
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			Advance Praise for 
Insurgent Hunter

			“I’m partial to AFOSI (Air Force Office of Special Investigations) stories, and this one is terrific! Insurgent Hunter is an engrossing memoir that reads like a top-notch thriller. Treadway and Templin are the real deal—and it shows!”

			—Marc Cameron, New York Times bestselling author of Breakneck and Tom Clancy Command and Control

			 

			“I had the privilege of serving with great soldiers, sailors, marines, and airmen in Iraq from 2006–2007—at a time when WIAs and KIAs peaked.  This book brought back memories, and I felt like I was reliving the events in those crucial years. Much like ‘Dawg’s’ pursuit of HVTs (high-value targets), special operation forces, acting on tips and intelligence from Iraqis, targeted and killed the terrorist al Zarqawi in June of 2006. It was a good day. I recalled the joy of making a difference and developing others, and when Treadway and Templin describe the explosion that took down Hammer 1, I relived the pain of losing comrades. From Balad to Osan, Treadway and Templin have captured the essence of what it means to live the warrior ethos: always accomplish the mission, never accept defeat, never quit, and never leave a fallen comrade. Despite academic, physical, and professional setbacks, Dawg drives on. God bless our special operators—the quiet professionals. His story is our story.”

			—Major General Keith Thurgood, United States Army (Retired)

			 

			“I’m stunned, elated, and grateful to have guys like Jack Treadway making our military and country (and world) a better place to be. Insurgent Hunter is one hell of a story. Treadway’s background, instinct, and observation of role models helped him to overcome the biggest challenge he’d face in a wartime military—how to motivate others to ultimately succeed in every endeavor they’d face. In war, however, not everything can be controlled. Treadway is the case study of how to move forward and encourage others. Grab your favorite drink, open the book, and be inspired.”

			—B. Rudee Schad, Basic Underwater Demolition SEAL training Class 142, 
SEAL Delivery Vehicle Team Two, SEAL Team Five, and Schad Commodity, LLC

			 

			“One man’s compelling journey through this generation’s wars—Jack’s story covers it all—what life was like coming up through the SEAL Teams as an NCO, transitioning to both the Air Force and the Officer Corps and then his experience as a Special Agent collector outside the wire during Operation Iraqi Freedom. Perhaps most importantly, it tells the story of the often challenging shift to civilian life once the uniform is put away and the memories of lost friends still linger. It was an honor to serve alongside him and the other men and women during the first major conflicts of the twenty-first century.”

			—Colonel Chris Church, OSI, United States Air Force (Retired)

			 

			“Jack Treadway and Stephen Templin, the New York Times bestselling author of SEAL Team Six, have delivered another armrest-gripping, non-fiction, military thriller. Their latest work, Insurgent Hunter, describes the incredible exploits of former Navy SEAL and Air Force Office of Special Investigations Special Agent Jack Treadway, an alias because Treadway’s real name cannot be revealed.

			“Insurgent Hunter takes the reader from Treadway’s training as a fledgling SEAL, where he is badly injured and nearly killed. After his tenure with SEAL Delivery Vehicle Team 2 and SEAL Team 5, he transitions from enlisted Navy SEAL to Commissioned Air Force officer assigned to the elite Office of Special Investigations. As an OSI Counterinsurgency Agent, Treadway deploys to Iraq and engages in a fierce campaign, along with his fellow OSI agents, to hunt down bloodthirsty Al Qaeda insurgents determined to kill as many Americans as they can.

			“The harrowing details of Treadway’s day-to-day, life-and-death, experiences as an insurgent hunter in Iraq are described in detail, bringing the reader along on every convoy, interrogation, firefight and IED attack. Templin’s own military experience, in addition to his taut, edge-of-seat writing, only adds to Treadway’s account, and lends an authenticity few authors of real-life military accounts can offer.

			“I was particularly touched by the human aspects of Treadway’s saga. His further experiences pursuing stateside sex offenders, and his battle with survival guilt in the wake of returning home from Iraq alive while several of his fellow OSI Agents and closest friends did not, adds an emotional depth to the book not typically found in military non-fiction.

			“I cannot recommend Insurgent Hunter enough. If you are a fan of gut-wrenching, true-to-life, military literature, this is the book for you.”

			—Sean Lynch, author of Hold Back the Night
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			In Remembrance

			In memory of Nate, Tom, and Dave—Special Agents who were specifically targeted by the enemy because they were the best at what OSI agents do, bringing the bad to justice.
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			Author Note

			The events in this book are true—told from my perspective and to the best of my memory. Many of the people in these pages are still hunting bad guys or are at risk of being hunted, so I’ve used pseudonyms for our names to protect us. The Department of Defense (DoD) requested several revisions to protect sensitive information, which I complied with. Although the DoD approved this book for publication, the views in this book are mine and don’t necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the US Navy, US Air Force, Department of Defense, or US Government. Also, dialogue may not be word for word, but it reflects the core of my experiences. This book is one album of photographs of many in my life.

		

	
		
			Part I

			The Hunter

			It is your choices that show what you truly are, far more than your abilities.

			—JK Rowling

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Downrange

			I first learned to hunt men in the SEAL Teams, and it nearly killed me. At SEAL Delivery Vehicle Team Two, an SDV—a covert mini wet submarine—came within inches of slicing and dicing me. At Team Five, I shuffle-stepped through a vomit-spewed C-130 transport plane before I jumped into the snowy mountains of the Korean Peninsula. Then I broke my back in a Special Mission Unit.

			Later, I became an Office of Special Investigations (OSI) agent and ran confidential informants in Iraq. One by one, my expeditionary detachment and I removed more than a hundred insurgents from the battlespace. Our most elusive prey was a high-value target on the kill or capture list—a deadly al Qaeda financier codenamed Kaiser Soze. The greatest trick the Devil ever pulled was convincing the world he didn’t exist. Then an Iraqi officer, an “ally” who secretly worked for an Iranian backed militia, killed three members of my Expeditionary Detachment (EDet). It was the worst night of my life, and I wanted revenge.

			[image: ]

			Under a burning sun in the Sunni Triangle, forty miles north of Baghdad, I jocked up and loaded into the second of three Humvees. I was the new operations officer, and my job was to make sure we took down the bad guys and brought our guys home safely. We were agents in the OSI. I climbed into the front passenger seat and switched on the Blue Force Tracker, a computerized terrain map with a GPS system that displayed the positions of good guys around us in blue. It also enabled the Joint Defense Operations Center (JDOC) to follow our mission along with others in our area. If things went south, I wanted to target the bad guys, not the guys in blue. I also had a vehicle radio that I could use to communicate with my convoy, JDOC, medical evacuation, and air weapons teams that included Apache attack helicopters and Black Hawks. Even with the peace of mind that the Blue Force Tracker and the radio provided, operating in the daytime went against everything I had been taught as a frogman.

			Hank took the wheel. We didn’t use real names. Everyone had a call sign, and his was Hank because with his beard and long hair, he was the spitting image of Hank Williams Junior. And he liked early outlaw country music—the good stuff I grew up listening to with my dad on his 8-tracks in a smoke-filled, jacked-up Dodge power wagon—Waylon Jennings, Merle Haggard, and the other renegade country music singers.

			Huey manned the M240B machine gun in the turret. He was the youngest agent and strong as a beast. His youthful way of talking and acting drove our detachment commander crazy, though Huey didn’t seem to notice it when he was doing it. One time Huey radioed that he’d somehow locked himself in one of our black armored Chevy Suburbans, and he’d been stuck in the baking sun for an hour. We ran a hundred meters, and when we got to him, we had to press our faces to the smoked glass on the sides or look through the front to see inside. He looked like hell. Even so, we couldn’t stop laughing.

			One of the agents raised his voice and said, “How’d you lock yourself in the truck?”

			Huey sopped the sweat off his forehead with his sleeve. His voice was muffled: “I tried all the electrical, but it isn’t working.”

			“Did you try to open the door manually?” another agent asked.

			Huey glowered. “What kind of idiot do you think I am? Of course I tried it!”

			“Just try it again.”

			He did. The door opened, and we laughed our asses off.

			Professor was our interpreter. He sat in the back with Huey. He was a first generation Arab American with a PhD from an Ivy League college. Professor smoked and was out of shape, but he was so smart that it was like having another agent with us.

			With our different backgrounds and appearances, we looked like a Western posse. I was the only one who wore ripstop desert cammies, leftovers from when I was in the SEAL Teams. Hank wore a sand-colored armor crewman’s uniform. Huey liked 501 cargo pants and a sand-colored T-shirt that showed off his bulging biceps. None of us wore rank insignias or nametags.

			My team knew a bit about my reputation, and they seemed pumped that I was going out on a mission with them for the first time. We rolled through Balad Air Base, also known as Mortaritaville, because mortars and rockets hit us over forty times a week. Sirens went off so frequently that anyone who’d been there more than a few days stopped running to the bunkers.

			The outside temperature pushed above a hundred and ten degrees; inside the Humvee I cooked, especially since I wore twenty-five pounds of Kevlar—a Ranger vest, armor plates, and a helmet. Adding to my gear, I carried an M4 rifle with an EOTECH holographic sight, one magazine of ammo in my rifle and six on my vest, a Sig Sauer P228 compact pistol, a CamelBak hydration pack, a portable radio, and an escape and evasion kit that included money to buy my way out of trouble and a compass to find my way home. The body heat from the four of us increased the temperature inside the vehicle.

			We weren’t allowed to drive around on base with ammo in our machine gun, so after we left the confines of our base, the wire, we pulled into a designated spot where Huey fed a belt of ammo into the machine gun, the Pig, and test fired it. The two agent gunners in the other vehicles did the same. Then we headed out.

			Our three-vehicle convoy hit the hard pack road in a cloud of dust, and we galloped to forty-five miles per hour. We passed holes and craters where IEDs had gone off. In the past year, a thousand and thirty-five of them had been found or had gone off in our area of operations alone. I didn’t want to hit one thousand and thirty-six. The road was so narrow here that if we struck an IED and got ambushed, there was no way to turn around; we would have to blow through or back out. Now the heat was the least of my troubles.

			We tore past canals and fields that reminded me of the farms in San Joaquin Valley. Much as the San Joaquin River brought life to the valley, the Tigris River brought life here. Despite the homelike beauty of my environment, I looked at my compass and the surrounding area for landmarks in case things got ugly and I had to escape and evade back to base. I kept one eye on my Blue Force Tracker and one on the road for IEDs. I needed more eyes.

			Our mission was to contact an asset, one of our informants who’d been giving us intel, but who had recently stopped showing up for his meets. We were out to determine why he’d been laying low. Five miles from Mortaritaville, we rolled past stucco farmhouses with large stretches of fields between them. Our lead vehicle neared a small barn and a tan, two-story house—our spy’s home. It seemed to me that the previous operations officer was great at generating paperwork from the agents, but he didn’t show them effective tactics to operate in such a deadly environment. When I was going through OSI training, a classmate who had been an undercover cop in a biker gang taught me never to meet a confidential informant at his home or his workplace. If the guy was bad, I’d be on his home turf and probably wouldn’t survive a shootout with his gang. If he was good, the bad guys might see us and wonder what business we had with him. Either way, visiting a source at his home or workplace was a lose-lose situation. I could see that I’d have to make changes to the team’s procedures.

			We slowed down, left the road, pulled up to the house, and stopped. I dismounted my Humvee. My teammates looked at the building, but none of them set security for potential threats from the outside. Although they were trained and experienced in collecting intelligence, they weren’t trained to be soldiers, and without any support here, I was worried for them and myself. My heart rate kicked up a notch, and I took a deep breath to slow it down.

			I moved tactically to the house with my M4 at the ready. There was no front door—only a doorway. Orion had exited one of the other vehicles and stacked up first beside the door. He’d been through advanced tactical training developed by an elite Special Forces guy. He was also the wise soul who’d helped Huey in the locked Suburban by suggesting he unlock it manually.

			Stacked up behind him was Nate, who was a military brat like me, but he had a law degree. He always had himself under control, and talking and smiling came easily for him. Over six feet tall with dark hair and dark eyes, he caught the attention of the ladies when he walked into a room.

			Then came Mac, a quiet, clean-living, easygoing agent who’d graduated from the Citadel, one of the toughest senior military colleges in the country. Nate, Mac, and I had gone through federal law enforcement training together in Glynco, Georgia.

			I’d done building entries so many times before that I wasn’t concerned about my part, but I was worried about the three guys in front of me and what they were going to do, and I was uneasy about leaving Hank, Huey, Professor, and the others outside with the vehicles.

			Orion and Nate entered first. Mac and I followed. There was minimal furniture, so I could move quickly, but I couldn’t understand why everyone else was moving so damn slowly. We searched room to room on the first floor. “Clear.” No one was on this floor, but we’d taken so much time that if someone was upstairs, they’d had plenty of opportunity to prepare a welcoming party for us.

			I gestured that I’d lead us up the stairs. The guys perked up as I passed them to take point. I hustled to the first room on the second floor. Doorways are a death funnel because that’s where enemy fire will be focused, so I stepped through it quickly to get out of the kill zone. My footwork was automatic, and I moved as efficiently as possible. Smooth is fast. I turned the corner and pushed off into one side of the room. I popped my muzzle forward, so if anyone stood next to the door, I’d give him a mouthful of steel. I advanced deeper so I wouldn’t hold up the train behind me and leave someone stuck in the doorway eating a barrage of enemy bullets. I scanned my sector and cleared my corner. Mac cleared his side.

			The Iraqis in this part of the country usually slept on the floor, so there were no beds. “Clear.”

			We searched the other rooms too. “Clear.”

			I exhaled, relieved.

			I turned to head downstairs, but Orion pointed to the steps leading to the roof, where it was cooler at night and where Iraqis often slept. Damn.

			I took us up onto the roof. Nothing. We were lucky that no one was waiting for us.

			We returned downstairs and stepped outside. The agents were relaxed—too relaxed. Commander Mitchell, a stoic leader and the tallest guy in the unit with his black hair and beard cropped short, pointed to a small wooden barn. It was smaller than a room in a house and looked more like an American shed than a barn. It was too small to clear with a rifle or fit a group of agents into.

			“I got this,” I said.

			I slung my rifle, drew my pistol, and entered solo. Inside, sunlight poked through the cracks and down onto a dirt floor. A funky smell hit me. Ahead of me in the dim light, multiple sets of eyes stared at me. Half a dozen chickens sat on wooden nest boxes and perches. They appeared calmer than me.

			When I came out, all the agents were watching me. As soon as I indicated that nobody was in the barn, instead of moving tactically, they walked back to the Humvees like they were returning from a fishing trip. What the—

			I looked at Commander Mitchell, whose face filled with concern. It was like staring into a mirror.

			On the ride back to base, I wasn’t troubled about the heat or concerned about IEDs—I worried about the next six months of my tour here. How the hell are we going to survive?

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Growing Pains

			I knew that if I went to Commander Mitchell with complaints and concerns, I better have some possible resolutions for them, or I wouldn’t be doing him any good—especially if he already knew that the team lacked proper training for what they were doing. Things would have to be done differently. I was anxious about how the commander and agents who’d been there awhile would feel about me wanting to train them.

			We pulled our trucks back into their spots at our compound on base, and we downjocked our team gear and took care of it—the encrypted vehicle and individual radios, crew-served machine guns, extra ammo, medical gear, and so on. We also took care of our own kit, such as rifles and pistols.

			Until recently, the agents had an army unit supporting them, but the army had deployed all over Afghanistan and Iraq, and they were strapped for manpower. All OSI detachments in those countries had lost the army tactical security elements assigned to them. Normally, the army would debrief the tactical part of a mission among themselves, and our agents would take their intel to the analysts and debrief the collection side of the mission. Now that the army wasn’t with us, there was no tactical debrief. We had to fend for ourselves.

			The focus of the mission—the asset—was Hank and Nate’s, so they went to the analysts for the intel debrief, which was a whole lot of nothing. The asset wasn’t worth the time we wasted and certainly not the danger.

			I spotted Commander Mitchell in the hall. Beside him stood Red, a senior non-commissioned officer who was Commander Mitchell’s right-hand man and our superintendent. I walked over to them and gave my pitch: “Do you mind if we put ops on hold for a week so I can come up with some training and standard operating procedures for the EDet?”

			“Would you?” Commander Mitchell asked.

			I nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ll ask the guys about the different kinds of missions we carry out, various areas we operate in, times of day, what shooting ranges are available, and what we have for places to practice tactics without being watched by indigenous folks. I’ll put something together.”

			“That would be awesome,” Commander Mitchell said.

			Red nodded approvingly.

			I walked over to the bullpen, an office area the size of a long, narrow classroom and pulled out Orion. He had served in an anti-terrorism specialty team and received some good training. I motioned for him to follow me into my office, which he did, and there I told him what was on my mind. When Hank returned from his intel debrief, I asked him to join us. Hank was one of those guys who could find almost anything you needed and seemed to have connections everywhere. He could access shooting ranges, ammo to train with, and a place to practice with our vehicles.

			As we talked, it became clear that there was a bit of a mismatch in the way we viewed the situation. Hank hadn’t seen another way to do things, so our conversation was an eye-opener for him. Orion wanted to teach some advanced tactics.

			I was somewhere between them. “We need to do better than we’re doing, but we don’t have a lot of time, so let’s keep it simple. We’re not going to be able to train these guys to stand there and slug it out with somebody. I think the best thing we can do is teach them some basic patrol tactics, how to clear rooms safely, take care of a downed man, and provide security until we can get the injured out. We should also be able to rescue a Humvee if it gets hit, cover it while we pull our guys out, put them into the other two Humvees, and get out of Dodge.”

			In a really tough spot, where our losses were too high, making us immobile and unable to break contact, we still had our radios to request medevacs, air weapons teams, and a quick reaction force.

			Our differences were quickly resolved when I had them take ownership and be a part of this—Orion would assist with training, and Hank would get us what we needed.

			That evening, Orion and I wrote up training for Close Quarters Battle (CQB), doing two-man entries, but we needed a place to do it. I looked outside my office. It was all one floor where we worked, showered, ate, pumped iron, watched videos, and slept—we lived with each other 24/7. Commander Mitchell had his own office and personal room; so did I. Most of the agents were bunked two to a room. We couldn’t take a piss without seeing each other. Our building would be the perfect place to practice CQB.

			The next day I finished putting together a plan for five days of training, and we started the following day.

			On training day one, we did CQB in our own building with empty weapons. We also went over how to communicate, so each guy knew what the other was doing when he did it. In addition, we covered prisoner handling.

			Hank had linked up with the Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force, and on day two, we used their shooting ranges across the base. There, I taught the other agents how to shoot, move, and communicate. If an agent’s primary weapon went down, he needed to transition to his pistol and let his buddy know, so he could cover until the rifle was back online. We went over stacking up at the door, footwork, and transitioning from rifle to pistol. They already knew some of what I covered, but I helped them become more efficient.

			Day three got put on hold—we were hit with an op to go meet a sheikh out in his village. Visiting sheikhs was always a pain in the ass. These elders liked their positions, and they ran the villages. Our job was to collect intel, but a lot of times they simply wanted to chat, and we got nothing. Despite the negatives, we had to maintain contact with them in case something did come up in their area. The sheikhs were the ones who had an ear to the ground. They’d tell us what they wanted or needed in exchange for information.

			Once again, we loaded into the Humvees, and I manned the machine gun in the turret. This trip was easier because our destination was closer—I could almost see the village from the base. Also, the sheikh controlled the village, so there was less threat of being attacked. It was more of a hearts-and-minds thing—drink the chai and eat the lamb.

			When we arrived, there were kids outside, but their mothers pulled them into their homes and closed the doors and windows. That concerned me. It’s one thing when all the adults go inside, but it’s another when the kids are pulled in too.

			We parked beside a wall with a gate. I manned the machine gun while four agents opened the gate. It was two hundred yards to the sheikh’s house, and they walked in a cluster like they were going down to the 7-11. That was a no-go. We’re going to have to work on that.

			A helicopter flew overhead, and gunshots rang out from about a mile behind the sheikh’s house. I had no idea what that was about, and I’d heard no reports about it. It was possible US forces were conducting live-fire training, but I didn’t know what the hell was going on. I watched windows in the houses, scanning for any that opened or a muzzle that poked out of one.

			The four agents were only with the sheikh about thirty or forty minutes before they came back. It was a short meet for a sheikh, but it felt long to me, and I was more than happy to get the hell out of there. The sheikh only wanted to chat, and he told them nothing of significance.

			The next morning, we dove into day three of training. Hank had found us a spot near a movie theater and warehouse buildings where we could practice without being seen by Iraqi eyes, including those hired to work on base. There, we practiced basic patrolling. We spread out so we didn’t present the enemy with a stinking huge target. The point man covered 180 degrees in front of him. The agent behind him scanned 180 degrees to one side while the next agent covered 180 degrees on the opposite side. Rear security protected 180 degrees to the rear. Now we’d have 360 degrees of double coverage. We practiced in small and large groups in narrow and open spaces. We did contact drills—attacking the enemy and breaking contact.

			Day four, we used the same areas but added vehicles to the mix. Each time, I changed up the scenario—a different vehicle going down, agents in different positions, and so on.

			For day five, we returned to the firing range, and I ran them through stress courses. A lot of the agents were lifting weights and getting gigabig, but when you come under fire and your heart is pumping piss, that little shot of adrenaline will get you through initial contact. In an extended scenario, it will also sap you, but you still have to react and do your job. Muscular endurance is more important than Atlas muscles. Commander Mitchell had been pushing them to do a more combat-oriented PT, but they wanted to do their own thing.

			I showed them why the commander was right. We went out wearing full body armor, did pushups, ran fireman carries, did room entries, and then shot targets that were scored for accuracy. Everything was a competition. After sucking wind, they saw how poorly they shot. They realized that they needed to do more to prepare for battle than lift heavy weights.

			Following that fifth day of training, some agents collected intel about a weapons cache in the army’s area of operations. Mac, Nate, and Professor went out with our only female agent, call sign Croft, named after Lara Croft in the Tomb Raider game and film. Like many other female OSI agents, she was an aggressive investigator, smart, and pretty damn tough. She lived, trained, and hunted with us. The four linked up with a dozen army guys whose unit was across the base. Although the army was busy with their own operations and they couldn’t dedicate themselves full time to us, especially for gathering intelligence, they helped us when we needed to act on intelligence.

			Their convoy drove into town until they reached an alley that was too narrow to drive through, so they parked the vehicles and moved out on foot. The army guys bopped along like they were hanging out in the streets back home—they were brave men, but they were from an artillery unit that wasn’t primarily infantry. Mac, Nate, and Croft formed a staggered patrol formation, and the army guys followed their lead by falling into the formation.

			The cache was where the informant said it would be, but it was explosives instead of weapons. The soldiers stood facing inward toward the cache, but when the agents pointed outward into a perimeter to cover their surroundings, the army soldiers did the same. The agents called in a bomb disposal unit to remove the enemy explosives, and the agents and soldiers held security until they arrived. It’s crazy what can be done with only five days of training.
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			After the initial training, we’d knock off at noon on Fridays if we didn’t have an urgent mission and continue our training. Our enemies continued to hammer our base with mortars and rockets, and I wanted to put a stop to it. One day, I went into the bullpen. Four agents’ grey steel desks were lined up on one wall facing into the room, and three were on the opposite wall facing them. The desktops were green and rubbery; a computer sat on each one with stacks of paper beside it.

			One of the previous agents, who’d shipped out before I arrived, had thought he was high speed and impressed a lot of the guys with how many intelligence reports he could write. Out of all the reports he’d written, a few had some decent intel for a target, but he never sounded like he wanted to act on it, and Commander Mitchell had to take charge.

			“Look,” I told the agents, “I’m not impressed with how many reports you can rope out because unless that intelligence is actionable, you’re not affecting the battlespace. We need to take bad guys off the battlespace. We need to take out the dudes that are rocketing and mortaring us forty-four times a week, planting a thousand IEDs out there, and killing our guys.”

			I asked them to tell me more about our area of operations (AO). They showed me where the Sunni and Shia tribes were. The Sunnis weren’t as numerous, but Saddam Hussein was a Sunni, and he’d controlled the country. Now that Saddam was gone, his army was broken up, and his Baathist party was crippled, the Shias grappled for power. The Sunnis were quickly being left out in the cold, and they were indignant, so they tried to tip the scales by joining terrorist groups such as Al-Qaeda. Although the Sunnis and Shias were both Muslim, they hated each other.

			A Jordanian jihadist named Abu Musab al-Zarqawi tried to impress the leader of Al-Qaeda—Osama bin Laden—but bin Laden didn’t like him. Instead, bin Laden’s number two man recommended Zarqawi go to Iraq and start up Al-Qaeda there. A lot of Sunnis joined him. Most of them weren’t zealots like Zarqawi, but they were irate, and they wanted to regain power.

			We marked off areas for each of us on the map. Then I said, “If something happens in your part of the AO, like a mortar going off or a soldier getting killed, I’m going to say, ‘hey, man, that came out of your area. You’re responsible to get on it and shut it down.’ Your primary job is to protect this base.

			“We have a CRAM system for detecting and destroying incoming rockets and mortars before they strike.” (This was the Counter Rocket, Artillery, and Mortar system.) “I want to put it to more effective use. We receive advance warning when rockets or mortars are incoming, but I want to destroy the bad guys who’re doing it. CRAM gives us the point of origin, and if rockets or mortars come from your area, you’re responsible for shutting them down.”

			I could see the light bulbs going on in the agents’ heads—they were beginning to see what I could see.

			Our mission was tactically oriented, meaning we were focused on the security of our base and the immediate surrounding area to about a dozen miles out. There are more strategically oriented units, focused on targets that could affect the course of the war. OSI agents also were involved with units at this level, but our unit was at a less sensitive level, and protecting the base was our primary mission.

			Now that the agents had a purpose for gathering intel, they met with their assets more often.

			Croft and Orion, who were partners, learned of a farmer who was willing to meet with them. Because we had to provide our own security element for the patrol and meet, our whole EDet of ten agents had to go out. Emptying an EDet of all its agents for every meet not only meant fewer reports being produced, but it also meant that if one Humvee were hit by an IED, we’d lose a third of our EDet. We were considered “Low Density High Demand;” there weren’t many OSI agents, but units all over the world needed us. Losing a third of an EDet on one op would be devastating.

			For Croft and Orion’s meeting place, we chose a site that took the farmer’s safety and ours into consideration. The site was far enough off the beaten path that the farmer wouldn’t be followed or spotted by insurgents, but the location was safe enough for the ten of us to secure a perimeter and break contact with enemies and get out if we were attacked. We also put a Quick Reaction Force patrol and aircraft on standby to come to our rescue, if needed.

			The night of the meet, Nate led the patrol as driver in the front Humvee. He could study maps and terrain like nobody else and had a keen sense of direction. On our drive out from the base, he went straight when he was supposed to go straight and turned where he was supposed to turn. In a war zone, a wrong turn can be a son of a bitch because it can expose you to curious eyes and increase the probability of hitting an IED. Nate was the perfect point man. In his truck, Orion kept his eyes on the Blue Force Tracker while monitoring the convoy communications, and Red manned the machine gun in the turret while monitoring comms with the base JDOC.

			Commander Mitchell wanted me in the middle vehicle so I could make tactical calls under fire, especially in the event of a downed vehicle. I helped navigate for our trio of Humvees while Hank drove and Huey handled the big gun.

			I, in turn, wanted Commander Mitchell in the rear vehicle. In the SEAL Teams, if you had a good boss, you protected him from anything from a bar fight to a fire fight. It was a habit I didn’t want to break. In the back with him was his gunner, Gator, a guy built like the Hulk who’d formerly worked as a park ranger. I had to work out consistently my whole life to maintain a bench press over 350 pounds, but guys like him, country strong, can walk right in without ever working out and toss up 350 or more on their worst day. Genetics. Next to Commander Mitchell sat our interpreter (terp) Shaky, who was from one of the war-torn countries in the Middle East but had become an American citizen. To look at his belly and white beard and to be around his jolly demeanor, you’d think he belonged in a mall playing Santa Claus for the kids, but he did everything asked of him, even if it scared the hell out of him. In front of Commander Mitchell and Shaky, Mac drove, and Croft sat in the navigator’s seat—if our convoy got turned around, they would lead us out.

			Nate turned off the asphalt and led us onto a back country dirt road. My truck and Commander Mitchell’s followed. I hated this route, but the asset didn’t have a car, and this was the best area for him to walk to at night. Soon we reached the last leg, which paralleled a canal to our left. Several soldiers had drowned in a similar canal when their Humvee rolled into it and sank upside down.

			The high dirt berm and trees to our right prevented us from escaping that way. As a SEAL, this was the kind of place I was trained to set an ambush. Hit the front truck first so the convoy can’t drive forward. Then hit the rear truck, so they can’t back out. Once they’re bottled up, open fire on the center. My breathing sped up, and my pulse pounded.

			I wondered if my fellow agents were as nervous as I was. I kept my worries to myself and vowed to figure out a better place to meet this farmer next time.

			On a positive note, we’d arrived early and were driving on the opposite side of the canal from where our meet was supposed to take place. We drove past the site. It looked clear.

			Nate turned left. We followed him over a massive pipe that took us over the canal. Then we turned left again and rode on a dirt path that doubled back on the site side of the canal. No ambush—yet.

			We shut off our lights, and our gunners and others switched to night vision goggles. I chose not to wear the NVGs and went old-school by letting my cones adapt to the darkness. I looked around for vehicles or people nearby, which would definitely be out of place considering the secluded area we were in. We slipped the Humvees in between and around dirt berms and trees, giving our turret gunners their best vantage points for high ground and avenues of approach.

			Some of us dismounted the Humvees while others remained inside. I opened the door of my armored truck—it sounded so damn loud out here in the middle of nowhere. No matter how gently I tried to close it, the noise neared unbearable. Forgetting something in the truck and opening and closing it again would make matters worse. Everyone had to have their shit together.

			Quietly, I slipped into my sector, becoming part of the bushes. I only took my eyes off my field of fire long enough to ensure that the gunner nearest me and the agents to my left and right knew where I was—the biggest reason being that I didn’t want one of them to mistake me for a bad guy and shoot me. There’d been plenty of mishaps in the Teams during live night-fire drills. Seeing tracers going over your head and hearing the zip and sonic crack of nearby rounds is a good way to learn you’re under fire, and you never want it to happen again.

			I screwed a suppressor on my weapon. Other agents thought it was to silence my shot, but it was more to suppress the visible flash of my muzzle at night. I had also taken out the tracers from my ammo before loading my magazines. I only liked using tracers with machine guns because it could help mark a target for helo gunships like the AH-64 Apache.

			We sent out our welcoming party on foot with Nate watching for the farmer. I stayed back with the others to protect our perimeter.

			In the distance, a human silhouette materialized on the road.

			Nate and Hank moved forward with Shaky, who told Farmer, “Turn away and put your hands up!” In Nate’s truck, Red aimed his machine gun at Farmer. Mac and Hank walked up and searched him. When they found he was unarmed, they brought him back inside the perimeter to see the familiar, friendlier faces of Croft and Orion.

			Their meet with Farmer seemed to take much too long. I didn’t like being in one spot for this amount of time. The booger-eaters were known to set up IEDs for us on our way out. I heard movement immediately to my left about fifty yards out.

			“Take cover,” Red said.

			Orion, Croft, and Farmer hurried to the nearest Humvee and used it as a shield.

			The sound came closer.

			I switched the selector on my M4 rifle from safe to fire. The noise sounded like only one person, but it could have been two. Who would be crazy enough to advance this close to us? They gotta know they’re outgunned.

			There’d been intel traffic about foreign fighters in the area, the only zealots crazy enough to enter our perimeter and attack us with suicide vests. Even so, our gunners and others with their night vision weren’t reporting anyone.

			I aimed my EOTECH sight at the thicket where the noise was coming from. Okay, this is going to be a quick recognition and shoot problem. I felt pretty good about my advantages: good cover and concealment on this berm and the superior firepower of my detachment and me against one booger-eater. The thicket moved. My trigger finger was ready. Then the target came into my sights—a baby donkey.

			What the hell?

			Somebody chuckled behind me.

			My trigger finger relaxed, and I lowered my rifle muzzle.

			We finished the meet. The intel was worth the wait. Farmer not only passed us information about the location of a nearby farm where there was a weapons cache with mortars and ammo used to attack our base on a regular basis, but he also gave us the identities and locations of four insurgents responsible for the mortaring. We were going to need assistance to take down all of these targets.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The Prey

			The next day, in the scorching heat, we loaded up in our three-Humvee convoy and patrolled five miles to Forward Operating Base Orion, which housed a company of soldiers from the Third Infantry Division. They had the resources we needed to go after the four insurgents and the weapons cache that Farmer had reported.

			Inside the gates of FOB Orion, we met with the commanding officer, a major in his thirties, who looked at us with our various uniforms, beards, and long hair like we were aliens.

			Commander Mitchell introduced himself and said, “We have targets for you, Major.”

			“You had my curiosity, but now you have my attention,” the major said.

			“Croft here will brief you,” Commander Mitchell said.

			Croft didn’t miss a beat. “We have intel on a nearby weapons cache, the names of the insurgents who are using it to mortar our base, and where those insurgents live.”

			“Really?”

			Croft showed him a map and pointed to a place near the Tigris River.

			The major rubbed his chin. “Yeah, I know that area.”

			Croft and Orion shared photos and our other intel with him.

			“We’ll probably need help from EOD,” Orion said, referring to an Explosive Ordnance Disposal unit.

			The major pointed two fingers at the map like two pistols. “We can run two ops simultaneously—hit the weapons cache and the mortar men at the same time.”

			My posse and I smiled.

			“I’ve got indigenous troops from the 203rd Iraqi National Guard Battalion that we can use too,” the major said.

			I didn’t know how much an Iraqi unit would be infiltrated by spies, so I was concerned.

			The major must’ve read it on my face because he added, “I won’t let the Iraqis know where we’re going or what we’re doing until we get there. And I’ll take away their cell phones prior to the op.”

			It sounded sensible. “Good.”

			“Who are you guys again?” the major asked.

			“Air Force Office of Special Investigations,” Commander Mitchell said.

			His quizzical stare made me think he still didn’t get who we were.

			We finished our meeting, and the major got his men ready while we went back to our base and prepared for battle.

			Early the next morning, before the heat cranked up again, my EDet and I loaded up into the three Humvees. This time a different terp joined us—an Iraqi-American marine interpreter named Ibrahim, who sat in the back of my vehicle. Beside him sat Farmer, who would help identify the insurgents who were mortaring our base.

			The sun broke the horizon as we ventured out of the wire. All of us were fired up because we were going to action some intel. Behind us were the days of writing inconsequential reports.

			Nate steered us out to FOB Orion, where our little convoy slipped into the middle of an army convoy of Armored Personnel Carriers (APCs) and Humvees led by a weird contraption at the front. It was a Husky VMMD (vehicle-mounted mine detection), which can survive the blast of an IED.

			The army guys and my posse headed out. A Kiowa helicopter flew overhead to serve as a forward observer. A black “beach ball” sat on top of the rotors of the little chopper. It contained one system to capture video, another to collect thermal imaging, and a laser that measured distances and designated targets. Two Apache attack helicopters joined us. The birds were great to have, but the villagers would be able to hear them before we arrived.

			We kicked up dust through several miles of flat farmland before the terrain became hilly and the Husky brought us to a halt. I fidgeted while we sat, worrying that our suspects might flee into the tree line.

			“Why is that John Deere tractor-looking contraption stopping?” I asked.

			“Looks like the Husky detected an IED,” Hank said.

			“Oh.” Now waiting seemed like a better idea than getting blown up.

			Apparently, the Husky raised a false alarm, and after a few minutes, we resumed our trek and soon arrived at the village. The buildings were multi-storied. Beyond them stood palm trees and thick vegetation that hugged the Tigris River.

			As we approached our target village, we gave Farmer a black hood with eye holes in it, and he put it on so he couldn’t be identified. Our convoy stopped on a road that circled the village. Soldiers exited the lead vehicles and penetrated deep into the town while troops from the tail of the convoy hopped out and breached the buildings close by. The agents and I helped protect the vehicles’ perimeter, some of us facing the village and some of us scanning the surrounding fields. Farmer sat hidden in the middle, ready to identify any insurgents our soldiers captured.

			The soldiers brought three cuffed and black-hooded suspects close to where Orion and I were posted.

			“We got more squirters running into the palms,” one of the soldiers said.

			Orion and I grabbed the three prisoners, and I told the soldier, “Go get ’em.”

			The soldiers dashed off.

			We marched the three prisoners in front of Farmer’s Humvee.

			Outside of the vehicle, I couldn’t see Farmer’s lips or hear his voice, but I heard over the radio, “Positive ID on all three—they’re the mortarmen—verifying IDs.”

			The situation was too electric for Orion and me to be tied up with the three prisoners, so we took them to the APCs and loaded them in there until the army’s intelligence team back on base could verify. Then we returned to our positions on the perimeter.

			“I’ve got movement,” Orion said.

			I turned around.

			Orion aimed his rifle up at the second story of a house that was fifty yards away. “Saw someone looking out that window.”

			There were troops several yards away from the house on the opposite side. If the moving guy had a weapon, he could aim down at the soldiers and open up on them. I radioed to a senior army guy and said, “Hey, you didn’t clear one here. We got a guy running around in his house. Can you call some guys back here to clear this one?”

			He radioed back to me. “Look, I got men hitting the weapons cache and human targets, and now we’re chasing squirters into the grove too—can you guys clear it?”

			I didn’t want to pull all my guys off the perimeter. “Can you at least send me one guy?” I asked.

			He sent me one soldier.

			Orion and I took the soldier and Gator to the door of the building where Orion had spotted the movement. Ibrahim trailed close behind us.

			I told the soldier, “You’re on point—there’s the front door.”

			He opened the door, but there was an iron gate inside. He tried to open it, but it made a loud noise and didn’t budge.

			“I’ll find another entry point,” Gator said before peeling off from our train and looking around the corner.

			“He’s in the first-floor window here,” Orion said, “trying to peek at us without showing himself.” Then Orion yelled at the window: “Hey, man, you better open this door or we’re going to blow it off and break your windows!”

			Ibrahim translated.

			A voice came from inside the house shouting anxiously in Arabic. “Don’t hurt my house! don’t hurt my house!”

			Ibrahim yelled back at him in Arabic. They shouted back and forth at each other for a couple minutes.

			Finally, a little dude wearing a dirty, white man-dress—an ankle-length robe with long sleeves called a dishdasha—came to the door and unlocked it.

			I grabbed him, pulled him out, and smashed him against the outside wall of his house. I told Ibrahim, “Ask him how many guys are in there.”

			Ibrahim spoke to the man in Arabic, and he replied. “There’s nobody else in the house.”

			Gator returned.

			“Gator, hold this guy,” I said.

			He did.

			We still treated the house like there were people inside. Without Gator, we were a three-man entry team. Orion held the door open, and I motioned for the soldier to go first. He went through the door and straight into the middle of the room. What the hell are you doing? Then he turned around and looked right back at us with another open door behind him. If bad guys came out shooting, the soldier was going to catch a back full of bullets.

			I rushed in with Orion. Inside, we looked at each other from the corners of our eyes: Is this soldier shitting us?

			“Where we going next?” the soldier asked.

			“What?” Orion said.

			“I’m an intel analyst,” the soldier said. “What do we do now?”

			When the army sent me a guy to help clear the house, I thought they’d sent me someone tactical. I noticed his first lieutenant rank—not only was he an intel analyst but an officer to boot. I calmly pointed behind us. “We got it man, go ahead and get in the back of the train.”

			I stacked up at point next to a doorway. Orion squeezed me on the shoulder—the signal that he and the soldier were ready. I entered the room tactically, and we cleared it. After we cleared the first floor, I took us upstairs and then to the roof.

			I radioed back to the army leader: “One prisoner and the house is clear.”

			The tone of his reply was upbeat: “Roger.”

			We returned to our convoy, prisoner in tow, and radioed the analysts back at the base for identification. The little guy in the man-dress was a nobody.

			The army must’ve been impressed with us clearing that house because they asked us to help them clear another in the southeast corner of the village.

			We moved swiftly over there. Inside the house, we found a big Iraqi dude—at least six foot four with a honking nose and a Saddam Hussein moustache. He also wore a dishdasha. He stood there with his wife, and they played innocent. Ibrahim translated.

			“I don’t know anything,” he said. “I’m not a part of anything.”

			“If that’s the case,” I said, “let us search your house.”

			“No, I can’t let you search my house.”

			“Then you’re going to come with
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