll be careful.” The smoke looked gnarly. I tried to avoid breathing anywhere near it.


    “You think our medical insurance covers this?” Moe looked around at the rising smoke.


    “Yeah right. I don’t even want to think about what I’m breathing in right now,” Nomad scanned the area. “Between this fire, the artillery and rocket smoke, and the burning fuel over at the depot, Triage thinks we’ll all be lucky not to get sick.”


    I tried not to imagine the cancer forming in my lungs and walked in a wide circle back to the truck to stay away from the huge plume of thick, black smoke exuding from the fire, which only added to the haze in the air. The sky already looked heavy from weeks of gunfire. The truck was nearly empty when Nomad and Moe joined me. We all threw one last armful onto the fire.


    Weapons fire and explosions rang out around us. I resisted the urge to duck my head.


    “Well,” said Moe, “I need to take a break to pack up my bag. You two done that yet?”


    “Not yet, I’ll go back to the villas with you.” I looked at Nomad with the same question in my eyes. He nodded in agreement.


    Moe opened the door to the truck. “Let’s roll then.”


    We jumped inside and sped back toward the inner wall. We passed Triage driving the next truck out to the fire with Tunes and Belle. We waved at each other as our vehicles passed. Computers and electronics loaded down Triage’s truck. We’d first removed the hard drives, driven nails through them, and physically destroyed every device before taking it to the fire.


    “You think we’ll finish up with the office today?” Nomad asked me.


    “I don’t think so, Gambler said it would take at least twenty-four hours and he wants it to be extremely thorough.”


    “How thorough?”


    “Like, nothing left in the entire room. Computers. Wires. Desks. Pictures. Maps. Pens. Everything. All in the fire.”


    “Boo,” said Nomad.


    Moe drove past Captain and Robin next, talking with a linguist by the main villa.


    “They look worried,” and exhausted, I thought, the linguists in particular looked ready to drop. Our linguists were phenomenal and I knew they’d been worked even harder than usual during the last several weeks.


    Since Harbor made the announcement, Captain focused entirely on preparations related to the evacuation route with his contacts. As head of the effort, he held responsibility for planning the route. Officers conducted a reconnaissance trip there the previous fall. Now, with the assistance of a linguist, Captain and Robin called militia contacts all along the route to ensure we would have safe passage for the evacuation, or determine what the militias would require in order to obtain safe passage.


    “We’re here,” said Moe, and I opened the door to exit.


    Nomad turned in the other direction. “You go on ahead. I need to finish up a few other things and I’ll join you in a bit.”


    I nodded and closed the door behind me. As I did, a GRAD rocket exploded nearby and I flinched at the loud explosion. I could feel the concussion deep in my chest. I hated flinching at the sound. I thought I’d be used to it by then and felt frustrated at myself. I figured it kept me on my toes though, and we needed to be alert.


    I marched into the villa and up the stairs to my room. Nomad stayed in the same villa, he was Triage’s roommate. I thought Triage
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