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ANOTE TO THE READER

This book documents the last hours of an American diplomatic outpost in one of the most dangerous
corners of the globe. Based on exclusive firsthand accounts, it describes the bloody assault, tragic
losses, and heroic deeds at the US State Department Special Mission Compound and at a nearby CIA
base called the Annex in Benghazi, Libya, from the night of September 11, 2012, into the morning of
the next day.

It is not about what officials in the United States government knew, said, or did after the attack, or
about the ongoing controversy over talking points, electoral politics, and alleged conspiracies and
cover-ups. It is not about what happened in hearing rooms of the Capitol, anterooms of the White
House, meeting rooms of the State Department, or green rooms of TV talk shows. It is about what
happened on the ground, in the streets, and on the rooftops of Benghazi, when bullets flew, buildings
burned, and mortars rained. When lives were saved, lost, and forever changed.

The men whose experiences comprise the soul and spine of this book are well aware of the
political storm surrounding Benghazi. They recognize that the word itself has become unmoored, no
longer simply the name of a dusty Mediterranean port city on Libya’s northeastern coast. They know
that some Americans use Benghazi as shorthand for US government malfeasance or worse. They also
understand that their explanations and revelations will be used as evidence to fit arguments and
accusations in which they have chosen not to participate.

It’s not that they don’t care about those issues. It’s just not their purpose. Their intent is to record
for history, as accurately as possible, what they did, what they saw, and what happened to them—and
to their friends, colleagues, and compatriots—during the Battle of Benghazi.

Although written as a narrative, this is a work of nonfiction. No scenes or chronologies were altered,
no dramatic license was taken, and no characters were invented or created from composites.
Descriptions from before, during, and immediately after the battle came from the men who were there,
from verified accounts, or both. All dialogue was spoken or heard firsthand by primary sources.
Thoughts ascribed to individuals came directly from those individuals.

The main sources of this book are the five surviving American security force contractors, known
as “operators,” who responded to the surprise attack on the Benghazi diplomatic Compound,
spearheaded the counterattack, and carried out the rescue of State Department personnel and residents
of the CIA Annex. Several names have been changed or withheld for privacy or security reasons, but
all descriptions and information included about individuals is true. Classified details were omitted,
in keeping with standard nondisclosure agreements among clandestine government employees and
contractors. Those changes and omissions had no material effect on the story and did not misrepresent



the known facts. The individual accounts of the operators were fundamentally in sync, but
occasionally they diverged on details, such as when a particular radio call was sent. Whenever
possible the narrative reflects the varying perspectives, which can be attributed to the fast-moving
nature of events, the fog of war, and team members’ overriding concerns about remaining alive rather
than keeping track of chronologies.

Secondary sources include additional interviews, photos and videos, the voluminous record of
public documents, congressional reports and testimony, and media reports. Those sources, credited
where appropriate in the text and cited in the Select Bibliography, were used to provide context, fill
gaps during periods when the primary sources weren’t present, and to confirm or elaborate upon the
participants’ recollections. Further discussion of sourcing can be found at the end of the book, in “A
Note on Sources” (here).

Previous accounts of these events, in books, magazines, and other media, have disturbed and even
disgusted the men whose story is told here. Versions with fictionalized dialogue, imaginary incidents,
false or exaggerated claims, and sensationalized allegations serve no purpose other than to inflame
and obfuscate. The goal of the real security team members 1s to recount the Battle of Benghazi through
as transparent a lens as possible. They and the family of a sixth operator have a financial stake in this
book, but their only editorial demand was that the story be told truthfully.

It would be folly to think that this or any other account would be the last word on events with such
wide-ranging implications. But after so many words have already flowed, with many more to come,
consider it the first word directly from the battlefield, from men who know from hard experience and
seared memories what actually happened during those harrowing thirteen hours.

—Mitchell Zuckoft



CAST OF CHARACTERS

THE ANNEX SECURITY TEAM:

Dave “D.B.” Benton—A thirty-eight-year-old former Marine sergeant and SWAT team officer, D.B.
was a scout sniper whose specialties included hostage rescue, direct-action assaults, surveillance,
reconnaissance, and close-quarters battle. Before Benghazi, he’d been honored for contract security
work in Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere. Taciturn and thoughtful, a married father of three, D.B.
frequently partnered in Benghazi with his good friend Kris “Tanto” Paronto.

(Courtesy of Dave Benton)

Mark “0z” Geist—At forty-six the oldest member of the team, the laid-back Oz spent a dozen years
in the Marine Corps, including work in an intelligence unit, then became the police chief in the
Colorado town where he grew up. After running a private investigation company, in 2004 he became
a security contractor to the State Department in Iraq. Twice married, Oz had a son with his first wife
and a teenage stepdaughter and an infant daughter with his second wife.



(Courtesy of Mark Geist)

Kris “Tanto” Paronto—A former member of the Army’s 75th Ranger Regiment, the voluble Tanto
had a personality as colorful as the many tattoos on his muscular body. At forty-one, he’d spent a
decade working as a contract security operator—a job he considered part of a battle between good
and evil—in countries throughout the Middle East. Tanto held a master’s degree in criminal justice,
owned an insurance adjusting business, and had a son and a daughter with his second wife.

(Courtesy of Kris Paronto)

Jack Silva—A former Navy SEAL, Jack spent a decade in the service, carrying out missions in



Kosovo and the Middle East. Introspective and smart, Jack left the SEALSs to spend more time with
his two young sons and his wife, who learned while Jack was in Benghazi that she was pregnant. At
thirty-eight, Jack divided time between contract security work and real estate, buying, renovating, and
selling properties. Jack often partnered with fellow former SEAL Tyrone “Rone” Woods.

(Courtesy of Jack Silva)

John “Tig” Tiegen—Tig was thirty-six, a former Marine sergeant from Colorado who spent several
years as a security contractor for Blackwater. He worked for the company in Afghanistan, Pakistan,
and Iraq, before going to work for the CIA’s Global Response Staff. Quiet and precise, the married
father of infant twins, Tig was in the midst of his third trip to Benghazi for GRS, making him the team
member with the most experience in the city. He often teamed with Mark “Oz” Geist.




(Courtesy of John Tiegen)

Tyrone “Rone” Woods—Rone was forty-one, a powerfully built former Navy SEAL who’d spent
two decades in the service before returning to civilian life in 2010. During his SEAL years, Rone had
served in Somalia, Afghanistan, and Iraq, where he earned a Bronze Star with a “V” for valor. Twice
married, the father of three sons, Rone was a nurse and a paramedic. Eager to spend more time with
his family, Rone had decided that Benghazi would be his last trip with the GRS.

(Courtesy of the Woods family)



OTHER KEY PARTICIPANTS:

J. Christopher Stevens—The American ambassador to Libya was a youthful fifty-two, a never-
married, California-born, career Foreign Service Officer who dedicated himself to improving
relations between the United States and Arab countries.

Sean Smith—Smith was a State Department communications officer by day, a well-known online
gamer by night. Thirty-four, married with two young children, Smith worked for the State Department
for ten years after serving in the Air Force.

Glen “Bub” Doherty—A former Navy SEAL, the affable Bub was a member of the Tripoli-based
GRS team that flew to Benghazi after the attack began. Forty-two, divorced with no children, Bub
was a charismatic blend of discipline and bonhomie. He was old friends with Rone and Jack from the
SEALSs, and newer friends with Tanto from their work together in Tripoli.

“Bob”—A CIA staffer, Bob was the agency’s top officer in Benghazi. He oversaw all intelligence
activities and personnel at the Annex, including the security operators.

“Henry”—A civilian in his sixties, Henry worked as a translator at the Annex and accompanied the
security team on its rescue mission to the diplomatic Compound.

Alec Henderson—The highest-ranking State Department Diplomatic Security agent in Benghazi,
Henderson was inside the Tactical Operations Center when the attack began. He sounded the first
alarm and called the Annex and the Tripoli embassy for help.

David Ubben—Ubben was a Benghazi-based Diplomatic Security agent who’d spent time in the US
Army. When the attack began, Ubben and two Tripoli-based DS agents who traveled to Benghazi with
Ambassador Stevens ran to their quarters to collect their rifles and body armor.

Scott Wickland—Wickland was a Benghazi-based Diplomatic Security agent assigned to protect
Ambassador Stevens. A former rescue swimmer in the US Navy, Wickland led Stevens and computer
expert Sean Smith into the villa’s safe haven when the attack began.



Prologue

A BLOODTHIRSTY MOB BORE DOWN ON THE UNITED States’ poorly defended diplomatic post in
Benghazi, Libya. Besieged American envoys and staffers withdrew to a locked room as fires set by
the attackers drew closer. The Americans prayed and appealed for rescue, calling home to
Washington and to nearby allies. If no help came, they feared one of three fates: They’d be killed by
the invaders, suffocate from smoke, or be roasted alive. In the meantime, they’d fight.

The date was June 5, 1967.

War had just begun between Israel and Egypt, and morning radio reports in Benghazi were filled
with false claims that US military planes had provided air cover for Israeli attacks or had bombed
Cairo, less than seven hundred miles away. Hundreds of Benghazans swarmed into the streets and
rallied at the consulate of the United Arab Republic, as Egypt was then called. The demonstrators’
ranks swelled with some of the two thousand Egyptian construction workers then in Libya to build an
Olympic-style stadium. Soon they turned violent. The throng grabbed cobblestones from the torn-up
streets and headed toward a former Italian bank building that housed the American consulate.

A handful of Libyan guards fled their posts. The attackers barraged the building with stones and
broke through the barred windows and the heavy front door. As the horde approached, the eight
American men and two women inside the building frantically burned sensitive documents. The
consulate workers were well armed, but the officer in charge, John Kormann, recounted in a memoir
that he ordered that no one shoot, lest they enrage the mob further. The Americans tossed tear gas
grenades to slow the onslaught. Cornered, they met their enemies with rifle butts and ax handles, then
retreated up a wide marble staircase. They took refuge in a second-floor vault used as the consulate’s
communications hub.

Unable to reach their quarry but unwilling to leave, the attackers pillaged the building and set it
aflame. Kormann feared that the invaders would splash gasoline under the vault door to burn or
suffocate the Americans. He kept that thought to himself as fire engulfed the consulate. One
consolation for Kormann and his colleagues was that the intense heat and thick smoke drove back the
mob. The Americans shared five gas masks as they destroyed top-secret files and disabled
cryptographic machines.

Several climbed up to the roof to continue burning documents, but returned inside when a group of
men dropped a ladder down from an adjoining roof and rushed toward them. Unable to reach the
consulate workers, the attackers cut the halyard that hoisted the American flag on a rooftop pole,
allowing it to hang limp down the front of the building. A US Army captain asked Kormann’s
permission to re-raise the flag. Kormann refused, but later he relented. “I had been a combat
paratrooper in World War I, he wrote. “I knew what defiance and a bit of bravura could do for



soldiers under mortal stress. A display of courage can be infectious and inspiring, just as an act of
cowardice can be demoralizing.” Dodging rocks hurled from below, the captain dashed onto the roof
and restored the Stars and Stripes to its rightful place.

State Department officials in Washington discussed rescue options, including sending a Marine
unit and using paratroopers. But executing those plans would take more time than the Americans had.
Meanwhile, the trapped Americans got sporadic phone calls through to their British counterparts,
who had a battalion stationed outside Benghazi under a treaty arrangement. Four attempts to reach the
Americans by fifty British soldiers were repulsed or delayed, and the mob set fire to a British
armored car.

With no rescue in sight, Kormann took down from the wall a photo of President Lyndon Johnson
and his wife, Lady Bird Johnson. He broke it from its frame, flipped it over, and wrote on the back
that, whatever happened, they had done their duty. Everyone in the smoky vault signed the farewell
note.

As night approached, a garbled message gave State Department officials the misimpression that
the Americans were near death. Secretary of State Dean Rusk appealed again to the British. Two
hours later, a British armored column made another attempt. This time, the British broke through to the
consulate and brought all ten Americans to safety.

Forty-five years later, on September 11, 2012, the American diplomatic outpost in Benghazi again
came under sudden siege by a murderous mob. Again the attackers couldn’t reach their prey, so they
plundered buildings and set fires with deadly intent. But this time, no British or other friendly troops
were close enough to attempt a rescue.

With fires raging, gunmen swarming, State Department security officers taking cover, and the US
ambassador missing, a call went out from one of the overwhelmed Americans: “If you don’t get here
soon, we’re all going to die!”

Heeding that call was a band of elite warriors who’d left the United States military and had joined
a clandestine organization that protected American covert intelligence operatives abroad. They had
come to Benghazi as security officers for American diplomats and CIA agents, but now they’d need to
rely on their past training, two as Navy SEALs, one as an Army Ranger, and three as Marines. They
knew that they’d be vastly outnumbered, but they also knew that they were their fellow Americans’
only hope.

This is their story.
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Benghazi

JACK SILVA LEANED FORWARD IN HIS WINDOW SEAT aboard the Turkish Airlines jet as it approached
Benghazi’s Benina International Airport. He looked outside at the plane’s shadow racing across the
caramel-colored desert below. Jack believed deeply in yin and yang, the Chinese concept that a
connection exists between seemingly opposing forces, like dark and light, life and death. So it was
unsurprising that two conflicting thoughts entered his mind. First was excitement: / wonder what
adventures this place is going to bring. Then came its counterbalance, worry: I wonder if I'll ever
see my family again.

It was August 2012, and Jack was about to join the Benghazi team of a secretive US government
organization called the Global Response Staff. Created after the 9/11 attacks, the GRS consisted of
full-time CIA security staffers, supplemented by former military special operators like Jack, who
were hired on a lucrative contract basis. GRS officers served as bodyguards for spies, diplomats, and
other American personnel in the field. The more dangerous a posting, the more likely GRS operators
were nearby in the shadows, protecting America’s envoys and covert intelligence gatherers. Few if
any postings were more dangerous than Benghazi, Libya.

As a former Navy SEAL, Jack was a natural fit for the GRS. At thirty-eight years old, self-
possessed and darkly handsome, he stood six foot two and carried 210 pounds on his muscular frame.
In his usual attire of a black T-shirt and khaki shorts, Jack looked like a strapping construction
worker. On the plane, though, wearing dress slacks, brown leather shoes, and a tucked-in button-
down shirt, he might be mistaken for an American businessman seeking import-export opportunities
ten months after the death of deposed dictator Muammar al-Gaddafi. At least that was Jack’s hope as
the jet’s wheels touched down.

Jack’s arrival marked his first visit to Libya and the start of his sixth trip as a GRS operator; his
previous trips had taken him to the Middle East and elsewhere. For official purposes in Benghazi,
Jack would simply say that he’d be working as a security staffer for diplomats from the US State
Department. Men who protect spies don’t advertise that fact.

Before leaving the plane, Jack slipped off his gold wedding band and tucked it into a small box
for safekeeping. He’d picked up the habit years earlier, after deciding that he didn’t want his enemies
to know that he had a family: a wife and two young sons waiting for him back home in the Pacific
Northwest.

Jack stepped onto the tarmac and felt the bone-dry afternoon heat of the Libyan summer. His
aviator sunglasses were modest protection from the harsh white glare of the North African sun.



Entering the run-down terminal building, Jack pushed through doors to a room with a luggage
carousel and more than a hundred people packed inside a space that would have felt crowded with
half as many. His fellow luggage-seekers, most of them men, shouted in Arabic and gestured wildly as
they fought to claim bags. The air was thick with flies and the nauseating stench of baked-on body
odor. Jack took short breaths through his mouth in a futile effort to keep both at bay.

He’d been on guard from the moment he left the plane, a reflex reaction whenever Jack arrived in
hostile territory. Hyper-aware, his jaw set, his every movement grew deliberate, measured to convey
in body language that he wasn’t looking for trouble but wouldn’t flinch from it, either. Jack felt the
stares of strangers upon him and knew that at least some were armed. He also knew that everyone
watching him had reached the same instant conclusion: American. He suspected that at least some
wished him dead.

As he waited for his bags, Jack caught sight of a burly, bearded man standing with his back against
a wall at the periphery of the scrum. The man’s eyes scanned the crowd while his body remained as
still as a lizard on a tree limb. He wore khaki cargo pants and a navy-blue button-down shirt,
untucked, Jack knew, to conceal a gun in his waistband. Their eyes met for an instant. Jack returned
his gaze to the luggage carousel, and the bearded man remained expressionless, glued to the wall.

When Jack grabbed his bags, the man pushed away from the wall and turned toward the exit door
leading to Customs. Jack followed a short distance behind. By the time Jack stepped outside the
terminal building, he and the bearded man had closed the distance between them and fallen into step
with each other. Still they didn’t speak as the man led Jack toward a white Toyota pickup truck caked
in dust.

Jack tossed his bags in the back and slid into the passenger seat. The bearded man got behind the
wheel. In a single, practiced motion, the man reached down and grabbed a pistol.

“It’s loaded,” the man said.

He held it out, butt-end first.

Jack relaxed as he took the gun. He reached out his right hand and returned a powerful handshake
offered by his fellow former SEAL and GRS colleague Tyrone Woods, whose radio call sign was
“Rone.”

“How’s it going, brother?” Rone said, a bright smile emerging from his thick salt-and-pepper
beard.

As Rone started the truck, they caught up on each other’s lives and families, then set aside those
thoughts like wedding rings slipped into boxes. Rone drove toward the airport exit, bound for an
upscale neighborhood called Western Fwayhat. Their destination was a CIA-rented property known
as the Annex, which was the agency’s secret headquarters in Benghazi. Less than a mile from the
Annex was the United States’ public presence in the city: a walled estate known as the US Special
Mission Compound, which served as a base for State Department diplomats.

As their talk turned to business, Rone filled Jack in about the peculiarities of the treacherous place
where they’d be working to keep other Americans safe. Rone’s overriding message was that they’d be
kept busy, and they’d have to remain alert, but there was nothing about Benghazi they couldn’t handle.
In a strange way, Rone said, he almost liked the place.

Still, something about how his old friend described Benghazi—a lawless city where no one was
in control, where lines between America’s friends and enemies shifted and blurred, where they could
trust only each other—gave Jack the distinct impression that Rone considered this to be their diciest



assignment yet.

Jack had landed in a country most Americans know only from disturbing headlines. A North African
nation roughly the size of Alaska, Libya is a vast desert with a tiny fringe of fertile soil at its northern
coast. To 1ts west are Tunisia and Algeria, to its east is Egypt, and to its south are Niger, Chad, and
Sudan. The country is divided into three regions: Tripolitania, to the west, with Tripoli as its capital;
Cyrenaica, to the east, with Benghazi as its capital; and Fezzan, to the arid south. A majority of the six
million Libyans live in or around Tripoli and Benghazi, at the edge of the Mediterranean Sea. Some
97 percent of the population is Sunni Muslim.

A brief history of Libya is an inventory of invasions by outside powers. If an empire had ships and
armies in the Mediterranean, its to-conquer list included Libya’s two major ports, Tripoli to the west
and Benghazi to the east, separated by the Gulf of Sidra. Over the millennia, occupiers included the
Phoenicians, the Persians, the Romans, the Byzantines, and the Ottomans. Sometimes competing
empires split the baby. The Greeks claimed the area around Benghazi in 630 BC, while the Romans
settled near Tripoli. Historians say the Greeks even named Libya, using it as a term to describe all of
northern Africa west of Egypt.

By 74 BC, the Romans had conquered eastern Libya, temporarily uniting east and west. Then came
the Vandals, a Germanic tribe that drove out the Romans and earned their namesake reputation by
plundering the east. The Ottomans invaded Tripoli in 1551 and ruled Libya for more than three
centuries, with limited success controlling the ever-restive eastern tribes around Benghazi.

While successive conquerors were vanquishing and bleeding Libya, two Arab tribes flowed onto
its sands from Egypt. Starting in the eleventh century, the Bani Hilal tribe settled near Tripoli, while
the Bani Salim tribe settled in the east. The Bani Salim freely mixed with and married the native
Berbers around Benghazi. As generations passed, the result was a homogeneous ethnic and religious
region, what one historian called the “total Arabization” of eastern Libya.

During the 1800s, the Ottoman Turks gave up hope of controlling Benghazi. The Turks allowed
eastern Libya to exist as a semi-independent state ruled by the Senussi Muslim sect, which preached a
pure form of Islam under which followers conducted all aspects of their lives by the teachings of the
Prophet Muhammad. While Tripoli and western Libya matured into a relatively modern region,
eastern Libya retained its old ways, governed by tribal bonds and religious laws. That divide made it
impossible to understand present-day Libya without contrasting Benghazi with its larger, richer,
better-looking, and worldlier sister, Tripoli.

In 1912, the exhausted Ottoman Empire signed a secret pact that gave Italy control of both west
and east Libya. Tripoli adapted to Italian rule, but eastern Libya fought colonization, especially by a
Christian nation. By 1920, the Italians had had enough. Drained by the First World War, Rome ceded
autonomy over eastern Libya to Idris al-Senussi, head of the strict Senussi religious order.

When Benito Mussolini rose to power in Italy two years later, the fascist dictator wanted
Benghazi to be part of his empire. Years of fierce fighting followed. In September 1931, Italian forces
finally captured and hanged the leader of the opposition guerrillas, Omar al-Mukhtar, a Senussi sheikh
who became a martyr to Libyan independence. Even with Mukhtar gone, Mussolini set out to destroy
any entrenched opposition around Benghazi. He built a two-hundred-mile fence along the border of
Egypt and by some estimates deported one-third of eastern Libya’s civilian population to



concentration camps. He executed twelve thousand more.

With Benghazi under Italian control, waves of workers arrived from across the Mediterranean.
The Arab natives were forced into menial jobs, deprived of schooling, and excluded from politics.
World War Il made matters worse, as Benghazi was bombed hundreds of times as the Axis and Allied
powers traded control over the rubble. British pilots adapted a popular song to reflect the carnage,
with a lyric that included the line, “We’re off to bomb Benghazi.” Like a long-abused animal,
Benghazi grew mean and wary.

After World War I, Libya was divided among the British, French, and Americans. Oil had yet to
be discovered, so no one wanted colonial responsibility for an impoverished, bombed-out Arab
sandbox. In 1951, the Allies helped to establish the United Kingdom of Libya, an independent,
constitutional monarchy ruled by the Muslim leader Idris al-Senussi. The title was better than the job:
King Idris had dominion over the world’s poorest country and one of its least literate.

That changed radically in 1959 with the discovery of immense oil reserves, enough to eventually
account for 2 percent of global supplies, or more than a million barrels exported daily in 2012.
Suddenly King Idris had money to lavish on friends and pet projects in his native east, leaving Tripoli
and Libya’s west to decay. In east and west alike, the elite grew rich while everyone else remained
poor.

In 1969, while the eighty-year-old King Idris was abroad, the timing was ripe for a bloodless
coup led by a power-hungry twenty-seven-year-old army officer: Muammar al-Gaddafi. Over the next
forty-two years, the erratic, brutal, egomanmacal Gaddafi earned the sobriquet bestowed on him by
Ronald Reagan: “[M]ad dog of the Middle East.”

From the start, Gaddafi worried about Benghazi’s rebellious bent and its ties to the exiled King
Idris. So he squeezed the region dry. Previously, the Libyan capital had alternated between Tripoli
and Benghazi; Gaddafi made Tripoli the permanent capital. He moved the National Oil Corporation
from Benghazi to Tripoli, despite the fact that most of the country’s oil is in the east. He relocated a
memorial that had been erected in Benghazi to honor Omar al-Mukhtar, fearing that Benghazans would
rally behind the rebel martyr’s legacy, as eventually they did.

As hospitals, schools, and the standard of living rose in Tripoli, Benghazi suffered oppression and
neglect while its oil paid Tripoli’s bills. Benghazans seethed as they watched Gaddafi celebrate
himself in countless statues and endless tributes. The bitter separation between Benghazi and Tripoli
wasn’t just political and cultural, but physical. No railway or highway connected the two cities, only
narrow roads that snaked through more than six hundred miles of desert.

Through all the turmoil, one comfort for Benghazans was their local soccer club, Al-Ahly
Benghazi SC, whose name translates as “The People’s Club.” Gaddafi favored rival Tripoli soccer
clubs and despised Al-Ahly Benghazi. That hatred deepened after the Benghazi team won the 1974
league championship, a victory that coincided with the anniversary of Gaddafi’s coup. Benghazi fans
flooded the streets to celebrate their club’s triumph, ignoring the milestone of Gaddafi’s rule. He
wouldn’t forget or forgive.

Years later, Gaddafi’s soccer-playing son Saadi became owner, manager, and captain of a soccer
club called Al-Ahly Tripoli. Saadi raided Al-Ahly Benghazi for its best players, and bribed or
bullied referees to ensure victories. By the summer of 2000 Al-Ahly Benghazi was on the verge of
disgrace: One more loss and it would fall from the country’s top soccer division. Saadi Gaddafi came
to Benghazi to luxuriate in his rivals’ agony.



As the referees made dubious calls, the crowd grew restless. When a loss seemed inevitable,
something snapped. The humiliation of their cherished soccer club became a symbol of all that
Benghazi had endured under Gaddafi, from public executions to relentless poverty amid spectacular
oil wealth. Al-Ahly Benghazi’s head coach shoved the referee. Fans stormed the field then spilled
into the streets. They torched the National Soccer Federation building and hurled stones at monuments
to Gaddafi’s regime.

The penalties were predictably severe: eighty arrested, thirty sent to Tripoli to stand trial, and
three sentenced to death. On September 1, 2000, on the thirty-first anniversary of Gaddafi’s coup, his
security forces stormed the Al-Ahly Benghazi clubhouse. They smashed furniture, memorabilia, and
trophies, then bulldozed the building. The club was suspended indefinitely.

Benghazi got its revenge a decade later, in 2011. After suffering countless more indignities and
witnessing the Arab Spring revolutions in Egypt and Tunisia, the city became the cradle of the Libyan
Civil War that ended Gaddafi’s rule and his life.

Jack’s arrival in Benghazi was the latest chapter in the adventurous life of a modern gunfighter. He
grew up in Northern California, the only child of immigrants who worked long hours to send him to
private school. As a boy Jack spent as much time as possible outside, building forts and imagining
what it would take to survive if America’s enemies invaded his hometown. He excelled at science
and math, but after a single day of college decided that he’d had enough formal education. Jack
enlisted in the Navy with a single goal: to become a SEAL.

Jack was nineteen and had completed boot camp when he was sent to a ten-week Navy vocational
training program. There Jack badgered his instructors to arrange a screening test for admission to the
Navy’s Basic Underwater Demolition School, the first step in the yearlong process to become a
SEAL. But when the opportunity arrived without notice, Jack had been enjoying himself so much in
vocational classes during the day and partying at night that he’d let his physical training slip.

The screening test was only a fraction of what it took to become a SEAL, but it was tough enough
to weed out candidates with no chance of making it. Jack’s friends considered the chiseled young
sailor a shoo-in. He made it through the five-hundred-yard swim in the required time. Jack climbed
out of the pool and far exceeded the required number of push-ups, completing more than eighty in two
minutes. Next were sit-ups, and he exceeded the standard there, too. Then came pull-ups. The
screening test required applicants to do eight perfect, dead-hang pull-ups with virtually no rest
between exercises. After weeks of slacking, Jack did six, then willed himself to a seventh. His
muscles screamed. His lungs ached. His arms were on fire. Jack made it halfway up on the eighth but
couldn’t get his chin over the bar.

Jack hung there, refusing to let go but lacking the strength to pull himself higher. The veteran
Master Chief SEAL giving Jack the test prodded him: “If I light a fire under your ass, can you get over
the bar?” Jack tried again but couldn’t. When he dropped to the ground, his eyes filled with tears.
Jack returned to his room and told his shocked friends that he’d failed.

He’d remember it as one of the most traumatizing and motivating moments of his life. Instead of
going through the legendary SEAL training program and becoming an elite special operator, Jack
spent the next two years as a Navy airman on an aircraft carrier. When his next chance came, Jack
destroyed every category of the SEAL screening test. By the time he finished SEAL training, Jack



came to appreciate the yin and yang of what he’d experienced the previous two years. The humbling
failure and its consequences gave him the strength and willpower to push through the brutal selection
process and earn his Trident, the prized SEAL insignia, while scores of other would-be warriors quit.

Jack didn’t talk much about his exploits, but during a decade in the service he spent time in more
than twenty countries and carried out missions in Kosovo and the Middle East. He left the SEALs to
spend more time with his growing family and to try his hand at business. Jack bought and sold real
estate, renovating and flipping properties while working to stay one step ahead of the tumultuous
market.

By the time Jack and Rone joined forces as GRS operators in Benghazi, the two former Navy
SEALs had been friends for nearly a decade. They’d met when both served as instructors at the Naval
Special Warfare training facility in Niland, California. One night not long after they met, Jack spent a
night drinking at a local bar and didn’t want to drive home. He walked to Rone’s nearby condo,
planning to crash there until morning. Not knowing who was at his door, Rone climbed out a window
wearing only boxer shorts and carrying a pistol. He moved tactically around the corner to the front
door, gun raised, to outflank the presumed intruder. When he saw it was a drunken Jack, Rone
lowered the gun and laughed.

When Rone wasn’t pointing a gun at him, Jack considered Rone to be smart and effective, a
natural leader, and perhaps the most motivated and hardest-working person he’d ever met, no small
praise among Special Operations veterans.

Rone was forty-one, a twice-married father of three sons. A former high school wrestler, he liked
fast motorcycles and muscle cars, especially Ford Cobra Mustangs. Rone had a weightlifter’s broad
chest, light-brown hair, a meaty chin, and forearms like pile drivers. He’d earned his SEAL Trident in
1991 after twice going through Hell Week, a five-and-a-half-day torture test of mental and physical
toughness, pain and cold tolerance, teamwork and determination, all on fewer than four hours of
sleep. As a SEAL, Rone had served bravely in Somalia, Afghanistan, and Iraq, where he received a
Bronze Star with a “V” for valor. The citation described his ‘“heroic achievement, extraordinary
guidance, zealous initiative, and total dedication to duty” in al-Anbar province of western Iraq. He
was a healer as well as a warrior, having become a registered nurse and a paramedic. Rone retired
from the SEALs in 2010 with twenty years of service. He bought a bar called The Salty Frog in
Imperial Beach, California, and helped his wife in her dental practice.

While Rone and Jack were adapting to civilian life, US government agencies began increasing their
reliance on Special Operations veterans willing to provide security to Americans in the world’s
hottest spots. Jack and Rone each heard through the SEAL grapevine about openings at GRS for
accomplished former operators. Both saw a chance to return to the camaraderie and the purpose
they’d loved as SEALs. And then there was the money. Each trip by a GRS contractor generally
lasted several months, and even with generous downtime between trips, contract operators typically
earned more than $150,000 a year.

If challenge and money were the yin, danger was the yang. They worked undercover in small
teams, in places where some locals saw the very presence of armed Americans as provocation. In
December 2009, three GRS operators were among the seven Americans killed in Khost, Afghanistan,
when a Jordanian triple agent working for al-Qaeda detonated a suicide bomb at a CIA compound.



Jack, Rone, and scores of other former special operators balanced the risk and rewards, then
chose to join the GRS. Among them was another of Jack’s close friends in the SEALSs, a high-spirited,
fun-loving operator named Glen “Bub” Doherty. Jack and Glen had become SEALs the same year,
and now Glen also was a contractor for the GRS in Libya, working in Tripoli. Not surprisingly in the
tight-knit world of former SEALSs, Glen and Rone had also become friends.

More than fifteen years after Jack became a SEAL, he remembered a warning from one of their
instructors: “Look around the room. In twenty years, half of you guys will be gone. Guys sitting next to
you are going to be killed in training accidents or in combat or whatever.” The longer he remained an
operator for hire, Jack knew, the more likely that prediction would come true. Maybe for himself,
maybe for Glen or Rone, or maybe for them all.

At the dawn of the Libyan revolution, Benghazans expressed thanks to the Americans in their midst
for the United States’ help in the fight against Gaddafi. In May 2011, The New York Times published a
story that described how cab drivers, translators, and cafés refused payment from Americans.
Benghazi youths waved the American flag alongside rebel banners. Some parents of newborn girls
reportedly named their children Susan, in honor of Susan Rice, the Obama administration’s
ambassador to the United Nations, for her support of a no-fly zone that grounded Gaddafi’s
warplanes.

“Americans and, for that matter, all Westerners are treated hereabouts with a warmth and gratitude
rarely seen in any Muslim country... in probably half a century or more,” the 7imes story gushed.
“People smile and go out of their way to say hello to them, and are almost shockingly courteous.”

But the cheerful story ended on a discordant note. The last paragraph described a bullet whizzing
over the head of a foreign jogger, presumably the reporter: “The sound of the rifle’s report came a
second later, as it would with a high-velocity round. Whoever fired it was not about to show himself,
at least not yet.” It foreshadowed what lay ahead.

Little more than a year later, the Benghazi through which Rone and Jack drove in the pickup
wasn’t waving American flags or offering them free meals.

After Gaddafi was dragged from a drainage ditch, sodomized, and killed by rebel fighters in
October 2011, heavily armed militias that toppled the regime sought to expand their roles in a
postrevolutionary Libya. With the approval of Libya’s weak transitional government, and in the
absence of a strong military or police force, local militias shifted from revolutionary fighters to
national guardsmen, ostensibly to prevent Benghazi from spiraling into chaos.

Some militias remained outwardly grateful to America. Members of one militia, the large and
well-armed 17 February Martyrs Brigade, were hired to provide security and act as a Libyan “Quick
Reaction Force” to protect the US State Department’s Special Mission Compound in Benghazi.
Financed by the Libyan Defense Ministry, the 17 February militia had established bases and training
facilities, assembled an arsenal of light and heavy weapons, and enrolled as many as thirty-five
hundred members organized into battalions.

The United States’ relationship with and reliance on the 17 February militia was a classic
example of how the quirks of Benghazi led to strange bedfellows. The militia took its name from an
incident on February 17, 2006, during which Libyan security forces killed roughly a dozen people
during a violent protest at the Italian consulate in Benghazi. The protesters, who set fire to the



consulate building and several cars, were enraged by an Italian government minister who wore a T-
shirt displaying controversial cartoons depicting the Prophet Muhammad. The militia’s name also
referenced February 17, 2011, the start of the revolution to overthrow Gaddatfi.

Questions lingered about how much the United States’ diplomatic corps could trust the 17
February militia, at least some of whose members were suspected of fierce anti-American sentiments.
No such questions existed when it came to several other Benghazi militias, which were outright
enemies of the United States.

The city harbored at least two hard-line Islamist militias, aligned ideologically with al-Qaeda,
that openly despised America and the West. One virulent anti-American militia was called the Ansar
al-Sharia Brigade, whose name meant “Partisans of Islamic Law” and whose members believed that
democracy is un-Islamic and that all authority is derived from the Prophet Muhammad.

Some members of Benghazi’s radical Islamist militias had fought against American troops in Iraq
after the US invasion in 2003. Not only were these jihadis-turned-militiamen highly motivated to kill
Americans, they had the means to do so: After Gaddafi fell, Benghazi was awash in weapons left
over from the revolution.

Personal ownership of firearms had been outlawed since Libya gained independence. But when
Gaddafi’s soldiers were driven from the city, rebel fighters raided the armories where the regime had
stockpiled thousands of AK-47s and more powerful weapons. After the revolution, anyone who
didn’t already have a gun could simply shop for one at a large outdoor market called al-Funduq.
Beyond flea market fare, past food stalls with eggs, spices, and poultry, arms merchants threw open
their car trunks to display pistols, assault rifles, grenades, mortars, rocket launchers, and heavy
machine guns ready to be mounted on pickup trucks. The result of the free flow of guns could be seen
on the blood-soaked gurneys of Benghazi’s only hospital equipped for major surgery: 1,761 gunshot
wounds in 2011, up from an average of 41 during the previous two years.

The abundance of weapons, the absence of a working Libyan government, and lingering anti-
Western sentiments among certain militias led to increasingly brazen incidents during the spring and
summer of 2012. On April 2, a British armored diplomatic vehicle was attacked after driving into a
local protest. On April 6, a homemade bomb was thrown over a wall of the US Special Mission
Compound. Four days later, another homemade bomb was lobbed at the motorcade of lan Martin, the
UN Special Envoy to Libya. In May, a rocket-propelled grenade struck the Benghazi offices of the
International Committee of the Red Cross. A previously unknown organization, the Omar Abdul
Rahman group, claimed responsibility and issued a threat against the United States on social media
s1tes.

The attacks escalated on June 6, when an improvised explosive device blew a hole in the wall
around the US diplomatic Compound. No one was injured, but the vulnerability of the Compound
property was evident. A pro-al-Qaeda group took credit, calling it retaliation for the death of al-
Qaeda commander Abu Yahya al-Libi, a native of eastern Libya killed in a drone strike in Pakistan.
Five days later, on June 11, 2012, attackers fired a rocket-propelled grenade at a car carrying Sir
Dominic Asquith, the British ambassador to Libya, as it drove through Benghazi. Asquith was unhurt,
but two members of his security team were injured. The attack took place a half mile from the US
diplomatic Compound. American operators responded and brought their injured British cohorts to the
hospital. The next day, the UK closed its Benghazi consulate and evacuated its staffers.

A US government review of events in Benghazi during the spring and summer of 2012 found “a



general backdrop of political violence, assassinations targeting former regime officials, lawlessness,
and an overarching absence of central government authority in eastern Libya.”

On June 25, America’s ambassador to Libya, J. Christopher Stevens, sent a cable to Washington
quoting local sources who said “Islamic extremism” appeared to be rising in eastern Libya, and that
al-Qaeda’s black-and-white flag “has been spotted several times flying over government buildings
and training facilities.”

On August 2, even as Jack was en route to join the GRS team in Benghazi, Stevens sent another
cable to Washington seeking more bodyguards. The ambassador warned that “the security condition in
Libya... [is] unpredictable, volatile and violent.”

Two years before meeting at the Benghazi airport, Jack and Rone unexpectedly ran into each other in
the lobby of an East Coast hotel. Both had signed up to undergo screening and training to become
GRS operators. By coincidence, their friend and fellow former SEAL Glen “Bub” Doherty was there,
too.

Several times since entering the GRS, Rone and Jack had been assigned to the same hazardous
places. Rone usually landed first, then cryptically told Jack via e-mail what to bring and what to
expect. That was the case in Benghazi, where Rone had arrived a month earlier on his second trip to
the city. Jack felt like a new kid in school with a savvy older buddy waiting to show him around. But
that would soon change. Rone told Jack that the summer in Benghazi would be his last job for the
GRS. His contract was set to expire in early September, and he wanted to spend more time with his
wife and to help raise their infant son.

As Rone drove from the airport and Jack scanned their surroundings, they steeled themselves for
what lay ahead. The airport was outside the city, thirteen miles east of downtown Benghazi. Rone
plotted an indirect course with twists and turns to make sure they weren’t being followed.

Before flying to Benghazi, Jack had used Google Earth maps to learn the basic layout. His map
study showed a city roughly the size of Atlanta, designed like one half of a target, with the port as its
bull’s-eye. Radiating outward from the port were five curved, half-moon-shaped ring roads, named
First Ring Road through Fifth Ring Road. Straight roads that moved traffic closer or farther from the
port intersected the ring roads. From the air, Benghazi looked like a spider’s web.

Minutes into the drive, Rone and Jack came upon a checkpoint, little more than a bullet-pocked
cement building that straddled the road’s median. Rone slowed to a stop as two young men
approached the pickup carrying AK-47s and dressed in a mix of ragged military uniforms and civilian
clothes. Off to one side, another young Libyan man stood in the bed of an improvised military vehicle
known as a “Technical”: a pickup truck with a mounted heavy machine gun in back.

Rone had good reason to be cautious. Several weeks earlier, he and another GRS operator were
driving from the airport with a truckload of supplies when members of a radical Islamist militia
stopped them at gunpoint. Rone and the other operator believed that their antagonists were from the
extremist Ansar al-Sharia Brigade. The heavily armed militiamen told Rone that the supplies now
belonged to them.

Rone and the other GRS operator raised their assault rifles and declined the offer to be robbed.
Rone radioed for backup from his fellow GRS operators still at the Annex. But the CIA’s top officer
in Benghazi, a man known publicly only as “Bob,” instead promised that he’d alert the 17 February



Martyrs Brigade and have the ostensibly friendly militia serve as a Quick Reaction Force.

Hearing Rone’s call for help, other GRS operators at the Annex had grabbed guns and gear and
rushed to an armored car. But Bob, the CIA base chief, ordered them to stay put. After fifteen tense
minutes, during which several GRS operators argued with Bob, Rone radioed that he’d talked his
way out of the standoff without firing a shot. Had it escalated, the outnumbered and outgunned
Americans would have stood little chance. No “friendly” 17 February militiamen ever arrived to
help.

Weeks later, the GRS operators were still fuming. Festering tensions with the CIA’s Benghazi
chief became an ongoing issue. Some of the more vocal operators wrote Bob off as spineless, or as
one put it, “a chickenshit careerist” focused on retirement and a cushy government pension. Another
possibility was that Bob’s primary concern was not blowing the CIA’s cover, even if it meant leaving
the operators to fend for themselves.

When Rone and Jack were stopped on the drive from the airport, Rone knew that they’d
encountered a relatively benign, quasi-official checkpoint. Rone calmly held up a document that
identified him as a US government employee. The young men scanned it and waved them on. Rone
told Jack about the gunpoint confrontation the previous month, warning him about makeshift
roadblocks that militia groups threw up unexpectedly. Some GRS operators called the rogue militias
“gangs with guns,” filled with twitchy young men amped up from chewing leaves of khat. If Rone and
Jack crossed paths with those militiamen, they’d likely need to fight, flee, or both.

Driving west along barren stretches of the highway that Rone called “Airport Road,” Jack saw
undernourished horses scrounging for garbage, scraggly sheep, and walls marked with Arabic graffiti.
As they approached more densely populated areas, the landscape shifted to ramshackle strip malls
with Internet cafés, hookah shops, and fabric stores, flanked by roadside stands where vendors
hawked tomatoes and melons. No rain falls in Benghazi from June through August, so desert dust
covered everything from the cars to the stores to the people in the streets.

Most of the men Jack and Rone passed wore Western clothing, though some dressed in loose-
fitting cotton clothes the operators called “man jammies.” Women were scarce in the streets, and the
few Jack spotted wore black abayas and hijabs, the traditional Muslim cloaks and veils. Children and
feral cats roamed unpaved alleys off the main streets, and Jack saw boys five to seven years old
playing with a discarded tire. Jack and Rone talked about bringing their sons to a Third World
country, to show them how fortunate they were.

As Rone continued his circuitous drive, Jack noticed Benghazi’s most common architectural style:
the unfinished, scaffold-wrapped concrete building. He smelled diesel fuel, roasting meat, rotting
fruit, and cutting through it all, urine and feces. The city of more than seven hundred thousand
residents had one badly outmatched sewage treatment plant. Waste flowed into the streets, the ground,
and the 23 July Lake, a lagoon between downtown and the port where families picnicked.

As Jack’s tour continued, he learned that the city’s infrastructure was broken or nonexistent.
Electricity went on and off at random. Dry fields featured bumper crops of plastic bags. If motor
vehicle laws existed, no one seemed to know or care. Every other car seemed to have broken brake
lights. Traffic routinely choked up at even minor intersections. Technicals were more common than
police cars. Jack saw a burning car on a side street but not a person in sight, only a pack of wild dogs



foraging for food.

Yet beyond the filth and chaos were touches of natural beauty, from green mountains beyond the
city limits, to soaring palm trees at the edge of white sand beaches, to the sparkling blue
Mediterranean. If the breeze was right, fresh salt air cut through the city’s stink. Grapevines and guava
trees graced stately old homes. Impressive ruins from past civilizations dotted the region. Dreamers
who squinted and held their noses 1imagined that Benghazi had the raw makings of a beach resort.

Rone drove along the Fifth Ring Road at the outer reaches of the city to avoid temporary
barricades and checkpoints. He cut across to the Fourth Ring Road, then wended his way to the
Western Fwayhat neighborhood. The area was Benghazi’s best address, home to decent restaurants
and pricey stores, where the remaining foreign envoys clustered in estates surrounded by walls of
cinderblock, mud, and stone topped with razor wire and broken glass. Although the neighborhood
was better than most, it was still Benghazi.

As they approached the CIA Annex, Rone taught Jack the names that the GRS operators used for
the local streets, like Racetrack, Gunfighter, and Adidas. Not far from their destination, Rone radioed
the front gate so he and Jack wouldn’t be vulnerable while waiting for someone to let them in. Soon
Jack would meet the other contract operators at the Annex, men he’d come to know as Tanto, Tig,
D.B., and Oz, along with a CIA staffer who was the GRS Team Leader.

In his radio call, Rone reported that he had minimal control of the pickup, meaning that he had left
the vehicle for a period of time while at the airport. An agency staffer who oversaw Annex security
would need to inspect under the hood, around the wheels, and everywhere else someone who hated
Americans might have planted a bomb.

Rone and Jack pulled up to a steel gate in a ten-foot-high concrete-and-brick wall. Security
cameras looked down on them. Although it was supposed to be a secret location, or at least a discreet
one, Jack immediately realized that they weren’t fooling anyone. Even a casual observer would have
noticed the tight security, not to mention the carloads of Americans driving in and out, day and night.

The gate to the CIA’s Benghazi Annex compound swung open. A guard raised a steel traffic arm
and waved Rone and Jack inside.



T™WO

The Annex

RONE AND JACK PULLED INTO THE CIA ANNEX, A LUSH, walled oasis in the rough desert of Benghazi.
Originally built by a wealthy Libyan hotel owner as a multifamily compound, the property was nearly
square and covered more than two acres of land. Its generous size, perimeter walls, and multiple
houses, but most of all its proximity to the State Department’s Special Mission Compound, made it an
ideal base of operations for the US covert intelligence service. For a price, the hotel owner was
happy to rent it to the Americans and move his family elsewhere.

The Annex’s main features were a guard post, a gardener’s shack, and four comfortable one-story
houses, each with about three thousand square feet of living space. Large, well-tended lawns
stretched behind each house to the surrounding walls. The houses were repurposed as combination
work and residential quarters for roughly twenty Americans on-site, including the Benghazi CIA base
chief, Bob; his deputy; male and female case officers; analysts; translators; specialists; and GRS
operators. A wide driveway cut diagonally through the Annex property. At its center was a small
triangular courtyard where four turtles wandered in the shade of a picnic table.
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After the pickup was checked for explosives, Rone drove Jack to the farthest house from the gate,
which the Americans called “Building C.” The Annex’s command center, Building C contained the



most secure intelligence area, the Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility, or SCIF
(pronounced skiff), accessible only through a heavy steel door with a cipher lock.

Building C also housed a kitchen that had been transformed into a medical area, two bedrooms,
and a room where Annex security staffers watched monitors from the video cameras mounted on the
perimeter walls and throughout the property. As Jack and Rone walked through the building, Rone
introduced Jack to the security team, an interpreter, several case officers, and CIA chief Bob.

Also in Building C was the GRS Team Room, the operators’ Command Post, with a broken-in
couch and a wall of wooden cubbies that looked like high school lockers without doors. The cubbies
overflowed with the operators’ assault rifles, night-vision goggles, helmets, body armor, ammunition,
and everything else they needed to keep other Americans safe. Some operators personalized their
cubbies, hanging photos of their wives and children. Along another wall were desks with computers
and a whiteboard that recorded the operators’ schedules for the week. A second whiteboard contained
notices and classified intelligence updates.

Whenever a CIA case officer planned a meeting with a source to gather intelligence, he or she
ideally gave the GRS operators at least a couple days’ warning, to plan for their safety. If they didn’t
know the area well, the operators headed to their computers and used special mapping software
developed for the military. Then, if time allowed, they’d get a feel for the place and familiarize
themselves with the people who frequented it. But Rone told Jack that scenario was rare; the case
officers in Benghazi seldom gave them much time, so he’d need to be ready to scramble at a moment’s
notice. Everything in Benghazi was on a short fuse, Rone explained, making it difficult for the
operators to feel comfortable about providing adequate security.

On the east side of Building C were generators and a swimming pool shaped like a shark’s tooth,
with swampy, greenish-brown water and a half dozen or so goldfish named for several of the
operators. The operators built a filtration system, partly covered the pool with a wooden deck, and
called it “the pond.”



THE ANNEX
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At the back of Building C were glass doors that faced the Annex compound’s north wall. Beyond
that wall was an enormous stockyard with more than a dozen large, rectangular, tin-roofed sheds.
Annex residents could hear sheep heading for slaughter bleating and whining inside. Rone told Jack
that the operators called the area north and east of the Annex walls “Zombieland,” because it looked
like the set of a movie about the undead. On the far side of the Annex’s east wall was an acre of scrub
and trees, and beyond that stood a compound with a single-story home. To the south, across Annex
Road, were other homes and a four-story concrete building under construction. Farther south, about a
half mile away, was a dirt oval horse track. Every Thursday night was race night, featuring high-
spirited Arabian stallions. To the west of the Annex was another walled compound, with a single
large concrete home.

The diplomatic Special Mission Compound was located to the northwest of the Annex, across the
Fourth Ring Road, only a half mile away as the crow flies and within ten minutes on foot.

The operators had embedded broken glass atop the Annex walls for added security, but the walls
were no protection from the thick smell of manure and the swarms of flies drawn to the neighborhood
by the stockyard, the racetrack, and the pond. Buzzing veils of insects made life miserable for the
GRS operators. Flies landed on their sweaty faces and rattled in their ears when they lifted weights at
a makeshift workout area they called their “prison gym,” located under a carport roof to the east of
Building C.

Rone continued showing Jack around the property. Building A, closest to the front gate, housed
four bedrooms and the main dining area, where an American chef prepared meals with the freshest



local ingredients he could muster. Chicken and rice were staples, but they sometimes feasted on thick
steaks. The chef earned the GRS operators’ affection by keeping the refrigerator stocked with
leftovers for nights when they returned late to the Annex. Building B, on the east side of the Annex,
provided housing and work space, as did Building D, on the west side, where Rone led Jack with his
bags.

Jack had three basic standards for a GRS workplace: good food, a good workout area, and his
own room. Rone assured him that the food would be fine, but otherwise Benghazi was a bust. The
workout area was a flyspecked mess, and Jack would be sharing a room. A heavy curtain strung down
the middle provided a fig leaf of privacy. At least Jack would get along with his roommate, a GRS
operator named John “Tig” Tiegen.

Tig was a laid-back thirty-six-year-old former Marine. He had brown hair, a close-cropped goatee,
and a wary expression that he’d occasionally relax into a smile. He stood five foot eleven, weighed
two hundred rock-solid pounds, wore wire-rimmed glasses, and sported a pair of dragon tattoos, one
on each side of his chest. Tig grew up in Colorado in the sort of situation that typically leads nowhere
or worse: a fractured family that included a father who disappeared before Tig’s third birthday. He
developed an attitude toward school that ranged from clownish to bored, making it easy for teachers
to ignore him, which was fine with Tig.

When Tig was an aimless high school freshman, he stopped by the home of a friend’s girlfriend
one night when steaks were on the grill. “You want one?” the girl’s father asked. When Tig answered
yes, the man said: “Go mow the lawn.” The connection between hard work and reward, discipline
and order, had never been part of his life. Earning the steak satisfied Tig in a way he couldn’t quite
describe. He barely knew his friend’s girlfriend, but within a month he moved into a bedroom that her
father built for him in the basement. With help from his surrogate father, Tig set himself on a new path.
He enlisted in the Marines before his eighteenth birthday because it was the toughest place he could
find to prove himself.

Tig left the Marines as a sergeant but didn’t want to stop doing military work, so in 2003 he
signed up as a contract operator. After a year at the Army’s Camp Doha in Kuwait and some time
back home, Tig joined the private military company Blackwater. Security stints followed in
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iraq, where avoiding mortar fire became part of his daily routine. On
paper Tig didn’t meet certain GRS operator qualifications, but his experience and persistence won
him a shot at the screening program. He earned his way in. On his first trip to Benghazi, in February
2012, Tig returned home early when his wife, a former diesel mechanic in the US Army, gave birth
two months prematurely to twins, a boy and a girl.

When Jack arrived, Tig was on his third stay in the Annex, which made him the most experienced
GRS operator in Benghazi. Tig had a hard edge, and he wasn’t a big talker, but his fellow operators
learned to appreciate his sardonic wit and his dark humor. One day he found a disabled flamethrower
in Benghazi and used it to create a series of staged photos in which he looked like an action movie
hero setting fires as he marched alone down an abandoned street. None of the other operators doubted
that they could count on Tig if the action became real. Tig considered loyalty to be his greatest
strength but also his main weakness: “I’m loyal to people who’ve tried to screw me over.”



The operators were slaves to the assignments posted on the Team Room whiteboard, which was
usually maintained by Rone, who was the highest-ranking contractor and the Assistant Team Leader.
Endless tasks awaited Benghazi’s CIA case officers, from gathering intelligence throughout the restive
city to developing local sources. Generally, they were engaged in highly classified activities typical
of Western spies in unstable countries. Like all case officers in Muslim countries, one of their tasks
was to constantly plumb the depths of al-Qaeda sympathy and affiliation.

Twenty-first-century CIA case officers, or COs, were more likely to be Ivy League valedictorians
than licensed-to-kill Jason Bourne types. That meant they needed GRS operators, even if the COs
often acted as though they’d handle danger fine on their own. The Benghazi operators felt that the COs
treated them as excess baggage, slowing them down and getting in the way. Yet every operator in
Benghazi had a story about young, inexperienced case officers walking blithely into trouble or failing
to perceive a threat, only to be steered clear of danger by a GRS escort.

One night not long after Jack arrived, he and Rone teamed up to protect a case officer on an
intelligence-gathering operation in the heart of the city. Rone and Jack conducted countersurveillance
to make sure the CIA staffer wasn’t being followed. Jack watched unseen as two Arab men began
trailing the case officer, who was oblivious as he strolled toward Rone’s car. Jack tried to call Rone
to inform him about the tail and to set up a new meeting place, so Jack’s cover wouldn’t be blown
when he returned to the car. That proved impossible, so Jack got in the passenger seat and told the
case officer in back, “You’re being followed.” The unknown men jumped into a car and began driving
close behind the Americans. Rone hit the gas, expertly avoiding the usual traffic snarls and
roadblocks. Eventually Rone lost the tail and returned them safely to the Annex.

Benghazi GRS operator Kris “Tanto” Paronto described the case officers’ failings in the salty
vernacular of a gung-ho former Army Ranger: “They’re not combat COs, they’re intel collectors.
They’re fucking glorified desk jockeys, that’s what they are. They’re smart people, but smart doesn’t
outsmart a bullet. They don’t want us there, until something bad happens.” Tanto had felt a similar
attitude among certain CIA staffers earlier in his GRS career, but he considered none worse than Bob,
the Benghazi CIA base chief: “As far as he’s concerned, we’re Walmart security guards.”

No one on the GRS team, and perhaps no one in Benghazi, had a bigger personality than Tanto.
The basic outline of his life could describe any number of people: forty-one years old; five foot nine;
175 pounds; brown hair; hazel eyes; the middle child of a college football coach and a first-grade
teacher; gifted athlete; fishing enthusiast; twice married; devoted father of a boy he called “Bubba”
and a girl he called “Princess”; former member of the Army’s 75th Ranger Regiment; holder of a
master’s degree in criminal justice; owner of an insurance adjusting business.

A more vivid picture of Tanto emerged from his candid self-assessment: teenage vandal;
adrenaline junkie; onetime steroid dealer; “loose cannon”; go-too-far practical joker; “a bit of an
egomaniac”; take-a-bullet friend, warrior, and teammate; “worst student-body president” in his high
school’s history; serially imperfect husband; contract operator who rolled through Kabul blasting the
Ricky Martin song “La Bomba” with his windows open. A brief version of his life philosophy: “If
you’re going to die, go down laughing. Laughing and fighting.”

Tanto’s other distinguishing characteristics were tattoos on his muscular body. One on his rib cage
made it appear as though his skin was being ripped open to reveal an American flag within. One on
his shoulder displayed the Army Rangers’ tab and scroll insignia. Another, covering his back from
shoulder to shoulder, was a customized version of the iconic painting by Raphael of St. Michael



vanquishing Satan. Instead of Raphael’s wooden spear, Tanto told the tattoo artist to give the saint a
Crusader shield and a spear made from a crucifix. The design reflected Tanto’s desire for God to help
him destroy the demons in his life, demons that ended his first marriage and interrupted his military
career. “It also symbolizes my job,” he’d say. “You feel yourself as an avenging angel. You’re killing
or destroying or pushing back the evil in this world. There’s a lot of it that’s out there, and people still
don’t understand that. People think they can reason with it. You can’t. They’re evil and they will kill
you.”

“I don’t wish the Crusades would come back,” added Tanto, who’d spent a decade working as a
contract operator, much of it in Muslim countries. “But I sometimes feel that they should come back.
The tattoo 1s more or less a Christian warrior emblem, which a lot of us think that we are and believe
that we are. We believe that we’re warriors for the US, warriors for each other, but also warriors for
God. Same as the terrorists, I guess. Warriors for God. It’s just, I don’t blow up and kill little girls. I
don’t go blow myself up and kill women indiscriminately. I’ve never shot anybody that hasn’t been
shooting at me.”

Another Tanto-ism: “The last thing in the world that you’re going to have when the money runs out
or everybody leaves you is your word. Your balls and your word. If you can’t say that you have stuck
those out there and done everything you can to protect people, you ain’t got anything. If you’re not
honest and willing to give your life for your brother, you’re not worth your weight in piss.” Tanto had
a special place in his heart for the Ranger Creed, particularly the fifth stanza, which begins:
“Energetically will I meet the enemies of my country. I shall defeat them on the field of battle for I am
better trained and will fight with all my might. Surrender is not a Ranger word.”

Tanto kept things lively at the Benghazi CIA Annex.

The garrulous Tanto usually partnered with his good friend and roommate, the taciturn Dave
“D.B.” Benton. At thirty-eight years old, D.B. had black hair, brown eyes, and a compact, muscular
build. A middle child born to mixed-race parents, D.B. grew up in Pennsylvania, where he hated
school, loved the outdoors, and 1dolized a grandfather who taught him “respect, integrity, courage,
humility, empathy, and discipline.” Above all, “He taught me how to win, and he taught me how to
lose.”

A military career seemed a natural inheritance: D.B.’s father served as a corpsman in the Navy
and his uncles served in the Army and Marine Corps. His older brother preceded D.B. in the
Marines, and the two served together from 1993 to 2000. During his years as a Marine sergeant, D.B.
served as a member of a Maritime Special Purpose Force, a Special Operations—capable unit trained
for everything from hostage rescue to direct-action assaults. D.B. was a scout sniper whose
specialties included surveillance, reconnaissance, and close-quarters battle.

After leaving the Marines, D.B. joined a police SWAT team in Georgia, but after 9/11 he felt
compelled to return to military service. He’d already been in contact with a Marine recruiter when a
friend told him about an opportunity to work for the State Department as a contract personal security
specialist. Since then, D.B. had collected multiple awards for performance under fire in hot spots
including Iraq, Afghanistan, and Haiti. One of those awards came in Iraq in 2004, when D.B. worked
for the State Department under a contract with Blackwater. He was the Team Leader in a five-vehicle
convoy ambushed while driving through Baghdad after escorting Secretary of State Colin Powell to
the airport. As the driver of the lead vehicle sped toward safety, D.B. calmly kept the rest of the
convoy updated on what was happening, allowing them to respond to the insurgents and escape the



ambush without casualties, according to the citation he received.

Married to his high school sweetheart, D.B. had a son and two daughters. His biggest worry was
that he might let someone down who relied on him, so he remained on permanent guard to prevent that
from happening. His favorite author was Joseph Campbell, who wrote famously about mythmaking
and the hero’s journey. D.B. considered one of Campbell’s maxims especially apt: “A hero is
someone who has given his or her life to something bigger than oneself.”

D.B.’s friendship with Tanto was sealed when they worked together for the State Department in
Baghdad in 2004. At the end of a workday, they were relaxing atop a Humvee when a Russian-made
Katyusha rocket flew over their heads into a tent with more than thirty military contractors inside.
D.B. knew that a natural reaction for some people would be to run the other way. But he and Tanto
simultaneously had the opposite response, sprinting side by side into the smoke-filled tent to see who
needed help. In the years that followed, both felt they’d developed a sixth sense that allowed each to
know how the other would react when all hell broke loose.

bJ

Trips beyond the Annex walls, called “moves,” could happen at any time, day or night. Though
Benghazi was unsafe for most Westerners, the operators prided themselves on knowing the city like
natives and on being comfortable and confident enough to move by car or on foot almost anywhere
they chose. The engines of their cars and SUVs were meticulously maintained, while the exteriors
were invariably beaten up. Cars without dirt and dings in Benghazi revealed their owners as rich
people, Americans, or both.

Growing beards and wearing local clothes, the operators tried to blend in, or at least not to stand
out quite so much. They ate in restaurants, frequented coffee shops and hotels, shopped in stores and
bazaars, and even walked like tourists through a small art museum located in an ancient palace near
the port. Tanto’s travels formed his impression of Benghazi as a seedy, savage city, ruled by
dangerous militias and fueled by oil, guns, and “the almighty dinar.”

Still, the operators knew that their lack of Arabic language skills and their distinctly American
way of carrying themselves could put targets on their backs. So they took pains to attract as little
notice as possible.

Usually the operators traveled armed with concealed knives and pistols. Some had custom leather
holsters that allowed them to hide their guns without conspicuous bulges. Jack developed a quick-
draw technique—Iifting his shirt with his left hand, grabbing his pistol with his right—that an Old
West gunfighter would have envied. Their cars carried their long guns, lethally dependable assault
rifles.

Depending on the perceived danger of a move, the operators might drive armored vehicles and
wear body armor with bullet-stopping inserts they called “chicken plates.” Just as often they’d use
locally purchased cars, which they called “soft-skinned” vehicles, and eschew personal armor to
avoid calling attention to their movements. Sometimes they found greater safety in stealth than armor.

Occasionally the entire Global Response Staff team would be on duty for a move, but more often
they worked 1n small units, with Jack and Rone frequently assigned together. Jack’s roommate, Tig,
usually partnered with contractor Mark Geist, whose call sign was “0Oz.”



Beefy and self-assured, at forty-six Oz was the oldest member of the team. A shade under six feet tall,
weighing more than two hundred pounds, Oz had thick blond hair, sharp blue eyes, and a country
boy’s way about him. In junior high school and high school, Oz rode bulls in rodeos and broke wild
horses. Since childhood he’d dreamed of becoming a soldier, a police officer, a cowboy, or a
firefighter. He’d achieved the first three.

The grandson of a World War II tank commander, Oz had youthful memories of stacking hay,
saving a calf during birth by turning it around in its mother’s womb, and plucking the feathers oft
chickens whose necks had been wrung by his grandmother. He had a half-inch scar across his upper
lip from being kicked in the mouth while branding a calf. Oz had joined the Marines when he turned
eighteen. After a dozen years in the service, including time in an intelligence unit, Oz left to become a
deputy sheriff and a police investigator. Later he became chief of police in the small town in eastern
Colorado where he grew up, then started a private investigation business where he did bail bonding
and bounty hunting.

Before going to work as a GRS operator, Oz did contract security work for the State Department
in Iraq, starting in 2004. He’d also trained Iraqi SWAT teams and provided personal protection for a
former prime minister of Iraq while working for another American contracting firm. Oz’s unusual
résumé included security work on a contract basis for Russian and Ukrainian airlines. Twice married,
Oz had a son with his first wife and a teenage stepdaughter and an infant daughter with his second
wife.

Working with Rone, Jack, Tig, Tanto, D.B., and Oz was a young CIA staffer. He didn’t have the
military background or training of the contract operators, but agency rules made him the Benghazi
GRS Team Leader. His identity was confidential, so the other GRS operators usually called him by
his radio call sign or referred to him by his title, abbreviated as “T.L.”

Several of the six contract operators were old friends, like Jack and Rone, and Tanto and D.B.
Some had worked alongside each other before, like Tig and D.B., in Benghazi or elsewhere, while
some were on their first GRS trip together. Regardless of whether they knew one another before
arriving in Benghazi, all were connected through networks of former special operators and security
contractors. For instance, Jack and Tanto had never worked together prior to Benghazi, but they were
linked through a third operator. While working on a contract basis in Tripoli, Tanto had become
friends with Jack and Rone’s old SEAL buddy Glen “Bub” Doherty, who continued to work on the
GRS security team in the Libyan capital.

Some GRS security teams coexisted but never meshed, which wasn’t surprising given the number
of testosterone-fueled alpha males among the operators and their different service backgrounds. Some
grew surly and withdrawn in the harsh and stressful conditions under which they worked. The GRS
team in Benghazi during the summer of 2012 certainly could have gone that way. Yet they jelled. They
trusted one another in tight situations, and they liked working and hanging out together. When the chet
had a night off, they’d make runs into the city for trunkloads of pizza and shawarma. Sometimes at
night, when the work was done, they’d build a fire in a fifty-five-gallon drum and sit around the
“pond” talking, smoking a hookah pipe, and making each other laugh. All were in their late thirties or
forties, all had been around, and all had wives and kids they loved and could support more easily
with their GRS pay. Their comfort among each other factored into the equation when Rone, Tanto, and
D.B. were scheduled to return home at the beginning of September. Instead, all three extended their
time in Benghazi, to help with an upcoming visit by the US ambassador.



When they weren’t working or planning their next moves, the GRS operators cleaned their weapons,
practiced shooting, updated their mapping software and other computer tools, and maintained their
vehicles. Day and night, whenever they were in the Annex they understood that they constituted a
Quick Reaction Force: If anyone from the Annex or the State Department’s Special Mission
Compound was in danger, they’d respond.

While on standby, most played video games. A voice would ring out over the radio, ordering
operators to report for “tactical training.” The GRS guys knew that was code for a Call of Duty
tournament on Xbox in Building B. During the fiercely competitive games, Tanto and Oz engaged in
brutal trash-talking that inevitably began with the phrase, “Your momma,” and ended with
anatomically impractical suggestions.

As a running joke, during meals or just walking through the Annex, one would randomly call out
the cliché line from every bad horror or war movie: “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” They read,
talked, watched pirated movies on CDs purchased from local shops, called and sent e-mails home,
worked out, ran, and napped. Jack called his bed a “time machine,” because every hour of shut-eye
transported him one hour closer to returning to his family. That desire became more intense following
a Skype session with his wife shortly after Jack arrived in Benghazi: She surprised him with news
that she was pregnant. His excitement was tempered by the thought of another mouth to feed, another
college education to plan for, and above all, another person relying on him to get home safely.

Jack’s nonwork routine also included regular visits to a large olive tree next to Building D that
was home to a neon-green praying mantis almost as big as his hand. The tree had a flytrap with a one-
way opening on top, so flies lured to the bait couldn’t get out. Jack watched up close as the giant
mantis perched motionless above the opening, blending with the leaves. The moment its prey landed,
the mantis would strike, snatching the fly with its spindly front legs, then devouring it. The mantis had
a bulging stomach, testament to its speed and the endless food supply. Between flies, the mantis often
turned its triangular head and calmly watched Jack watching it. After the mantis had eaten three or
four flies, it would leave its spot at the flytrap buffet and climb higher into the tree. The mantis
fascinated Jack, who considered it like a pet. Yet, in a hostile city where Americans made ripe targets
for radical extremists who could blend effortlessly with their surroundings, Jack also could identify
with the flies.

While Jack studied the mantis, Tanto had a different way of killing time between moves. Walking
through the Annex, he’d pass a security camera and break into a wild dance, then resume walking as
though nothing had happened. Tanto also enjoyed getting to know the Libyans they hired as local
guards. One regularly hit him up for candy bars, so Tanto nicknamed him “Snickers.” Tanto kept his
new pal well supplied, then watched as the formerly skinny guard grew a spare tire. “You try to
befriend them so at least they’re a damn speed bump if we get attacked,” he’d say. “It’s a hearts and
minds thing.”

Tanto had strong opinions on most things, none stronger than his views on the best kind of
operators in a place like Benghazi: “Guys that are ramped up all the time are not good GRS
operators. They won’t last at the job. You have to be able to associate, go to a restaurant and be out in
town, go walk and order a paper, go order a coffee. If you’re always looking like you’re about ready
to get in a fight, the locals will pick that up quicker than shit. But also you can’t be so low key that
when the shit hits the fan you can’t turn that light switch on and go a hundred miles an hour.” Tanto



prided himself on being able to go “from zero to a hundred in five seconds, if not quicker.”

Usually every Friday, American security team members from the Special Mission Compound drove to
the Annex for a status update and to talk about the week ahead. The visitors were members of the
Bureau of Diplomatic Security, known as the DS, the law enforcement and security arm of the State
Department. Congress created the bureau in 1985, as part of a response to the 1983 bombing of the
US Embassy and Marine Corps barracks in Beirut. Another impetus was the 1979 abduction of
Adolph Dubs, the US ambassador to Afghanistan. Dubs died during a rescue attempt. No American
ambassador had been killed in office since then.

Inside the United States, more than two thousand DS officers worked for the Diplomatic Security
Service, to safeguard the Secretary of State and visiting dignitaries, everyone from Yasser Arafat to
the Dalai Lama. On US soil, those DS agents also issued security clearances, conducted cybersecurity
investigations, and battled passport and visa fraud. The larger and usually dicier role for Diplomatic
Security agents fell beyond American borders.

Globally, some eight hundred DS staff agents, supplemented by more than thirty thousand security
contractors, oversaw the safe conduct of American foreign policy. Their job was to protect personnel
and sensitive information at roughly 275 diplomatic outposts in 157 countries. The job was endless.
Between 1998 and 2012, one government study found, US diplomatic facilities and personnel came
under “significant” attack 273 times, not including almost constant assaults on the US Embassy in
Baghdad since 2004.

DS agents assigned a threat level to every diplomatic outpost, based on six categories:
international terrorism, indigenous terrorism, political violence, crime, human intelligence, and
technical threat. The threat levels were low, medium, high, or critical. The last two were defined as
having “serious” or “grave” impact on American diplomats. During 2012, more than half of all
American diplomatic posts around the world were considered “critical” or “high” for the threat of
terrorism. However, only fourteen were considered dangerous enough for the DS to deem the threat
level “critical” or “high” in every category. Two of those were in Libya: Tripoli and Benghazi.

For the DS agents in Libya, one of the biggest events in the summer of 2012 was a five-day visit to
Benghazi, starting September 10, being planned by Ambassador J. Christopher Stevens, who normally
was based at the embassy in Tripoli.

To help the DS agents in advance of Stevens’s visit, the Annex’s GRS operators conducted a
security assessment at the Special Mission Compound, where Stevens would stay. During the review,
Tanto asked the DS agents how many security team members they’d have on hand when the
ambassador visited, not including local militiamen or other Libyans hired as guards. Five, they told
him, each armed with an M4 assault rifle, a mainstay weapon of the US military. Tanto learned that
the DS agents collectively had about a dozen years of military experience. He knew that the Annex
operators had closer to one hundred years of collective military and contracting experience, much of
it on elite security teams. The GRS team also had larger and more powerful weapons.

“If you guys get attacked by any big element,” Tanto told them, “you’re going to die.” Realizing
that he’d come across stronger than intended, Tanto reassured the DS agents: “If you need assistance,
we’re going to help you.”



During the first week of September, with the ambassador’s visit just days away, Rone put his nursing
and paramedic training to use by offering a refresher medical course for all Annex staffers. He
walked them through the proper field response to gunshot wounds, explosion injuries, and other
traumas. After a classroom session in Building D, Rone set up a practical exercise outside, using Jack
as the “victim” in a scenario in which he supposedly was hit by a grenade. Ketchup substituted for
blood on Jack’s bare leg. Rone instructed everyone how to properly use a tourniquet and to safely
evacuate a victim.

Another day, Rone and Jack drove to the diplomatic Compound with Bob, the Annex base chief.
While Bob attended a meeting, Jack and Rone sat at an outdoor table under a covered patio with two
DS agents, David Ubben and Scott Wickland. Ubben was a big guy, about six foot four and 250
pounds, with dark hair and a handlebar mustache that he was growing as part of a competition among
the State Department security agents. Wickland stood about five foot ten, with a medium build, sandy-
brown hair, and light eyes. The wispy fuzz on his upper lip suggested that Wickland was competing in
the cheesy mustache competition, too. Jack and Rone were ready to declare Ubben the winner.

The four men talked about their families and their prior military careers, Jack and Rone as SEALs,
Ubben in the Army, and Wickland as a Navy rescue swimmer. Wickland and Ubben confided in the
operators that they’d repeatedly requested more Diplomatic Security personnel at the Compound
because they were short-staffed. Those requests had fallen on deaf ears, they told Jack and Rone, and
they couldn’t understand why.

In an effort to help, the operators arranged a drill to teach the DS agents ways to respond to a
terrorist attack. The scenario called for an enemy force to attempt to overrun the Annex, but the
operators explained that the same principles would apply if the target were the diplomatic
Compound. They rehearsed how to respond to “active shooters” inside the walls, and how to keep
track of all personnel who needed protection, above all the ambassador, a practice the operators
called “accountability.” The operators demonstrated the protocols they used for such events, to
simultaneously repel an attack and ensure the safety of the staffers they called “non-shooters.” By the
time the drill ended, Jack concluded that their small numbers and their lack of special-operator
military training would put the five DS agents who’d be guarding the ambassador at an extreme
disadvantage 1f the Compound came under attack.

Sitting around together over morning coffee, Jack and Rone frequently discussed flaws in security
at both the Compound and the Annex. As contract operators, they were powerless to change the
security system. But that didn’t stop them from identifying holes in the defensive shield, anticipating
ways terrorists might exploit them, and brainstorming potential responses. Some of the weak points
they discussed were structural, involving the Annex and Compound properties’ designs. Some
perceived problems focused on staff levels and training. The macabre scenarios ranged from a truck
bomb parked outside the Annex wall to a large force of attackers overrunning the Compound.

As the anniversary of the 9/11 attacks approached, coinciding with the ambassador’s planned
visit, Rone taped an eight-by-ten sheet of paper to a whiteboard in the GRS Team Room. On it was a
printed warning that the GRS operators felt certain had come from somewhere higher up the chain of
clandestine services in Washington. As several operators recalled, the intelligence cable warned: Be
advised, we have reports from locals that a Western facility or US Embassy/Consulate/Government
target will be attacked in the next week. If those weren’t the exact words, that was the unambiguous
message the operators took from the cable.



As a precaution, the operators moved their body armor, long guns, ammunition, night-vision
goggles, and other tactical gear into their bedrooms, so they could more quickly “jock up,” as they
called preparing for battle. Discussions had been under way for some time about “co-locating” the
Compound and the Annex on the same property, so Bob the Annex chief suggested a trial run. He
urged the Diplomatic Security team at the Special Mission Compound to move to the Annex during the
ambassador’s visit, for added layers of protection. The offer was declined.

In the days after Rone posted the intel cable, GRS team members signed their initials on the paper
to show that they’d read it. It remained on all of their minds, but none were unnerved by it. When Oz
read it, he concluded that it lacked a specific date or location, so he took no special action: “Other
than just being extra vigilant, as always, it’s nothing to worry about.”

When Tanto saw that everyone on the team had initialed the cable, he peeled it off the whiteboard
and shredded it. The date was September 11, 2012.



THREE

The Ambassador

UNDER A BLAZING LIBYAN SUN, CHRIS STEVENS flashed his toothy smile, gripped a pair of scissors,
and approached a ceremonial red ribbon like he meant business. But before putting blade to satin,
Stevens pulled a signature move: He invited an official from the Libyan Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Abdurrahman al-Gannas, to join him for the honors. With their right hands clasped together on the
scissors, Stevens and al-Gannas snipped the ribbon, triggering applause from US Embassy workers
and Libyan officials, as a clutch of journalists recorded the scene.

The occasion was the August 26, 2012, reopening of the visa-granting Consular Section of the US
Embassy in Tripoli. Including al-Gannas in the ribbon ritual was classic Stevens. As the American
ambassador to Libya in the post-Gaddafi era, Stevens considered it essential to promote and protect
US interests by working hand in hand, literally and figuratively, with the nascent Libyan government
and the people it was supposed to represent. Trust-based bonds and personal connections, Stevens
believed, led to successful diplomacy.

“The reopening of our Consular Section will create new opportunities for deepening ties between
our two countries,” he told the gathering. “Relationships between governments are important, but
relationships between people are the real foundation of mutual understanding. That’s why the
reopening of our Consular Section is such an important milestone in relations between our two
countries. So, my message to Libyans today is ahlan wasahlan bikum. You are welcome to visit
America, and there’s the door!”

The ceremony was one of the more public ways Stevens carried out his role as ambassador to
Libya. Outside the view of reporters, he met with fellow diplomats and Libyans of high and low
station, from government ministers to local officials, powerful businessmen to small shopkeepers,
always with the goal of providing Washington policymakers with essential information about the
North African hotspot. Often Stevens’s contacts grew so comfortable in his presence that they
dispensed with titles altogether and used his first name. The informality pleased Stevens, and the way
Arabic speakers said “Chris” tickled him so much that he signed e-mails to friends by gently
mimicking the pronunciation: Krees.

Stevens knew that much work remained. When the Consular Section ceremony ended, he returned
to the nonstop chores of hands-on diplomacy. In the coming days he’d hold lengthy suit-and-tie
meetings, but he’d also sit barefoot on the floor of a traditional underground Berber house and use his
hands to eat a messy plate of barley dough, braised lamb, and tomato stew called bazeen. For a briet
respite, he’d fly to Stockholm for a friend’s white-tie wedding, and from there to Vienna for a two-



day getaway. Two weeks after the ribbon cutting, Stevens would make a homecoming of sorts: his
first visit as ambassador to the city where the Libyan revolution began, Benghazi.

There are generally two kinds of American ambassadors: high-profile business or civic leaders sent
to glamour spots like France or Britain as payback for contributions or political support, and
workhorses sent to hostile places like Libya as a reward for experience and know-how. Chris
Stevens exemplified the latter.

Born John Christopher Stevens, he was fifty-two, never married, trim and long-limbed, with a
high forehead crowned by pufty blond hair turning gray. His blinding smile drew people’s attention,
but his expressive blue eyes held it. They could flash anger when needed but more often displayed
Stevens’s true nature: thoughtful, inquisitive, empathetic, resolved, and patient.

Raised in Northern California, Stevens was a saxophone-playing son of a lawyer father and a
cellist mother. He graduated in 1982 from the University of California at Berkeley with a history
degree. He spent two years in the Peace Corps, teaching English in the remote Atlas Mountains of
Morocco, where he fell in love with the region and found his calling, In 1989, he received a law
degree from the University of California’s Hastings College of the Law in San Francisco. Later, he
received a master’s in national security studies from the National War College. For two years after
becoming an attorney, Stevens practiced international trade law in Washington, DC, but his heart was
set on the Foreign Service.

His focus was the Middle East, and upon joining the State Department he won stints in Saudi
Arabia, Syria, Egypt, and Israel, where he worked on Palestinian issues during the second intifada.
He became fluent in Arabic and developed a taste for the strong, syrupy tea over which relationships
in the region are forged. Between foreign postings, Stevens worked on Middle Eastern policy at the
State Department headquarters in Washington and served as a Pearson Fellow with the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee.

In 2007, Stevens was appointed Deputy Chief of Mission, later chargé d’affaires, at the US
Embassy in Tripoli. Within a year of his arrival in Libya, Stevens became a footnote to one of the
many strange stories about Gaddafi. A diplomatic cable disclosed by WikiLeaks showed that in
August 2008, Stevens tactfully warned Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice that the Libyan leader
had his lecherous eye on her. “A self-styled intellectual and philosopher,” Stevens wrote to Rice, “he
has been eagerly anticipating for several years the opportunity to share with you his views on global
affairs.” During Rice’s visit to Libya in September 2008, Gaddafi confessed that he had a crush on
her. Rice later called the attention “weird and a bit creepy.”

Stevens returned to Washington to run the State Department’s Office of Multilateral Nuclear and
Security Affairs. But when the Libyan revolution began in early 2011, the Obama administration
wanted an experienced hand to reach out to the rebels. In March 2011, Stevens became the United
States’ Special Representative to the anti-Gaddafi rebels’ umbrella political organization, the Libyan
Transitional National Council, the TNC, based in Benghazi.

With no commercial airlines flying into the war zone, Stevens arranged for a Greek cargo ship to
sail from Malta to Benghazi carrying him, ten DS agents, and a political attaché. The ship’s hold
bulged with armored vehicles, communications equipment, and supplies needed to establish a
temporary diplomatic station. They arrived on April 5, 2011, spent a night aboard ship, then set up



shop in rooms at the downtown Tibesti Hotel. Rebel leaders in Benghazi frequently met at the Tibest,
which also housed the Italian and Qatari envoys, United Nations officials, and foreign journalists
covering the war.

The embassy in Tripoli had suspended operations and evacuated all Americans six weeks earlier,
so Stevens’s arrival made him the highest-ranking US diplomat in Libya. He and Political Officer
Nathan Tek immediately scheduled an endless stream of meetings with TNC officials and civic and
business leaders, to provide US policymakers with information about the rebellion and to develop
relationships in anticipation of a post-Gaddafi Libya. As Stevens told a State Department magazine in
a story published in December 2011, they also funneled nonlethal aid to the TNC and created a
program in cooperation with the rebel council to collect shoulder-launched anti-aircraft missiles
called MANPADS.

On June 1, 2011, an explosion in the Tibesti Hotel parking lot destroyed two cars and blew out
windows hundreds of feet away. A rebel spokesman described it as an attempt by Gaddafi loyalists to
show they could still strike at will. Soon after, Stevens’s security team learned of what US officials
described as “a credible threat” against the Special Envoy mission and raced to find safer lodgings.

On June 21, 2011, Stevens and his Special Envoy team moved to a walled sanctuary of blooming
guava and palm trees, wide swaths of emerald-green lawns, rows of gnarled vines heavy with purple
grapes, and abundant flowers. Located in the Western Fwayhat neighborhood, the property opened
onto a gravel street. Its rear wall bordered the Fourth Ring Road.

Among its convenient charms, the property was across the street from an upscale restaurant called
the Venezia, which was popular with well-heeled Libyans and the multinational diplomatic corps.
Throughout the summer, the onetime private compound was renovated for increased security. By
August 2011 it was dubbed the United States’ Special Mission Compound in Benghazi.

The Compound covered nearly eight verdant acres. One appeal of the property to the Diplomatic
Security staff was that the main buildings were set back far enough from the surrounding walls to
protect inhabitants against car bombs. In addition, the DS team arranged for sections of the walls to
be reinforced and raised to nine feet, though some areas remained eight feet high. A barbed-wire
crown topped most of the wall’s length.

Inside and outside the property’s three gates, rows of concrete Jersey barriers were arranged in
serpentine patterns to prevent truck or car bombers from crashing through to the Compound. Steel
traffic bars were installed to control vehicle entrance to the property, which occurred primarily
through an imposing main gate in the north wall topped with spikes and known as Gate C1. To the
side of the main vehicle gate entrance was a narrower pedestrian gate. A secondary gate, farther east
along the same wall, was called B1, or Bravo gate. The third gate to the Compound, in the wall
opposite the main gate, was called Gate C3 and opened out to the Fourth Ring Road. Other enhanced
security measures on the property included sandbag fortifications, high-intensity lighting, explosive-
detection devices, and an Internal Defense Notification System—known as a drop-and-cover alarm—
in case the Compound came under attack.
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All the buildings were reinforced with security measures, starting with the largest structure on the
property, a split-level yellow concrete building known as Villa C. Stevens’s working and living
quarters were there, and it eventually gained an affectionate nickname, “Chateau Christophe.” Part of
Villa C, in the area where several bedrooms were located, was fortified as a safe haven, with locked
metal grilles on the windows. At the interior entrance to the safe-haven area stood a heavy metal gate
with double locks that looked like the door to a jail cell. Exterior wooden doors were hardened with
steel. For added protection, the safe-haven area contained a last-refuge safe room, essentially a
windowless closet that contained water, medical supplies, and other necessities.

A second structure, on the east side of the Compound, was Building B, also known as the Cantina,
which contained bedrooms and a dining area. Next door to the Cantina was a third building, the
Tactical Operations Center, known as the TOC, which served as the security and communications
headquarters for DS agents based at the Compound. The fourth and final building on the property was
a guesthouse by the front gate that had been converted into a barracks. It typically housed four armed
Libyan security guards, all members of the 17 February militia. Supplementing the militiamen were
other locally hired guards, unarmed, who were provided under a contract with a British security
company called Blue Mountain Libya.

To the uninitiated, the precautions might have seemed impressive. But in the realm of modern
diplomatic protection, the Special Mission Compound in Benghazi was only modestly secure. Some
might even say insecure, in light of recent history and relative to other American diplomatic outposts
in hostile places.

After the 1983 bombings of the American Embassy and Marine Barracks in Beirut, and the 1998
bombings of the US embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam, Congress established and strengthened
security standards for embassies and consulates. Buildings needed to be engineered to withstand
attacks by rocket-propelled grenades, and properties required deterrents to prevent hostile forces
from entering en masse. The buildings also had to be invulnerable to fire.

But the Special Mission Compound in Benghazi was never an embassy or a consulate. Leased at a
cost of about a half-million dollars a year, it was officially only a temporary residential outpost for
American envoys and their DS protectors. The strictest security standards mandated by Congress
didn’t apply, so the fortifications at the Compound were essentially judgment calls. In hindsight, those
calls were grossly inadequate. A December 2012 government review concluded that the Compound
“included a weak and very extended perimeter, an incomplete interior fence, no mantraps and
unhardened entry gates and doors. Benghazi was also severely under-resourced with regard to
weapons, ammunition, [nonlethal deterrents] and fire safety equipment, including escape masks.”

Less than six months after Stevens and his team moved into the Compound, Gaddafi was gone and the
US Embassy in Tripoli was reestablished under Ambassador Gene Cretz. Stevens returned to
Washington, and the Special Envoy post remained unfilled.

In December 2011, a month after Stevens left Benghazi, a memo circulated around the State
Department arguing for a continued US presence in Benghazi. One reason for maintaining the
Compound, the memo argued, was to reassure residents of eastern Libya that the United States would
object if the new Tripoli-based government neglected or abused them as Gaddafi had. Although no
new Special Envoy was chosen to replace Stevens, the Benghazi Compound did remain open,



overseen by a rotating cast of State Department employees who stayed brief periods and, while there,
held the title “Principal Officer.”

In early 2012, Cretz was nominated to become ambassador to Ghana, and Stevens was a natural
choice to replace him. At his confirmation hearing before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee,
Stevens struck a note of optimism: “There 1s tremendous goodwill for the United States in Libya now.
Libyans recognize the key role the United States played in building international support for their
uprising against Gaddafi. I saw this gratitude frequently over the months I served in Benghazi—from
our engagements with the revolution’s leadership to our early work with civil society and new media
organizations.”

When Stevens was confirmed as ambassador, the State Department featured him in a video that
reintroduced him to Libyans. He talked about his upbringing, his education, and his experiences, as
photos from his earlier days in Libya and other parts of the Arab world flashed on the screen. “Now
I’m excited to return to Libya to continue the great work we’ve started,” Stevens says on the video,
“building a solid partnership between the United States and Libya to help you, the Libyan people,
achieve your goals.” He closed by promising that the two countries would “work together to build a
free, democratic, prosperous Libya.” Stevens’s priority would be to win trust rather than points, to
gain long-lasting respect rather than superficial concessions. He would defy the stereotypical image
of the self-important American ambassador; instead, Stevens would radiate humility.

Armed with his new title, Ambassador Stevens arrived in Tripoli on May 26, 2012. He spent the
next three months reestablishing relationships from his earlier posting in the capital. But his optimism
was tested from the start by instability and violence.

From his office in Tripoli, Stevens observed firsthand the deteriorating security situation in Libya
during the late spring of 2012. Beyond his concerns about the fledgling Arab democracy, Stevens
worried about his staff and himself. In early June, he sent an e-mail to a State Department official in
Washington asking that two six-man Mobile Security Detachments, known as MSD teams, of specially
trained DS agents be allowed to remain in Libya through the national elections being held in July and
August. Stevens wrote that State Department personnel “would feel much safer if we could keep two
MSD teams with us through this period [to support] our staff and [provide a personal detail] for me
and the [Deputy Chief of Mission] and any VIP visitors.” The request was denied, Stevens was told,
because of staffing limitations and other commitments.

A month later, on July 9, 2012, Stevens and the embassy’s security staff, led by DS agent Eric
Nordstrom, asked the State Department to extend the presence of a Site Security Team, or SST, that
consisted of sixteen active-duty military special operators. The Defense Department’s Africa
Command, which oversaw the unit, was willing to extend the team’s stay in Tripoli. But State
Department officials decided that DS agents and locally hired guards could do the job, and that the
SST operators weren’t needed. In the weeks that followed, General Carter Ham, head of Africa
Command, twice asked Stevens if he wanted the SST to remain in Libya. Despite his earlier request
to extend the team’s stay, Stevens wouldn’t buck the decision of State Department officials in
Washington. He declined Ham’s offers and the SST left Libya, even as Stevens moved forward with
plans to visit the restive city of Benghazi.

However worried he might have been about security, to his staff Stevens remained outwardly
upbeat, even inspirational. He posed for so many photos with Libyan children, grandmothers, local
officials, and shopkeepers that embassy staffers half wondered whether anyone in Tripoli didn t have



a picture of himself with the American ambassador.

On the day in late August 2012 that Stevens sat on the floor for dinner in a Berber home, his
companion was a young Foreign Service Officer named Hannah Draper. Several weeks earlier, she’d
written a starry-eyed blog post about him: “Ambassador Stevens is legendary in Libya for spending
almost the entire period of the revolution in Benghazi, liaising with the rebels and leading a skeleton
crew of Americans on the ground to support humanitarian efforts and meeting up-and-coming political
leaders. Several Libyans have told me how much it means to them that he stayed here throughout the
revolution, losing friends and suffering privations alongside ordinary Libyans. We could not ask for a
better Ambassador to represent America during this crucial period in Libyan history.”

If Draper sounded like an awestruck underling, her blog post reflected a widely held belief among
diplomats and officials in Libya and Washington: Chris Stevens had the brains and courage that made
him the right man for a monumental job. A dangerous job, too.

Two days before Stevens and Draper ate their meal of bazeen, the State Department issued a
severely worded travel warning for Libya, cautioning that “political violence in the form of
assassinations and vehicle bombs has increased in both Benghazi and Tripoli.... Inter-militia conflict
can erupt at any time or any place in the country.”

Still, Stevens refused to abandon his optimism. “The whole atmosphere has changed for the
better,” he wrote in an e-mail to friends and family in the summer of 2012. “People smile more and
are much more open with foreigners. Americans, French, and British are enjoying unusual popularity.
Let’s hope it lasts.” At least that was his view from Tripoli.

When Stevens arrived in Benghazi on September 10, 2012, more than nine eventful months had
passed since he’d last set foot in the city. The public highlight of his visit was scheduled to be yet
another ribbon cutting, this one at a local school. The ceremony would celebrate the opening of an
“American Corner,” a US-government-sponsored “friendly, accessible space” stocked with bilingual
books, magazines, films, posters, guidebooks, and other materials for Libyans to learn about the
United States. The Libyan man who ran the school had rescued an American F-15 fighter pilot who
ejected from his doomed plane when it was shot down during the 2011 revolution.

Outside public view, Stevens intended to reconnect with old friends and contacts, and to solidify
relationships with local government officials, business leaders, and fellow foreign diplomats in
Benghazi. He seemed to have a clear-eyed view of the dangers he faced. “Militias are power on the
ground,” he wrote in his diary on September 6, according to The New York Times. “Dicey conditions,
including car bombs, attacks on consulate,” Stevens continued. “Islamist ‘hit list’ in Benghazi. Me
targeted on a prominent website (no more off compound jogging).”

For security, two DS agents accompanied Stevens from Tripoli. Three other DS agents were
already stationed at the Special Mission Compound, bringing the DS contingent in Benghazi to five.

Also at the Compound to greet Stevens was a State Department political officer named David
McFarland, who’d been serving temporarily as the Benghazi Principal Officer. With Stevens’s
arrival, McFarland would return to Tripoli early the next morning. The final American at the
Compound was a State Department computer expert who’d arrived a week earlier to ensure that the
ambassador would enjoy secure communications. His name was Sean Smith, though many of his
friends knew him best as “Vile Rat.”



At thirty-four, Smith had been a State Department employee for a decade, after spending six years
in the Air Force. Married with two young children, he had a close-cropped goatee, a wry smile that
turned his eyes into narrow slits, and a legendary reputation in a far corner of the online gaming
community.

Smith was a master player in EVE Online, a science-fiction video game in which characters pilot
customized spaceships through thousands of digital galaxies. Although the futuristic fantasy is
ostensibly about mineral mining throughout the universe, EVE is a game within a game: The most
intense action flows from the political machinations of tens of thousands of paying subscribers
arranged into alliances. Smith’s online persona and call sign was “Vile Rat,” a diplomat and spy who
manipulated complex relationships on behalf of his alliance, called GoonSwarm. In his real life,
Smith was soft-featured, clever, and humble. In his fantasy life, his gaming avatar was cunning and
looked like Smith’s evil doppelginger, with a hawkish nose and a perpetual scowl. The one thing
Smith and his avatar had in common was a shaved head. To fill his downtime while in Benghaz,
Smith kept in regular touch not only with his family but also with his fellow EVE players.

In addition to the seven Americans, also on the Special Mission Compound were three members
of the 17 February militia who lived in the guesthouse/barracks near the front gate. A fourth
militiaman who normally lived among them had been absent for several days, citing a family illness.
The guards’ trustworthiness was suspect, at best. During the months prior to the ambassador’s visit, a
US government review revealed, the Compound “had been vandalized and attacked... by some of the
same guards who were there to protect it.”

In addition, on-site was a rotating cast of unarmed Libyan guards supplied under the contract with
Blue Mountain. Five were on hand at any given time, working on-and-off eight-hour, around-the-clock
shifts. They opened and closed the gates, operated the metal detector, and checked bags at the
entrance gate. Their most important role was to patrol the grounds, to provide early warning in the
event of an attack.

Upon Stevens’s arrival at the Compound, the resident DS agents showed him the improvements and
security enhancements at Villa C since he’d last been there nine months earlier as Special Envoy. The
tour by Stevens’s personal security escort, DS agent Scott Wickland, also gave the ambassador a
chance to reacquaint himself with the layout of his temporary home in Benghazi.

The main area of the spacious villa had an open floor plan of perhaps two thousand square feet.
Beyond the entrance foyer were a modern kitchen and formal dining room to the left, a large
entertaining or living room in the center, and a breakfast nook area toward the right. The well-
appointed residence was decorated in a modern, if stodgy, Middle Eastern style, with cushy
upholstered chairs and couches, and thick Persian rugs spread out on sparkling beige-and-black
marble floors. Oil paintings and ornate sconces graced the walls, and fancy crystal chandeliers hung
from the ceiling. Heavy, walnut-colored drapes framed the windows, complementing polished dark-
wood tables and other expensive furnishings. Out back was a swimming pool and a cabana, remnants
of the Compound’s former incarnation as an upscale home.

Ultimately Wickland led Stevens to the most important part of the villa: the safe-haven area. While
there, the DS agent instructed the ambassador how to unlock and open the emergency escape windows
in his bedroom.



Afterward, the DS agents drove Stevens the short distance to the CIA Annex, where everyone on
the property crowded into Building D’s living room to meet the ambassador. Stevens launched into a
standard talk about the political and security status in Libya, the progress being made, and the
challenges ahead. Jack and several other GRS operators said hello to the ambassador then zoned out.
They found him affable and approachable, friendlier than many of the stiftf diplomats and government
officials they’d encountered. But they didn’t need to be told how unstable Benghazi was or to be
reassured that the situation would eventually improve. When the meeting ended, Stevens and the DS
agents returned to the diplomatic Compound.

At that moment, Benghazi was home to nearly thirty Americans in official capacities: seven at the
Special Mission Compound and the rest at the CIA Annex.

That night, Stevens was scheduled to meet with Benghazi’s mayor and city council at the El Fadeel
Hotel. The meeting was supposed to be private, but council members were so excited by Stevens’s
presence that they alerted local reporters. That multiplied the security threat exponentially. One of the
DS agents protecting Stevens called the Annex for backup, telling the operators that the DS didn’t
have enough agents on hand to protect Stevens at such a high-profile public event.

The need for added security from the Annex operators was especially acute. At the time of
Stevens’s visit, the 17 February militiamen at the Compound were staging a partial work stoppage.
The disgruntled militiamen had refused to accompany the American diplomats’ vehicle movements
through the city, to protest low pay and long working hours. Nevertheless, US officials still officially
considered the 17 February Martyrs Brigade to be a Quick Reaction Force in the event of an attack on
the Compound. A memo dated one day before the ambassador arrived in Benghazi outlined the
understanding between the US diplomatic post and the militia. “In the event of an attack on the US
Mission,” according to the document, obtained later by The Washington Post, the Americans “will
request additional support from the 17th February Martyrs Brigade.” The document said the
militiamen would be paid the Libyan equivalent of about twenty-eight dollars per day, and militia
fighters would provide their own weapons and ammunition.

With the militiamen refusing to protect the ambassador as he moved through Benghazi, Rone and
Jack volunteered to accompany Stevens to the September 10 hotel meeting. Their only condition was
that they’d act as a shadow security detail, out of sight of reporters and cameramen. Even if they
weren’t publicly identified as CIA contract operators, a photo of them in a local newspaper would
potentially make them targets afterward.

It occurred to Jack that if al-Qaeda sympathizers or a radical Islamist militia wanted to kill the
ambassador, neither he nor Rone would make much difference. It wouldn’t be a gunfight, Jack thought,
but a massive explosion that would take out the El Fadeel Hotel and everything else within a half-
block radius. But Jack’s fears proved unwarranted, and the event went smoothly.

Afterward, Stevens ate dinner with a prominent hotelier and caterer named Adel Jalu. Then the
ambassador and his protectors returned safely to their respective lodgings in the Compound and the
Annex.

Before turning in, Stevens jotted a few notes in his diary, excerpts of which were later published
by the special-operator website SOFREP.com. In his lefty scrawl, Stevens wrote: “Back in Benghazi
after 9 months. It’s a grand feeling, given all the memories.” Of the officials he met at the El Fadeel,



Stevens wrote: “They’re an impressive and sincere group of professionals—proud of their service on
committees, all working as volunteers.... There was a little sourness about why it had taken so long
to get to Benghazi, and about ambassadors who came to talk but didn’t do anything to follow up. But
overall it was a positive meeting,”

Stevens also noted an exchange of “heated words” between his dinner companion Adel Jalu and
the ambassador’s friend and translator, Bubaker Habib, director of the English Language Skills
Center in Benghazi. The subject of the dispute was the Muslim Brotherhood, the political organization
determined to see Arab states ruled by strict Islamic law, or Sharia. Stevens didn’t tell his diary
where he stood on the matter during the dinner debate.

Late that same night, September 10, 2012, Jack and Rone sat together in the living room of the
Annex’s Building D, watching the spears-and-sandals movie 300 on a big-screen TV. The GRS
operators enjoyed repeated showings of the blood-soaked story of fearless King Leonidas and his tiny
force of Spartan soldiers, outnumbered ten thousand to one by the Persian army at Thermopylae in
480 BC.

Jack noticed the sculpted beard sported by the actor Gerard Butler, who played the warrior king;
closely cropped on the sides, long and full at the chin. He looked at Rone, then at the screen, then
back at Rone.

“You’re trying to grow the 300 beard, aren’t you?” Jack asked.

Rone kept his eyes on the screen but smiled broadly: “Yup.”



FOUR

September 11, 2012

IN THE FIRST HOURS OF TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 11, 2012, Benghazi stirred from sleep as the muezzins’ call
to the Fajr prayer echoed across the ancient city. “Allahu Akbar! [God is Supreme!],” they
proclaimed. “Ashadu anna Muhammadan Rasool Allah!... Hayya ‘ala-s-Salah! [I bear witness that
Muhammad is the messenger of God!... Come to prayer!]” The first of five daily devotions by pious
Muslims resounded then faded. Soon after, the sun edged over the horizon. Minutes later, at 6:43 a.m.,
three men in a car with Libyan police markings slowed to a stop on the gravel street on the north side
of the US diplomatic Compound.

One man, dressed in a police uniform, climbed to the second floor of a half-finished building next
door to the Venezia restaurant that overlooked the Compound. His uniform bore the insignia of the
Libyan Supreme Security Council, known as the SSC, a coalition of militias that organized a
rudimentary police force for the rough city. The other two men waited inside the idling car. The car
displayed SSC emblems, in the red, black, and green colors of the Libyan rebel movement.

The elevated vantage point of the construction site gave the uniformed man a clear view over the
wall and into the Compound. He could see the buildings and fortifications, including Chateau
Christophe, the villa where Ambassador Chris Stevens slept. The man also could see a flagpole
where the American flag would fly throughout the day at half-staff, to honor the eleventh anniversary
of 9/11. The man recorded what he saw with a cell phone camera.

In the days before the ambassador’s visit, DS agents had asked that a marked SSC car be posted
outside the Compound around the clock when Stevens was on the property. Normally, when they
arrived at the Compound, SSC officers would check in with the locally hired guards. Yet neither the
Libyan guards nor the American DS agents had been told that anyone from the SSC would be visiting
the Compound that morning, much less surreptitiously taking photographs of the layout.

Operators have two words to describe unknown persons photographing secure locations without
warning or permission: “surveillance,” to gain information, and “reconnaissance,” to gain tactical
advantage. Surveillance of an American diplomatic site was worrisome, to be answered at a
minimum by countersurveillance to determine the observer’s identity and intent. Reconnaissance was
worse, as it anticipated offensive military or militant action.

A Blue Mountain Libya guard working the early shift spotted the photographer and went outside
the Compound gate to speak with him. Confronted by the unarmed guard, the man in the SSC uniform
denied wrongdoing, returned to the car, and left with his two companions and his photographs.



Even before the suspicious photographer showed up, Stevens had intended to spend the day inside the
Compound walls, to avoid making himself a tempting target to anyone with al-Qaeda sympathies or
other anti-American sentiments on the anniversary of 9/11. The ambassador’s agenda included
discussions at Villa C with a local appellate court judge; the owner of a shipping company whose
brother had political aspirations; and a political analyst. His final scheduled meeting of the day
would be with the Turkish consul general, Ali Akin, who had helped the Americans when Stevens
first landed in Benghazi in April 2011.

The Blue Mountain guard’s report about the photographer sent the American DS agents into high
alert. Two agents asked the guard to show them where he saw the uniformed man, to determine what
the photographer had been able to observe. A DS agent also informed officials at the CIA Annex of
the suspicious incident, as part of their longstanding arrangement to share security information in the
event that the GRS operators needed to be called in as a Quick Reaction Force.

In addition, a DS agent spread word about the photographer among 17 February militia
commanders presumed to be friendly to the Americans. The 17 February militia leaders told the DS
agents that they would complain on the Americans’ behalf to the local office of the SSC.

Separately, Stevens reviewed a draft of a complaint about the incident that he wanted delivered to
local police authorities. “Early this morning,” read the draft, as reported by Foreign Policy magazine,
“one of our diligent guards made a troubling report. Near our main gate, a member of the police force
was seen in the upper level of a building across from our compound. It is reported that this person
was photographing the inside of the US Special Mission.” Another complaint, intended for the
Benghazi office of the Libyan Ministry of Foreign Affairs, began with a protest that requests for
police protection at the Compound during Stevens’s visit had been ignored. “We were given
assurances from the highest authorities in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that all due support would
be provided for Ambassador Stevens’ visit to Benghazi. However, we are saddened to report that we
have only received an occasional police presence at our main gate,” it read. “Many hours pass when
we have no police support at all.”

September 11 was a typical half day of work at Libyan government offices, where bureaucrats had
perfected the art of late arrivals, long lunches, and early departures. By the time Stevens approved the
final drafts, no Libyan officials were around to receive them. The complaints would have to wait at
least another day.

In late morning, Stevens sent cables to Washington that included a weekly report of security
incidents. He described Libyans’ “growing frustration with police and security forces.” Previously, a
local SSC official had acknowledged to Stevens that they were too weak to keep the country secure.

Also on September 11, Stevens approved a cable, later reviewed by The Daily Beast, that raised
the disturbing possibility that two leaders of ostensibly friendly Libyan militias in Benghazi had
soured on the United States. The cable said the militia leaders believed that the United States was
supporting one of their rivals in his bid to become the country’s first elected prime minister. If the
rival leader won a vote scheduled for the following day, September 12, 2012, in the Libyan
Parliament, Stevens wrote, the two disgruntled militia leaders warned that they “would not continue
to guarantee security in Benghazi, a critical function they asserted they were currently providing.”

Between sending cables, attending meetings, and doing paperwork, Stevens received an unsettling
text message from Gregory Hicks, the Deputy Chief of Mission at the embassy in Tripoli, which made
him Stevens’s second-in-command among US diplomats in Libya.



“Chris,” Hicks wrote, “are you aware of what’s going on in Cairo?”

Stevens responded that he wasn’t, so Hicks explained that protesters had stormed the US Embassy
in the Egyptian capital. Stevens shared the news with a member of his security team and went on with
his day.

Separately, one of the DS agents in Benghazi, Alec Henderson, heard about the Cairo protests
from a counterpart in Tripoli. From his post in the Compound, Henderson called the Annex to be sure
that all the Americans in Benghazi were aware of the escalating unrest seven hundred miles away in
Egypt.

By all accounts, the Cairo demonstration was sparked by Egyptian media reports about an
amateurish movie trailer posted on YouTube for an anti-Islamic film called Innocence of Muslims.
The video, made by a Christian Egyptian-American with a history of bank fraud and multiple aliases,
defamed the Prophet Muhammad by depicting him as a bloodthirsty, womanizing buffoon, a
homosexual, and a child molester.

Fueling the anger among Egyptian Muslims, erroneous reports suggested that the US government
was somehow involved in producing the film. The US Embassy in Cairo might have unwittingly
contributed to that impression by issuing a noontime statement awkwardly disavowing the video. As
Gregory Hicks told Ambassador Stevens, the Egyptian protesters had scaled the embassy wall and
burned the American flag. They replaced it with a black jihadist flag with white lettering in Arabic
that read: “There is no God but Allah and Muhammad 1s His messenger.”

September 11, 2012, began as a typical day for the GRS operators at the Annex. For the first move of
the day, Tig accompanied Bob the base chief, his deputy, and a case officer to a 9:00 a.m. meeting
with Libyan contacts at an office on the Fourth Ring Road, almost directly across from the back gate
of the diplomatic Compound. While there, Tig heard Bob and the other staffers discussing how Libyan
officials had asked about the location of the Annex. Afterward, Tig provided security as the CIA
officers went to the Compound to inform the ambassador and the DS agents that the Libyans they’d
met with had warned them about a threat to local government buildings that day. Tig listened as
Stevens said he wasn’t concerned because he intended to remain inside the walls of the Compound,
and because the threat apparently was made by one group of Libyans against another.

After a breakfast of oatmeal and eggs, Oz ran into Rone outside Building A. They sat together
enjoying coffee, conversation, and the warm morning breeze. Oz had been reading No Easy Day, a
memoir by a former SEAL Team Six member about the raid to kill Osama bin Laden. For days he’d
been needling Rone—*“Hey, is writing books part of SEAL training?”—knowing that Rone had mixed
feelings about a SEAL discussing his work.

“I finished that book,” Oz said. ““You can have it now—I know you’re wanting to read it.”

“Yeah, fuck you,” Rone answered, returning to his coffee.

Oz had a light daytime schedule of Call of Duty games, a workout, a nap, an afternoon snack, and
a shower. At night he was scheduled to escort a female case officer to a dinner with a prosperous
Libyan businessman and his wife. Oz and the case officer, who had grown friendly with the Libyan
couple through work contacts, left the Annex around 6:00 p.m. They stopped at an Internet café for
coffee, then drove by the beach on their way to their hosts’ upscale home. During the drive, the case
officer idly wondered whether the Annex needed quite so many security officers and GRS operators.



Oz assured her that they needed every last one. As sunset approached shortly before 7:00 p.m.,
nothing seemed out of the ordinary. The evening was clear and Benghazi was its usual bustling,
boisterous self.

Oz, the case officer, and the Libyan couple sat down over a traditional North African meal of lamb
kebab, dates, and dessert pastries made from delicate layers of phyllo dough with pistachios and
honey. They talked about politics and life in their respective countries. After dinner, the hosts poured
tea and brought out a hookah pipe, but it was missing the upper bowl that holds the tobacco. Using his
combat knife, Oz hollowed out a pear and fashioned it into an improvised hookah bowl. Their host
admired his skill and his knife, so Oz surprised him by making it a gift.

During late afternoon, Tig and Rone began looking ahead to the next morning, when they were
scheduled to protect the ambassador during a planned visit to the offices of the Benghazi-based
Arabian Gulf Oil Company. The DS agents at the Compound were unfamiliar with the oil company’s
neighborhood, as they normally relied on a local driver to get them around. But Tig and Rone knew
the area well, so they agreed to serve as the advance team.

As night fell, the two operators drove to the o1l company’s offices to scope the place out and to be
sure they knew where to take Stevens the next day. On the way back to the Annex, at around 8:30 p.m.,
Rone and Tig drove past the Compound. All was quiet. Rone called the DS agents on his cell phone.

“Hey,” Rone told a DS agent, “we figured out where the place is. Do you want us to come over
now, to tell you where it’s at, or do you want us to wait?”

The DS agent told Rone they should wait until morning. As they drove back to the Annex, Rone
and Tig talked about how troubling they found it that the DS agents were so unfamiliar with their
surroundings that they had to rely on a local driver to get them around Benghazi.

In general, all the GRS operators worried that the ambassador’s visit was rife with vulnerability.
Highest on their list of concerns was the planned American Corner ribbon cutting because it had been
announced in advance. But as they talked among themselves, the operators concluded that Stevens
could be targeted at any time and at any place during the five-day visit because the State Department
security team was so lightly staffed.

Back at the Annex, at around 9:00 p.m., Tig left Rone and the GRS Team Leader in the Building C
Team Room. He walked next door to the room he shared with Jack in Building D.

When Tig arrived, Jack was getting ready to hit the rack. They said goodnight then retreated to
their separate sides of the heavy curtain they’d hung for privacy. Jack undressed and took out his
contact lenses, placing them on a shelf for easy access. He carefully arranged clean clothes on a chair
next to his bed and stuck his wallet, empty except for cash and a government ID, in a pocket of the
pants he’d laid out. As always, he left his boxed wedding ring in a dresser, along with a mesh bag
containing his credit cards, driver’s license, and other personal items. The valuables would remain
tucked away for the duration of the trip. Jack placed his holstered pistol at the head of his bed, so
he’d be armed for a fight at a moment’s notice.

Jack glanced over to an open gear locker. Like the other GRS operators, he’d arranged his assault
rifle, body armor, and other gear close by in response to the intel cable about a possible attack on an



American target. Jack slid his two-way radio into a charger on a nightstand next to his bed. All the
operators kept the handheld radios within reach around the clock, so they’d be instantly available in
case of emergency. His setup complete, Jack was living up to the title of “commando”: He sat naked
on his bed, reading e-mail on his laptop computer. He began to mentally compose a message to his
wife.

Tanto had spent part of the day working on the computer mapping software, alerting Annex case
officers to known terrorist locations in Benghazi and the city of Derna, some 150 miles to the east. As
night fell, Tanto and D.B. were on call as the Quick Reaction Force. They relaxed with coffee as they
watched the mythological action movie Wrath of the Titans. During a break, D.B. called home to his
family. They returned to the movie as they waited for Oz and the case officer to return from dinner.

As the protests continued at the US Embassy in Cairo, media reports described turmoil spreading to
other Muslim countries throughout the region. The GRS operators had been told about the events in
Egypt, but they neither saw nor heard anything to suggest that anyone in Benghazi was upset about an
offensive YouTube video clip from an anti-Muslim movie. From all appearances in the quiet
neighborhood around the Compound and the Annex, September 11, 2012, would soon pass into
history as an unremarkable day in Benghazi.

Over at the Compound, at 7:40 p.m., Stevens and one of the DS agents escorted Turkish Consul
General Ali Akin outside the main gate. The sun had set nearly an hour earlier, so it was dark as they
stepped into the empty gravel road. Stevens said goodbye to Akin, then returned to Villa C.

A half hour later, a British security team dropped off vehicles and communications equipment at
the Compound, a routine arrangement following the closure of the British consulate three months
earlier. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary when the ambassador went outside the gate with Akin, or
when the British team left at around 8:30 p.m.

By 9:00 p.m., the seven Americans at the Compound were settling down for the night.
Communications specialist Sean Smith was in his room in Villa C, where he’d been chatting online
with a friend from EVE. Earlier in the evening, when the friend said that they’d be in contact again
soon, Smith answered ruefully: “assuming we don’t die tonight. We saw one of our ‘police’ that guard
the Compound taking pictures.”

Three DS agents sat together outside the villa, talking under the stars near the swimming pool. One
was Scott Wickland, Stevens’s personal security escort. Also outside was Wickland’s fellow cheesy-
mustache competitor, David Ubben. Relaxing with Wickland and Ubben was one of the two DS agents
who’d accompanied Stevens from Tripoli. The other DS agent who’d traveled with Stevens sat on
sentry duty inside Villa C, watching a video on the flat-screen television in the living room.

The fifth and highest-ranking DS agent in Benghazi, Alec Henderson, was in the building known as
the Tactical Operations Center, the TOC. His shift was over, so normally the video security monitors
inside the TOC would be unmanned, an established practice under which the Compound relied on the
local guards to keep watch over the perimeter when no agents were on duty. The idea was that those



unarmed Libyan guards would radio the DS agents if trouble arose. But Henderson wanted to finish
some paperwork, so he’d gone to the TOC before turning in.

All five DS agents carried only their pistols, as usual when they were within the Compound walls.
Their “kits” of body armor, helmet, radio, M4 assault rifle, other weapons, and ammunition were
stashed in their individual bedrooms. Wickland’s and Henderson’s kits were in Villa C, Ubben’s was
in the TOC, and the kits belonging to the two Tripoli agents were in the Cantina building, across from
the TOC.

After bidding goodnight to the Turkish diplomat, Stevens retired to his room in the villa to unwind.
A recent issue of The New Yorker magazine awaited him, but first he recorded his thoughts. “It is so
nice to be back in Benghazi,” Stevens wrote in his diary on a page dated September 11, according to
SOFREP.com. “Much stronger emotional connection to this place—the people but also the smaller-
town feel & the moist air & green & spacious compound.”

Stevens briefly recounted the day’s meetings, then wrote a final, uneasy diary line for the day:
“Never ending security threats...” The three dots of the ellipsis tailed off toward the edge of the page.

At 9:02 p.m., an unexpected vehicle drove down the gravel road outside the Compound: a Toyota
pickup truck with SSC police insignia. The pickup parked outside the main C1 gate, but the men
inside remained in their seats, never engaging with the Libyan guards or anyone else from the
Compound. The SSC vehicle pulled away forty minutes after it arrived.

It’s possible that the vehicle’s brief presence came in response to the Americans’ request for
around-the-clock SSC protection during the ambassador’s visit. Another possibility was more
nefarious: Its movements were somehow connected to the mysterious photographer who’d arrived
that morning in a vehicle with similar markings. Perhaps it had nothing to do with either. Or perhaps it
was a signal. Almost the moment the SSC pickup pulled away from the Compound, shots and an
explosion rang out.

Several dozen men, chanting in Arabic and firing AK-47s into the air, swarmed through the
pedestrian entrance at the Compound’s main gate. Eventually their numbers swelled to more than
sixty. Some were bearded, some were clean-shaven. Some wore black T-shirts and camouflage pants,
some wore jeans and white or brightly colored shirts. Some wore tactical military-style vests. Some
wore flowing “man jammies.” Some carried walkie-talkies. Some were young and lean, others were
portly and middle-aged. A few hid their faces with scarves, but most didn’t. The attackers didn’t
wear insignia, and none of the Americans saw where they’d assembled or knew exactly when they’d
arrived outside the gate. One thing was certain: They displayed a common desire to terrorize
Americans at the Special Mission Compound. Or worse.

Who opened the gate wasn’t clear, but responsibility for the entrance rested with the Blue
Mountain Libya guards. By some accounts the armed invaders threatened the unarmed guards, who
immediately acquiesced. A US government review raised the possibility that the “poorly skilled”
local guards left the pedestrian gate open “after initially seeing the attackers and fleeing the vicinity.”
No evidence has shown that the Blue Mountain guards were in league with the attackers, but maybe
they were incompetent. As the report noted, “They had left the gate unlatched before.” Further
complicating matters, the camera monitor in the guard booth at the front gate was broken, and new
surveillance cameras shipped to the Compound had yet to be installed.



When the attackers rushed in, the three armed 17 February militiamen and the five unarmed Blue
Mountain Libya guards fled to points south and east inside the Compound. Relying on the Libyan
guards to sound the alarm, alert the DS agents, and serve as a first line of defense had been a mistake,
as they did none of those things before abandoning their posts. They scurried through the darkness in
the direction of the Cantina and the TOC, where they knew they’d find the better trained and better
armed DS agents. Some of the Libyans employed at the Compound apparently kept going, all the way
to the back gate that led out to the Fourth Ring Road.

With the main gate open and the guards gone, the attackers met no resistance. They surged
unchecked onto the manicured grounds. Almost immediately upon storming the Compound, the
attackers had the property under their complete control without a single shot being fired in their
direction.

From that point forward, their actions suggested a blend of tactical planning, perhaps based on
reconnaissance, and opportunistic rampage. The attackers grabbed five-gallon fuel cans that were
stored alongside new, uninstalled generators next to the 17 February barracks, just inside the main
gate. They sloshed diesel fuel around the barracks building and on two vehicles parked nearby, then
set them ablaze. As orange flames and acrid black smoke shot into the night sky, the invaders rushed
toward the heart of the Compound: Villa C.

Inside his room in the villa, Sean Smith heard the uproar as it began. “FUCK,” he typed to one of his
gaming friends. “GUNFIRE.”

Alec Henderson, the DS agent doing paperwork in the TOC, heard shots, too, along with an
explosion. The DS agents were used to hearing gunfire and fireworks when the sun went down, but
these sounded much closer than usual. Henderson stood from his desk and walked to the TOC
window but saw only the sandbags stacked outside. As he returned to his desk, Henderson glanced at
a large video monitor that simultaneously displayed a checkerboard of black-and-white images from
roughly a dozen surveillance cameras scattered around the Compound. His focus narrowed to a
square on the monitor that showed the feed from a camera pointed at the main driveway.

In a matter of seconds, the screen showed sixteen to twenty armed attackers rushing into the
Compound through the front gate. At least two carried banners the size of twin bedsheets, one black
and one white, both with Arabic writing.

Tearing himself away from the monitor, Henderson flipped the switch on the alarm system, which
blared its warning siren from speakers throughout the Compound. A recorded voice repeatedly
warned: “Duck and cover! Get away from the windows!” Henderson pressed the talk button on the
public address mic and shouted: “Attention on Compound, attention on Compound! This is not a
drill!"” He released the button and the recorded voice and alarm resumed, sounding like a British
police siren with its endlessly alternating “hi-10” cadence.

Henderson grabbed his iPhone and called the nearby CIA Annex and the US Embassy in Tripoli.
“Boss,” he told John Martinec, the chief DS agent in Tripoli, “we’re getting hit!”

As Henderson worked to alert the Compound and secure help, gunshots rang out from multiple
locations as the terrorists gained control of the property. Following protocol, he returned to work and



established himself as the emergency communications officer, using his cell phone and radios to
remain in contact with the Annex, Tripoli, and his fellow DS agents on the Compound.

The sudden explosion of gunfire and chanting from the men rushing into the Compound roused the four
DS agents at Villa C. The Tripoli DS agent who was watching a movie ran outside to join Scott
Wickland, David Ubben, and the other Tripoli agent on the patio. Ubben ran about fifty yards to the
other side of the Compound with the Tripoli agents, toward the Cantina and the TOC, to collect their
M4 assault rifles, armor, and other gear from their rooms.

As Stevens’s “body man,” Wickland had primary responsibility for the ambassador’s safety. He
ran inside Chateau Christophe and retrieved his kit, which included a combat shotgun along with his
assault rifle, body armor, and radio.

Wickland quickly rounded up Stevens and Sean Smith in the semi-darkened villa. Shouts and
chants and pops of gunfire echoed outside. Wickland instructed the ambassador and the
communications expert to don their body armor as he locked all three of them behind the gate in the
villa’s safe-haven area. The DS agent gave Stevens his cell phone and radioed Alec Henderson in the
TOC, to let him know their location and that they were secure for the moment.

With his rifle, shotgun, and pistol ready, Wickland found a protected place inside the safe haven
from which he could watch the gate without being seen by anyone on the other side. The defensive
position gave him a clear line of fire to anyone attempting to breach the safe haven.

Using Wickland’s cell phone and his own, Stevens feverishly called the embassy in Tripoli and
his local contacts for help. Stevens twice dialed the number for his top deputy in Tripoli, Gregory
Hicks, but Hicks didn’t answer.

Around 9:45 p.m. at the US Embassy in Tripoli, chief DS agent John Martinec burst into the villa
where Hicks was watching one of his favorite television shows.

“Greg! Greg!” Martinec yelled. “The consulate’s under attack!” By calling the Compound a
consulate, Martinec was using common diplomatic shorthand; the Benghazi Special Mission was
never officially a consulate. After delivering the message, Martinec rushed back to the embassy’s
Tactical Operations Center.

Hicks reached for his phone and found two missed calls, one from Stevens’s cell phone number
and one from a number he didn’t recognize. He hit reply on the second number and Stevens answered:
“Greg, we’re under attack!”

As he spoke with Stevens, Hicks moved toward the embassy’s TOC. Cell phone service was
spotty in Tripoli, and Stevens’s call cut out as Hicks began to reply: “OK...” He repeatedly tried both
numbers from the missed calls on his phone but couldn’t get through.

When he reached the embassy TOC, Hicks found John Martinec on the phone with Alec
Henderson, his counterpart in Benghazi, who remained holed up in the TOC at the Benghazi
Compound.

Henderson reported that all seven Americans on the Compound were accounted for, and that the
ambassador and Sean Smith were inside the safe haven with Scott Wickland. Martinec spread the
word.



Hicks showed another DS agent the unfamiliar number on his phone, the one he’d used to reach
Stevens. The agent told Hicks that the number came from a cell phone belonging to the ambassador’s
body man, Scott Wickland.

Martinec ended his call with Henderson and briefed Hicks, telling him that at least twenty armed
attackers had breached the Benghazi Compound. Hicks phoned Bob, the CIA chief in Benghazi, who
told him that the Annex was aware and preparing to send help. The Annex’s small team of operators
was jocking up, each one ready, willing, and confident they could repel the attack and save the
trapped Americans.

When he left Villa C, Ubben ran to his bedroom in the TOC to grab his kit. One of the Tripoli DS
agents also rushed to the TOC, mistakenly believing that the ambassador was inside. When the agent
learned that Stevens was in the villa, he sprinted several yards across a brick patio and into the
Cantina, to reach his bedroom so he could arm and armor himself. There he ran into his fellow
Tripoli-based DS agent, and together they decided to return to Villa C to help Chris Stevens, Sean
Smith, and Scott Wickland.

A brick driveway, roughly five yards wide, separated the Cantina from Villa C. When the two
Tripoli DS agents cautiously stepped outside the Cantina, they bumped into one of the local Blue
Mountain guards who’d fled when the attack began. Staying together, the three men approached the
driveway that they knew they’d have to cross to reach Villa C.

Armed intruders crowded the darkened driveway not far from where they intended to cross.
Trying to reach Villa C would have exposed their whereabouts and made them easy targets in a
firefight. The Tripoli DS agents and the Blue Mountain guard retreated inside the Cantina and
barricaded themselves in a back room.

After gathering his guns and gear, David Ubben remained with his fellow DS agent Alec Henderson
inside the securely locked TOC, working the phones and radios while watching the video monitors to
see the ongoing attack around them. In addition to the US Embassy in Tripoli and the nearby CIA
Annex, they called the headquarters of the 17 February militia and the Diplomatic Security Command
Center in Washington, where the local time was approaching 4:00 p.m.

Within minutes of the attack, the seven Americans at the Special Mission Compound were thrown
onto the defensive and separated into three locations: Two Benghazi-based DS agents, Alec
Henderson and David Ubben, were locked inside the TOC; two DS agents from Tripoli were
barricaded inside the Cantina with a local guard; and Ambassador Chris Stevens, communications
expert Sean Smith, and DS agent Scott Wickland were left to fend for themselves in the villa’s safe
haven.

The armed invaders had gained the upper hand with a surprise assault. Now they roamed freely
through the dimly lit Compound, firing their weapons and chanting as they approached the buildings in
packs, destroying what lay in their paths, some stealing what they could carry, all trying to find the
Americans.



Immediately after Alec Henderson’s initial call for help, the two-way radios scattered throughout the
Annex snapped to life: “All GRS, meet in the CP.”

The radio call came from the GRS Team Leader, calmly but firmly ordering the operators to
muster in the Command Post, another name for the Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility in
Building C. All of the operators were on the Annex property except for Oz, who was still at dinner
with the case officer.

Tanto and D.B., unwinding with Wrath of the Titans, switched off the movie, rose from the couch,
and began to gather themselves. Tanto, relaxing in cargo shorts, didn’t think the radio call sounded
especially urgent. He figured they were being hauled in for a routine dressing down, having somehow
pissed off their bosses. It had happened before, such as the time Tanto hung a photo in the Command
Post of actor Robert Downey Jr. from the movie Tropic Thunder, captioned with a line from the
movie, “Never go full retard.”

“Hey Tanto,” D.B. asked, “what’d you do now?”

Tanto wondered the same thing, but he wasn’t worried. He figured he’d take his licks and return to
the movie.

Less than twenty seconds after the first call, the radio sounded again: “We need GRS in the room.
NOW!” The tone was altogether different.

Tanto and D.B. caught each other’s eyes. “Shit, something’s really happening,” Tanto said as he
moved toward the door. Unaware that American lives were in danger, Tanto grew excited by the
prospect of a sudden night move: “We’re gonna get to do something fun tonight.”

Tanto glanced at his wrist. No matter what anyone else would say later about the attack beginning
at 9:42 p.m., Tanto was certain his watch read 9:32 p.m. He and D.B. grabbed their kits, including
lightweight machine guns in addition to their pistols and assault rifles. They jocked up and moved
toward Building C.

The operators hustled, swiftly but not frantically, to avoid panicking Annex workers who hadn’t
trained to be calm and collected in battle. The GRS Team Leader met them outside on the driveway,
about halfway to Building C.

“The consulate is being overrun,” he told Tanto and D.B.

In the distance, they heard explosions and gunfire from the direction of the Compound. Tanto heard
someone shouting in Arabic on a megaphone. He couldn’t make out much, but he could hear the
distant amplified chant: “Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!”

Still naked in his room, Jack set aside his laptop when he heard the first muster call. He hadn’t begun
typing his nightly e-mail to his wife, but he figured he’d do so after a short interruption. At the first
call, Jack began to dress, pulling on his jeans without underwear.

His roommate, Tig, in nightclothes, slid on flip-flops.

“Hang out here,” Tig said from the other side of the hanging blanket that divided their room. “I’11
see what’s going on.” Tig stepped outside. As he did, he heard the second muster call and ran across
the driveway to Building C.

“Hey, State 1s under attack!” the Team Leader told Tig, who immediately turned and ran back to
Building D. He found Jack shirtless outside.



“The consulate’s getting attacked,” Tig said. Both doubled their pace, pulling on civilian clothes
then jocking up with a full array of weapons, armor, chest rigs containing ammunition, helmets, night-
vision goggles, and other equipment. They also carried personal medical kits, with clotting agents,
sterile Kerlix gauze dressings, and tourniquets already unwrapped so they could be applied with one
hand if the other was injured, blown off, or holding a gun. That was among the tips that Rone had
reinforced during his medical training exercise.

As the operators prepared to move out, each grabbed his individual go-bag, stuffed with items
including a compass, a GPS unit, extra ammunition, a flashlight, batteries, and in some cases their
diplomatic passports.

Jack popped in his contact lenses, but he did so too quickly and they weren’t oriented correctly.
He left Building D with blurry vision.

From the TOC at the US Embassy in Tripoli, Deputy Chief of Mission Gregory Hicks called the
Operations Center at the State Department in Washington to report the attack and let officials there
know what response was planned. Then he made a flurry of calls to Libyan officials. Hicks called the
chief of staff to Libyan President Mohamed Magariaf to inform him of the attack and ask for
immediate help. He made a similar request to the chief of staff of the Libyan prime minister. Then
Hicks called the director of the Americas Desk at the Libyan Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Abdurrahman al-Gannas. Less than three weeks earlier, al-Gannas had held Chris Stevens’s hand in
Tripoli as they shared the honors at the Consular Section ribbon-cutting ceremony. Now Hicks wanted
al-Gannas to repay Stevens’s friendship by helping to save his life.

During a phone call between Hicks and Bob the Annex chief, they agreed to mobilize a response
team consisting of American operators based at the embassy in Tripoli. One team member would be
former Navy SEAL Glen “Bub” Doherty, who’d be joining his friends Rone, Jack, and Tanto. Hicks
and other Tripoli embassy staffers went to work chartering a small Libyan commercial jet to fly the
reinforcements to Benghazi.

Meanwhile, the embassy’s defense attache called leaders of Libya’s Air Force and other Libyan
armed forces, seeking help. The defense attache also regularly updated officials in Washington and
the US military’s Africa Command, known as AFRICOM. Embassy staffers called officials at Benina
International Airport to ask for logistical support and cooperation, in anticipation of the arrival of the
operators from Tripoli and an eventual evacuation of all the Americans from Benghazi.

David McFarland, the embassy’s political section chief, had just returned to Tripoli after ten days
in Benghazi as the Special Mission’s acting Principal Officer. McFarland called his militia contacts
and trusted Libyans who worked various jobs at the Compound, to urge them to repulse the attack
with overwhelming force.

Calls also went out from the American diplomats to leaders of the 17 February Martyrs Brigade
militia, officials at the United Nations, and diplomats in friendly nations’ embassies in Libya. Hicks
then called Washington with another update.

At 10:05 p.m. Benghazi time, or 4:05 p.m. in Washington, the State Department Operations Center
1ssued an alert to the White House Situation Room, the FBI, and the Office of the Director of National



Intelligence, among other key government and intelligence agencies. “US Diplomatic Mission in
Benghazi Under Attack,” it said. “[ A]pproximately twenty armed people fired shots; explosions have
been heard as well. Ambassador Stevens, who is currently in Benghazi... [is] in the Compound safe
haven.”

Within five minutes of Alec Henderson’s first mayday call from the Compound, Tanto, D.B., Rone,
Tig, and Jack were jocked up and assembled outside Building C. They talked among themselves,
asking each other if anyone knew how many Americans were on the Compound and what kind of
weapons were there. The answer: seven Americans with light weapons. From the gunfire and
explosions they continued to hear, and from the reports of perhaps several dozen attackers, the
operators knew that they’d be dealing with what Tanto called “a substantial force.”

Tig told the GRS Team Leader they might want to drive up a narrow, rutted dirt pathway
immediately west of the Annex, which the operators called “Smuggler’s Alley,” because it would
lead them directly to the Fourth Ring Road and the Compound’s back gate. But the Team Leader said
he’d heard from the DS agents that they thought the Compound’s back gate had been breached, so the
operators should pick another route.

The GRS Team Leader told the operators they wouldn’t be going in alone. He said they’d be
linking up with a large group of 17 February fighters, who’d be fulfilling their militia’s promise to
serve as a Quick Reaction Force. The T.L. told them that the attackers seemed to be armed with AK-
47s and rocket-propelled grenades, and that the Americans at the Compound were separated into
several groups. The T.L. instructed the five operators to stay ready and wait for his signal to leave.

They tossed their gear into a dark-blue BMW sedan and a boxy, black Mercedes SUV. Both were
armored, with bullet-resistant windows and tires called “run-flats,” designed to live up to the name if
hit by bullets, spikes, or shrapnel. Both vehicles were tuned like racecars but dusty and worn outside,
so they wouldn’t attract additional notice as they moved toward the Compound. The operators staged
the vehicles outside Building C, pointing toward the gate, with the BMW in front.

Rone got behind the wheel of the BMW, Jack rode shotgun, and Tig slid into the backseat, armed
with a grenade launcher in addition to a lightweight machine gun with two bandoliers of ammunition.
Tanto and D.B. jumped into the front seat of the Mercedes, with Tanto behind the wheel. Along with
his usual weapons Tanto brought a light machine gun with a bandolier of ammunition. He knew that
there were other, similar bandoliers already in the car, in case he needed more ammo. The GRS Team
Leader remained outside near Building C, talking on a cell phone.

Several of the operators demanded to know what they were waiting for. The Team Leader pulled
away from his phone: “We need to come up with a plan,” he said, referring to how they’d coordinate
with the 17 February militia. Also standing outside the vehicles talking on phones were Bob the
Annex chief and his second-in-command, a CIA officer who’d earned the operators’ esteem by
treating them with respect.

Inside the vehicles, the five GRS operators triple-checked their gunsights, tightened their armor,
and tried to figure out why they hadn’t already left. They likely could have reached the Compound on
foot in the time they’d been waiting. Most sat quietly, but Tanto tried to keep the atmosphere light by
complaining that he had nowhere to put the coffee cup he’d brought with him. “Spend $250,000 on a
damn Mercedes and there’s no cup holder? What kind of bullshit is that?”



As minutes passed and they grew tense listening to the conversations outside the cars, the
operators got the distinct impression that the rescue plan being discussed somehow didn’t include
them.

Standing outside the Mercedes, Tig called out, “Hey, we gotta go now! We’re losing the
initiative!”

“No, stand down, you need to wait,” Bob the base chief yelled back.

“We need to come up with a plan,” the Team Leader repeated.

“It’s too fucking late to come up with a plan,” Tig yelled. “We need to get in the fucking area and
then come up with a plan.”

Tanto got out of the Mercedes and approached the Team Leader and Bob. He asked them to request
US military air support, specifically an unmanned ISR drone, named for its ability to provide
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance. Tanto also asked them to call in a heavily armed AC-
130 Spectre gunship, a four-engine, fixed-wing plane designed for lethal ground assaults. In the
meantime, Tanto told the bosses, he and the other operators were overdue to move out.

The CIA chief looked at Tanto, then at the Team Leader, then back to Tanto. Tanto felt as though the
chief was looking right through him. “No,” Bob said, “hold up. We’re going to have the local militia
handle 1t.”

Tanto couldn’t believe his ears. He turned to the Team Leader: “Hey, we need to go.”

“No,” the T.L. said, “we need to wait. The chief is trying to coordinate with 17 Feb and let them
handle 1t.”

“What do you mean, ‘Let them handle it?”  Tanto demanded. He had little confidence in the 17
February militia, whose members he and several other operators considered as liable to turn on them
as to serve alongside them. Tanto especially wouldn’t trust the militia on its word when the objective
was to save American lives. “We need to go. We’re not letting 17 Feb handle it.”

Tanto’s memory flashed back to the airport standoff earlier in the summer. He believed that Bob
was repeating the go-slow, stand-down, let-the-friendly-militia-handle-it approach he’d taken when
hostile militiamen held up Rone and another GRS operator. That incident was resolved peacefully,
without injuries and without exposing the CIA presence in Benghazi, when Rone and his companion
demonstrated that they wouldn’t be robbed without a fight. This time, Tanto thought, Bob was taking
the same passive tactic even though the fight had already begun and the Americans were losing,
possibly dying.

“I’ve been through this before,” Tanto told the T.L., “when the chief didn’t let us go when our own
guys were in trouble. Go ask Tyrone. He’s right over there. He was one of the guys out there when the
chief said to have 17 Feb handle it and held us back.”

“Tanto, I know,” the T.L. said. “I’m working on it.”

Tanto returned to the Mercedes SUV and told D.B.: “This is a bunch of fucking bullshit.” D.B. was
incredulous. His head slumped forward in frustration. Yet both knew that it wasn’t over. Plans were
still forming and changing, with input and decisions flying between Benghazi, Tripoli, and
Washington. They didn’t know whom Bob was speaking with, but they hoped that the “wait” order
would be reversed quickly and they’d be given a green light.

Tanto got on the radio and relayed his conversation to Rone, Jack, and Tig in the BMW. Rone
looked over through the car window, his expression trapped between anger and disgust. Tanto held
his palms up and shrugged.



Rone got on the radio and called out: “We gotta go, gotta go, gotta go!”

His vision still blurred from his misaligned contact lenses, Jack stared out the window of the
BMW, wondering whether whoever was attacking the Compound might try a simultaneous assault on
the Annex. He experienced the familiar yin and yang of the moment: disbelief that this was happening,
contrasted by a sense that he had expected it all along. As he considered the situation, Jack
remembered that he’d left his laptop on. The e-mail that he’d intended to send his wife remained
unwritten.

From the driver’s seat in the Mercedes, Tanto noticed a civilian named Henry, an owlish, balding,
olive-skinned man with glasses, walking across the Annex driveway. Tanto bounded out of the SUV.
Henry was a US citizen in his sixties working as an interpreter at the Annex. Some translators in
hostile areas are designated combat interpreters because they’ve had specialized weapons training,
Henry wasn’t among them. He was an office worker who reviewed and translated documents from
Arabic and occasionally went out on operations no more dangerous than dinner with locals. Tanto
stopped Henry in his tracks.

“I’ve been through this before, and we need you to come with us,” Tanto said. “If we’re linking up
with 17 Feb, none of us speaks the language well enough to communicate. We need you in here.”

“Tanto,” Henry replied, “I’m not weapons qualified.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Tanto said. He pulled out a pistol and handed it to Henry. “Here’s your
weapon. Go get your helmet and your armor. We need you.”

Without hesitating, Henry said: “Roger. I’ll be right back.”

Barely two minutes later, Henry was seated in the back of the Mercedes, his armor and helmet
secured, Tanto’s gun in his hand, and a look of pure fright on his weathered face. Tanto thought he
resembled a Middle Eastern version of the comic Bob Newhart. He handed Henry an extra magazine
of ammunition.

When Jack saw Henry jocked up and ready, he felt a flush of admiration. Heres a guy, Jack
thought, who's an administrative guy, and somebody gave him body armor and a helmet and a
pistol. He volunteered to come basically on a suicide mission. For us, its our job to do stuff like
that. His job is to sit behind a desk and interpret Arabic into English. But he's doing what he thinks
is right.

From their 1dling vehicles, the operators could vaguely see the orange flames rising from the
Compound. With their doors flung open, they could hear chanting in the distance. Tanto grabbed his
radio, so everyone in the Annex would hear his message. He hoped it also would reach someone on
the same frequency at the Compound. Tanto repeated his earlier request as a demand: “Get us an ISR
[drone] and a Spectre gunship!”

Tanto didn’t know it, but one part of his demand was already being fulfilled. Within the first half hour
of the attack, at 9:59 p.m., the US military’s Africa Command ordered a drone surveillance aircraft to
reposition itself over the Special Mission Compound. It would take more than an hour to reach
Benghazi, but once there the drone could monitor events and beam live images to Washington.

But a request for close air support wouldn’t be so easy to fulfill. A Pentagon spokesman would
say later that none of America’s punishing AC-130 gunships were anywhere within range of Benghazi
on the night of September 11, 2012.



As minutes ticked by and the operators waited for clearance to leave, the air in the vehicles grew
thick with tension. The operators imagined bloody scenes of what was happening to their countrymen
less than a mile away. And the longer they sat idle, the more likely the same fate awaited them.

As the hour neared 10:00 p.m., with the operators’ radios tuned to the same frequency as those at
the Compound, they heard the voice of one of the DS agents in the Compound TOC, Alec Henderson
or David Ubben.

“We’re being attacked!” one yelled, his voice tight with stress. “There’s approximately twenty to
thirty armed men, with AKs firing. We’re being attacked! We need help! We need help now!”

Adrenaline surged through the operators’ veins, but again they were told to wait. They were used
to following orders, and they knew that insubordination could mean their jobs or worse. But a shared
thought took hold in both vehicles: If they weren’t given permission to move out soon, they’d take
matters into their own hands.



F1

Overrun

BEHIND THE LOCKED STEEL GATE INSIDE THE VILLA’S safe haven, Ambassador Chris Stevens and
communications expert Sean Smith cowered in the dark with DS agent Scott Wickland.

Wickland heard the intruders breaking through the villa’s reinforced wooden front doors,
apparently by blowing them open with a rocket-propelled grenade. Staying out of sight, the DS agent
peered through the openings between the bars of the security gate. Wickland watched from his
protected position as their enemies burst into the building carrying AK-47s.

They plundered the living room, destroying furniture as they swarmed through the villa. Several
reached the safe-haven gate and banged on the bars. They tried to look inside but the area beyond the
gate was dark, and they couldn’t see Wickland or the two men he was determined to protect. The
attackers attempted to break in, but the bolts and locks held.

Still unseen, Wickland aimed his assault rifle at the intruders when they reached the gate, ready to
shoot if they tried to blast or force it open. Until they made that move, Wickland resolved, he’d hold
his concealed position and his fire, to avoid revealing his location and the presence of the
ambassador and the information officer. Wickland warned Stevens and Smith to brace themselves for
an assault.

But instead of trying to blow open the gate and enter the safe haven, the attackers moved back.
They hauled in the jerry cans of diesel fuel that they’d found near the Compound’s new generator and
had already used to torch the vehicles and the 17 February barracks. Wickland couldn’t know whether
the attackers believed that the American ambassador was locked inside the villa’s safe haven, but it
stands to reason that they knew the barred gate separated them from Americans that they had hoped to
reach. The attackers’ intent was evident: They meant to use the Americans’ own fuel to smoke them
out or roast them alive.

The attackers doused diesel on the overstuffed chairs, pillows, and couches, drenched the Persian
rugs, and splashed the viscous fuel around the living room. As the intruders left, they set the villa
ablaze. Outside, they spread more diesel to set fires against the building’s exterior concrete walls.

Unable to see deep into the living room from his hiding place, at first Wickland couldn’t tell what
was happening. Then the light from the villa’s lamps and chandeliers dimmed. The DS agent realized
that he, Stevens, and Smith had a new enemy. The villa was on fire and rapidly filling with toxic
smoke.

The Villa C safe haven was supposed to provide the ambassador and other Americans short-term
protection against physical attack until host-country rescuers or American fighters could drive away



the invaders or protesters. It wasn’t designed to keep them safe indefinitely, and it wasn’t built to
safeguard them from fire or chemical agents. In that sense, the Benghazi safe haven was analogous to
a shark cage used by ocean divers. The longer it remained in use, the greater the likelihood that
killers would batter their way in or the air would run out. Time favored the enemy.

Visibility in the villa squeezed down to zero. Breathable air became scarce. The smoke of burning
diesel fuel 1s a lethal black cloud containing dozens of poisons, including benzene, arsenic, and
formaldehyde. The trapped Americans felt their breathing become labored. Each time they inhaled,
the smoke tortured their lungs with soot, nitrogen dioxide, sulfur dioxide, and razor-like particles of
hot ash. The smell of burning diesel can be overpowering by itself, a scrambled sulfur-and-egg
mixture sometimes described as the scent of Satan cooking breakfast. Brief exposure triggers painful
coughing, nausea, eye pain, and headaches. Loss of consciousness and organ damage come next.
Extended contact causes death.

As the smoke intensified, the three Americans dropped to the floor of the safe haven. Crawling on
his hands and knees, Wickland led Stevens and Smith into a bathroom that he knew had a barred
exterior window. He rolled wet towels in an attempt to seal the gap between the bottom of the door
and the tile floor, but smoke continued to seep inside. Wickland rose to his feet and opened the
window in the hope of improving ventilation, but it had the opposite effect. Smoke from outside the
villa poured into the bathroom, making it even harder for the besieged men to breathe.

The villa had neither emergency sprinklers nor a foam fire-suppression system. If the Americans
hoped to survive, they’d have to get outside among their enemies, either on their own or with help.

Wickland, Stevens, and Smith pressed their bodies against the floor, gulping at the little breathable
air remaining. The smoke grew so thick that Wickland lost sight of the ambassador and the computer
expert in the small bathroom. Starved for oxygen, confined to a smoke-filled room, unable to see his
companions, Wickland realized that remaining in place meant death by suffocation.

The bars on the bathroom window were set in concrete, so Wickland yelled to Stevens and Smith
to follow him to a nearby bedroom. There, Wickland knew, an emergency latch might allow him to
open the metal window bars from inside. Still unable to see through the foul black smoke, the DS
agent crawled out of the bathroom into the safe-haven hallway. He scuttled toward the bedroom.
Wickland yelled and banged on the floor as he went, using sound to guide Stevens and Smith, who he
believed were following close behind.

As Wickland moved toward the bedroom, he could hear explosions and gunfire from outside.
Bullets and tracers screamed through the overrun Compound. The American DS agents and their paid
Libyan militia guards had still mounted no resistance.

Thinking that Stevens and Smith had followed him from the bathroom, Wickland reached the
window at the far end of the bedroom and unlatched the security grill. The vertical window, its lower
edge about two feet off the floor, was about five feet tall and three feet wide. His strength waning,
Wickland climbed through the window and crumpled onto a small outdoor patio that was partly
enclosed by a four-foot-high wall of white sandbags.

Through a haze of oxygen deprivation, on the verge of passing out, Wickland grasped that he was
alone. He’d somehow become separated from Stevens and Smith, while they were either in the
smoke-filled bathroom or somewhere in the safe-haven hallway between there and the bedroom.
Maybe they had taken a wrong turn, or maybe they had never followed him into the hallway to begin
with. Either way, Wickland understood the horrifying reality: The two men he was sworn to protect,



one of them the diplomatic representative of the United States, were trapped somewhere inside the
burning safe haven. To add to his misery, Wickland heard gunfire and believed that someone was
shooting at him from the other side of the sandbags.

The exhausted DS agent struggled to his feet. Wickland hauled himself back through the villa
window, returning to the smoke-filled safe haven to search for Chris Stevens and Sean Smith.

At the Annex, each passing minute increased the GRS operators’ anger. Rising with it was concern
that the invaders had established defenses against a counterattack and tightened their grip on the
Compound.

The attackers had used one of the oldest and most potent weapons of warfare: surprise. Without a
quick and overwhelming counterpunch, the aggressors would have time to solidify their tactical gains
and increase their chances of achieving their presumed objective: killing or capturing any Americans
they could find, above all the ambassador. Chris Stevens’s presence in Benghazi was widely known,
especially after the local councilmen had alerted the media to the El Fadeel Hotel event the previous
night. Killing or kidnapping an American ambassador on the anniversary of the September 11 attacks
would be a major coup for any extreme Islamist group or militia. Reducing an American diplomatic
outpost to a charred ruin would be a bonus.

Inside the Mercedes SUV, Tanto couldn’t contain his fury. “You know how hard it’s going to be?”
he asked D.B. rhetorically. “You know how hard it’s going to be to fight back on that objective?
We’re losing the initiative!”

If he had been alone with D.B., Tanto would have raged even hotter, unleashing a stream of
creative, emphatic curses that ran through his mind. But with Henry the translator already looking
green around the gills in the backseat, Tanto didn’t want to spook the older man into a panic. The
operators divided the world into two categories: shooters and non-shooters. Henry was a non-
shooter.

Yet even as he seethed about being held in check, Tanto felt an inner calm. He considered it a gift,
and he felt certain from years of military and contracting experience that the more chaotic things
became, the more confident he’d grow. To distract himself from the delays, Tanto tried to focus on
their assets. Their Quick Reaction Force team would be six shooters strong: five contract GRS
operators—everyone but Oz, who was still at dinner—and the GRS Team Leader. Tanto and the other
operators knew that they’d be outnumbered. But they weren’t just any guys with guns. The operators
were disciplined and experienced, abundantly armed and as expertly trained as any force their size on
the planet. They had the protection of body armor and the advantage of night-vision goggles. All in
all, Tanto liked the odds of the Annex team against what he expected would be a disorderly force of
raw, chanting, gun-toting radicals.

That 1s, unless the continued passage of time gave the enemy an insurmountable edge.

If the Compound attackers had any military experience whatsoever, the GRS operators knew,
they’d be preparing for a counterstrike. The more time the attackers had to dig in, the more likely
they’d secure the Compound perimeter and organize defensive positions, at least until they achieved
their objectives.

“They’ve got ahold of everything by now,” Tanto groused. “The longer we’re waiting, the bad
guys are going to be entrenched. They’re going to have their bearings.”



In the passenger seat of the BMW, Jack sat blinking and rubbing his eyes, still trying to adjust his
contacts. Even with blurred vision, he wished the delay would end and they could get to work.
Ringing in his ears was the voice of the DS agent at the Compound reporting the attack and asking for
help. Jack twisted toward the backseat, where Tig heard the same voice in his head.

“Why the fuck aren’t we moving?” Tig asked, even as he knew the answer. It was plain to all the
GRS operators that their superiors were still working the phones to get a firm commitment and a
strategy from leaders of the 17 February militia. Tanto echoed Tig’s lament on the radio: “Why the
fuck aren’t we moving?”’

En masse, they decided that the time for asking permission had ended. The operators climbed out
of their 1dling vehicles and assembled in a huddle outside Building C, near the Team Leader, Bob the
CIA Annex chief, and his second-in-command. Jack caught Rone’s attention and they exchanged
incredulous, wide-eyed looks. To Jack, the meaning was clear: This delay is nuts. Worse, it’s
dangerous, for the guys at the Compound and also for us. The situation is beyond serious, people
need our help, and we 're the only ones available, Jack thought. We need to go.

Their radios again crackled with beseeching calls from the DS agents at the Compound TOC.
“Armed men!”

“Taking fire!”

“Taking heavy fire!”

“They’ve overrun the Compound!”

“We’re all locked up!”

“We need help!”

Yet the CIA base bosses and the Team Leader, all talking animatedly on their cell phones, still
wouldn’t give the operators the go-ahead. From overhearing the Annex staffers’ side of the ongoing
phone calls, the GRS contract operators became convinced that the agency wanted the 17 February
militia to repel the attack entirely on its own, with no direct American involvement other than the DS
agents already trapped inside the Compound.

Several GRS operators considered that wishful thinking at best, negligent leadership at worst.
They suspected that they knew a motive for such idle hopes: If the operators’ Quick Reaction Force
remained at the Annex, the CIA wouldn’t be forced to reveal or explain its presence in Benghazi. On
the other hand, if American clandestine operators and contract security employees went into combat
against radical Islamists, the battle would be guaranteed to attract global attention and massive
scrutiny. Especially on September 11. During his previous trips to Benghazi, Tig had experienced
multiple instances where Bob the base chief had told the operators to “stand down,” even when
Americans were potentially in danger, apparently to avoid the risk of exposing the CIA presence.

Another factor might also have contributed to the delay: The CIA chief seemed genuinely
concerned that the Annex might come under fire. If all the GRS operators were at the Compound, the
Americans left behind at the Annex would have little chance against a large force of attackers. The
contract operators, routinely treated like excess baggage by many of the CIA case officers, were
suddenly the most popular Americans in Benghazi.

Another radio call came from the Compound. The warbling voice of a DS agent was so tightly
controlled it sounded constricted. Several GRS operators sensed fear edging toward panic:



“If you guys do not get here, we’re going to die!”

That was all it took. Roughly twenty minutes, possibly more, had elapsed since the operators had
first mustered at Building C. They were long past ready to go. If a cavalry wanted to do any good, it
needed to move out. With or without approval.

“We need to go,” Tanto told the Team Leader. It wasn’t a question. The four other operators felt
the same. Tanto told the T.L.: “Get in the fucking car.”

The Team Leader ended his phone call and got in.

They still lacked clearance or a firm idea what support they might get from the 17 February
militia. And with the DS agents holed up, the operators had no inside intelligence on what they were
about to face. But Rone, Jack, and Tig mounted up in the BMW at the head of the two-vehicle convoy.
The GRS Team Leader got into the backseat of the Mercedes SUV, alongside Henry and behind Tanto
and D.B.

Tanto put his hand on the gearshift and hailed Rone on the radio. “Is you up?” he asked, using
slang to ask 1f the BMW team was ready.

Rone leaned out of the half-open driver’s-side door. He glanced back at the BMW with a we-got-
this smile. Rone stuck out his muscular arm, balled his hand into a fist, and flashed a thumbs-up. Tanto
returned the thumbs-up.

Rone shifted the BMW into gear and Tanto did the same in the Mercedes.

As Tanto drove around the grassy triangular roundabout at the center of the Annex, heading for the
gate, he tried to spot the little family of turtles that lived there. He wasn’t sure why, but it was a small
comfort, like saying goodbye to a family pet when leaving home for work.

During the delay, Rone had called Oz at dinner and told him to return to the Annex immediately.
“There’s something going on over at the consulate,” Rone said without elaborating. “Be very careful
and don’t go anywhere near there. There’s a lot of activity going on.”

Oz and the CIA case officer had already eaten dessert and thanked their hosts, but the case officer
lingered over goodbye.

“We need to go,” Oz told her in a low growl. He didn’t mention Rone’s call, not wanting to tip
their hosts to what was happening. She continued making small talk. In a steelier tone he repeated
himself: “We need to go. Right now.”

She shot him a look.

Oz’s patience ran out. “Get in the car. We’re leaving.”

Oz called a final goodbye to their hosts as he hustled the case officer into their vehicle, a small
black Toyota SUV with dark-tinted windows. He explained what he knew as he turned on his two-
way radio and drove toward the Annex. The case officer started firing questions, making suggestions,
and giving Oz driving directions.

“You need to be quiet, sit back, and keep your eyes open,” Oz told her. “You’re in our world now.
Let me do what I know how to do.” She complied.

Oz already had in mind a circuitous route that would return them to the Annex while avoiding the
diplomatic Compound. His route also would steer clear of potential roadblocks in an area where he
knew that a black al-Qaeda-inspired flag regularly flew from an apartment building. He blended the
Toyota into traffic, driving with a Goldilocks touch: neither too hot nor too cold, neither too fast nor



too slow. The case officer wore a headscarf, but Oz was every inch the blond, blue-eyed, beef-fed
Westerner. The last thing he wanted was to get stopped at a hostile checkpoint or an impromptu
roadblock and try to explain why two Americans were out driving near 10:00 p.m. on a night when
the American Compound was under attack.

Over the radio Oz could hear plaintive calls from the Compound. He wasn’t sure whether the DS
agent on the mic said they were “under fire” or buildings were “on fire.” Either way, he knew it was
bad. He focused his mind on the fight ahead.

Oz drove along the Third Ring Road to the Mediterranean coast, then turned onto the main coastal
road heading toward the outskirts of Benghazi. He navigated back roads to cut through fallow farm
fields; that brought them back onto the street they called Racetrack Road, southeast of the Annex.
About twenty minutes after they left their hosts’ home, Oz and the case officer turned onto Annex Road
and pulled through the gate. The BMW and the Mercedes were already gone.

The situation at the Compound kept getting worse. After reentering the villa’s safe-haven area through
the bedroom window, DS agent Scott Wickland searched the smoke-filled hallway but still couldn’t
find Chris Stevens or Sean Smith. Wickland knew that the two men couldn’t survive long in such
conditions, but neither would he if he didn’t get fresh air.

Fighting for breath, nearly overcome by the heat, Wickland returned to the bedroom and climbed
out the window through the open grate. Out on the patio, he regained his bearings and caught his
breath. He went back inside, only to be forced out again by the heat and smoke. Still Wickland saw no
sign of the ambassador or the communications officer.

While Wickland continued his rescue effort, attackers swarmed the Cantina, where the two
Tripoli-based DS agents were barricaded in a back room with a Blue Mountain guard. Another group
of invaders approached the TOC, where Alec Henderson and Dave Ubben were locked inside the
secure communications room.

As they watched the large video monitor, Henderson and Ubben saw multiple attackers trying to
break through the building’s reinforced wooden door to reach them. Ubben held his M4 assault rifle
and Henderson gripped a shotgun, preparing for close-quarters combat. The intruders approached the
TOC in ones, twos, and threes, testing the door and its steel drop bar with flying kicks. One crouched
in a football stance some twenty-five feet away and rushed forward at full speed. He plowed his full
body weight into the door but it held.

The intruders looted and sacked the Cantina, and tried unsuccessfully to break through the
barricade. Back outside, with Ubben and Henderson watching them on the security monitors, the
attackers hauled jerry cans to cars parked near the TOC. But the cans were almost empty, foiling the
plan to set more vehicles ablaze.

Back at the villa, Wickland made several more unsuccessful attempts to find Stevens and Smith.
Spent and unable to return inside for another try, Wickland knew that remaining on the patio would
expose him to gunfire. If he blacked out, as he feared he would, he’d be easy prey. A few feet from the
patio, a ladder leaning against the side of the villa led to the roof. Wickland climbed it and leapt over
a nearly four-foot parapet around the edge of the villa’s flat roof.

Wickland radioed his fellow DS agents Alec Henderson and David Ubben in the TOC for help,
but his throat and lungs were so ravaged by smoke inhalation he could barely choke out the words.



Finally his colleagues understood the awful message: Wickland couldn’t find Ambassador Stevens or
Sean Smith, and Villa C was in flames. After making the call, Wickland collapsed on the rooftop.

Until that moment, in the relative safety of the TOC, Henderson and Ubben had only a vague idea
what was happening at the ambassador’s residence some fifty yards away. The monitors in the TOC
showed smoke but not fire at Villa C, and Henderson and Ubben had no line of sight from their
location to the ruin that had been Chateau Christophe.

Before Wickland’s call from the roof, all that the DS agents in the TOC knew was that Wickland
had ushered Ambassador Chris Stevens and communications specialist Sean Smith into the locked
safe haven. To the best of their knowledge, the three men had remained there, waiting for help.
Henderson and Ubben had no reason to presume otherwise. As a result, the DS agents’ early radio
and telephone calls to the Annex, Tripoli, Washington, and elsewhere didn’t inform potential rescuers
that the three Americans at Villa C had been separated in an inferno of fire and diesel smoke, and that
they were in mortal peril. Whether that information would have shortened the delay in the operators’
departure from the Annex can’t be known.

Henderson and Ubben immediately spread word that Stevens and Smith were missing, and that
Wickland was hurt and exhausted on the roof. With the surveillance monitor showing the attackers
starting to peel away, Ubben decided to leave the TOC to see if he could help Wickland and find the
missing Americans.

As the operators drove toward the Annex’s front gate, D.B. turned his head to the backseat of the
Mercedes and peppered the Team Leader with questions. They had moved out without a clear
understanding of the arrangement, if any, with the 17 February militia. D.B. knew that the militia had a
large base nearby, and depending on their route, the operators’ vehicles might pass it on the way to the
Compound. He didn’t want any surprises or misunderstandings.

“How many guys are we linking up with from 17 February?” D.B. asked. “Do they know that
we’re coming? Do they know what they’re looking for?”

The Team Leader wasn’t sure, but he understood the potential hazards. He got on the radio to warn
Rone and the men in the BMW: “Be advised, as we may be coming into friendly fire. We don’t know
if 17 Feb knows we’re coming.”

“Roger that,” Rone said. “We’re gonna take the back route.”

They reached the front gate of the Annex, a guard raised the steel traffic bar, and Rone turned left
onto the dark street they called “Annex Road.” With Tanto following about fifty yards behind in the
Mercedes, Rone drove a short distance and turned right onto an unnamed road. He soon reached an
intersection and turned right again, onto Racetrack Road, driving past the dirt oval horse track as he
headed west toward Gunfighter Road. There, he turned right a third time and headed north in the
direction of the Compound.

Rone’s intent was to minimize their time spent on the busy Fourth Ring Road. If they approached
via the Fourth Ring, attackers at the Compound might see them coming from a long way off. Rone’s
route would take a minute or two longer, but the operators felt certain it was worth it, if they hoped to
maintain any surprise for their counterattack. Rone had used the same back route, in reverse, when he
and Tig drove past the then-quiet Compound after checking the location of the ambassador’s
scheduled meeting the next morning. The whole world had changed in the two hours since then.



Rone drove the BMW at just-above-normal speeds, with Tanto keeping pace at a distance in the
Mercedes, so each could respond to the other in case of an attack. They bypassed several other cars
without drawing unwanted attention. Rone and Tanto worried that if they raced at high speed toward
the Compound, any 17 February militiamen they encountered might mistake them for enemy extremists
looking to join in the attack. Or, overaggressive police from the already-suspect Libyan SSC might try
to pull them over in the hope of extorting a bribe. Little talk passed among the seven men in the two
luxury-vehicles-turned-troop-carriers as the Compound drew closer.

Jack considered Rone the best driver among them, so he felt comfortable with his old friend at the
wheel of the lead car. Yet he worried that they’d be ambushed along the way. His eyes still weren’t
focusing properly, but he kept his head on a swivel, scanning back and forth, left and right, for hostile
fighters or anything that looked out of place. Tig did the same in the backseat.

Jack mentally ticked off a list of possible hazards: roadside bombs, rocket-propelled grenades,
snipers. Jack’s conflicting emotions ran on a loop in his mind: Fuck them. How dare they attack us?
On the other hand: I’/l probably never see my wife and kids again. But that’s the job: We don't have
a choice. There are Americans that need our help, and we would want somebody to do the same for
us. We’ll never be able to live with ourselves if we don't make the effort. Finally he came full circle
on his enemy: Fuck them.

Shortly after the two Quick Reaction Force vehicles left the Annex, a DS agent from the
Compound came onto the radio again. This time he made no effort to disguise the panic in his voice.
By then Scott Wickland had told his fellow DS agents Alec Henderson and David Ubben that Villa C
was on fire and the ambassador and Sean Smith were missing. It wasn’t clear whether the new radio
call came from Wickland on the villa roof or Henderson and Ubben in the Compound TOC.

Jack heard the voice say: “We need help. They’re lighting the building on fire... filling with
smoke.”

In the BMW, the three operators said nothing to one another about the agent’s plea. They didn’t
need to. The operators knew that their job was to remain focused on the tasks and the dangers ahead.
In Jack’s decade-long career as a Navy SEAL, he typically had time to plan an operation
meticulously, taking into account every imaginable obstacle. This was the opposite. They had to be
ready for anything.

Traffic was light on Gunfighter Road, or as the locals called it, Shari’ al-Andalus. Then the operators
approached an intersection where they’d have to cross the Fourth Ring Road. Cars were stopped and
pedestrians milled around. Rone and Tanto slowed the vehicles and passed cautiously through the
intersection.

A few hundred yards ahead, at the pitch-dark corner of an east-west gravel road that led from
Gunfighter to the front gate of the Special Mission Compound, Jack saw a group of Arab men with
weapons, standing around several vehicles. Some of the men wore black ski masks. Jack spotted a
Technical—a pickup truck with what he thought was a mounted heavy machine gun, called a
“Dushka.” From the backseat, Tig thought it might be an anti-aircraft gun. If Tig was right, it would be
useless 1n this fight because it only pointed skyward. If Jack was right, a Dushka could blow them
clear off the road.

From that distance, seeing the world through the green fog of night-vision goggles, the operators



didn’t know whether the Arab men were a platoon of friendly 17 February militiamen or part of the
attack force, intent on blocking the road to the Compound. Either way, the operators had no choice.
They’d keep moving forward.

Rone turned off the BMW’s headlights and slowed to a crawl before the intersection. He stopped
the car next to an eight-foot cement-block wall. Tanto pulled the Mercedes in behind. The Arab men
made no hostile moves toward them, so the operators began to hope they were in fact 17 February
allies.

As they parked, the operators heard an anxious DS agent in the Compound broadcast another
beseeching radio message: “You need to hurry up. The buildings are on fire.” Then he repeated the
earlier, desperate plea: “If you don’t get here soon, we’re all going to die!”

Rone warned the other operators in the BMW to get out slowly, so they wouldn’t spook potentially
friendly militiamen into thinking they were bad guys.

From the back of the Mercedes, the GRS Team Leader said he believed the intersection was
supposed to be their meeting point with 17 February militiamen. When the Arab men remained at
ease, the operators prepared to leave their vehicles. Tanto turned to the translator. “Henry, get this
stuff coordinated and find out who the commander is. We need to get moving. We’re way behind.”

Henry and the GRS Team Leader warily approached the men in the intersection, hunched forward,
weapons 1n hand but angled downward. Rone, Jack, Tig, Tanto, and D.B. remained on alert by the
vehicles, weapons ready.

Suddenly gunshots rang out close by, and everyone snapped to attention. The sound crackled and
echoed off the roadside walls and buildings, making it difficult to tell their origin. The shots came in
sporadic and random bursts, one, two, three at a time.

As they tucked close to the walls or inside the vehicles, it occurred to several operators that if
anyone got panicky about taking fire, a shootout could easily erupt among the men assembled at the
intersection. A gunfight on Gunfighter Road. The operators weren’t worried about each other, but they
still weren’t sure what to make of the Arab men with whom they apparently were supposed to join
forces. Jack imagined the worst possibility: a deadly friendly-fire incident.

When he first heard the shots, Jack thought someone was firing directly at them from farther north
up Gunfighter Road. Then he realized that the shots were coming from the direction of the Compound,
some four hundred yards away to the east. Someone was shooting toward the intersection where the
Arab men stood. Rounds from that direction couldn’t reach the operators, who remained just south of
the intersection, protected by the wall and out of the line of fire.

In the darkness and the confusion, with rounds flying and cars passing and people moving in all
directions, Jack wondered if some of the shots came from snipers in the three-and four-story buildings
near the intersection. Crouching inside the BMW, the passenger door flung open, he held his assault
rifle down between his legs, ready to raise it and return fire.

Henry and the Team Leader were relieved to learn the Arab men at the intersection were, in fact,
17 February militiamen, and that their commander spoke passable English. The commander confirmed
that he and his men would help the Americans to regain control of the Compound. Or at least try.

Still, Tanto didn’t like the scene. He’d already expressed his doubts about the 17 February
Martyrs Brigade to his fellow operators, suspecting that the militia was neither adequately trained nor
wholly genuine in its claimed friendship with the Americans. Watching the militiamen in action, he
judged them undisciplined and disorganized, as they spread out and stood around in no apparent order



or military bearing. Several seemed mainly interested in controlling traffic between Gunfighter Road
and the Fourth Ring Road. Yet occasionally cars still cruised by, their occupants staring at the armor-
wearing, gun-toting, goggle-eyed, helmet-topped Americans in the street.

Incredulous, Tanto turned to D.B.: “We were waiting for these guys?”

The only militiaman who impressed Tanto was a black African fighter in a ski mask. As sporadic
incoming gunfire continued, the militiaman dropped prone onto the ground and fired a Kalashnikov
light machine gun, called a PKM, answering the incoming gunfire by firing east toward the
Compound. As far as Tanto was concerned, the masked man’s comrades didn’t seem to know what to
do.

Tig heard the militia commander say that he and his men had tried to drive down the road to the
Compound but had turned back when they came under fire. The Team Leader, Rone, and the
commander discussed a new approach.

As the plan took shape, Tanto and D.B. moved cautiously from their car toward the intersection.
They looked down the gravel road. “It’s a fucking fatal funnel,” Tanto said, imagining how exposed
they’d be to enemy fire if they tried walking or driving on the road toward the Compound. They could
see swirling black smoke and orange firelight rising from their destination. The sky above buildings
close to the Compound seemed to glow amber. Tanto briefly tilted his head back farther and saw
pinpoints of starlight, radiating an eerie green in his night-vision goggles. When they wore the
goggles, the operators had no peripheral vision and little depth perception, making it seem as though
they were looking at the world through narrow cardboard tubes with green cellophane on the ends.

Several minutes after they arrived in the intersection, as strategy talks continued, D.B. turned to
Tanto.

“Hey Tanto, let’s get high.”

“Roger that. I’'ll try.”

D.B. was thinking like the Marine sniper he’d trained to be. He’d noticed a four-or five-story
building on the other side of the eight-foot wall where they’d parked for cover. If they could reach an
upper floor, they might be able to establish a vantage point to see who was firing at them and what
was happening inside the Compound. They might even be able to pick off the enemy shooters.

First, though, they’d have to get over that eight-foot wall. A thought crossed Tanto’s mind: Jesus
Christ, I'm getting too old for this. He’d left the Annex still in his cargo shorts, and he knew that
he’d be scraping skin the whole way over the wall.

Tanto approached the Team Leader and the 17 February commander.

“Me and D.B. are going on foot,” Tanto said. “We can’t wait any longer.”

The Team Leader gave them the go-ahead, and Tanto went to Rone. “Hey buddy, we’re going. I’1l
maintain contact, let you know when I think it’s clear to go down that road.”

Tanto slung his assault rifle over his left shoulder, grabbed his light machine gun, and draped a
two-hundred-round bandolier across his chest. He threw his go-bag over his right shoulder. He filled
his pockets with magazines. As he finished jocking up, Tanto caught sight of two young 17 February
militiamen with AK-47s, watching him.

“Hey, you two, come with us.” The militiamen nodded their heads in agreement. Tanto and D.B.
led them toward the wall.



Locked inside the Compound TOC, DS agent Alec Henderson continued to communicate with the
Annex, the embassy in Tripoli, and the State Department in Washington. He spread word that Scott
Wickland was suffering from severe smoke inhalation on the roof of Villa C, and that Chris Stevens
and Sean Smith remained missing. He described the fires and the attackers roaming the Compound.

DS agent David Ubben knew that they needed only one agent in the TOC to maintain
communications. From what he and Henderson could see on the monitor, it looked as though the
attackers had moved away from the TOC and the Cantina after unsuccessfully trying to reach the
Americans inside both. If Ubben could get to the two Tripoli DS agents still barricaded in the Cantina
with a local guard, maybe they could team up and find the lost men. He described his plan to the
agents in the Cantina via radio.

In full combat gear, weapon in hand, Ubben cracked open the door to the TOC and threw a smoke
grenade into the brick walkway separating the TOC from the Cantina. Henderson provided cover as
Ubben prepared to leave. Using the white smoke to conceal his movements, Ubben ran across the
walkway and inside the looted Cantina. Making his way through the ransacked building, Ubben found
the room where the two Tripoli DS agents were waiting with the Blue Mountain guard. They removed
the barricade that had kept out the attackers, and the two Tripoli DS agents joined Ubben in the effort
to reach Villa C. They told the local guard to stay hidden in the Cantina.

Unsure where the attackers might be, going on foot seemed like a death wish. Outside the TOC
was an armored vehicle that the attackers had failed to burn when they ran out of diesel. After
retrieving the keys from inside the TOC, Ubben and the two Tripoli-based agents leapt in and drove
the short way to the villa. They ran to the patio where Wickland had come through the open bedroom
window. The three DS agents climbed the ladder up to the roof and found Wickland vomiting from
severe smoke inhalation and on the brink of unconsciousness.

Desperate to find Stevens and Smith, Ubben and the two Tripoli-based agents scrambled back
down. Noxious diesel smoke still filled the safe haven. Visibility remained poor. Two of the agents
set up a defensive perimeter to guard the window, while the third went inside, crawling across the
floor to search for the ambassador and the communications expert. He could only remain inside
briefly before the lack of air drove him back to the window.

Ubben and the two other DS agents rotated between the grim, strenuous search duty and manning
the defensive perimeter. Each time one man came out of the villa breathless and empty-handed, a new
man went 1n.



SIX

Gunfighter Road

UPON DRIVING INTO THE ANNEX, Oz HEADED DIRECTLY for Building C. There he found Bob the base
chief and several other agency staffers standing outside, talking on their cell phones. Oz’s dinner
companion rushed from the Toyota and went inside Building C to find out what was happening. Other
Annex staffers roamed the walled property, moving at will from building to building. Some grabbed
personal belongings from their living quarters. To Oz, several Annex residents seemed caught up in
the commotion, unsure where to go or what to do.

This is gonna be like herding cats, Oz thought.

His body armor and kit were in his room, but there wasn’t yet time for that. Still in the brown
pants and long-sleeved collared shirt he’d worn to dinner, Oz strode directly to Bob and swamped
him with questions. “What’s the latest? Did the guys take enough weapons? Where, exactly, is
everyone who’s still here?”

Bob hurriedly brought Oz up to speed then returned to his phone calls. Oz didn’t object,
understanding that Bob needed to help coordinate the response, deal with the 17 February militia, and
update Washington and Tripoli on the ongoing attack.

As he looked around the Annex, an uneasy feeling settled in Oz’s stomach. From the way people
were milling around, it seemed as though it hadn’t occurred to them that the Compound might not be
the only target for violent anti-American extremists. Defenses needed to be organized and hardened
immediately at the Annex. That job fell to him as the only GRS operator not en route to the
Compound.

Even as Oz swept into action, he tamped down a gnawing sense of frustration and disappointment
that had begun during the drive back from dinner. Years earlier, his wife had given him a T-shirt with
a question on the front: “Do you know the difference between you and me?”” The answer was on the
back: “You’re running away from fire and I’m running toward it.” Oz wore the shirt proudly and lived
by its message. Now, though, as the only operator not on the Compound rescue squad, he felt
sidelined. I/ want to be taking the fight to them, instead of sitting here waiting for them to come to
us, he thought. I don 't want to be blocking and tackling. I want to be running the football to the end
zone.

Oz knew he couldn’t dwell on those thoughts, so he occupied his mind and devoted his energy to
devising an improvised defensive plan using the limited assets and personnel at hand. Although all the
CIA case officers at the Annex had some training and familiarity with weapons, Oz considered most
of them ill-equipped for combat. In other words, non-shooters. He took a mental roll call and



concluded that his core team consisted of six fighters with varying degrees of military experience and
training, three Americans and three Libyans.

The Americans were himself, the head of Annex security, and a case officer who’d had combat
experience in Afghanistan. The three Libyans were the Annex guards, all of them friends or family
members of the property’s landlord, who insisted that they be hired when the Americans rented the
Annex. Although Oz would rely on the five men, he considered protecting everyone at the Annex to be
his responsibility alone.

Oz directed the remaining Americans at the Annex to congregate in Building C. There, the
reinforced Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility could serve as their last refuge if the Annex
were overrun. He posted an Annex support staffer outside Building C with an assault rifle and told
him to make sure no more than one person went to another building at a time, and only if absolutely
necessary. That way Oz wouldn’t have to round up more than one straggler in the event of an
emergency. Oz knew that cell phone service was spotty inside Building C, so he told the staffer to
allow anyone making official calls to loiter outside as long as they stayed close.

When Bob the Annex chief took a brief pause between phone calls, Oz asked him to help enforce
the rule about keeping everyone congregated in or around Building C. “My biggest concern is
accountability,” Oz told him. “I need to know where everybody’s at, at all times.” Bob agreed, and
with the base chief’s blessing the gun-wielding staffer took his place as the door monitor.

Oz hurried across the driveway to Building B, ducking into his bedroom to collect his kit. Without
changing clothes, he pulled on his body armor, his helmet, and his night-vision goggles. Oz grabbed
his assault rifle and his go-bag, which contained a dozen extra magazines, two tourniquets, and other
medical gear. Determined not to run out of ammo, he swept up a half-dozen spare mags and shoved
them in his rear and side pockets as he ran back outside.

Carrying his own assault rifle, the case officer with military experience in Afghanistan spotted Oz
and asked how he could help. Oz directed him to a ladder at the northeast corner of Building C. The
ladder led to a flat cement roof with a three-and-a-half-foot-high cinder-block parapet that could be
used as cover. In the months previous, the operators had designed an Annex defense plan under which
they’d use the Building C rooftop as their primary fighting position. On the roof were sealed green
metal cans with thousands of rounds of ammunition, including linked rounds for a belt-fed machine
gun, magazines for assault rifles, and grenades that resembled oversize salt shakers, to be used with a
grenade launcher. The plan called for the weapons to be brought up when the fight began, to keep
them from getting gummed up with sand and dust.

Oz climbed to the roof with the military-trained case officer for a look around. To the northwest,
in the direction of the Compound, he saw bright flashes from tracer rounds streaking across the night
sky. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary in the immediate vicinity of the Annex. He scanned the
surrounding area through his night-vision goggles but couldn’t see anyone trying to sneak up on them
from the desolate area to the north and east they called Zombieland. Oz told the case officer to remain
atop the roof on sentry duty and let him know by radio if he heard or saw anything unusual. Oz
climbed down and continued his rounds.

He positioned the Annex security leader at the front gate, giving him leeway to move back and
forth between there and Building C, some sixty yards away. Oz felt confident in the man’s judgment
and knew that he’d make the right decisions about where to be. The priority, they both knew, was to
protect the people in Building C. If attackers breached the Annex walls and came gunning for them,



they needed shooters inside the building, a position of relative strength if invaders tried to enter
through doors, one or two at a time.

With the case officer and the security leader in place, Oz went to work arranging his outer line of
defense: the three Libyan guards. Months earlier, the operators had built several steel platforms close
to the Annex walls to use as fighting positions if they came under attack. The floors of the rusty,
orange-brown platforms were high enough to enable the operators or other Annex defenders to shoot
over the walls. The platforms, which the operators called “towers,” were large enough for two
fighters to move and crouch comfortably without knocking each other off.

Oz positioned one of the Libyan guards on a tower near the front gate. He put one on a tower to the
rear left of Building C. Oz placed the third on the tower at the southeast corner of the property. Oz
moved from one to the next, to be sure the guards had enough ammo and were prepared to fight. At the
very least, he hoped they’d hold their positions and warn him about an attack.

As Oz walked around inside the Annex, he heard the radio traffic between his operator teammates
and the DS agents inside the Compound. He was too busy to focus on everything they said, but he
could tell that it didn’t sound good. Afier positioning the men on the towers, Oz returned to Building
C, still hoping that the local Libyan guards were brave and loyal enough not to flee at the first sign of
trouble. He had the same thought about the 17 February militiamen who were supposed to support his
friends at the Compound.

As Oz organized the Annex defenses, a supervisor of the three Libyan guards came to the front
gate asking to speak with Bob. Annex staff members were familiar with the man, so Oz allowed him
inside carrying his pistol. The guard supervisor told Oz that he’d come to the Annex to urge the CIA
base chief to evacuate immediately.

“You guys got to go,” the supervisor told Oz. “It’s not safe for you here.”

Oz took him to Building C to see Bob. Oz returned to his duties while the guard supervisor and the
base chief spoke outside, but Oz already knew the outcome. Six operators and a translator from the
Annex were en route to a burning, overrun US diplomatic Compound where an ambassador and six
other Americans were in mortal danger. If some or all of those fourteen Americans made it out alive,
they’d need a place to take refuge. The men and women at the Annex weren’t going anywhere.

Near the southeast corner of the intersection of Gunfighter Road and the gravel street leading to the
Compound, Tanto, D.B., and the two young 17 February militiamen approached the wall they intended
to climb. With any luck, it would lead them to a tall building they could use as a sniper roost and
reconnaissance tower. Tanto remained apprehensive about the 17 February fighters, but he sensed that
these two were trustworthy.

As the sniper/observation team moved out, Rone, Jack, and Tig left the BMW and headed toward
the intersection. Cement-block walls surrounded most of the homes and other properties in the area,
so the operators used the walls as cover. They moved cautiously north up Gunfighter in the “low
ready” position, rifle butts at their shoulders, barrels pointed safely downward. Index fingers stayed
close to the triggers but not on them. Thumbs caressed the safety switches, ready to make the weapons
live.

Rone approached the driver’s side of the Technical truck with the mounted gun, taking cover
behind the engine block. Jack stationed himself on the southeast corner of the intersection. Ambient



light from homes and the occasional flickering streetlight made his night-vision goggles unnecessary
for the moment. Jack poked his head around the corner to peer toward the front gate of the Compound,
four hundred yards down the gravel street. He got his first look at some of the attackers who’d
stormed the Compound and now were shooting in his direction. He saw eight or nine Arab men, at
least some with weapons visible.

Sometimes the attackers fired at the operators and the 17 February militiamen from behind the
concrete Jersey barriers outside the Compound gate. Other times they milled around in the open. They
were too far away for Jack to identify them. All he could see were shadowy figures moving near the
gate.

Suddenly Jack heard loud gunfire coming from close by. One of the militiamen fired several large-
caliber rounds from the Technical in the direction of the Compound. The operators could feel the
shock waves of the shots reverberating in their chests.

Rone moved around the truck and Jack leaned around the corner to join in the shooting. After
firing several rounds, they ducked back behind cover. Three 17 February militiamen who occupied
the northeast corner of Gunfighter Road and the gravel street returned the attackers’ fire, as well. The
attackers answered with pops of sporadic gunfire.

As Tig moved to join in, a 17 February militiaman on the west side of Gunfighter Road fired two
rocket-propelled grenades toward the men outside the Compound gate. The grenade-firing militiaman
was positioned about twenty yards behind Tig, who heard the alarming sound of shells whizzing over
his head. The grenades didn’t faze the attackers, who kept firing.

Tig answered with added firepower. He’d brought a grenade launcher of his own, and he fired
three high-explosive, dual-purpose cartridges, capable of killing anyone within a five-yard radius and
wounding anyone within fifteen yards. Each round launched with a resounding fwump, followed by a
momentary silence punctuated by a powerful coccoom explosion. The launcher had a range of about
350 yards, but Tig purposely lobbed the grenades short, to put the explosives well in front of the
attackers and to avoid hitting the Compound gate. He worried that a direct hit on the gate would slow
the operators, exposing them to fire, when it came time for them to move through it to reach the
Compound.

The operators couldn’t see if Tig’s grenades injured or killed the men outside the Compound, but
there was no doubt that the powerful rounds cleared them out. The gunfire from the attackers toward
Gunfighter Road stopped. When the operators looked down the street after Tig’s third shot, no one
stood between them and the main gate. It was time for the operators to move in.

First, Tig rushed back toward the car, to get his assault rifle, a belt-fed machine gun, and two two-
hundred-round drums of ammunition. With more than enough to carry, he left his go-bag in the BMW.
As Tig collected his gear, he heard a DS agent repeat his radio plea: “We’re going to die if you don’t
get here!” the agent said, choking out the words and struggling to breathe.

After the firefight, the GRS Team Leader and Henry the translator resumed talking with the 17
February commander. The discussions focused on coordination of the combined forces and the
possibility that the militia would provide heavy weapons for a counterassault, a prospect that seemed
to be going nowhere.

Tig listened as the Team Leader and Henry the translator discussed their conversation with the
militia commander. The commander had told them that he didn’t want to move his troops toward the
Compound gate. Instead, he told the T.L., he’d make a phone call to the attackers to negotiate for the



release of the trapped Americans. Tig wondered how the militia commander knew whom to call and
how he was on good enough terms with someone connected to the attackers to think he could work out
a deal.

One positive development of the talks was that the 17 February militiamen finally appeared ready
to set up roadblocks at all intersections leading to the Compound, to prevent the attackers from calling
in reinforcements and overwhelming the fourteen Americans—seven from the Compound and seven
from the Annex’s Quick Reaction Force—who’d be there.

With no sign that the militia would move beyond the perimeter of the battle, Tig, Rone, and Jack
were done waiting. “Fuck it,” Tig said. “We’re going.”

Rone called Tanto by radio: “Hey guys, we’re going to start moving on foot. What are you seeing,
Tanto?”

Tanto, D.B., and the two militiamen had yet to reach high ground, so Tanto radioed back: “I think
you’re fine. I’'m not hearing much fire coming down that road anymore. The consulate is definitely on
fire, it’s in blazes. Just do your thing. Shoot, move, and communicate, and you’ll be good.”

“Roger that.”

Tig radioed the Annex to let Bob and the others there know that they were moving out.

Leaning forward, guns up, Rone, Jack, and Tig rounded the corner onto the potholed, two-lane gravel
street leading to the Compound. They hugged the wall on the south side, ducking in and out of cutouts
that led to entranceways or marked the separation between properties. Alternating the lead position,
watching each other’s backs, and exposing themselves as little as possible, Rone, Tig, and Jack
bobbed in and out of two construction sites, moving steadily through the dark toward the Compound.
Their muscles tensed as they scanned from side to side. With each step, they expected to encounter the
enemy.

Jack’s contact lenses had finally cleared enough for him to see straight, but in the confusion of the
firefight he momentarily lost his bearings. He called to Tig: “Is the gate on the left or the right?” Tig
told him 1t was on the right, and Jack reoriented himself. Tig had his own vision problems, caused by
the weather. The temperature had reached 84 degrees Fahrenheit during the day, and the night was
only a dozen or so degrees cooler. As Tig’s body overheated from exertion, his goggles fogged so
much he found them useless and lifted them to his helmet.

About 150 yards down the street, the three operators came across an unarmed man in his forties
talking on a cell phone. Wearing long pants and a polo shirt, the man seemed to have wandered out of
one of the homes to see what was happening, as though a parade was passing by.

“Get down! Get down!” the operators shouted.

The man pointed to his phone and kept talking. The operators concluded that he might be a threat
to himself, but not to them. Shaking their heads and shooting him dirty looks, they kept moving.

Jack and Tig heard voices speaking Arabic in clipped, urgent tones. They glanced to their left and
saw movement on the opposite side of the street, fifteen or twenty yards behind them.

Fuck, Jack thought. Who the hell are THESE guys?

With a quick look, he realized that the three men posed no danger. To the contrary, they were the
operators’ self-appointed backup. The men were the militiamen who’d returned fire at attackers from
the northeast corner of the intersection. Now they were shadowing the operators’ movements on the



opposite side of the street. Jack and Tig noticed that the militiamen learned from the Americans as
they went, slipping in and out of construction sites and entranceways as they sought cover moving
east.

Jack didn’t know how useful the trio would be, but at least they were there. After all the
uncertainty, at least five members of the 17 February Martyrs Brigade had fulfilled their promise to
support the American Quick Reaction Force: three on the gravel road and two searching for a sniper
location with Tanto and D.B.

Ahead the three operators saw a large mound of dirt outside a construction site, about one hundred
yards from the Compound gate. Jack and Tig looked to the peak, more than fifteen feet high, and had
the same thought: vantage point.

Having a sniper in position from the street as they moved into the Compound would provide them
with cover fire and a tactical advantage. They hoped that the dirt pile was firm, but as soon as Jack
and Tig began to climb, they felt like they were scaling a sand dune. Their legs sank to their knees as
they trudged higher. Each man carried forty or more pounds of weapons, ammo, body armor, and
equipment, and the weight seemed to grow with every step.

“Son of a bitch,” Tig said, his breaths growing labored.

Jack felt winded, too, and he assumed that he was worse off than his partner. He knew that Tig’s
workouts included long runs around the Annex, so Jack blamed himself for focusing on his upper
body strength and neglecting his lower limbs.

“Man,” Jack said halfway up, sweating buckets and huffing for breath. “I need to do more legs.”

But Tig felt equally smoked. His long runs had left his leg muscles sore.

“Man,” he panted, “I should be running a lot /ess!”

Both coughed out a laugh.

As they reached the top, Jack and Tig discovered that they weren’t high enough to see inside the
Compound walls. They’d climbed the mound for nothing. Doubling their frustration, as they slid
down, the ammo drum on Tig’s belt-fed machine gun fell off. They had no time to reattach it, so Tig
went “Rambo-style.” He broke off more than a hundred rounds from the lost drum and split them in
two, leaving half dangling from the gun and draping the other half over his shoulder.

Tig knew that their goal was to save lives in the Compound, but that wasn’t foremost on his mind
as he moved closer to their destination. His first thought was survival. With each footfall, his eyes
darting left and right, he clutched his machine gun tighter. The former Marine replayed a single
existential thought: Is somebody going to engage us?

While Tig and Jack scaled the dirt mound, Rone had kept moving forward toward the gate. He
hunched down behind one of the concrete traffic barriers to the right of the Compound entrance,
waiting for his partners. Rone radioed Tanto and D.B. to say they’d reached the gate and were getting
ready to move in.

First to join Rone were the three militiamen, who took cover positions nearby at the barriers.
Before them stood a concrete archway some twenty feet wide and fifteen feet high, painted a friendly
shade of pale yellow. Deep inside the archway were the Compound’s heavy gates, their wrought-iron
balusters backed by solid steel plates, to prevent anyone from ramming them open, climbing over, or
shooting through. Normally closed except when vehicles entered or exited, the gates were thrown



wide open. Someone had taken the time to latch the bottom of the gates to fixed anchors in the
driveway, to keep them from swinging closed. Also open was the adjacent steel pedestrian gate.

When Jack reached the Jersey barriers, he noticed that one of the militiamen crouching nearby had
not only an AK-47 but also a rocket-propelled grenade launcher strapped across his back. Jack
momentarily worried that the man might be a threat to Rone, so Jack watched him, gun up, ready to
shoot if the militiaman aimed his gun in Rone’s direction. The militiaman showed no sign of being a
threat, so Jack concluded that he must be one of the good guys. Jack scuttled forward, dropped in, and
kneeled to the man’s left. Six inches separated their shoulders as they looked toward the gate.

A few yards away, Tig continued to struggle with the ammunition for his belt-fed machine gun. He
fought to get his second drum out of an improvised canvas pouch. Tig wanted the drum clipped
securely in place on the weapon, so he wouldn’t run out of rounds when the shooting started. He
radioed the Annex: “We’re moving onto the Compound.”
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Rone took Tig’s radio call as a signal. Without warning his companions, he sprang to his feet and
quick-stepped around the concrete barrier. Rone rounded a corner of low hedges and ran headlong
through the gate into the Compound, his assault rifle pointing the way forward.

Jack had expected that they’d make eye contact or otherwise communicate before moving. But
when he saw Rone move, his training kicked into gear. A bedrock rule among SEALs and other
Special Operations fighters 1s that no one goes in alone, ever, regardless of whether they’re entering a
room or an open space. Rone had been trained the same way, so Jack knew that when he led the
charge, Rone felt confident that Jack and Tig would have his back.

Jack popped up, stepped around the barrier, and sprinted into the Compound.

Tig was wrestling with his weapon when Rone and Jack moved. He was on his feet seconds later,
but that brief gap was just enough time for someone to begin shooting at him from farther east down
the gravel road. The shots came from an intersection with a street the operators called Adidas Road
because a sporting goods store was located there.

Tig dropped flat onto the ground behind a barrier as a round zipped above his head. He pressed
the talk button on his radio: “Hey base, I’'m taking fire, but I'm not hit!” Pinned down, Tig looked up



and saw flashes of gunfire passing over him. One of the 17 February militiamen jumped to his feet
about ten feet to Tig’s left. He let loose with his AK-47 on full automatic, firing in bursts at a rate of
six hundred rounds per minute. His magazine spent, the militiaman dropped down to reload. Tig
pulled his night-vision goggles over his eyes and stepped into the fight. He brought up his fully loaded
machine gun, resting it atop the barrier.

As Tig prepared to fire, an unarmed man rushed toward him, hands raised, from the darkened
street.

“Friendly! Friendly! 17 February!”

Still ready to blast away, Tig caught the eye of the militiaman reloading his AK-47.

“Friendly!” the unarmed man yelled again. “17 February!”

Tig and the armed militiaman exchanged quizzical looks that Tig translated into universal soldier
language: Who the fuck is this nut?

Tig exhaled. Whoever had been firing at them from up the street had run off, or was dead or
wounded from the AK-47 barrage. Either way, the incoming gunfire had stopped. Tig pointed two
fingers at his eyes, pantomiming to the armed militiaman to keep watch on the new arrival. The
militiaman nodded.

Tig rose. His machine gun up and ready, he sprinted into the Compound to catch up with Rone and
Jack.

D.B. took the lead as the sniper/observation team approached the eight-foot wall near the corner of
Gunfighter Road and the gravel road leading to the Compound. He climbed over, then dropped to one
knee, to provide cover for the two 17 February militiamen and finally Tanto as they joined him on the
other side.

Ahead was the tall building they hoped to use as their perch. But before they moved that way, they
wanted to be sure no one was waiting to ambush them. Next door to their chosen building was a
cinder-block house under construction. Tanto provided cover while D.B. and the two militiamen
made sure it was empty.

When the trio returned, the squad moved toward the tall building. But as they got closer, Tanto and
D.B. realized that even if they reached the top, they’d be too far from the Compound to see much.
They changed plans and kept going, one taking a knee as the others reached cover, then moving again,
using the property walls as shields as they hopscotched steadily from one lot to the next. Each time
they reached a corner they couldn’t see beyond, Tanto or D.B. used a tactical technique called
“slicing the pie” or “pieing the corner.” The lead man approached the corner close to the wall. A few
feet from the corner, he took small, sideways steps away from the wall with his gun up and ready.
With each outward step he cleared a “slice” of the dark area on the far side of the corner, allowing
him incrementally to determine that no one was there, without exposing himself all at once.

As Tanto held one corner, he heard the radio call from Rone asking whether it looked safe for the
operators to move up the gravel road. After telling Rone that he couldn’t see but didn’t hear any
gunfire, Tanto moved ahead to the next corner.

They made their way from one lot to the next, studying the shadows and the unlit passageways to
see 1f anyone was hiding. Like their fellow operators on the street, they expected gunfire in their
direction at every moment. The two operators and their militiamen shadows tried to remain quiet and



unobserved, not knowing whether a large force of attackers was waiting to engage them at the next lot
or on the far side of the Compound. Yet as they balanced moving fast against remaining safe, they
found themselves cheating toward speed because they knew Americans were in danger inside the
Compound.

As they led their team down the block, Tanto and D.B. realized that most of the buildings were
single-story homes that wouldn’t do them any good as sniper/observation towers. But through their
goggles they saw a building under construction a hundred yards ahead that might work.

“Let’s get on top of that and see what we can see,” D.B. said.

They moved into the tall, unlit building with care, clearing each floor and the stairwells as they
went. Their breathing grew heavier. Sweat soaked the operators’ shirts under their body armor. The
machine gun in Tanto’s arms and the assault rifle slung over his back seemed to be gaining weight. He
went up the stairs first, climbing carefully toward the unfinished fourth floor.

At the top, Tanto stepped out and saw a bird’s-eye view at once spectacular and horrifying.
Flames engulfed the 17 February barracks near the Compound’s front gate. The main villa was
ablaze, with orange sparks rising into the inky Mediterranean sky. Black smoke curled and swirled
from the buildings, cloaking the silvery stars above. Under different circumstances Tanto might have
called it strangely beautiful. He shifted his attention from the view to his radio. Realizing that he
hadn’t heard any recent calls from the Compound, Tanto wondered if the Americans there were still
alive.

The fourth-floor view was arresting but frustrating. A row of trees obscured any movement on the
Compound grounds, making it impossible for them to establish a sniper or reconnaissance position.
D.B. reached the top floor and stood alongside Tanto.

“This 1s worthless,” he said.

They headed back down, rejoined the 17 February militiamen, and kept moving. The four-man
squad jackrabbited across an open field of dirt and weeds, climbed over a wall, then repeated the
process with another barren field and another wall. Their travels took them to yet another wall, this
one running perpendicular to the wall that enclosed the west side of the Compound. D.B. threw over
the go-bag containing his medical kit, extra ammunition, and his GPS unit, intending to climb after it.

Tig’s low voice came over the radio: “We’re moving onto the Compound.”

“Roger that,” Tanto replied in a whisper. “We still haven’t gotten there. We’re trying to meet you
there.”

D.B. and Tanto climbed the wall perpendicular to the Compound. When they reached the top, they
realized that they still couldn’t see inside the grounds. That meant there was no point for them to drop
over to the other side. A better plan, they agreed, would be to work their way around to the south side
of the Compound and see if they could enter through the rear B1 gate, which opened out to the Fourth
Ring Road. The burning villa was toward the front of the Compound. By approaching from the rear,
Tanto, D.B., and the militiamen conceivably could ambush any attackers driven to the back gate by
Rone, Jack, and Tig.

As Tanto started to climb down, part of the wall collapsed beneath him. He slammed to the
ground, scraping and badly bruising his left leg. Blood oozed from cuts and scrapes on his left arm.

D.B. jumped down from the wall. He and one of the 17 February militiamen rushed over.

“Damn,” D.B. said. “You OK?”

“Yeah,” Tanto said. His leg hurt but nothing was broken. “I’m fine. We gotta go.”



D.B. looked back at the wall. “Oh shit, my bag.”

They’d already suffered too many delays, first at the Annex and now as they tried to reach the
Compound. The radios were silent. That couldn’t mean good news. Climbing over a half-crumpled
wall to search for D.B.’s bag in the dark would cost more time, time that might mean lives.

“Dude,” Tanto said, “fuck it. I got extra mags.” D.B. knew he was right.

They rushed toward the Fourth Ring Road. As they ran side by side, huffing and puffing, D.B.
caught Tanto’s eye and smiled. “This sucks,” D.B. said. Too winded to answer, Tanto returned the
grin.

After clearing another wall, they found themselves near a grocery store about fifty yards from the
Compound’s back gate. A dozen or so bystanders stood outside the store, looking toward the fires
inside the Compound. Tanto told their two 17 February companions to watch the crowd as he and
D.B. went to the gate.

As they moved away from the store, Tanto and D.B. came face-to-face with a 17 February
commander talking on a telephone in Arabic. It wasn’t clear how the militia leader had arrived at
their location, but Tanto thought the two militiamen they’d brought with them must have called him on
their radios.

“Hey dude,” Tanto said, pointing toward the grocery store onlookers. “Are those your guys? Are
they friendly?”

“No, they aren’t,” the commander said in English.

“So, make sure they don’t shoot at us,” Tanto said. “If they do, kill them.”

The militia commander nodded as he continued talking on the phone.

As Tanto headed toward the gate, he mumbled under his breath to D.B.: “Man, I wish I could
understand Arabic better. I got the gut feeling he’s talking to the bad guys, telling them that we’re
coming in.”

More than forty minutes had elapsed since DS agent Alec Henderson pressed the duck-and-cover
alarm at the sight and sounds of armed attackers pouring onto the Compound.

During that time, an alert about the ongoing attack had gone out from the State Department’s
Diplomatic Security Command Center, informing the White House Situation Room, the Office of the
Director of National Intelligence, and the FBI, according to an official Defense Department timeline.
In response to that alert, at 10:32 p.m. Benghazi time, or 4:32 p.m. in Washington, the National
Military Command Center at the Pentagon notified the Office of the Secretary of Defense. Word
quickly reached Defense Secretary Leon Panetta and General Martin Dempsey, chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff.

Panetta and Dempsey had a previously scheduled meeting with President Obama within the half
hour, at 5:00 p.m. Washington time, or 11:00 p.m. Benghazi time. There, Panetta testified later, they
discussed potential responses. Panetta told a congressional committee that Obama ordered the
Defense Department to respond with “all available DOD assets.” Panetta testified that he didn’t
speak directly with the president again on September 11.

Meanwhile, according to a letter the White House sent to Republicans on the Senate Armed
Services Committee, at Obama’s request Secretary of State Hillary Clinton called Libyan President
Mohamed Magariaf “to coordinate additional support to protect Americans in Libya and access to



Libyan territory.” Magariaf pledged “full cooperation,” the letter said.

As military options remained under discussion, the unarmed US surveillance drone neared Libyan
airspace over Benghazi, to provide live video images of the burning Compound. But at 10:30 p.m.
Benghazi time, the drone remained more than a half hour away. As the GRS operators moved inside
the Compound walls, they did so blind.

As the attack continued, Panetta later testified to Congress, two Marine security platoons stationed
in Spain were ordered to prepare for deployment, one to Benghazi and the other to Tripoli. A Special
Operations force in the midst of a training exercise in central Europe was ordered to prepare to
deploy to a staging base in southern Europe. A US-based Special Operations team was told to get
ready to travel to the same staging base.

But in the end, none of them was sent to Benghazi.

Panetta said consideration also was given to sending armed aircraft, along with refueling tankers
and other support. But, he added, it would have taken at least nine hours for them to get there. Panetta
described it as “a problem of distance and time.” Embassy officials in Tripoli took part in those
discussions. Gregory Hicks, the embassy’s deputy chief, testified to Congress that the embassy’s
defense attaché talked with officials at AFRICOM and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Hicks said he asked
the defense attaché: “Is anything coming? Will they be sending us any help? Is there something out
there?”” Hicks testified that he was told that the nearest help was at the US air base in Aviano, Italy,
where Air Force fighter planes were two to three hours away. But no tankers were available for them
to refuel, so hours longer would pass before any fighters could take off.

“And I said, ‘Thank you very much,” ” Hicks testified, “and we went on with our work.” In the
end, no American warplanes were sent to Benghazi.

The nearest and most likely help from American ground forces remained the seven-man, Tripoli-
based GRS team, which included two active-duty Delta Force operators, former SEAL Glen “Bub”
Doherty, and a linguist who’d act as translator.

As minutes passed and the Compound burned, talk of response options and available assets
continued in Washington, Tripoli, at AFRICOM headquarters in Stuttgart, Germany, and elsewhere.
Later in the night, a global conference call would include representatives from AFRICOM, the
European Command, the Central Command, the Special Operations Command, the Transportation
Command, and the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines.

None of those discussions mattered to the operators already on the ground in Benghazi. The members
of the Annex’s GRS security team had long since concluded that they couldn’t wait for outside help.
They couldn’t wait for drones or gunships or Marines stationed in Spain. They couldn’t wait for
Special Ops teams in central Europe or the United States, or even their fellow GRS operators and
Special Ops soldiers en route from Tripoli. They couldn’t wait for action by the presidents of the
United States or Libya, or the secretaries of State or Defense. They couldn’t wait for the United
Nations, the United States Army, Air Force, Marines, or Navy, the Libyan Air Force, or anyone else.

The Special Mission Compound in Benghazi was overrun. Buildings and cars were on fire.
Armed enemies of the United States roamed freely inside the walls. Ambassador J. Christopher
Stevens and communications expert Sean Smith were missing inside a burning villa. Five other
Americans also were in danger.



The operators’ only option was to act. At the Annex, Oz prepared to withstand and repel a
possible second wave. At the Compound, Tanto and D.B. headed toward the back gate. Rone, Jack,
and Tig rushed through the front gate.

None had any idea what would happen next.



SEVEN

Man Down

JACK TORE THROUGH THE COMPOUND GATE BEHIND Rone. As he passed under the entrance archway, he
saw the back of Rone’s orange plaid shirt some twenty-five yards ahead of him. Rone sprinted toward
the flaming, smoke-spewing villa, and Jack followed in his wake.

As Jack came onto the Compound’s manicured grounds, he cut sharply to his right, a move that
took him off the brick driveway and onto a thick swath of well-tended grass. From there, the
Compound wall would serve to partially cover his back, in case their enemies followed him through
the gate. His rifle at his shoulder, his finger near the trigger, Jack dropped to a knee. He scanned back
and forth, right and left, covering Rone.

To Jack’s right, past a row of low hedges and several palm trees, he saw the burning 17 February
barracks building. His every sense hyper-aware, Jack heard scattered gunshots ring out from
somewhere inside the Compound. Jack didn’t see any shooters in the darkness and he couldn’t tell
from which direction the shots originated. He knew that he was vulnerable and exposed, but he
wouldn’t move until Rone was clear.

When Jack saw Rone reach the villa, he sprang to his feet and ran to join him near the building’s
charred front entrance. Two DS agents who’d been searching for the ambassador and Sean Smith
were already there. They stood to the right of the blown-open front doors, on the patio area near the
low window that the DS agents had used in their repeated forays into the safe-haven area in attempts
to find the missing men. The operators and the DS agents gathered in a loose circle by the four-foot
pile of sandbags stacked along the patio’s edge. At their feet were clods of dirt and shards of pottery,
remnants of a smashed two-foot clay planter.

One of the DS agents who met Jack and Rone was Scott Wickland. Suffering from smoke
inhalation, his lungs scarred by diesel fumes, Wickland had climbed down from the villa roof to
rejoin the rescue effort. Jack barely recognized him. Wickland looked like a chimney sweep, his
boyish face and light-brown hair coated in black soot. Red vines of broken blood vessels covered his
heavy-lidded eyes. Wickland’s shoulders slumped. His feet were bare. His clothes were blackened
rags. The other DS agent, standing alongside Wickland, was big David Ubben, drooping from fatigue,
his T-shirt smudged with ash, his meaty face slack. Only days earlier, the four men had sat outside the
villa discussing their worries about the understaffed Compound security team; now their worst fears
had been realized.

For a few seconds no one said anything, as the two former SEALs and the two DS agents looked
at one another in disbelief. Ubben and Wickland shook their heads and looked at the ground. They’d



trained for this and had known that it was possible. They’d responded to the best of their abilities.
But now it was real and awful, and it wasn’t nearly over.

From the corner of his eye Jack glanced toward the open front doors. The villa’s entrance foyer
was dark, but through the smoky haze he could see red-hot coals from the wood of incinerated
furniture, smoldering on the ruined marble tile floors. It reminded Jack of looking inside a wood-fired
pizza oven. He could feel the intense heat pulsing from within.

His voice hoarse from smoke, Ubben broke the silence: “There’s still guys in the building.”

Immediately Rone and Jack went to the window at the far end of the patio. Wickland, Ubben, and
the two DS agents from Tripoli had already gone through it multiple times, and now the window hung
crooked 1in its frame, attached to the building from only one top corner. Jack didn’t know where the
Tripoli-based agents had gone, but he got the impression that Wickland and Ubben were on the verge
of collapse. He could tell that they were deeply relieved to see him and Rone take over the search for
Chris Stevens and Sean Smith.

As they rushed to the window, Rone and Jack shared a brief, can-this-possibly-get-worse look.
Jack believed that it would take a miracle to pull anyone out alive, and they’d need to be vigilant if
they wanted to get out themselves.

Jack climbed through the window into the bedroom in the villa’s safe-haven area. The moment his
feet hit the floor he felt the most intense blast of heat he’d ever experienced. The only comparison he
could think of was opening an oven door on Thanksgiving after a turkey had been roasting all day. His
nose and eyes recoiled from the noxious vapors and caustic diesel smoke. Sharp fumes from burning
textiles and plastic added to the stench. Jack felt his contact lenses dry out instantly. He wondered if
they might melt against his eyeballs.

Rone and Jack took deep breaths and held them for as long as possible. They bulled their way past
furniture and mattresses strewn around the bedroom from the DS agents’ previous searches. They
went as far as they could, as fast as they could, inside the bedroom. But with no clean air, that wasn’t
far. They rushed back to the window for fresh breaths. With each trip inside, they tried to reach
deeper, to push themselves farther on a single chestful of air, even as they knew they were tempting
fate. Go too far, or take a wrong turn, or lose your way in the dark, Jack told himself, and you’ll be
a missing man, too.

Coughing and feeling light-headed, Jack and Rone began to alternate their searches of the safe
haven, taking turns going inside the villa through the window. Time after time they emerged alone.
Frustrated that they couldn’t explore the far reaches of the safe haven, they tried going in through the
front doors. Depending on which way they went, the operators might be able to sneak in a few
tolerable breaths inside and search a minute or two longer. But inevitably the furnace pushed them
back outside.

In much of the villa, visibility was a few feet or less. Rone and Jack lit the flashlights mounted on
their weapons, but the white beams barely penetrated the smoky blackness. They moved or lifted
whatever furniture they came upon, in the hope of finding their missing countrymen underneath.
Anyone still inside was likely to be on the ground, they reasoned, so they focused their searches close
to the floor. The heat was slightly less intense down low, but their feet still baked in their boots.

Jack felt a wave of gloom. There’s no way in hell that they could possibly be alive, he thought.
There'’s no way to survive this for more than a few minutes.

Yet he and Rone continued looking.



After more than a dozen attempts each, Jack and Rone grew discouraged that they still hadn’t been
able to reach some parts of the back half of the villa. Each time they’d tried, they’d been forced out by
the smoke and heat. From outside on the patio, they ran around to the rear of the building to see if they
could get in another way. They heard pops of gunfire in the distance, but the attackers had fallen back
from the area around the villa and were nowhere in sight. Still, Jack and Rone moved on high alert,
guns up, elbows tucked close to their torsos, heads swiveling, eyes scanning for targets.

They found an open back door and stepped inside. But it was just as dark, hot, and smoky, and they
couldn’t explore far before they were forced back to the door for breaths. After several attempts with
the same dispiriting results, they abandoned that approach and moved outside. Jack ran around to the
front of the villa, expecting Rone to follow. But in the darkness the two operators became separated.

Jack continued alone toward the patio area near the bedroom window.

Tig had approached the villa by running up the same brick driveway and across the same grass field
as Rone and Jack. He reached the building while his fellow operators were inside searching. No one
was on the patio when he arrived, so Tig positioned himself behind the sandbags to create a perimeter
defense while he waited. When he’d first entered the Compound, Tig saw a Libyan man in camouflage
pants and a T-shirt walking away from the burning 17 February barracks. The man was unarmed, and
he seemed to belong there, so Tig didn’t shoot him. Otherwise, Tig found the Compound quiet except
for the crackling of burning buildings.

As he stood near the sandbag fighting position toward the front of the villa, Tig heard loud noises
and crashing sounds from inside. He heard someone kick in a door. Tig wasn’t sure who was inside,
but he concluded that the racket must be coming from Jack, Rone, DS agents, or militiamen
overturning furniture and clearing rooms. As Tig waited for them to emerge, he was startled by the
sight of' a gray Land Cruiser speeding around a corner in front of the villa.

Here come the bad guys, Tig thought.

He raised his belt-fed machine gun and followed the SUV’s movements with the weapon’s barrel.
Tig prepared to unload as the vehicle drove past him toward the front of the villa. At the last second
before he opened fire, Tig recognized David Ubben’s face through the windshield. Also in the vehicle
was one of the Tripoli-based DS agents.

Tig took his finger off the trigger, lowered the machine gun, and exhaled.

When Jack returned to the front of the villa, he found several 17 February militiamen going in and out
through the main entrance, trying to help with the search. Jack went to the patio and poked his head
inside the bedroom window, intending to try again. Immediately he saw two DS agents, Dave Ubben
and the taller of the two agents from Tripoli, coming toward the window through the smoke wearing
gas masks. Jack’s first thought was to wonder where they’d gotten the gear and how he could get
similar masks for himself and his fellow operators.

As the agents grew closer, Jack’s smoke-strained eyes focused. The two DS agents stood on either
side of a limp man, dragging him toward the window. The man faced upward, wearing dark jeans and
a gray T-shirt. Dave Ubben and the Tripoli agent each had the man by an arm, holding his torso and
bald head off the ground. His legs and rear dragged along the ashy floor. Jack leaned through the



window and reached out with both arms. When the agents approached, Jack slid his hands under the
man’s arms and locked them in front of his chest. Jack pulled the unresponsive man up and through the
window, then gently laid him on a concrete pad protected behind the sandbags. Jack didn’t recognize
the man. He couldn’t tell whether he was American or Libyan.

Jack dropped to his knees to the right of the man’s head. He knew from his SEAL training that even
before trying to establish an airway, he needed to make sure the man wasn’t in danger of bleeding to
death. Jack lifted the man’s T-shirt and checked his torso for chest or stomach trauma. He found no
signs of injury. No blood appeared to be seeping through his pants. Jack pulled up the man’s shirt all
the way to his neck. He turned the man onto one side, to look and feel around his back for blood or
trauma that might reveal internal bleeding. Finding none, Jack eased the man down onto his back. The
man flopped limply each time Jack moved his body or limbs.

Jack leaned down and put his ear to the man’s nose and mouth. He listened and felt for breath but
found none. He searched fruitlessly for a pulse.

Jack’s hands were on the man’s bare chest, and he noticed that the skin felt deathly cold to the
touch. He looked at the man’s face and saw a dark ring around his lips, from inhaling diesel smoke.
Jack considered trying CPR, but he felt certain it would do no good. The DS agents stood over Jack
as he worked, watching and hoping.

Jack looked up at Dave Ubben. “No,” Jack said. “He’s gone.”

Ubben shook his head and turned away. Jack saw tears in his eyes.

Soon Jack would learn that the man he’d just declared dead was Sean Smith, a thirty-four-year-old
State Department communications expert, a married father of two young children, a star video-game
player known to his online friends as Vile Rat. Only hours earlier, Smith had written an online
message complaining about the Libyan “police” photographing the Compound that morning, Smith had
begun that message with what now seemed like an anxious prophecy: “assuming we don’t die
tonight.”

Jack didn’t know Smith well. They’d met several days earlier when they were introduced during a
dinner at the Annex kitchen. Jack felt miserable about Smith’s death, but there was no time to mourn
him. Jack and the other DS agent lifted Smith’s body and carried it to a spot near the villa’s front
doors.

While Jack was trying to help Smith, he heard one of the DS agents say they weren’t finished
searching the villa: “The ambo’s still missing.”

Jack resumed searching, as did the DS agents and several of the 17 February militia members
who’d come onto the Compound as the attackers fell back. At one point Jack counted more than ten
searchers, but the inside of the villa still burned hot. They focused as much as possible on the safe-
haven area, but no one could find Ambassador Chris Stevens.

After getting separated from Jack in the dark on their way back to the front entrance, Rone ran into Tig
outside the villa. Together, they saw Jack bent over Sean Smith’s body. “Is that one of ours?” Tig
asked. Rone didn’t know.

Word spread that Stevens remained lost and the villa hadn’t yet been declared clear. Tig and Rone
turned on the flashlights on their assault rifles and went through the front doors side by side.

Tig had been in the villa months earlier, so he had a mental picture of the floor plan that he thought



would be helpful to the search. They went in low, crouching to stay beneath the smoke, but on their
first trip the heat was so overpowering they lasted only about thirty seconds and reached no more than
fifteen feet inside. Even with their lights, they could barely see beyond the end of their rifle barrels. It
reminded Tig of turning on a car’s headlights in a thick fog.

“Holy shit,” Tig said outside, sweat dripping from every pore. “This is gonna be rough.”

They took deep breaths and went back in, lasting about a minute on their second trip. On the third
attempt, Tig went farther than he had earlier, reaching a pile of furniture outside the steel gate to the
safe haven. The gate looked as though it remained locked, and Tig couldn’t get through the furniture to
reach it.

“Chris! Chris!” Tig called for the ambassador at the top of his lungs.

From behind him, outside the villa, came an answer, “Yeah, I’'m here.”

Tig recognized the voice as belonging to the Team Leader, who’d joined them by driving the
Mercedes SUV with Henry the translator from the Gunfighter Road intersection into the Compound.

Coughing from the smoke, Tig called back: “No, not you! Chris Stevens!” Tig got no reply from
inside the safe haven.

Calling out the ambassador’s name filled Tig’s lungs with smoke. He and Rone went back out to
the front steps. After a few deep breaths, they gave it a fourth try. Again they went to the deepest part
of the open living space, but again they found no sign of Stevens. Tig circled back around toward the
front doors. He couldn’t see more than a foot in either direction, but he thought that Rone was next to
him the whole time.

“I’'mlost!”” Rone called from somewhere across the smoke-filled room. “I can’t find my way out!”

Tig turned toward his friend. “Come to my voice!”

“I’'mlost!” Rone called.

“Follow my voice!”

Each breath filling their lungs with smoke, they continued the call-and-response exchange several
times. From the direction of Rone’s calls, Tig realized that Rone was disoriented and moving toward
the kitchen. From his previous searches, Tig knew that that part of the villa remained engulfed in
flames. He yelled to Rone to keep talking, then rushed toward Rone’s voice. When he caught sight of
Rone through the smoke, Tig reached out and grabbed him.

Both were coughing madly, their lungs desperate for fresh air, as Tig led Rone to the front doors
and safely outside.

As the two operators caught their breath, bent over with hands on knees, their rifles dangling, Tig
and Rone heard a radio call from Tanto and D.B. saying that they were ready to move into the
Compound through the back gate. DS agents and militiamen continued to search the villa, so Tig and
Rone moved to cover the incoming operators.

Rone and Tig went to a dirt pathway that bisected the Compound, stretching from the north wall to
the south wall. Along much of the path, toward the rear half of the Compound, an orchard and a
vineyard provided abundant potential hiding places for their enemies. Tig and Rone took positions on
either side of the path.

Rone was still thinking about the deadly serious game of Marco Polo they’d played inside the
villa. “Hey dude, thanks,” Rone said. “You just saved my life. I thought I was gonna die in there.”

Tig knew that Rone would have done the same for him. “Hopefully we’ll all get out of this alive,”
Tig said.



Standing a dozen feet apart across the dirt pathway, Tig and Rone watched the darkened areas of
trees and vines to make sure Tanto and D.B. weren’t walking into an ambush. A man walked slowly
out of the orchard, and the operators trained their sights on him. But Tig recognized the man as a Blue
Mountain guard who’d apparently hidden among the trees, waiting for the Americans to arrive.

Before moving to the Compound’s back gate, Tanto and D.B. took cover behind concrete Jersey
barriers on the Fourth Ring Road, anticipating that some of the attackers might flee that way when
Rone and Tig moved toward the rear of the property. But after several minutes no one came through,
so Tanto radioed Tig.

“We’re starting to come in,” Tanto said. “Don’t shoot at us.”

“Roger that.”

Tanto and D.B. tested the back gate but found it locked. D.B. moved down the property wall to the
southwest corner, to see if he could locate another way in. Finding no other entrance and no easy way
over the wall topped with razor wire, D.B. decided to climb over the gate. Tanto thought he had a
better idea, so he ran back to the 17 February commander outside the grocery store to ask for help.

“Hey, get one of your trucks in here to push this gate open,” Tanto said. “We’re thinking we’re
going to need to jump it, but if you got one of those trucks we can ram it open.”

“No sir. No,” the militia commander said, politely but firmly.

“Get a fucking truck over here and ram it open,” Tanto demanded.

“No, I don’t think we can do that,” the commander said. “We don’t have a truck.”

Tanto noticed that the militia had failed to block traffic on the Fourth Ring Road, so cars kept
driving past, with drivers honking horns as rubbernecking passengers tried to see the burning
buildings inside the Compound.

“Well, then let’s commandeer one of these fucking vehicles,” Tanto said, pointing to the cars and
trucks cruising by.

“No sir, we don’t want to do that.”

So much for a helpful, friendly militia. Tanto fought to keep his cool. D.B. had heard enough. He
climbed over the gate and checked a small guard shack inside the Compound to be sure it was empty.
Tanto stood by the gate, expecting D.B. to open it from the inside. But after clearing the guard shack,
D.B. ran to meet up with Tig and Rone.

Loaded down with weapons and gear, already sore and bleeding from the collapsed wall, Tanto
continued waiting outside the property with the two young militiamen he’d grown to trust. Also
nearby were a couple dozen militiamen with a commander he’d begun to hate.

He yelled to his partner: “D.B., open the fucking gate for me!” He laughed at the absurdity of the
situation, throwing back his head and looking to the dark sky for help. I'm out here by myself with all
these militia guys, Tanto thought. Nobody is shooting at me—not yet. D.B., come back and OPEN
THE FUCKING GATE! Tanto tried several times to raise D.B. on the radio, but he couldn’t get
through.

D.B. had, in fact, heard Tanto. He’d yelled “No!” in response, though Tanto didn’t hear him. With
an unsecured guard shack and a darkened vineyard before him, D.B. wasn’t about to turn his back to
potential threats and unlock the gate.

Finally Tanto loaded his weapons onto his shoulders, caught his breath, and climbed over the gate.



Before he could catch up with his fellow operators, Tanto heard the voice of one of his two young 17
February militiamen companions.

“Sir, sir! Gate!” he said.

Tanto returned to the rear wall and opened the gate from the inside. He called out to the militia
commander, assuming that he’d bring in his troops, as well: “As soon as you come through, close this
gate and lock it.”

“OK,” the commander said. “Yes sir!”

Tanto and the militiamen ran toward Tig, Rone, and D.B. Along the way, Tanto noticed that the
operators had stopped watching the unlit orchard, where he suspected that some of the attackers might
be lying in wait. Tanto dropped down on the side of the dirt path that cut through the Compound and
trained his weapon on the trees. From his prone position, Tanto got his first good look at the main
villa, still afire, its exterior walls blackened near the windows where flames had shot out. Farther
away, he saw flames and smoke above the burning 17 February barracks. As he held that position,
sweating and bleeding, Tanto took the opportunity to catch his breath and regroup.

Tig came on the radio and told Tanto that he needed to move to the other side of the pathway, to
cover the opposite side of the orchard.

“You sonofabitch!” Tanto told Tig. ““You turn your ass around and protect that side. I just want to
lay here. I’'m tired, motherfucker!” Tanto’s complaints momentarily lightened the mood, raising smiles
from Tig and D.B. Even as he grumbled, Tanto moved to watch the other stand of trees.

Jack remained near the villa to continue the search, but none of the other operators was in one place
for long. Frequently they roamed back and forth between the villa, the other buildings on the
Compound, and the orchard and vineyard area. They didn’t know where the attackers had gone, but
they expected them back at any minute.

Rone moved from the orchard toward the Tactical Operations Center and the Cantina. Tanto joined
Tig, D.B., and the militiamen on the dirt pathway, and from there they spread out through the orchard.
They didn’t have time to clear it completely, but they satisfied themselves that it was safe enough for
them to head back toward the front of the Compound, to the villa and the other buildings.

A handful of 17 February militiamen had joined them on their march through the orchard,
mirroring their actions and trying to be useful. One 17 February member whom Tanto didn’t see was
the commander who’d promised to lock the back gate. He’d apparently remained safely in the rear.

As Tig approached the dirt path at the end of one row of trees, he watched one of the militiamen
whip around a corner and pop off roughly twenty rounds from his AK-47 into the darkness. Tig
prepared to join in the shooting, but he never saw a target. He suspected that the young militiaman
was either jumpy or simply wanted to say that he’d been in a firefight.

Tanto, D.B., and Tig moved toward the Cantina and the TOC. Rone rejoined their crew, and they
split into pairs. Rone and D.B. headed to clear the Cantina. They found no one inside the ransacked
building, which was strewn with broken furniture and ruined food ripped from shelves and
refrigerators.

Meanwhile, Tig and Tanto went to clear the TOC. It wasn’t immediately clear whether DS agent
Alec Henderson was still locked inside, so Tig and Tanto tried to reach him on their radios. That
didn’t work, so they stood outside and called through the TOC door.



“Is anybody inside?” Tanto asked. He stood near a video camera. “Can you see us? We’re
friendlies, and we need to come in.”

Tanto received no answer, so he and Tig flanked the building’s main window while several 17
February militiamen tried to kick in the reinforced wooden door. The door held fast, so Tig tried
kicking it in himself. Still it wouldn’t budge. Tig got back on the radio: “If you guys are in there, open
up. Or else I’'m going to shoot your fucking door open.” He took a knee and aimed his weapon at the
door.

Henderson immediately came on the radio: “Yes, I’m in here! I’m in here!”

The DS agent explained that he thought that the attackers who’d tried earlier to break into the TOC
had returned. “Get in front of the camera so I can see you,” he said. Tig stood beneath the lens by the
entrance door and waved. Henderson lowered his shotgun, unlocked the door, and removed the steel
drop bar that had kept it secure. Tig and Tanto burst into the TOC in a hard entry, to make sure no
attackers were inside.

“No, no!” Henderson yelled as he lurched outside, disoriented. “Nobody got in here!”

Tig stepped back out and walked to a carport about fifteen yards away, to provide perimeter
security. He set up his belt-fed machine gun on the hood of a gray Land Cruiser and took a quick
breather.

Rone and D.B. joined Tanto at the TOC, and together they cleared the rest of the building, Then
Henderson went back inside to gather and destroy classified documents and data, computer
equipment, and other sensitive materials.

No enemy attackers seemed to remain on or near the Compound. Members of the 17 February
militia continued to filter onto the property, roaming freely from one end to the other. Some wore
black T-shirts, some wore white T-shirts, some wore jeans, some wore desert camouflage, and some
wore woodland army-green camouflage. Some wore beards, some were clean-shaven, and some
wore balaclavas covering their faces. Some were armed, some were not. None of them wore insignia
to declare their allegiance. In almost every way, they were physically indistinguishable from the
attackers who’d swarmed the Compound. The only difference worth noting was that, unlike the
attackers, none of them carried banners with Arabic writing.

As the operators and DS agents ruefully joked: “What’s the difference between how Libyans look
when they’re coming to help you versus when they’re coming to kill you? Not much.”

To the operators, some of the militiamen seemed genuinely willing to fight, search for the
ambassador, and hunt for attackers who might be hiding in the dark corners of the Compound. The
operators continued to view the 17 February members with varying degrees of trust, but all adopted a
Benghazi modification of the Golden Rule: If they don’t pose a threat, we won’t shoot them.

After clearing the Cantina and the TOC, Rone returned to the villa. He helped Jack and the Team
Leader with the frustrating effort to get deep enough inside to see if the ambassador might yet be
located.

Tanto and D.B. helped Alec Henderson collect and destroy classified material from the TOC,
while Tig remained posted outside at the carport. Henry the translator, who’d come onto the
Compound in the Mercedes SUV driven by the Team Leader, remained out of sight, hunched low
inside the vehicle.



The time was somewhere around 11:00 p.m. Sean Smith was confirmed dead, apparently from
smoke inhalation. Ambassador Chris Stevens was missing. The main villa and the militia barracks
still burned. But the attackers apparently had left, perhaps retreating to nearby streets and homes to
regroup. The Americans had regained at least temporary control of the Special Mission Compound.
The sound of gunfire had all but ceased.

To the uninitiated, it might have been tempting to imagine that the lull in the action meant that the
fighting was over. The operators harbored no such illusions. To a man, they believed that their night
and their enemies were just getting started.



EIGHT

Counterattack

AFTER CLEARING THE TOC AND THE CANTINA, THE operators, DS agents, and their 17 February
reinforcements returned to the villa. It was difficult to say how many of the militiamen had found their
way inside the Compound, but the operators estimated the number to be as high as forty to fifty.

All the Americans were at the villa except Tig, who mistakenly believed that his colleagues were
still destroying classified material at the TOC. They left without alerting him, so he spent about five
minutes alone at the carport, providing solo security for an empty building.

“Where are you?” the Team Leader called to Tig over the radio.

“I'mover by the TOC,” Tig answered.

“We’re not over there anymore, man.”

“Oh. Fuck.” Tig sprinted to the villa, where he found clusters of 17 February militiamen standing
around while the operators and DS agents alternated searching for the ambassador. Based on radio
reports from apparently friendly militiamen, a consensus began to form that the attackers were likely
to return, and the Americans couldn’t remain at the Compound much longer.

Tig overheard a discussion during which the DS agents told the GRS Team Leader that they lacked
adequate weapons to defend themselves on the drive to the Annex. Tig gave Ubben his belt-fed
machine gun and his remaining drum of ammunition. Tig kept his assault rifle for his own protection.

After clearing out sensitive materials from the TOC, DS agent Alec Henderson joined the villa
search. He pulled off his shirt, dipped it in the swimming pool, and wrapped it around his head in an
attempt to withstand the heat and smoke. As Henderson passed through the front doors on one trip,
part of the living room ceiling collapsed. He rushed out, unhurt.

Dave Ubben wasn’t so lucky. On a separate search trip through the villa, Ubben suffered a jagged
cut on his forearm while moving through the window into the darkened bedroom. Blood dripped
down his arm and onto his clothes. Rone put his paramedic skills to use dressing the wound, and
Ubben continued searching.

Having entered the Compound after their fellow operators and via a different gate, Tanto and D.B.
were still catching up with all that had happened. D.B. heard the bad news first.

“Hey,” he told Tanto. “We lost one.”

“We lost one? Who?” Tanto said.

“I don’t know him, the computer guy. And we can’t find the ambassador.”



Having worked together for a decade, in Iraq, Afghanistan, and now Libya, Tanto and D.B. could
read each other’s moods and signals. Tanto knew that the former Marine sniper typically was cool
and composed, even under the most difficult circumstances. But now Tanto saw anger in his friend’s
eyes. Tanto felt the same way, not only toward the attackers who’d killed Smith but also about their
delayed departure from the Annex. The time they’d spent i1dling in the Mercedes and BMW had come
back to haunt them. They’d worried that the wait would have consequences. Now, Tanto feared, the
cost was high: one dead, one missing.

For D.B., the losses cut especially deep. The devotee of Joseph Campbell’s writings had arranged
his life around a straightforward code that called upon him to fulfill his promises and obligations to
the people who counted on him. His greatest fear was letting down someone who relied on him. Sean
Smith had relied on all of them, and now he was dead. Chris Stevens had relied on them, too, and he
was missing.

Tanto tried to ease his friend’s angst.

“Hey, relax dude,” Tanto said. “We got a long night ahead of us.”

When D.B. didn’t immediately respond, Tanto pushed him harder. “Hey sergeant, relax!”

“Yeah, I got it,” D.B. said, shooting him a look. “Dude, I’'m good.”

After giving Ubben his machine gun, Tig rejoined the search crew. Visibility had barely improved and
breathing continued to be difficult. Tig tried to open a window around the corner from the bedroom
window they’d been using for access, but the release was stuck or melted shut.

His lungs felt like he’d inhaled broken glass, so Tig went back outside. He radioed the Annex:
“We cannot locate the ambassador. He is already gone or we just can’t find him inside the house.” He
returned inside the villa. Jack, Rone, D.B., and Tanto also searched repeatedly for Stevens, but their
efforts proved futile.

During one search, Tanto ran into Scott Wickland. The DS agent primarily responsible for the
ambassador’s safety had found flip-flops for his bare feet, but he seemed exhausted and his face
remained covered with soot.

“Get out of here, dude,” Tanto told him. ““You don’t need to be in here. Get yourself together and
get ready to go.”

Wickland shook his head and continued searching.

As they searched, the Americans and the militiamen at the Compound received confirmation via radio
and cell phone that the attackers appeared to be regrouping and adding reinforcements for a renewed
assault. Outside the villa, operators heard the Team Leader talking with the DS agents about leaving
the Compound immediately and driving to the Annex. They didn’t want to go without Stevens, but they
understood that they were sitting ducks if they stayed too long.

Jack watched as one of the DS agents from Tripoli drove the Land Cruiser to within twenty feet of
the villa’s front doors and opened the rear hatch, in preparation to load up and leave.

With Chris Stevens still missing despite the searches, the operators began to wonder whether the
attackers had kidnapped the ambassador by entering the villa’s safe-haven area through the same
window that Wickland had used to escape. If so, the abduction would have taken place after Scott



Wickland had lost sight of Chris Stevens and Sean Smith. Only a short time elapsed between when
Wickland climbed to the roof and Ubben and the two other DS agents resumed the search, which had
continued since then without pause. But the operators couldn’t rule out abduction. The attackers had
moved with apparent, if rough, military tactics into the Compound. Perhaps they’d planned all along
to snatch Stevens, and the fires they’d set gave them cover and just enough time.

Standing near the window leading to the safe haven, Rone and Jack noticed a square support
column with a bloody handprint about five feet above the ground. It looked as though an injured
person had tried to grab hold of the concrete column as he was being carried away.

“I wonder if that’s the ambassador’s handprint,” Rone told Jack.

The more the operators discussed it, the more a kidnapping seemed plausible. When Wickland last
saw them, Chris Stevens and Sean Smith were together. Why had they been able to find Smith but not
Stevens? Why had the attackers left almost as quickly as they’d come? Had they already achieved
their objective?

Another possibility some of the searchers considered was that Stevens had somehow escaped on
his own through the window when Wickland was on the roof, and was hiding in the unlit orchard. But
that seemed like wishful thinking.

A short time later, outside the villa, Dave Ubben asked Jack to help him retrieve laptops and more
classified material from the TOC before the DS agents left. Jack saw Tanto nearby and called him
over to help. The three-man team moved tactically, crouched down, guns raised. They believed that
the attackers were on their way back to the Compound, and they still harbored concerns that some
friendly militiamen might yet turn unfriendly. Although Tanto had previously cleared the TOC with
Rone and D.B., he and Jack knew that they needed to consider it under “negative control.”

When they reached the TOC building, Tanto told Jack: “You guys go ahead. I’ll stand by outside
and make sure nobody comes in.” Dripping with sweat, his arm throbbing, Tanto took a knee about ten
feet from the TOC entrance, covering them. Again he found himself thinking how bright the stars
looked in the black sky.

Tanto focused his attention on the northeast corner of the Compound, a darkened area where an
empty gardener’s shack was built against the wall. With no light in that area, and a large expanse of
dirt around it, Tanto worried that an attack could come from that corner without anyone noticing. He
kept watch in that direction.

Jack led the way into the TOC building. He and Dave Ubben moved quickly to the room where
Alec Henderson had established the command and communications center when the attack began.
They made a two-man tactical entry, with Jack taking the lead and Ubben following immediately
behind him. When they were sure it was empty, both men let their weapons hang.

Wasting no time, they grabbed every laptop in the well-lit, ten-by-fifteen-foot room. Hard drives
needed to be taken, too, but they were held in place by half-inch-thick black wires. Disconnecting
them would take too long, so Ubben held the wires taut while Jack cut them with a serrated
paramilitary knife. They added the hard drives to the laptop pile. As they worked, Jack steered clear
of a large window opposite the entry door. The lights were on in the TOC, which meant that they
were 1lluminated, easy targets if someone wanted to take a potshot through the window.

After one last look around, Ubben told Jack: “We’ve got everything we need.”



Their guns still hanging by their sides, the two men scooped up the laptop computers and hard
drives, and headed for the door. Before stepping outside, Jack caught Tanto’s eye. They exchanged
nods.

“We’re good,” Tanto called, still on his knee, gun up, scanning for trouble.

As they returned to the villa, Tanto noticed that the back gate remained open. His mind flashed to
the 17 February commander he’d told to lock it behind them. God dang it, Tanto thought. That
cockbag motherfucker didn’t shut the back gate. The gate was perhaps a hundred yards away, so
Tanto knew that he couldn’t do anything but stew about it.

Tanto took the point, moving on high alert with his rifle at the low ready position. Jack and Ubben
looked like they’d just robbed a Best Buy. They hustled back toward the villa, half crouching as they
ran in the dark. Jack felt defenseless with his gun down and his arms filled with computer equipment,
so he kept especially close behind Tanto.

They went directly to the rear of the DS agents’ gray Land Cruiser. The open rear hatch was
already half-filled with weapons, but Jack and Ubben dumped the computer equipment atop the long
guns and ammo anyway. The armored Land Cruiser, which had bullet-resistant windows and run-flat
tires, faced toward the Compound’s front gate. Someone had staged the operators’ Mercedes next to
the Land Cruiser, about fifteen feet apart, pointed in the opposite direction.

On the grass and the brick driveway outside the villa, everyone who wasn’t searching for the
ambassador was buzzing with concern about their enemies massing for a renewed attack. A shared
sentiment took hold that the Americans and their militia allies needed to abandon the Compound
immediately. Jack overheard one of the DS agents say that he’d received a phone call warning that
“large groups of bad guys are coming.” Jack didn’t know the source of the call, but he had no reason
to doubt it.

The operators also learned that the 17 February militiamen who were supposed to block the
roadways leading to the Compound either couldn’t or wouldn’t be able to hold off a second assault.
The GRS Team Leader called the 17 February commander by cell phone, asking him to fortify their
positions so the Land Cruiser and the Mercedes could travel safely back to the Annex. Accounts of
the response differ, but several operators said the militia commander admitted that his men were
falling back. In that case, the attackers would have a clear path to return and finish what they’d
started. Also, there would be nothing to stop them if they decided to move from the Compound to the
lightly defended Annex.

The pings and pops of gunfire began to pick up from beyond the Compound walls. Tanto heard a
crack, then another, from the Fourth Ring Road. The open back gate infuriated him more. He also
heard shots coming from the east side of the Compound, near the gardener’s shack he’d been
watching, Several bullets hit the side of the Land Cruiser, making a sound like coins being flicked
against a tin can.

Even as they prepared to leave, and even though their hopes of finding Stevens had fallen, Jack,
Rone, and D.B. continued to search the villa for the ambassador. Tanto took up a defensive position
on the ground outside. After a short while he began patrolling the grounds, watching several dozen 17
February militiamen who milled around the Compound. Most were young and wiry, but Tanto became
intrigued by a short, heavyset man who looked to be in his fifties. The man carried a shiny, nickel-
plated AK-47 and dressed as though he’d just left an office job, with dark-blue pants and a tan button-
down dress shirt. Tanto couldn’t tell if the man was a battle tourist or a fighter. Tanto kept watching



the gates and the walls through his night-vision goggles, checking the dark corners to see if anyone
was climbing over.

A call came over the radio from the Team Leader for everyone to muster at the vehicles for immediate
departure. No one wanted to leave with Chris Stevens unaccounted for. But they’d searched
repeatedly with no success, so it seemed likely to several of the operators that he was in enemy
hands. If Stevens somehow did remain inside the villa, perhaps deep within part of the safe haven
they couldn’t reach through the flames, Sean Smith’s death by apparent smoke inhalation convinced
the operators that the ambassador was surely dead, too. In that case, the work would no longer be a
rescue mission, but a recovery effort. With a force of attackers approaching from beyond the walls,
they couldn’t justify retrieving a body if it meant more American casualties. The T.L. made the call to
leave, and all the operators were in agreement.

Rone and Jack carried Sean Smith’s body to the back of the Mercedes SUV and placed it inside
the cargo area as gently as they could. Tanto came over to see Smith and pay his respects. He’d
spoken with Smith only once, and he wanted to be sure that this was the man he’d met. Tanto gently
turned Smith’s head to see if he recognized him. It was hard to tell, as Smith’s face was still
blackened by soot. Tanto laid his head down and shut the cargo door.

Rone slid into the Mercedes’s driver’s seat. The Team Leader and Henry the translator continued
talking with the 17 February militiamen.

The five DS agents crowded into the Land Cruiser, ready to go. Although still worn out from his
ordeal and suffering from smoke inhalation, Scott Wickland took the wheel. An agent from Tripoli
rode shotgun. Dave Ubben and Alec Henderson squeezed in back with the other Tripoli agent.

Before heading toward the Mercedes, the Team Leader and several other operators warned
Wickland to turn left, not right, when he drove out of the Compound. Going to the right, which would
have taken him to the east, might have seemed the more natural route, because the Annex was located
southeast of the Compound. Also, that was the route the DS agents normally traveled to the Annex.
But the Team Leader had heard by phone that the attackers were massing in that area, and a right turn
would put the Land Cruiser directly into their path. By turning to the left, the DS agents would be
retracing the route the operators had used, in reverse, which would steer them through areas that might
still be protected by the 17 February militia.

From the Land Cruiser’s back seat, Dave Ubben opened the door and called to Jack, who was
outside near the Mercedes: “Hey, we don’t have a radio. Do you guys have one?”

Jack went to Rone, who had somehow acquired a second radio. Jack carried it to Ubben so they
could remain in contact. As he walked back to the Mercedes, Jack heard a whooshing sound,
followed a split second later by an explosion.

Several minutes earlier, Tig had decided to make a few final search runs inside the villa. He called
the T.L. on his radio: “I’m going in one more time.”

“No,” the Team Leader replied. Eager to get everyone evacuated, he told Tig: “Stand by. Stand
by.’ﬂ

Tig complied, but only briefly. The operators and DS agents were hanging around the vehicles, so



he figured he’d attempt one last search before they left. He considered it most likely that Stevens was
still somewhere inside. Tig had been thinking about the aftermath of the 1993 Battle of Mogadishu in
Somalia, memorialized in Black Hawk Down, particularly the part when locals had dragged the
bodies of American soldiers through the streets. They re going to be doing the exact same thing to
the ambassador, Tig told himself. That s something I don 't want to see. We gotta find him.

Tig stripped off his heavy Rhodesian assault vest and left his assault rifle outside the villa
window. He’d broken his night-vision goggles when he banged them on the window frame during a
previous search, so he left them and his helmet outside, too. Carrying only his flashlight and pistol,
wearing his thin body armor over his shirt, Tig took several extra-large breaths, held the last one, and
went inside through the bedroom window.

The rooms remained hot and smoky, so Tig crawled or slid on his belly. He moved through the
bedroom and checked both sides of the bed. Finding nothing, he crept toward the safe-haven hallway,
hoping to go deeper into the villa, to other rooms none of the searchers had yet reached.

Tig was halfway out of the bedroom doorway when he heard the explosion.

Tanto was walking between the Land Cruiser and the Mercedes when he heard it: Kajoom! He felt the
concussive pressure of the explosion, but wasn’t sure where it had come from. He spun toward the
front gate and saw 17 February militiamen taking cover. As Tanto ran toward the front of the villa, he
came upon two militiamen, one with his left hand bloody and badly mangled.

“What happened?” Tanto yelled.

“Grenade!” the injured man’s friend told him.

At first, Tanto mistakenly thought the man had tried to throw a grenade but held it too long.
Moments later, when a second explosion hit, Tanto realized that the Compound was under attack from
rocket-propelled grenades, fired from the direction of the open back gate. Gunfire sputtered toward
the Americans and their militia supporters from the area of the Fourth Ring Road.

Counterattack, Tanto thought. They re going to start coming in. They re going to try to take this
thing back over.

Scanning to see where the attackers might enter the Compound, Tanto caught sight of D.B. running
to join him near the front of the villa. Bullets flew around them in the dark, sounding like whips
cracking again and again.

“Are those motherfuckers shooting at us?”” Tanto asked D.B. “Really?”

They were exposed on the front lawn, so Tanto and D.B. ran to take cover at the Land Cruiser.
Tanto saw muzzle flashes coming from the back gate. He placed his weapon across the hood of the
armored SUV and began firing. Tanto wasn’t wearing earplugs, so the reports from his rifle blew out
his left eardrum.

After the first grenade, the Team Leader had radioed the DS agents in the Land Cruiser: “Get the
fuck out of here! Go! Go! Go!”

Tanto had arrived at the SUV before Scott Wickland could shift into gear. The DS agents stared at
Tanto through the windshield, their faces twisted in anxious grimaces. Tanto called out, “Sorry!” He
lifted his gun and stepped back from the Land Cruiser. Tanto gave them a traffic cop wave to send the
DS agents on their way.

With the operators and several militiamen providing waves of cover fire, Wickland hit the gas and



drove toward the Compound’s open front gate. When he passed under the entrance arch and reached
the gravel road, Wickland either disregarded or forgot the operators’ repeated warnings about which
way to go. The disoriented DS agent turned the Land Cruiser to the right, directly into the path of the
returning attackers.

“Those dumb motherfuckers!” Tanto said aloud. “Are you kidding me?”

Around the same time as the second Compound attack began, at approximately 11:10 p.m. Benghazi
time, the unarmed US drone arrived over the city. It immediately began sending live video back to
Washington and Tripoli, so policymakers could watch grainy overhead images of the battle as it
happened.

After the Land Cruiser pulled away, Tanto stepped to the other side of the brick driveway, moving
across the firing line, for a better angle to engage the attackers. He took a knee and continued
shooting. Whenever he saw a muzzle flash he returned fire. Tanto knew that he was exposed, but he
felt enveloped by a blanket of protection he attributed to his faith.

D.B. took cover by the villa when the Land Cruiser sped off. He and the Team Leader weren’t so
sanguine. “Tanto! Get over here!” the T.L. shouted over the radio. D.B. echoed him: “Get behind
cover!”

Tanto stayed put. He believed that if he hadn’t been shot yet, a spiritual power must be watching
over him. Tanto’s other motive was his training on how to respond to an ambush. Tanto intended to
aggressively engage their attackers, to demonstrate superior firepower and prevent the enemy from
feeling emboldened. Throw everything at them. Put them back on their heels, he told himself.

Tanto heard gunfire originating from his right. He looked over to see a 17 February militiaman,
none other than the older man with the civilian clothes and the nickel-plated AK-47, supporting his
position from about ten feet away. The younger militiamen were nowhere to be found. But this short,
stout, fifty-something man was on one knee, firing alongside Tanto toward the back gate. Tanto
couldn’t help but smile.

It was still just the two of them, and despite his trust in angels on his shoulders, Tanto felt
outnumbered. He grabbed his radio with his non-shooting hand and pressed the talk button with his
thumb: “Hey, I could use some help. It’d be nice if someone could join me over here.”

“Roger that,” D.B. answered, running over to assist the former Ranger and the senior militiaman,
as they poured bullets toward the back gate. Knowing that Tanto had been spending rounds freely,
D.B. slid him an extra magazine across the driveway.

After the first RPG, Jack heard a sustained volley of gunfire, as rounds snapped past his head. Most
of the militiamen and operators who’d been standing around the SUVs ran toward the villa for cover.
When Jack reached the villa wall, to his right he saw a line of militiamen, laying fire toward the back
gate.

Jack’s training taught him to always establish 360-degree security, with coverage from the front,
back, sides, and all angles. He saw the line of militiamen taking cover against the villa and realized



that an attacker with an automatic weapon could run down an alleyway on the left side of the villa and
mow them down like ducks in a row. It was a textbook example of soldiers leaving themselves
vulnerable to attack from an unprotected flank.

Jack ran to the building’s corner on the left flank, took a knee, and scanned down the alley and to
the east to ensure that no one came from either direction. He noticed that Henry the translator was
taking cover behind him, against the villa wall. Jack caught Henry’s eye and they exchanged tired
smiles. Henry had held up admirably under fire, but now his eyes looked to be the size of baseballs.
Jack wanted to place Henry back with the Team Leader, so the translator could talk to the 17 February
commander about what was happening,

The T.L. was thinking the same thing. As he struggled to communicate with the militia commander,
he asked Tanto and D.B. to find the translator. A minute later, D.B. came around the corner where
Jack was keeping watch over Henry.

“Hey, follow me,” D.B. told Henry. “I’m gonna stick you with the Team Lead. Hang on to him.
Wherever he goes, you go. He needs you.”

When the first RPG hit, Tig leapt up from the hallway entrance inside the villa and rushed back to the
bedroom window. The second rocket-propelled grenade exploded as he stepped through onto the
patio. Using the sandbags as cover, Tig threw on his Rhodesian vest and helmet, and grabbed his rifle.
As he jocked up, he heard the zips and snaps of rounds coming in his direction. Tig looked toward the
front of the villa and saw a 17 February militiaman in jeans, a T-shirt, and a protective vest similar to
his. The lone young militiaman returned fire toward the back gate with an AK-47.

As Tig looked around, he saw the ladder that led to the roof. He climbed to the top, leapt over the
concrete parapet, and scanned the roof to make sure he was alone. Although the fire raged below, the
poured-concrete roof seemed in no immediate danger of collapse. The more imminent threat came
from bullets flying in Tig’s direction. He radioed the Team Leader to report his location. If I get shot,
Tig thought, I want somebody to know that I’'m up here.

Tig looked for flashes of gunfire coming from the northeast corner of the Compound, but didn’t see
any. Staying low, Tig moved across the roof to the corner facing the rear gate, which led out to the
Fourth Ring Road. Gunfire kept coming from that direction, and he wanted to suppress it.

Tig popped up with his assault rifle ready. Framed by the open back gate was the silhouette of a
man. He stood in the road, about five yards back from the gate, with a rocket-propelled grenade
launcher on his shoulder. His head was tilted a few degrees off center, in the firing position. The RPG
pointed directly toward the villa.

As quickly as Tig could, he squeezed the trigger on the semi-automatic assault rifle and let loose
with ten to fifteen rounds.

The man with the RPG dropped backward onto the street. His arms flopped down and the launcher
skittered off to the side. One of Tig’s rounds apparently struck the grenade as it launched, sending it
spinning harmlessly off to one side. The moment was captured on film by a security camera inside the
Compound.

The steady gunfire that had been coming from the back gate stopped almost immediately, as though
the sight of the fallen grenade shooter stunned the other attackers into silence.



When the shooting by the attackers stopped, a radio call went out telling the operators to join Tig on
the villa roof. Rone had already begun providing medical care to several injured milittamen. He
finished quickly and rose up the ladder.

Before Tanto went to the roof, a 17 February militiaman approached him outside the front of the
villa.

“Sir,” he said. “I found this.”

The militiaman handed Tanto a BlackBerry smartphone covered in soot. Tanto wiped the screen
with his thumb and saw what looked like a US phone number. He thanked the militiaman and put the
device in his pocket. He climbed the ladder, as did D.B.

Jack felt spent as he moved to join his teammates up the ladder, his body armor weighing him
down like a man trying to climb from the bottom of an empty well. He’d known that feeling before,
and 1t reminded him of his SEAL training days. Even more, it reminded Jack how he’d felt when he
first tried to pass the screening test to win admission to the SEAL training program. As Jack climbed
the ladder to the villa roof, the SEAL screener’s question remained seared in his memory: “If I light a
fire under your ass, can you get over the bar?” Now fire literally was under his ass.

Jack gathered his strength, pulled himself to the roof, and spread out with his fellow operators. All
took fighting positions, establishing a defensive perimeter from their elevated vantage point.

Before heading to the villa roof, D.B. had told the Team Leader that time was their enemy. Not only
were they in danger at the Compound, but the Annex grew more insecure the longer it remained
without the full complement of operators. “We need to round up all the Americans we can and
evacuate,” D.B. told the T.L.

Within minutes of the operators assembling on the roof, their radios rang out again with a call from
the Team Leader: “Consolidate now. We’re getting the hell out of here.” They climbed back down,
with Tig covering the others as the last man down.

Rone got behind the wheel of the Mercedes. Jack rode shotgun. Tanto got in the backseat. D.B. and
Tig climbed into the rear cargo area with Sean Smith’s body. They positioned themselves to watch
through the rear window to make sure no one was following them. The Team Leader and Henry
remained outside talking with a 17 February militia leader.

Jack opened the Mercedes door.

“Get the fuck in the car,” he told the T.L. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

The Team Leader looked over to him. Without a word, he and Henry got in the backseat, alongside
Tanto. The barrels of their guns still hot, seven men and the body of an eighth were crammed together
in the armored Mercedes SUV.

Tanto gazed through the side window at the faces of several stunned-looking militiamen who he
felt certain had just experienced their first firefight. Beyond them, Tanto saw the villa and the
barracks still on fire. The light cast by the flames across the thick lawn made Tanto think of a flawless
soccer field, ready for a night game.

It was about 11:30 p.m., or roughly two hours since the attack began. As they sat in the Mercedes,
none of the operators knew how many of the attackers their bullets had hit in the dark. The Compound
wasn’t littered with bodies, as some armchair warriors would later suggest, but the operators knew
that in their defense of their countrymen and themselves, they had inflicted damage on at least some of



their enemies.

Rone did a three-point turn, steering the SUV in the opposite direction, toward the front gate.
Squeezed shoulder to shoulder and thigh to thigh, the sweaty, weary men collected their thoughts. Jack
braced himself and gripped his gun between his knees, knowing that they might be heading directly
into an ambush.

Rone drove the packed Mercedes forward. The moment they reached the gate, the United States
Special Mission Compound in Benghazi would effectively cease to exist.



Zombieland

WHEN SCOTT WICKLAND TURNED RIGHT OUT OF THE Compound’s front entrance with his four fellow
DS agents, gunshots struck the armored Land Cruiser. They drove on, but more trouble lay directly
ahead. Just as they’d been warned, Wickland and his passengers saw a menacing crowd looming
farther east down the gravel road. Wickland threw the Land Cruiser into reverse and turned it in the
opposite direction, heading west as he’d been advised, toward the intersection with Gunfighter Road
where the operators had initially left their vehicles.

As they began driving west, the DS agents saw a man they believed to be a friendly 17 February
militiaman waving at them to turn around. The confused DS agents interpreted the signal to be a
warning that they were driving into an ambush. Wickland put his trust in the man and turned a second
time, back east toward clumps of Arab men lining the gravel road in the dark.

One reason the operators had told Wickland not to turn right was the warning they’d received from
genuinely friendly 17 February militia leaders. Attackers were massing to the east of the Compound,
the militia leaders said, and their fighters couldn’t hold their positions. Another reason was the
operators’ educated belief that radical Islamists from the Ansar al-Sharia militia had established a
base on one of the residential properties a short distance east of the Compound. Days earlier, Tanto
had spoken about the Ansar al-Sharia base with Henry, who’d translated documents that described
how the fundamentalist, rabidly anti-American militia had furtively become a neighbor to the US
Special Mission Compound.

The Benghazi DS agents also knew about the neighboring compound, which they considered to be
one of several dozen nearby properties controlled by potentially hostile militias.

After the second turnaround, Wickland drove cautiously, holding steady at about 15 mph. As the
Land Cruiser approached the armed men lining the street, none of the Libyans raised his weapon.
Wickland continued heading east. Less than a quarter-mile from the main Compound gate, a man
stepped into the street and waved his hands in an attempt to direct the Land Cruiser into a driveway. It
wasn’t clear whether this was the suspected Ansar al-Sharia base the operators and DS agents had
heard about, but Wickland and his fellow agents suspected a trap. Several called out to keep moving,
and Wickland tried to speed away.

Immediately the men along the roadway leveled their guns and opened fire. Bullets pounded
against the sides of the Land Cruiser. Attackers rolled two grenades under the vehicle. The explosions
rocked the SUV and blew out two tires. Spiderweb cracks spread across the bullet-resistant
windows. But the armor held, the men inside remained unhurt, and the Land Cruiser kept gaining



speed on its run-flat tires.

The attackers surged forward, some firing AK-47 rounds from as close as two feet as Wickland
drove on. The windows didn’t roll down, so the DS agents couldn’t return fire without opening the
doors, something they weren’t about to do.

Dave Ubben grabbed the radio Jack had given him. He called to the operators and the Annex:
“We’re taking heavy fire! We’re on our run-flats!”

Still wheezing from smoke inhalation, Wickland steered through the crowd and around a
roadblock. He neared the end of the gravel road, where it reached a T-intersection with the street the
operators called Adidas Road. The road’s real name was Shari’ al-Qayrawan, and it ran through the
heart of a commercial district lined with retail shops. Wickland turned a hard right at the corner,
avoided pedestrians in the street, and ran into a typical late-night Benghazi traffic jam.

Fearing that the attackers were close behind, Wickland steered the Land Cruiser over a curb and
drove as fast as he could along the grass-and-dirt center median. When the street became less choked
with traffic, he bounced the Land Cruiser down off the median and weaved through oncoming cars.
After a short distance Wickland tugged the wheel and shifted the SUV rightward into the proper lane.

As they drove on toward the Annex, the rattled DS agents braced again for battle when they
spotted two cars that appeared to be following them. The first turned off not long after it began tailing
the SUV, but the second remained behind the Land Cruiser with its lights off. When the Land Cruiser
neared the Annex, the second tail car peeled off into the area of warehouses at the edge of the barren
area the operators called Zombieland.

As he patrolled inside the Annex shortly after 11:00 p.m., Oz heard gunfire from perhaps a half mile
away. That was his first notice that the DS agents were en route. Confirmation came in a radio call
from the operators, who remained at the Compound: “State Department is leaving.”

The Annex’s exterior video cameras showed the damaged Land Cruiser racing down Annex Road.
Alec Henderson radioed that they were coming in hot. The security officer at the front entrance
opened the gate and lifted the steel arm bar to let them roll right in. He quickly dropped the arm and
locked the gate behind them.

Oz heard the flop-flop sound of flattened tires as he came down the ladder from the roof of
Building C. He rushed to see whether the DS agents were injured inside the bullet-ridden SUV.
Wickland steered the Land Cruiser to a stop at a carport between Buildings B and C. Bob the base
chief and several Annex officials wanted to rush out of Building C to greet the DS agents, but Oz
convinced them to remain inside where he could protect them. Oz promised to send at least one agent
inside for a debriefing.

The five DS agents stepped out of the SUV looking exactly as Oz expected from men who’d just
been attacked by militants, repeatedly searched a burning building, and driven through gunfire and
explosions. Oz thought Alec Henderson could use a tall glass of water, or something stronger, and a
place to lie down. But Henderson went inside Building C to tell Bob and other Annex officials about
what happened at the Compound during the previous two hours.

When Scott Wickland came out from behind the wheel, he looked like a performer in a blackface
burlesque, with patches of ghostly white skin peeking out from swaths of soot. His damaged lungs
weren’t delivering enough oxygen, so Wickland went into Building C for rest and medical care. Oz



took a quick look at Dave Ubben’s injured forearm, but Ubben said he was fine.

“I need people up on the roofs,” Oz told Ubben and the two DS agents from Tripoli. He wanted
them in place quickly, as an added layer of defense in case the cars that tailed the SUV foretold an
attack, or if the operators returned with enemies in tow. Oz sent Ubben to the roof of Building D, on
the west side of the Annex property. He separated the two Tripoli-based agents, sending one to
Building A, near the front gate, and the other to Building B, on the east side. Oz returned to his post on
the Building C roof.

Oz had begun hearing more worrisome sounds, ranging from tires screeching to periodic gunfire
from the direction of the Compound. He occasionally saw tracers cutting through the black sky, some
green, some red. The tracers’ purpose was to help shooters to see the trajectory of their rounds and to
correct their aim. Oz could only hope the tracers came from the American side.

He radioed the operators to check their status and was told they were mustering at the Mercedes
and preparing to leave. Knowing that his teammates would soon be on the way, Oz climbed down the
ladder to make one last check of Annex defenses. Then he made sure the front gate would be opened
quickly, so Rone could pull inside without waiting.

As Rone drove the Mercedes under the archway to exit the Compound, his fellow operators called
out in unison: “Left. Go left!”

“I got it, guys,” Rone answered calmly.

Now that Jack knew the attackers had rocket-propelled grenades, his concerns rose. The armor
beneath the Mercedes’s metal skin could stop AK-47 rounds, but RPGs were a deadlier story. He felt
certain that their enemies would be waiting for them in the street, to repeat the ambush they’d sprung
on the DS agents. He’d heard via radio that the Land Cruiser had made it to the Annex without
casualties. Jack doubted they’d be so fortunate.

As they pulled out through the gate, Jack realized that he’d felt safer inside the destroyed
Compound than he did locked in an SUV heading into uncertain territory beyond the walls. He
gripped a handle on the dashboard in front of him, to brace for an explosion he felt certain would
come. Not for the first time during the two hours since the attack began, Jack thought about his family.
He told himself: OK, probably not going to make it out of this one, but got to keep trying.

To the operators’ surprise, no one shot at the Mercedes when they turned left to drive west on the
gravel road. Still, Tanto thought Rone’s foot was too heavy on the gas. “Whoa, whoa,” he said. “Slow
down, man, we need to blend.” Rone eased off and cautiously approached the Gunfighter Road
intersection. He kept the headlights off on the dark street, to attract less attention.

When the operators reached the corner where they’d left the BMW roughly an hour earlier, they
saw several bearded men wandering around, some holding rifles. The operators had no way to know
whether the men were friendly 17 February members, or if those militiamen had been replaced by
rivals from Ansar al-Sharia or another zealously anti-American militia.

The Arab men stared stone-faced at the packed SUV. A few covered their features with
balaclavas. Rone and the Team Leader gave the men small, confident waves. Jack made eye contact
with an especially tall man in sandals and loose-fitting “man jammies.” The man held an AK-47, but
he made no move to raise it.

Tanto found himself looking out the window and memorizing details about the path that he and



D.B. had taken on foot from this point to the Compound. So much had happened in so little time. Only
two hours earlier they’d been watching Wrath of the Titans.

Tig stewed about the ambush that befell the DS agents, blaming the 17 February militia for not
locking down the entire Western Fwayhat neighborhood. With friends like that, they didn’t need
enemies. When Rone turned left onto Gunfighter, Tig looked mournfully through the rear window at
their abandoned BMW. When he’d grabbed his grenade launcher and gone to the corner to return fire,
Tig had left his go-bag in the car. It contained his medical kit, extra magazines, and worst of all, his
passport. He knew that it would be tempting danger to stop, so he kept silent as Rone drove past. It s
not worth getting into a gunfight over, Tig told himself.

Several of the armed men in the street called for the Mercedes to stop. The passengers told Rone
to keep going, but he was way ahead of them. No shots or cars pursued them from the intersection.

The operators continued south down Gunfighter across the Fourth Ring Road. They momentarily
relaxed as they neared their destination without engaging enemy gunmen, then quickly returned to high
alert. Rone made a few swift detours to make sure they weren’t being followed. Tanto pulled down
his night-vision goggles but saw no one moving in the open fields around the Annex. He noticed that
the nearby 17 February base looked desolate, as it often did late at night. The Rancilio Café, a
neighborhood coffee shop, seemed open, but Tanto saw no one inside. Gates were down and shutters
were closed on local stores. With little traffic on the roads and no pedestrians in sight, Tanto thought
it looked like a typical night when they returned from a move.

Rone felt confident enough to turn on the headlights as they cruised along darkened streets. He kept
an easy pace with the light traffic around them. The idea was to disguise three uncomfortable facts:
The Mercedes SUV had a dead body in the back, it was packed with heavily armed American
operators, and it was seeking refuge in a covert CIA Annex.

When they were one minute away, Tanto radioed the Annex: “Coming in hot.” Not wanting to give the
misimpression that they were being followed, Tanto quickly amended his radio call: “Disregard.
We’re coming in lukewarm.”

Rone parked near Building A and the operators got out. Sean Smith’s body remained in the cargo
area of the Mercedes. D.B. made sure someone found a bedsheet to cover him.

While the Team Leader spoke with Bob, Henry the translator got a well-deserved respite among
the non-shooters inside Building C. Others inside the building kept busy destroying classified
material in anticipation of evacuating. They also filled dozens of magazines with ammunition for the
rooftop and tower security teams.

Rone went inside, too, to care for Scott Wickland. The other operators rushed to their assigned
battle stations. Before heading to his post on Building B, Tanto told D.B. he wanted an update from
inside Building C, to see how much external support and overhead firepower they might expect.

Jack moved toward the ladder leading to the roof of Building D. Looking across the grassy
triangle where the turtle family lived, Jack saw the battle-scarred Land Cruiser and considered the
DS agents lucky to be alive. At the very least, it was a battered tribute to the engineers who’d
designed the SUV’s protective armor.

As they climbed to the flat-topped roofs, none of the operators allowed himself to imagine that
they were out of danger. Yet several experienced a brief wave of relief. Although everyone at the



Annex felt a pall from the death of Sean Smith and the disappearance of Chris Stevens, Jack detected
an uptick in morale now that all the other Americans were together inside the Annex and none had
been injured or killed during their escape from the Compound.

As midnight approached and September 11, 2012, neared its end, Annex defenses settled into
place. The taller of the two Tripoli DS agents was on the roof of Building A, watching the south wall
and the front gate. The view was obscured, so soon he’d move to join Tanto and D.B. as they readied
themselves behind the parapet on the roof of Building B. The CIA case officer with battle experience
in Afghanistan remained atop Building C, soon to be joined there by Rone. Atop Building D were
Jack, Dave Ubben, and the second DS agent from Tripoli, a stocky African-American Army veteran.
The T.L. remained inside Building C, with occasional trips outside to the building’s patio.

The Annex security leader positioned himself near the front gate but moved elsewhere at times.
The three Libyan guards were on the steel towers. One remained near the front gate, but the guard
who’d been at the northwest tower moved to join his friend at the southeast corner of the property. Oz
was on the move, bringing water and ammo where needed, and checking to see that everyone was in
position. When that was done, Oz moved to the tower fighting position located to the northeast of
Building C. Tig linked up with two of the local guards and spent some time with them on the tower at
the Annex’s southeast corner.

As the Annex’s defenders steeled themselves for whatever lay ahead, midnight passed and September
11 ended. Minutes after the start of the new day, the State Department’s Operations Center in
Washington sent an e-mail to the White House, Pentagon, FBI, and other government agencies. The e-
mail, sent at 12:06 a.m. Benghazi time, September 12, 2012, had the subject line, “Update 2: Ansar
al-Sharia Claims Responsibility For Benghazi Attack.” The message said: “Embassy Tripoli reports
the group claimed responsibility on Facebook and Twitter and has called for an attack on Embassy
Tripoli.”

When the e-mail was revealed, weeks later, it set off a firestorm about when the Obama
administration knew that the Compound attack wasn’t simply a disorganized, spontaneous protest
over the anti-Muhammad Innocence of Muslims video on YouTube, as several administration
officials initially suggested. But the issue became muddied further when an investigation by a fellow
at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy found no evidence that the radical militia group had
made any such statements on social media.

Around the same time the e-mail was sent, the gates of the embassy in Tripoli opened, and out
rode the reinforcement security team for a private charter flight to Benghazi. The seven-member force
consisted of former Navy SEAL Glen “Bub” Doherty; two Delta Force members; the top GRS Team
Leader in Libya; two other GRS operators; and a linguist.

From his position on the southeast tower, Tig asked over the radio for someone to turn on the exterior
perimeter floodlights that pointed beyond the Annex walls. The exterior lights soon shone, but
someone also turned on spotlights that illuminated inside the Annex property. Those lights made it
easier to move around in the dark, but they silhouetted the rooftop and tower-based defenders,
exposing their positions. Equally troubling, the interior lights blinded them from looking out beyond



the Annex walls to where any attackers might be hiding.

Jack got on the radio and asked that the interior lights be switched off. Tig seconded the request.
When nothing happened, Jack considered shooting them out, just as he’d done as a Navy SEAL on
nighttime assaults of ships at sea. On one mission, Jack’s SEAL team received intelligence that one of
Osama bin Laden’s sons was hiding on a vessel off the coast of Pakistan. They brought a fast boat
alongside the ship, hooked on ladders, and climbed aboard. Their search turned up no trace of any bin
Laden. The only shots they fired that night were to kill the lights.

Atop Building D, Jack stewed about the lights but he hesitated to shoot, not wanting to draw
attention to the Annex with gunfire. As minutes passed that seemed like hours, Jack began to
reconsider. Just then, Tig’s southwestern twang came raging over the airwaves: “Someone turn off the
fucking lights!”

Sheepishly, an Annex security staffer called back: “I’m on it. ’'m on it.” By the time Jack stopped
laughing, the interior lights had been switched off.

The operators on Building B got a kick out of Tig’s outburst, too. From their perch on the east side
of the Annex, Tanto and D.B. heard a voice somewhere in the distance, chanting and speaking in
animated tones in Arabic over a megaphone. Tanto wondered 1f someone was 