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            For the brothers we lost.

May you rest in peace.

            
                

            

            For the people of Iraq.

May you find the peace you so deserve.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘The choice you make between hating and forgiving,

can be the story of your life.’

            Gregory David Roberts

            Shantaram
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         For reasons of national security, commercial sensitivity and/or confidentiality, it has been necessary to change some details of events, including names, places and dates, when writing this book. Mostly I have used first names and call signs only to identify individuals, at the request of those portrayed.

         This book has been written from my memory and from conversations with those fellow operators who were with me at the time of the events portrayed. No one recorded the conversations that took place, and few written reports survive from that time, so I have therefore had to recreate conversations as accurately as I can and as I and my fellow operators remember them.

         Not every event written involved me or my team directly; some of them were told to me by those who were there and personally involved but wanted their story told while remaining anonymous. Therefore, and with their consent, for ease of writing and to reduce the cast of characters I have moulded their experiences into the overall story.

         I have been fortunate in that numerous other accounts of the 2003 war in Iraq have been published, and I have been able to cross-check many of the events portrayed. These include first-hand accounts of the activities of various military units, accounts of private security company operations, plus more general books giving a wider sense of the military campaigns in Iraq.

      

   


   
      
         
            PREFACE

         

         I started to write this book after much hesitation, and encouragement, from friends interested in hearing the non-media or tainted version of what it was like working for Blackwater USA in Iraq. Initially I didn’t think I had much to write about that would be worth reading, plus there was a side of me that was resistant to revisit some of my experiences or those of my fellow contractor brothers.

         There were also many times when I had to step away from the keyboard and clear my head, and eyes. But as I progressed, if anything, I have found the experience of writing this story extremely cathartic, and with the encouragement of some very special people I have what I hope is an honest account of my time with Blackwater Commercial (a branch of Blackwater USA). I also hope those who read it have an open mind and will realise we were not the heartless killers some people have tried to portray us as.

         The people who were never there, never met us, never rode the streets with us, never walked in our boots. People who backed us and the invasion in the beginning then turned on us when they saw the tide of public opinion shift. People who didn’t want to be the focus of attention themselves but wanted to stay with the cool crowd, the finger pointers.

         But, if nothing else, it has brought into focus why the story of the security industry – the private war; Blackwater’s war – in Iraq needs to be told, warts and all. It also served to clarify in my mind why I had to tell this tale, if for no other reason than to lay to rest the ghosts of the long years that I spent in Iraq and to set the record straight, once and for all.

      

   


   
      
         
            PROLOGUE

         

         ‘Oh my God!’ The urgency in Rose’s cry silenced the chatter in the team house. ‘Baz, Mark come now, you must see this. Quick, come now! Oh Lord, no!’

         I jumped up from my desk and ran into the TV room. It was mid-morning and there on the screen, in vivid colour, was a vehicle totally engulfed in orange flames, surrounded by a crazed mob. People were pushing each other out of the way to get to the red-hot hulk, surging forward then rushing back, forced away by the heat. Most were celebrating with a mix of hatred and joy, while others were hurling bricks, rocks or anything they could get their hands on at some black, charred shape in the passenger seat, all the while yelling at the TV camera like a pack of wild dogs that had just made a kill.

         And to be honest, to them, that’s exactly what it was.

         As the camera crew moved around for a different angle, the profile of the burning vehicle became clearer. It was the shape of a 4x4, very much like one of our own Mitsubishi Pajeros, the type our boys had been using on their close protection run. But that run was hours ago.

         As I watched, something shifted in the burning mass of flame. It looked sickeningly familiar, and I felt a cold shiver run up my spine.

         ‘It can’t be,’ I said aloud. ‘It can’t be them.’

         But even as I said it, more and more of what I was seeing brought on a gnawing sense of dread; the shape of the bowed head in the passenger’s seat; the colour of the charred trim of the vehicle. A deep wave of revulsion mixed with an overwhelming sadness filled me, which I had to fight to keep under control. I hoped the glazing of my eyes hadn’t been noticed by the others, who even now were hurrying into the room. I was their team leader, after all, and they looked to me for calm reassurance.

         I feigned a cough to clear my throat. ‘They were only going to deliver a client to Taji Airbase,’ I muttered, so wanting it to be true. ‘Nah, no way. This can’t be them, can it?’ I threw the question at no one in particular, trying to place our boys anywhere in Iraq but where I was watching this horrific scene unfold. ‘Where exactly is this happening?’

         ‘Fallujah,’ Rose replied.

         ‘Fallujah? Nah, it can’t be them. What the hell would they be doing in Fallujah?’

         But even as I denied it, I knew what it was. It was our team being burnt to death on the TV screen. What the fuck were they doing in Fallujah? 

         The more I watched the more there was no denying that these were our guys, our bros who had left the team house only the day before. The camera crew circled to capture the scene of carnage 360 degrees, moving further up the street to where a second fire raged, engulfing a vehicle of the same make. A blazing orange inferno, it was vomiting thick clouds of black smoke, and it too was surrounded by a frenzied mob. They were unleashing the same explosion of raw hatred, but this time it was directed towards something lying on the ground; something black and prone but with the arms bent up in the awful, twisted pose of a charred human corpse.

         ‘Holy fuck, that’s them all right,’ I said, finally admitting out loud what I was seeing, a seething anger now replacing the feeling of sadness and building up inside me like a volcano.

         I glanced around and saw all the others who’d been drawn here by Rose’s frantic cries. We stood there in stunned silence staring at the TV, watching what we didn’t want to believe playing out right in front of our eyes.

         ‘Is this live?’ someone asked.

         ‘Yeah, I think so,’ another answered. ‘It’s one of the Arabic news channels.’

         ‘Holy fuck, this is happening right now…’

         It was.

         After this, nothing in Iraq would ever be the same again.

         This was live footage of an event that would set into motion the death and destruction of thousands of people: Iraqis, Americans, and in fact everyone from every nation who was dumb enough to be in Iraq in the first place. This was the beginning of our war; the security contractor’s war; our war against the insurgency; our descent into hell; our war against even ourselves.

         Little did I realise that this also marked the beginning of the end for Blackwater itself. But the only thought that burnt through my mind on that bright sunlit morning, on 31 March 2004, as I watched the carnage unfolding on that TV screen, was this: OK, you pricks, bring it on. You’ve crossed the line. If you want to do this to us, then we are going to do the same to you. The gloves are off. 

         Little did I realise that beneath the burning rage and the bravado and the hurt, this was the beginning of my own descent into the bottomless pit; into the darkness of the nightmare that would affect me for years to come.

         Maybe for ever.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 1

         

         The ‘bing!’ of the seat belt sign alerted us to the imminent descent into Baghdad International Airport (BIAP). I glanced out at the wing flaps, felt the judder as the landing gear lowered and heard the clunk as it locked into place. The Air Serv flight from Amman, Jordan, was about to bank into the infamous corkscrew spiral we’d all heard about, a manoeuvre designed to lose altitude fast while staying safely inside the invisible protective cone of anti-missile systems stationed around the airport perimeter by US and Coalition forces.

         That was the idea, anyway.

         Formerly Saddam International, now Baghdad International Airport, BIAP was a vital hub these days, the first port of call for all air-transported logistics, including the mass of equipment and personnel necessary to run an invasion – like us, the private contractors. Consequently, it was becoming a favoured target for the burgeoning resistance movement whose fighters would take spray-and-pray shots with mortars, rockets or small arms in the hope of hitting anything or anyone. They weren’t too fussed what or who: a hit was a hit.

         To the budding insurgency, if it flew, drove or walked at BIAP it was worth shooting at, as the crew of a DHL cargo aircraft had found out just a few months earlier. Their plane was hit with a shoulder-launched surface to air missile (SAM), and it would have come down in a fiery heap if it hadn’t been for the skill of the pilot and crew who nursed the crippled wreck back to the ground, flames spouting from its burning wing and licking rapidly towards the cockpit. Touching down just before the airframe became totally unviable, they skidded off the runway, the aircraft coming to a smoking halt. In the midst of a minefield. Talk about a shitty day.

         Thereafter, the corkscrew had become the preferred take-off and landing method.

         As our plane made its tight circles earthwards, I was able to look directly down at the sandy brown terrain. I fixed my gaze on the distinctive hexagonal terminal buildings, which were rapidly getting bigger. My eyes followed the big looping link road to a palace-like complex where it joined a major highway heading, I guessed, to Baghdad.

         I felt a thrill of anticipation, but around me I noticed that the noisy chatter had died down, the sounds of bullshit and bravado replaced by the noise of screaming engines and the occasional nervous laugh. I sensed a lot of hard swallowing and seat belt tightening by guys still trying to look cool as the angle of descent verged on the vertical and they realised we had actually arrived; no more big talk, this was where the rubber met the road.

         Whoever was bringing us in sure knew what they were doing. From the voice of the pilot and aircrew on the intercom, I guessed they were from South Africa and veterans from many a conflict, or just bloody good bush pilots, as ‘Yarpies’ tend to be. They were courageous men and women all right. I mean, who else would willingly fly commercial flights into the biggest shitstorm the US had started since the war in Afghanistan or Vietnam? You had to have some rock-solid kahunas to want to do that.

         To think that just that morning we’d been having breakfast at the Bristol Hotel, in Amman, Jordan, the staging area for myself and around thirty other guys hired by a US security company with the name of… Custer Battles. Yeah, I know: you just gotta laugh. It sounds like a cowboy outfit, and for me the name conjured up images of General George Armstrong Custer getting his not-so-glorious ass-kicking at the Battle of the Little Bighorn. But a name’s a name, right, and I guess it somehow seemed entirely appropriate to the company’s two ex-military founders, Mr Custer and Mr Battles.

         Once George W. Bush had declared an end to all armed conflict – ‘Mission Accomplished’ – in Iraq, Mr Custer and Mr Battles, like so many others, had seen an opportunity to make megabucks, and they’d formed their eponymous security company. They were ready and willing to assist in the ‘reconstruction and democratisation process’ of a newly liberated Iraq – well, one free of Saddam Hussein, at least – and to ease the load off the regular military who had bigger fish to fry, like trying to snuff out the rapidly growing Iraqi resistance.

         Private contractors would do the ‘little jobs’ while the military cracked heads and searched for Saddam and his henchmen, who had understandably legged it.

         At least, that was the theory…

         I’d arrived in Amman on 16 October 2003 and discovered I was the only non-American in the whole Custer Battles contingent. No problem. I’d assumed we were all high-speed, low-drag former ‘Tier 1 Operators’, as we elite forces types tend to be known. I just presumed everyone would have a similar background and training to me – former special forces, unconventional warfare and close protection specialists, or something similar in US law enforcement like SWAT (Special Weapons and Tactics) or HRT (Hostage Rescue Team). After all, we were going to be working in the mother of all shitshows and would need all the skills of our trade. Only the top-tier guys need apply, right?

         Wrong.

         It seemed that in the hurry to find the manpower for the lucrative contracts the US State Department was doling out, every man, dog and time-serving former military gofer from the US, UK and other Coalition nations was getting in on the act. Those operators not immediately picked up by established companies, like DynCorp International, Triple Canopy or Blackwater, or Control Risks Group from the UK, had been scooped up by the newbies – like Custer Battles. That included me and the assortment of macho men that surrounded me right now. But hey, I needed the job and by hell I needed the money. Two hundred dollars per day was big bucks and it was, well, $200 a day more than I’d earned for a good while – so I wasn’t complaining.

         Not yet anyway.

         Amman’s Bristol Hotel had offered the typical three-star breakfast buffet with eggs cooked every which way, pork-free sausage, hash browns, oatmeal and soggy fruit. The food smelt OK, but there was a definite whiff of bullshit from the loudmouths talking up their credentials. While I was looking for a place to sit with my plate piled high, I was waved over to a table occupied by three guys. Chief among them was a burly 5ft 7in. rough-around-the-edges but friendly-seeming ox of a guy named Bobby. He wasn’t overly muscular, but he was solid and shook my hand with the kind of grip that told me he was as strong as shit. He introduced me to the others – Chris, an older-looking guy in his early fifties, muscular, with thinning red hair and a matching moustache, then Bill, another burly dude around the same age with an infectious smile.

         They looked like they were from a similar background and career path to me so I placed my plate down, knowing my New Zealand accent and Māori good looks would give me away in short order. It was all down to those strong Polynesian genes, and, hell, I didn’t mind as long as they didn’t think I was Australian, or there would be trouble…

         After intros and a few laughs to break the ice, the chat turned to our military backgrounds. It turned out only Bill and I had been in our home country’s respective armed forces. Bill’s tattoos told me before he did that he had been in the US Marine Corps. Bobby, originally from Detroit, was a former personal security guy for some exiled Saudi Royal in Egypt. Chris, from Florida, seemed a solid-enough guy, and he’d been on the same protective detail as Bobby, in the land of the pyramids. He spoke slowly and quietly, but when I asked what he’d done prior to Egypt, he didn’t answer directly.

         Then, in a low conspiratorial whisper, he slipped in that his prior service was ‘classified’. There was that warm smell of bullshit. In our line of work, everyone’s been on ‘classified’ details. The point is, that’s in the past and guys need to know who they’re working with. I served seven years in the New Zealand Special Air Service (NZSAS), or ‘the Unit’ or ‘Group’ as it’s known, and I put that right out there for the guys who needed to know. Classified is bullshit. Period. And it raises a huge red flag.

         But now wasn’t exactly the time or place to question ‘Classified Chris’. These were the first guys I’d met – by default, my new amigos. They had welcomed me into the fold, and I felt I might need someone to have my back among the crowd of Yanks, so I pushed my doubts to the back of my mind and cracked on.

         Over that first breakfast together, Chris, Bobby, Bill and I avoided talking about family or our views on the war. We all knew why we were there, and that was to do a job, earn as much money as we could and get the fuck back home in one piece, so we could give our loved ones a better life.

         We each had our five-year plan, and this was the chance to finally provide a suitable living of the type we thought we deserved but had struggled to achieve on Civvy Street. Family or ethics didn’t come into it. In any case, why would you want to get that close to someone, learning all about their wife and kids, when that person could be dead tomorrow? That was my view. At that moment and for all of us A-types we had balls to sniff, poles to piss on and territory to mark; the other shit could come later.

         I found out from Bobby we would have to wait two more days in Amman before the entire Custer Battles contingent arrived. I didn’t mind. Everyone in the military and security game knows there is always a lot of ‘hurry up and wait’. As I met more guys and got a handle on their backgrounds, I felt increasingly confident in my own abilities. I reckoned my experience in the Unit would stand me in good stead, especially as a lot of the guys had never worked outside the good ol’ US of A, let alone done anything particularly combat oriented. A good number were former law enforcement types, which was fine if we were going to be writing speeding tickets… but there wouldn’t be much call for that in a full-on war zone.

         The more I learnt, the more surprised I was at just who Custer Battles was sending into the cauldron of Iraq. So, I did what all ‘grey men’ do. In the world I hail from you’re taught to be the grey man – the one nobody notices in a crowd. I sat back quietly and observed, categorising the guys into groups; who the big talkers were, who the born leaders were, who was capable and solid, and who was full of shit.

         Worryingly, that last category sure looked a big one.

         A contingent from the Australian Air Force was in control of air traffic for BIAP, and forty-eight hours after my sceptical appraisal of the Bristol Hotel crowd, our plane screamed into land, making full use of what felt like an entire twenty metres of runway. Talk about an emergency touchdown. As the plane taxied for cover, I craned my neck to see as much of our surroundings as I could through the porthole window.

         The terminals would have looked dated and close to derelict even without the thick layers of dust and sand that seemed to cover everything. To the far right of what must have been the departure terminal were two faded green Iraqi Airways planes; they didn’t look like they’d be going anywhere soon, or maybe ever again. One had its side door wedged open and I could only imagine the layers of dust and pigeon shit inside.

         Our plane came to an abrupt halt and the door swung wide open. If the short take-off and landing hadn’t emphasised how we had just landed in a war zone, the disembarkation certainly did. We were rushed out like spawning salmon at a waterfall with our feet hardly touching the ground. On the tarmac, a burly, distinctly worried-looking Scotsman yelled at everyone to get a move on, his accent so thick that none of the Americans seemed able to understand. He pointed and jabbered for everyone to get their asses inside the terminal with the upmost speed.

         As I clambered down from the plane, I deliberately slowed the line behind me for a second, so I could soak in the atmosphere. There’s a saying in our industry: ‘You’re not there until you’re there,’ and I was now ‘there’ – Baghdad, Iraq, 2003.

         We gathered in a makeshift arrivals area to await luggage and instructions. The terminal looked as abandoned on the inside as it had from the outside. It was zombie-movie empty, like everyone had just got up and run the fuck out leaving everything behind: papers on tables; chairs pushed away from desks, half-empty tea-cups and just a few flickering fluorescent light tubes to appropriately light the horror-movie scene. The décor was so 1980s it was kind of cool, with yellows and greens that reminded me of a pair of Partridge Family pants I used to have as a kid. It was kind of nice, I thought, in that retro style – although I was probably the only one warped enough to think that.

         It was the sheer size of the terminal, though, that really grabbed my attention; it was huge. Looking around, I would have bet the place could have processed thousands of travellers at a time, and yet today we were the only ones around.

         I had to remind myself that beyond these walls Iraq was a free-for-all with a growing number of religious, tribal or plain-criminal factions wanting a slice of the spoils the country had to offer, now that Saddam was no longer running the show. It was obvious that when Bush had announced to the world that all combat missions were done and dusted, a lot of angry and increasingly well-armed Iraqis had begged to differ, having not appreciated being ‘liberated’ by the Coalition and having not got Bush’s memo.

         During passport processing I could hear a real commotion start up – there were raised voices from somewhere behind me. I turned to see that the source was one of the big talkers I had noticed back in Amman. Apparently, he had just decided this was as far as he was willing to go: he wanted back on the plane and out of there pronto. Yep, thought so, I said to myself. This caused a little commotion, but personally I thought it was kind of admirable that the guy realised this wasn’t the place for him and wanted to get the hell out now rather than do it later and risk becoming a liability to himself and, more importantly, his team. The last thing you need when the shit hits the fan on an armed run is the one fuck who doesn’t want to be there.

         After a bit of hoopla, former Mr Big Mouth was separated from the rest of us to be shipped back to Amman faster than a fly finds shit on a hot Baghdad day. Well, there’s no turning back now, I reminded myself. The work situation since leaving the military had been pretty good, but there was always that nagging feeling of what it would be like to be in an actual war zone; I guess every soldier has it. All the training in the world is great, but we all hope to get the opportunity to test ourselves operationally in full-on combat.

         And now, here I was, not as a soldier but as a civilian security contractor – the new and ‘politically correct’ name for a mercenary or a soldier of fortune. I wondered for a moment what my father would have made of it. We had always had a complicated relationship. It seemed, to me, that no matter what I had done in life it seldom met his approval, which caused a lot of tension between us. Even when I’d passed selection for the SAS it didn’t generate much, if any, praise. He just seemed a hard nut to crack emotionally. I put it down to him being a man of his time – what I like to call the John Wayne generation, where men didn’t cry or show any feelings.

         Well, this now was the new Wild West. Yee ha! Let’s get it on. 

         We were herded together by a representative of the Custer Battles training wing who had been in the country for some time. He was a tall black guy, a former US Army Ranger, who seemed friendly enough and willing to answer most of the dumb questions being thrown his way.

         We moved into a room he had set up with desks and chairs and a map taped to the wall and he showed us the layout of BIAP: the out-of-bounds areas, where the chow hall was, the accommodation blocks, and finally he laid out our schedule for the next ten days. It dawned on us then that we would not be immediately deploying to Baghdad but were to undergo training modules to assess our skills, prior to moving into the company’s rented hotel headquarters in the city centre. It was a disappointment, but it seemed a sensible-enough move. Better to sort the shit out here at the airport, where it was quicker and easier to put any duds on a flight back home.

         Our instructor told us that Custer Battles had been contracted to run convoy security teams: escorting trucks and supplies from Kuwait to Baghdad, using the civilian motorway that the military had call signed ‘Tampa’. Route Tampa – also known as the main supply route (MSR) – had been the scene of many attacks by the Coalition forces during both Gulf Wars, but more recently, Iraqi insurgents had been hitting Coalition convoys there.

         I can’t remember our instructor’s name, but about a year later he would be killed in a vehicle crash – right there, on Route Tampa.

         But our role would not be escorting those convoys, he explained. We were to be the company’s new close protection (CP) teams, tasked with running clients around Baghdad to the offices of government ministries, or to the newly formed International Zone (IZ), or the Green Zone as it became known, where the State Department and US military had set up shop.

         First, we had to get familiar with working together as new CP teams and the drills. It was all pretty standard stuff as far as I was concerned – like primary and secondary road routes, the locations of the ministries and actions-on for contact and weapons use.

         Just as important was learning the actions-on if we ran into the ‘Big Army’ – the US military, who roamed the streets in their big fuck-off Humvees, Abrams tanks and Bradley Fighting Vehicles (BFV), setting up checkpoints throughout the city. We were warned that we really needed to know how to approach those trigger-happy fuckers. As we were all to find out, dealing with the Big Army was just as scary as dealing with the bad guys.

         Once we were done that first day, we were shown to our sleeping quarters – upstairs, in what would previously have been the airport’s admin offices, four guys to a room just big enough for two. Bobby managed to claim a room for the ‘four amigos’, placing his big imposing frame in the doorway to deter anyone else from thinking about dumping their shit there. We marked out our territory by stacking our bags around our bunks. It was easy for me as I only had enough kit and clothing to fit into one large carry bag, and my new buddies did not have too much more.

         By comparison, many of the guys had clearly made full use of America’s buy-everything military shops and gung-ho websites, arriving with enough gear to fit out a small platoon. The place looked and smelt like a contractors’ superstore, with all these lookalike, cloned operators – clean and identical, with the same gleaming equipment, clothing, weapon accessories, plus large-capacity magazines. You name it, they had it – everything you could ever imagine needing to fight a war.

         Only, this was like no war any of us had ever served in before, if at all.

         Some guys had brand new gun-rail systems, to be fitted to their M4 rifles, just as soon as they were issued with them, plus all the Gucci accessories like optics, pistol grip assemblies, three-point slings, vests, Glock pistol holsters, go-bag backpacks, para-boots and even fucking ball caps with big-ass US flags on them against a desert-hued background. Not exactly blending in or low profile.

         ‘Jesus,’ I thought, looking at all this swinging-dick excess. Was all this just another indicator of those who had never really done this kind of work before? Or was I just jealous?

         It sure as hell made my attire look pretty shitty: dirty battered sunglasses, two pairs of cargo pants, four pairs of socks and four pairs of boxers. Six T-shirts, one pair of former Unit-issue flight crew gloves, a black ball cap I picked up in the Dubai duty free, and some PT kit. Oh, and swimming goggles – why those, I really don’t know. At least the physical training (PT) kit would get some use. But for sure, I was the worst-dressed fucker there.

         Bill and Bobby had long since stopped giving a damn about middle-age spread, but each morning before breakfast Chris and I would do some PT, including a run around the perimeter of the car park within the BIAP boundary. It was good to get away from the gaggle of kit-comparing A-types and take in a lung-full of Iraqi dust.

         I’d heard somewhere that the finer the dust, the older the civilisation. Baghdad dust was like fine talcum powder.

         We would run for around three kilometres, and I never felt the desire to venture out much further or too far from something solid I could duck behind for cover. I always had the feeling we were being watched, not only by the Aussies in the twelve-storey control tower but by other, far less friendly eyes. The insurgents, it seemed, were getting very good at lobbing in mortars from outside the BIAP cordon, and there was plenty of concrete to help spread the shrapnel, effortlessly slicing a person to bits.

         After a few days of basic CP training, we finally hit the firing range. This was where I’d see exactly who had the skills; who would stop talking the talk and start walking the walk. The range was the standard twenty-metre dirt berm with a tire wall at one end to shoot your bullets into. Ideal for zeroing-in weapons, plus run-of-the-mill instinctive shooting and mag change drills, but limited for doing anything other than static firing or turning-on-the-spot shooting drills. Without berms or walls down the sides, you can’t conduct fire-and-manoeuvre or transition drills from long to short weapons for fear of someone cranking off a round in the wrong direction and hitting someone outside – so doing the insurgents’ work for them. Still, at least it would give us a chance to get used to the latest shit-hot weaponry we were going to be issued with.

         Then I got my first look at the equipment and… Holy shit, Batman! You got to be joking, right? 

         Those of us who hadn’t come decked out with magazine webbing from Guns ‘R’ Us were given beige, sleeveless reporter’s vests, which only had front pockets and hung to your knees if you actually put your mags in them. Custer Battles must have scored a bargain batch of XXXL size from somewhere because even Bobby, as big as he was, looked like he was wearing a tent when he slipped his on. As for any body armour or Kevlar vests, forget it. So, no actual protection from incoming bullets, then.

         Plus, there were the weapons themselves. Fuck, they looked like they had been found in some ancient desert cave. They were the oldest, ugliest, most rattling Egyptian-knockoff AK-47s I had ever seen. So much for all the brand-new Gucci M4 assault rifle rail systems, fore-grips and other gleaming accessories the guys had brought with them; that shit wasn’t going to fit these ugly pieces of crap.

         To go with our decrepit bang-sticks, we were handed 3x30-round rusty-ass magazines that weren’t in any better shape than the rifles. I was starting to have some serious doubts about Custer Battles’ commitment to their guys, but surely these had to be the training weapons, right? Er, no. These were our issue weapons. Shit me, we hadn’t even made it into Baghdad, and this was the second big red flag. Suddenly $200 a day didn’t seem like a lot for what we were going to be asked to do. But I was here now and like all good soldiers, I signed for my equipment and just got on with the job.

         I’ll make it work. What other choice do I have? 

         Although it had been a few years since I had fired an AK, it was like falling off a log. The know-how stays in your brain until you need it again. It wasn’t long before I was feeling the groove, cranking off controlled two-round bursts into the centre mass of the target. We had always practised ‘double taps’ in the Unit. Fired on auto or semi-auto, it was up to you. As long as both rounds impacted the kill zone on the target very close together – or, even better, touching and forming a nice little figure of eight – it didn’t matter how they got there. As I was shooting away, I noticed a growing group of the guys behind me, watching what I was doing. After I had finished my first mag, one of them asked where I had learnt to shoot like that and what outfit I was from.

         I glanced at him. It was one of the big talkers I had singled out in the Bristol Hotel. ‘Nah, I’m not military,’ I told him. ‘I used to be a bus driver.’

         With that I turned and walked over to chew the fat with Bobby, Bill and the boys.

         ‘Wow, what the fuck sort of buses do you drive in New Zealand?’ Bobby asked, with a chuckle.

         It was clear some of the guys had never fired an AK before, or anything larger than the 5.56mm-calibre used in standard NATO military units. The spread of their bullets was proof of that. I would call it a ‘grouping’, but that would be insulting to groups. The AK fires a 7.62x39mm bullet, much larger than its US counterpart, and because of that it has a bit of a kick from the recoil. If you’re not standing in a solid firing position, it will push you back and off balance, not to mention bruise your shoulder. There was more than one instance when those of us watching stepped back behind something a bit more solid, in case the dancing shooter on the mound lost control and spun around. Watching some of the guys reinforced my feeling that we did not all have the same calibre of training. As with the equipment, I wasn’t impressed.

         After two more days of shooting and more than a couple of the AKs self-destructing, including one that exploded in my own hands, we moved on to vehicle drills, walking drills, first aid and call signs. Call signs are a shortened name, nickname or number to make identification faster when on the radio. No two should be the same but, unlike in the military, where the call signs are given by the team commander, we were allowed to make up our own, usually with help from our buddies, whether we wanted it or not.

         There was no way we could let Bill choose his call sign, having watched him devour his chow at the food hall, treating every meal like it was going to be his last and getting everything, including dessert, heaped on two meal trays in one pass, rather than going back for more. Bill got the call sign ‘Two Trays’, which he accepted like the big happy fuck he was. Bobby was ‘G-Man’, for no other reason than that his surname began with a G, and Classified Chris already called himself ‘Yard Dog’, so we stuck with that. Despite the guys trying to come up with something for me, I told them I’d be known simply as Baz, which is short for my real name and has been my moniker since I was a rugby-playing lad growing up in Gisborne.

         Shortly afterwards, the Custer Battles chiefs decided those who’d proven themselves in training would move into the Baghdad hotel accommodation and integrate into the teams already based there. We were finally to start the close protection runs we were hired for. Yard Dog, G-Man, Two Trays, plus one other guy called Pappy and I were told to pack our gear and get ready for the move to where the action was: Baghdad City.

         As we packed our meagre belongings and waited for the vehicles, I pointed out that none of the guys with the bulging bags of Gucci kit were with us. It reinforced my view about the difference between those who can walk the walk and those who just talk the talk. Chris’s – Yard Dog – secrecy about his service was still the elephant in the room, of course, but we would have plenty of time to get around to that.

         We were told the run into town would be done at last light as this was when most Iraqis were at evening prayers. Hopefully, there would be fewer people around and less chance of an attack. At this early post-war stage, it was still relatively safe to move around, but lately, there had been an increase in random shoot-and-scoot attacks and kidnappings in and around Baghdad, and not just against the regular military. Private contractors had been designated as fair game by the insurgency, we were warned.

         Welcome to Iraq.

         Just at last light, two soft-skin Chevy Suburbans pulled up in front of where we had staged our bags. To my surprise, each vehicle was driven by an Iraqi with an American riding shotgun in the front seat. So, just three, or even two, of us per vehicle. Hell, that’s risky. There was no way you could keep a check on what was coming up behind you, and could you fully trust a local as your driver? I didn’t want to distrust the Iraqis from the get-go, but I didn’t know them or their background. For all I knew, they could be working for both sides, and what was to stop them from driving us into an ambush? Given the standard of some of the guys I had flown in with, I doubted whether Custer Battles had done much, if any, vetting of the Iraqi drivers either. We still hadn’t left BIAP yet and there was another bloody great big red flag.

         The ten-kilometre drive into Baghdad central proved breathtaking – finally seeing the city and its sprawling residential and commercial complexes. As we made our way down the busy stretch of road leading from BIAP to downtown, the lanes were separated by tall reed-beds and smart metal barriers. I thought Baghdad must have been a really nice place back in the day. Rumour was that Saddam had a tunnel system that ran beneath the length of this road, leading from one of his palaces direct to BIAP, so he could travel by golf cart and avoid being hassled by the locals.

         ‘What’s the name of this road?’ I asked our escort.

         ‘Irish,’ he called back. ‘Big Army have called it Route Irish.’

         ‘Oh, nice road,’ I enthused.

         I wasn’t joking; at least, back then I wasn’t. Baghdad was steeped in history, and I loved being in the cradle of civilisation, a country so widely written about in the history books, even if the reasons for my being there weren’t exactly the best. I soaked in everything I could see, while searching for any sign of an attack.

         This was Baghdad, baby, and I was in it.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

         

         Getting closer to the city centre, it was pretty much as I remembered it – that is, from the eerie-green-glow night-vision TV footage of smart bombs hitting targets during the air campaign of the war. I even recognised some of the buildings I had seen getting pulverised as anti-aircraft fire had arced into the night sky in a futile attempt to hit the incoming missiles and speeding warplanes. It brought home again exactly where I was.

         I was surprised that the place still had the hustle and bustle of a major city, considering what it had gone through. These are some tough and resilient people, I told myself. The men seemed solid and stocky, and mostly they sported thick black moustaches. They say imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, but this was ridiculous: any number could have stood in as Saddam’s body-double. The women were mostly covered from head to toe in black burkas, as they hurried to and fro dragging a child or two with them. In spite of any animosity they might have felt towards their foreign occupiers, the younger crowd were mostly wearing jeans and T-shirts sporting American brands and pictures of American sports stars. Go figure. I guess it’s the way of the modern world and an indication of America’s reach and influence, good and bad.

         Custer Battles had based themselves in two adjoining buildings of the Al-Aladdin Hotel Complex, set on the corner of a busy road within a row of four-metre-high blast-resistant concrete ‘T’ walls to separate them from the public. About thirty metres away down a side street was the entrance gate to the complex, manned by armed Nepalese guards. Separating the lanes in and out were metre-high concrete Jersey walls with barrier arms at each end to prevent any explosives-laden car or lorry – a ‘Vehicle-Borne Improvised Explosive Device’; VBIED – from getting much closer.

         VBIEDs were becoming more and more popular with the insurgency. They had been used with devastating effect against the UN, earlier in the year, so why give up on a good thing, they must have reasoned. Driving a truck packed to the gunnels with explosives was a simple, hard-to-stop, fear-inducing weapon, while the cost for the insurgency was minimal. They needed only one wannabe martyr to draw the short straw and drive the thing as far as they could, before blowing themselves and everyone else to hell.

         Upon arrival at the Al-Aladdin Hotel, we were introduced to a few of the HQ team before being assigned our two-man hotel billets. As luck would have it, I was roomed with Yard Dog. Despite my reservations about his background, it was nice to be in a decent-sized room after the shoebox we had been housed in at BIAP. Each of the single beds had a bright-red polar fleece blanket that looked as if it had rarely seen the inside of a washing machine, but at least the sheets and pillowcases were clean. We were advised not to drink the water – duh! – although I had a long-lived habit of cleaning my teeth with local tap water, as a means of building up some resistance to the local bugs. It didn’t always work, but as long as I didn’t unexpectedly shit myself driving over a speed bump, it was good enough for me.

         Although we were roomed together, me and Yard Dog were assigned to different CP teams. My team leader (TL) turned out to be a former Canadian SF guy in his early fifties, who seemed to know his onions. A typical Canadian, he was polite and friendly to anyone who crossed his path, whether he knew them or not, but I could see in his eyes that his kindly demeanour could change at a moment’s notice, if need be. He told me our first run on an actual CP job was to be the next day. We were to take a client to the Elections Ministry somewhere within Baghdad and would meet the rest of the team at the morning mission brief.

         That decided, Yard Dog and I wandered downstairs to the hotel restaurant for a beer or two and some chicken and rice. The next morning, I gathered my battle kit, such as it was, and headed downstairs to the operations room (ops room), where I was pleased to find the team leader giving the brief in the manner I was used to. We call it SMEAC: Situation, Mission, Execution, Administration and Command and Communication. It’s a simple, effective and proven technique for getting across what needs to be said in an in-depth and precise manner, formulated over time through countless wars.

         Different countries have slight variations, but the SMEAC method is basically the same for all of them. Hey, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. The orders started with the usual update on the ground situation, recent attacks and when, where and how. For me, as a new guy, I was keen to know if all the stories I had heard were just hype or actually true. The Elections Ministry, I learnt, was situated on the edge of an area known as Sadr City, which was proving to be a real pain in the ass for the US military. Named after Mohammad Mohammad Sadiq al-Sadr, a Grand Ayatollah who had been assassinated most likely at the orders of Saddam Hussein in 1999, the city was now run by his son, Muqtada al-Sadr, who, with his many followers – the ‘Mahdi Army’ – had decided that negotiations with the US administration in Iraq, run by American diplomat Paul Bremer, were not to his liking. Al-Sadr’s preferred way of exerting influence these days was to launch gun and bomb attacks from within Sadr City.

         As the orders continued, I liked what I was hearing, but when the Canadian TL read out the seating positions and vehicle allocation, I started to get a serious attack of the ‘oh, fucks’ again. The driver would be the same local Iraqi who had picked us up from BIAP the previous evening. Apparently, the soft-skin Chevy was his vehicle, and he wouldn’t allow anyone else to drive it. (Soft-skin vehicles are unarmoured; hard-skin vehicles are armoured. You can guess which I would have preferred to have.)

         Wait, what? It’s his vehicle? We don’t even have our own vehicles?!

         As I tried to digest it all, I wondered what the make-up of the second vehicle would be and, yep, you guessed it, there wasn’t one. This was to be a single-vehicle move. WTF. I figured I couldn’t stay quiet any longer. I glanced up from my notebook to see if anyone else was concerned, but it sure didn’t look that way.

         ‘Uh, excuse me, mate,’ I ventured. ‘Did you say one vehicle?’

         ‘Yes, one vehicle,’ he replied.

         ‘OK, then excuse me for my ignorance, but how’s that safe? I mean, what happens if we break down, run out of gas, get hit? Where’s the support, back-up, quick reaction force (QRF)?’

         I could see the TL knew I was asking all the right questions. ‘We only have enough vehicles for one per team,’ he remarked, trying to hide his own embarrassment. ‘That’s all we’ve got.’

         I approached him for a quiet word at the end of the briefing. ‘Shit me, mate, have you guys been running single vehicle on all your runs so far?’

         He nodded. ‘All of them. I know, mate,’ he added, ‘it’s not ideal, but it’s all the company can afford right now.’

         Custer Battles was gathering more red flags than you’d find at a get-together for the Chinese and Russian Communist Parties, and we hadn’t even got started yet. At least I had managed to swap my rusty, antique AK for an ageing but infinitely preferable HK MP5, plus a few thirty-round mags of 9mm. The Heckler & Koch brand is German and, like most German products, it’s famous for quality and reliability. There are a few knockoffs, but this one was stamped with US/German markings, so I was pretty confident it was genuine.

         The MP5, which is considered the gold standard for submachine guns, is used by most, if not all, of the world’s elite special forces outfits. In the Unit, I was brought up on the MP5A3 and MP5SD (suppressed) variants, and I can operate them in my sleep. They seldom have problems and are accurate up to about 100 metres with an extendable butt and a choice of 30 or 15x9mm-round mags, which can be fired on full or semi-automatic with very little recoil. Admittedly, the 9mm-calibre is small compared to the bigger AK-47 bullet and the 100-metre range isn’t so great, but that wasn’t going to be a problem here in Baghdad, I figured. We were going to be inside a vehicle in an urban setting, and with the MP5 being far more compact it would be quicker to bring on to target. Besides, everyone else had their Custer Battles-issue AK-47s, so I guessed we were plenty covered for any longer-range stuff.

         Our team make-up was the local Iraqi driver, the team leader in the front passenger seat and me in the back seat, along with a guy I didn’t recognise but who turned out to be a Nepalese gate guard dragged in to make up the numbers and another guy to ride as the ‘trunk monkey’ (TM), whose job is to face backwards riding in the trunk or rear of the vehicle, like a tail gunner on an old Second World War bomber. From there he has to cover our six (ass), calling out anything potentially hostile coming up from the rear. Usually, one of the smaller guys gets this honour, due to the lack of space, and given we were going to be a one-vehicle move, his role was especially important.

         Operating as a single vehicle meant we didn’t have the benefit of mutual support, extra eyes, extra guns, or the ability to block other vehicles or lanes of traffic, but at least we wouldn’t stick out as much as a multi-vehicle convoy and could use the beat-up and dirty Chevy to try to blend in. Going ‘low profile’ isn’t the ideal option, but it was the only course of action open to us right then.

         I naturally shoot left-handed, so I prefer to sit on the right-hand side of the vehicle, behind the TL, where my arcs of responsibility are from the driver’s front 180 degrees around to my rear. If needed, I can swap hands and fire just as well right-handed, if a little less accurately, but when you’re travelling at 50mph, it’s not about sniper rounds on target; it’s about getting maximum rounds down range, as long as they are in the right direction and keeping the other fucker’s mind off shooting you.

         Prior to moving out, we readied our weapons then headed for the vehicle. In the cold light of day, the Chevy looked like it had more miles on the clock than the Space Shuttle Discovery. It turned out the wagons Custer Battles were using were hired from some local outfit, which also provided security at the hotel. That’s safe. NOT. Yep, another red fuckin’ flag. 

         The client squeezed himself between me and the Nepalese gate guard guy, and as we pulled out onto the main road and turned right towards the city centre, I felt like I was in a scene from the black-and-white movie farce series, The Keystone Cops.

         This was my first experience of seeing downtown Baghdad in daylight, and it was even busier than I could have imagined. Despite all the conflict and unrest, the Baghdad locals were out and about trying to make a living. The roads were packed with vehicles, and any pedestrian who spied a gap in the traffic took it as an invitation to dive across. The place was like a circus, and it made keeping an eye out for threats somewhat challenging. I had to keep my head on a permanent swivel to see everything going on and to cover my arcs.

         Fixated on doing my job, I naturally assumed the Nepalese guy on the other side would be doing the same, until I glanced across at him. To my surprise, I saw his head slumped down in the familiar snooze position. Yep, the fucker was asleep. As soon as I’d laid eyes on him it had struck me that he looked as if he’d spent the entire night in the hotel bar, necking the vodkas. But even so, I hadn’t for one moment thought he’d be napping on the job.

         I stared at him, laser eyes trying to communicate my disquiet. Hey, wake the fuck up. 

         I would have verbalised it, had the client not been sitting between us. Instead, I slowly turned and got the attention of the trunk monkey, gave him a nudge, then nodded towards the comatose idiot on the far side. The TM turned to look and was just as shocked as I was, so he gave Sleeping Beauty an elbow to the back of the head to wake him the fuck up. For a moment it seemed to work, as he yawned and rubbed his eyes, but then he slumped back down in his seat staring at his feet, and I could only imagine he was nursing the hangover from hell.

         I could feel my anger starting to boil.

         After a thirty-minute drive through busy streets and a few military checkpoints, we finally approached the ministry, only to be met by a crowd of locals thronging the sidewalks. This was nerve-racking as hell, but finally we pulled into the ministry and parked up outside the main entrance. As we dismounted, the TL and I escorted the client into the building, leaving the TM and Sleeping Beauty to cover the entrance and the driver to turn the vehicle around and stage it for our exit.

         Once we were inside, I noticed a lot of people in office attire, and what looked like Iraqi military uniforms, bustling from room to room. More than a few of the looks I got were not exactly friendly, but kind of just accepting that I was there. Whatever the locals thought about foreign gun-toting guards being part of the occupying force I couldn’t tell, but the males in uniform seemed to glance at me as if they were just tolerating our presence, for now; as if we were going to be a temporary imposition, whether we knew it or not.

         The meeting went on for about an hour and I kept my back to the wall, on high alert. As sweat trickled down my neck and my pants started to climb up my ass, I did my best smile and wave, showing a face of calm confidence, while never letting my finger leave the MP5’s trigger guard and with my thumb resting on the safety, just in case I had to flick it down and let rip.

         Finally, I spied movement from the office that the client was in, which indicated to me he was finished. I would have radioed the guys in the vehicle to stand by as we would be coming out soon, but, guess what, we didn’t have any radios. Another major point of concern; another red flag.

         Once the client was back in the vehicle, we headed out through the maze of barriers and steely-eyed sentries then onto the main road and into the chaos, taking the route back to the hotel. The trip was quick compared to going there, and I used the time to hone my observation skills, looking for target and threat indicators, getting a sense of the lie of the land and memorising features and landmarks to use as navigation aids, while looking for possible safe routes or buildings we could use as cover in case we had to make a go of it on foot. Needless to say, we didn’t have a GPS.

         I was tired now, partly due to the stress of it being my first CP role in Iraq and partly due to all the quick learning I’d had to do. It had been great on-the-job training, but I was keen to use the mission debrief to raise a growing list of concerns. I escorted the client inside the hotel then moved into the briefing room. Unsurprisingly, the debrief was as informal as I hoped it wouldn’t be, but when I got the chance I raised the main point of contention – our colleague, Sleeping Beauty.

         The more the Nepalese guy tried to deny it all, the more riled I seemed to be getting. Seeing my growing anger, the TL cut in. ‘OK guys, good points. Baz, thanks very much.’ He then looked directly at Sleeping Beauty and told him no more napping. ‘Tomorrow’s run, same place, same time, see you then.’

         Are you shitting me? That’s it? No repercussions?

         I left to meet up with the amigos and vent my frustrations. It seemed I wasn’t the only one who had had a bit of a shitty day. G-Man, Yard Dog and Two Trays had had similarly unsettling experiences on their runs. This could be vented only over another dinner of chicken and rice – all the hotel menu offered – and several beers.

         The next few CP runs proved an exact replay of the first, with Sleeping fucking Beauty continuing to nap on the job, showing little interest in watching his arcs and almost seeming to take pride in pissing me off.

         At the end of the week, I finally confronted the TL, demanding to know if he was going to do anything about it. ‘Unfortunately, we’re short of manpower, so we just gotta make do,’ was his response. He promised to raise it with the Custer Battles chiefs, but I figured I’d give that a go myself, ’cause if Sleeping Beauty’s antics went on a lot longer it could very easily get all of us killed.

         Within the HQ staff of Custer Battles there were one or two decent guys. I’d noticed one in particular – a former Tier 1 Delta Force operator called Matt. To the unwise, Matt might have seemed a bit seasoned to be still kicking down doors, given he was in his mid-fifties. But he was a true professional, like all the delta guys I have ever met, and his experience made up for any lack of youth. Besides, age is irrelevant to guys who have been around the SF block, and Matt still had the look of being very capable; a guy who could fuck you up if he wanted to.

         I approached Matt and asked for a quiet word, and he was more than happy to oblige. I told him what had been happening on the runs and that I had had enough. I asked if there was someone else who we could use in place of the Nepalese guy. He understood completely and promised to find a solution. He knew about my SAS background. We drank a few beers together while chatting about our respective units and their histories. We got on well and I felt I had finally found someone within Custer Battles who I could trust and had my back. Matt said I was to leave it with him, which I was very happy to do.

         I left Matt feeling cheered, as something was finally going to get done about our problem, and caught up with the amigos at the hotel bar, only to discover that none other than Sleeping Beauty was there as well, sinking vodkas with one of his countrymen. He gave me an arrogant grin, as he raised yet another shot in mock salutation, all designed to wind me up, of course.

         ‘What’s all that about?’ Yard Dog asked, as he eyed the little fuck.

         ‘Nothing to worry about,’ I reassured him. ‘I just had a good chat with Matt about it. He’s assured me he’ll deal with that fuck and fix the issues I’ve been having with him sleeping on the runs.’

         ‘Well, that’s good,’ Two Trays agreed, sliding me over a beer.

         ‘Yes, it is,’ I said. I glanced across at Sleeping Beauty, who was lining up the vodkas like a condemned man’s last drink. Which gave me an idea. ‘But you know what, guys, I still have to do something about it.’

         I told the amigos I would wait until the little fuck went to the toilet, follow him in and lay him out. They listened to my plan and nodded their approval. Well, I don’t know what he had for a bladder, but he didn’t go for a piss the whole evening, so we decided to call it a night and wait for another opportunity.

         We paid our bill and made our way out of the bar.

         ‘Hey, has anyone tried the elevator in this place?’ Two Trays asked.

         ‘No’ was the collective answer, as we had always opted to use the stairs, not fully trusting the electricity supply in Baghdad.

         ‘Fuck it,’ Two Trays said, ‘I can’t be assed walking three flights of stairs.’ Not wanting to leave a man behind, we all joined him in the elevator, but just as the doors started to close a hand reached in and forced them to reopen.

         We were all a little pissed off that some jackass had delayed our departure, until we saw who it was… My friend from the Himalayan Mountains had just stepped in with his familiar sozzled ‘head down not paying attention to his surroundings’ attitude. The guy hadn’t even realised who was in there with him. It was typical of the lack of awareness that he exhibited on a CP job, which could get us all killed. Just as the doors started to close again, Yard Dog put his hand out forcing them to stop. Without a word being said, he, Two Trays and G-Man quietly stepped out, leaving only Sleeping Beauty and me.

         As the doors closed for the third time, I could feel my adrenaline starting to kick in and it felt good. The elevator started on its journey, and I cleared my throat loud enough for Sleeping Beauty to glance up. A look of horror swept over his face as he realised he was trapped in a little tin box with a pissed-off Māori.

         I love elbow strikes and have a lump of built-up skin and gristle on my right elbow to prove it. There’s just no fucking around or ambiguity with elbow strikes and this one was no different. I had chosen his forehead as the point of impact so as not to cause any serious bleeding, like if I hit him on the nose.

         The elevator reached the third floor and stopped. I turned to face the door, and as it opened who should be standing there but the amigos. They showed no sign of surprise at seeing the only one left standing was me, as they looked past me at the figure laid out cold on the floor.

         The next morning, I paid particular notice to those coming in and out at breakfast but didn’t see my buddy from the snow-capped mountains anywhere. I got my kit ready for what I was sure was going to be a better day. The runs had got so lax by now that even the mission briefs had gone out the window, but as we mounted up, I was happy to see there was a new guy on our team – one of the guys from BIAP. He’d been called in to replace Sleeping, or should I say, Unconscious Beauty, who had still not made an appearance.

         I gave him a quick run-down on what to expect and where we were going. It was a nice sunny day and I felt good as we rolled out of the gate, and then I saw him, my sleepy old friend slumped in the hotel lobby, sporting an ice pack bandaged to his head looking very much the worse for wear. Sometimes you just gotta fix the problems yourself.

         A few days later, we received a surprise visit from Big Army. They screamed up in their Humvee, pulling over right at the entrance of the hotel where their driver was having a shit time trying to turn the big fucking thing around so they could get into position. Apparently, they had been tipped off that an attack on the hotel was imminent. Holy shitstorm, Batman. Word spread, and the place suddenly turned into complete chaos with guys running around looking for places to hide and hunker down.

         Some were busy pushing their mattresses up against the windows and looking for places where the ceiling wouldn’t fall on them if there was an explosion big enough to drop the hotel, like that would save them. I approached my delta buddy, Matt, and asked him what the actions-on were for this kind of attack, because as far as I could remember we had not practised any. Matt was busy securing the clients, but he told me there were some heavy weapons in a spare room. He had the keys for it, if I’d like to grab a couple of guys, load up, head for the roof and find some suitable overwatch positions.

         Yard Dog, G-Man, Two Trays and I set out to grab some firepower, along with a guy I hadn’t met before named Tom. Tom and I shook hands and man-bumped and I felt an instant connection with the dude. I unlocked the door to Matt’s spare room and stepped into what can only be described as man-paradise. To our surprise, we had stumbled upon a mini-arsenal the likes of which I had only seen in movies. Shit me, there were Soviet guns of every model and calibre, with a few European weapons thrown in for good measure, all nicely laid out with tins of ammo stacked neatly beside each.

         We looked at each other with shit-eating grins; we were like fat kids in a candy store. Tom and I grabbed a PK each and a couple of boxes of ammo and spare barrels. The PK is a large-calibre 7.62x54mm Russian belt-fed machine gun that weighs a shit-ton; roughly 1.5 metres long, it’s a big mother of a gun and just what you need to keep someone or something hostile from getting anywhere near close. G-Man and Yard Dog grabbed a couple of Belgian FN SLRs, an excellent self-loading rifle that can deliver an almighty punch, thanks to the big-ass NATO 7.62mm bullets they fire. The SLRs were the weapon of choice for the Argentinian and British militaries during the Falklands War, back in 1982, and proved very effective over the mostly open ground.

         So, with guns, magazines and as many boxes of ammo as we could carry, and with a few stops to catch our breath along the way, we slogged up the three levels of stairs to the hotel roof. We were greeted by a dozen or so of the other guys, searching in the distance for any enemy to shoot at. Tom and I positioned the big PKs to face up and down the main roads running to the hotel, as these, we assumed, would be the likely paths of approach for any hostile vehicle or mass foot assault.

         Meanwhile, Two Trays, Yard Dog and G-Man found locations looking down some of the side streets and alleys in case of a sneaky approach that way. It was clear to me that Tom knew what he was doing, and he soon took charge of the rooftop gaggle, organising the others into teams, assigning arcs of fire and duties like water and food details in case we were in for a long siege. That done, we settled in for whatever was coming, like a bunch of excited kids about to take their first ride in the haunted house at the fair.

         Well, for about three hours, we did. As the light started to fade, we noticed the numbers on the roof started to thin out, rapidly. It was getting dark and as the attack hadn’t happened yet, most deserted their posts, deciding that dinner and a beer was more important than the defence of our rock. Tom, Yard Dog, Two Trays, G-Man and I glanced at each other from our respective vantage points, and we all had the same expression of vexed exasperation on our faces. Everyone knows that the most likely time to suffer an attack is either last light or first light: that’s basic military doctrine. If we needed men at their posts at any time, now was it. But beer and chow called! 

         Luckily for us the bad dudes didn’t show up, so the intel was most probably faulty, but the rot had definitely set in with Custer Battles. But what to do? By 23:00 we were the only ones on the roof, so we decided to pull the pin ourselves and head down to one of our rooms for a beer. The five of us sat on whatever we could, cracked a ring-pull, clanked the cans, then slammed the golden liquid down our throats, dousing all the Iraqi dust we had collected on the roof.

         ‘You know what?’ I said. ‘One good beer deserves another.’

         I passed out another can to each of us. The first was good, but the second was better, though I have to admit nowhere near as good as the third, fourth or fifth. Soon enough, Yard Dog pulled out his guitar and before long we were banging out a few tunes where only the chorus mattered. Tom, as it turned out, was a former SEAL Team Six (ST6) guy, the cream of the US SEAL Teams. He, like us, was fed up with all the bullshit from Custer Battles. He told us he had good contacts with a US company called Blackwater, which maybe was an option to get us away from all this crap.

         We all drank to that.

         Blackwater was primarily a security training company, formed by a former SEAL officer based in Moyock, North Carolina. It was already in Iraq, providing CP for the State Department and Paul Bremer and team, in the International Zone (IZ). To be on that detail you had to be a US citizen and to have high-level security clearance. After several calls to Moyock over the following days, Tom was given the green light and a very basic budget to stand up ‘Blackwater Commercial’, which would be a stand-alone entity in Iraq. The team would be manned by whoever Tom could find. Now, all he needed were men who were willing to ditch Custer Battles and take a punt with him.

         G-Man, Two Trays and Yard Dog were the first to be asked to join, then a few other US guys. This, of course, all had to be done under the noses of the Custer Battles HQ guys, who would have kicked Tom out if they had known. I knew my chances of being asked to join were slim, due to me being non-American, but I asked G-Man to put in a good word and ask for a meeting with Tom as I’d had it up to my balls with the Custer Battles crowd. My background and experience as the only other former Tier 1 operator spoke for itself.

         At a meeting in Tom’s room, I put forward my case and he outlined what he could offer. First, we would have to be more-or-less self-sufficient until Blackwater could see we were worth putting money behind, and that meant we would need to secure a contract basically immediately. Second, we would have to live in the Red Zone, an area lying outside the walled-off and heavily protected Green Zone, which meant minimal security. Third, we would have to scrounge equipment, weapons, ammo and vehicles.

         ‘And, after all that, if it goes pear-shaped and we all get wiped out by the insurgency, we will have no fall-back, insurance or assistance,’ Tom added. ‘How about them apples?’

         I looked at him unfazed. ‘I’m still interested, mate,’ I told him.

         ‘If, and I mean if, this works and we prove we are a risk worth taking,’ Tom continued, ‘and if Moyock likes what they see, we stand to get paid, wait for it…’ he paused for dramatic effect, ‘$600 per day.’

         I did my best to stop my balls from jumping into my mouth. Six hundred dollars per day? Fuck me, now that was a day-rate I could get to like, compared to the $200 I was currently on in a set-up that was out-and-out suicidal. 

         ‘You still keen?’ Tom asked.

         ‘Yeah mate, I’m in.’

         Keeping my voice as calm as possible.

         ‘Welcome aboard,’ he said offering me his hand.

         ‘Glad to be. Thanks a lot, mate.’

         To be honest, I would have joined for a lot less than six hundred bucks a day, as I just wanted to get the fuck away from Custer Battles. Don’t get me wrong – I was very grateful to the CB guys for getting me to Iraq, but I believed my skills and level of professionalism, versus their commitment to their contractors, just wasn’t a good match. Plus, I didn’t want to leave Iraq in a wooden box, which I felt there was every possibility of doing if I stayed with Custer Battles’s set-up.

         As Tom and I shook on the deal, I felt ballsy enough to add that there was just one condition – like I was in any position to make conditions.

         ‘Sure. What’s that?’ he asked.

         ‘I would like to be the Command One (C1),’ I said, which is an American term for team leader. ‘Like I said, my background speaks for itself, and I am used to, and like, leading men. Apart from you, Tom, I’m the only other Tier 1 guy here. If anyone’s going to be making critical decisions that can spell the difference between my life and death, I’d like that to be me.’

         He nodded, pensively, knowing what I meant. He thought it over for a few seconds longer, then gave a smile. ‘I’m down with that.’

         We shook on it some more. Deal sorted.

         Exactly one month after arriving in Baghdad, I and eight other guys handed in our notice to Custer Battles. Tom had covertly arranged transport and accommodation a few days earlier, and we packed our meagre belongings and loaded everything into three rented Chevy Suburbans. Just before we left, I found Matt – the former delta guy – and thanked him for being the one stable fucker in the company.

         He appreciated it and let me know he understood my reasons for leaving. He wasn’t really surprised so many of the others were going as well. As another night fell on war-torn Iraq and the curtain fell on my time with Custer Battles, I climbed into the vehicles, along with the other newly recruited Blackwater Commercial guys. Turning left, we made our way onto River Road, towards our new base. It felt good to get some distance between me and a place that had made me feel uneasy right from the start.

         Without weapons, armour or any guarantee of success, we were driven through the dark streets of Baghdad to the Al-Hamra Hotel, set in the district of Karrada, about twenty-five minutes away. Karrada is a thin strip of land sandwiched between tight bends in the Tigris River, Baghdad’s central artery. Look on the map and it’s easy to find as it looks like a penis. You know it does, go check.

         It was once the barracks area for Saddam’s Republican guards, plus it housed the residences of various senior government ministers, and it lies only a stone’s throw from what was, until recently, Saddam’s main hang-out, the Iraqi Republican Palace, which is adjacent to the 14th of July Bridge, a major Baghdad landmark. That whole area was now being used as a base of operations for the occupying US forces, and it was rapidly being turned into the highly protected IZ.

         The Al-Hamra Hotel turned out to be a tall, white building lying well outside the IZ, but at least it had its own external security post… of sorts. It was manned by a couple of burly, moustachioed Iraqi guys, who were carrying their AKs in a very relaxed manner – one dangling by the sling and the other by the foresight. There was only one streetlamp, and its limited glow threw the guards into these eerie silhouettes, which struck me as being like the poster for the movie The Exorcist. After a few minutes’ chat with our lead driver, they finally raised the checkpoint’s barrier. We pulled into the hotel’s rear, unloaded our belongings and followed Tom inside.

         As we passed the reception, I noticed the restaurant, a large open area paved in white marble and a swimming pool that was full and seemed to be working. Great. Now I didn’t feel quite so stupid for dragging a pair of swimming goggles halfway around the world.

         Tom wasn’t able to secure enough rooms in the one hotel for everyone, so he had to split the team, with some of us in the Al-Hamra and the rest in another hotel about fifty metres down the road. This was OK, as the whole compound had been blocked off by concrete ‘T’ and Jersey walls, with access in and out by only two checkpoints: the one we had come in through and another on the far side. Tom instructed the driver to take the group I was in to our rooms, while he and his gang checked in to the other hotel. He told me to gather all the guys in my room, as we’d meet there for a briefing in twenty minutes.

         My room was on the fifth floor, and it was pretty damn nice, all things considered. It turned out to be a suite, with a small lounge furnished with an old-ass couch and loungers, plus a small kitchenette with a glass-topped table and four chairs. There was a stove and a fridge big enough to hold about forty cans of beer. The two bedrooms had clean sheets and the customary red-and-brown polar fleece blanket. The bathroom looked clean enough, the water was hot, and the pressure was good.

         Unfortunately, for now, the amigos would be split, but we figured it would only be temporary. Yard Dog, G-Man and I were in the one suite, along with some guy I hadn’t previously met named Randy. He was a goofy-looking fuck, who’d been a team leader at Custer Battles, and by the way he was acting it seemed as if he figured that would carry some weight here. My vibe from him was not good, so I decided to keep a close eye while being nice in a very fake kind of a way. I didn’t know what it was, but my gut told me not to trust him, and I trust my gut.

         Once everyone had been allocated a room and dropped off their shit, they gathered in our suite. Ten minutes later, Tom and his group squeezed in and, voila, there we all were: the first nine members of Blackwater Commercial; a group of guys brave/dumb enough to throw our cards into the air to see where they would land. We had little idea of what we were about to take on, in a country that was becoming more and more hostile to the ‘Western invaders’ – those who, in the average Iraqi’s eyes, had broken so many of their promises.

         One thing was for sure, though – we were all as happy as shit to be away from Custer Battles. At least our destiny in Iraq was now entirely in our own hands.

         One of our Iraqi drivers also happened to be our chief fixer at Blackwater Commercial. His name was Mohamoud, so we called him Mo, which he didn’t seem to mind; he was good-humoured and spoke pretty decent English. To underplay Mo’s role as a fixer and key contact in those early weeks of Blackwater Commercial would be to do him a total disservice. Mo would prove crucial to our survival. If we needed something, anything, we just asked Mo. Give him a day or two and he would find it, tell you the price, haggle for you, strike a deal and deliver it. It never paid to ask too many questions as to how or where he got what he got. That was best left unsaid.

         Being the forward-thinking man he was, Mo had secured six cases of warm Amstel beer ahead of that first meeting. As the cans were passed out among the group, Tom brought things to order.

         ‘Listen up, guys,’ he began. The room fell silent. ‘Welcome to a new beginning and a whole new opportunity. I want to thank you for trusting me to do this. This is not going to be easy, but if it was easy everyone would be doing it. For all we know, the last pay cheque from Custer Battles could really be our last pay day in Iraq.’

         There was a ripple of nervous laughter.

         ‘Better not be,’ someone commented, a little too loudly.

         Tom gave him a look that said, you dick. ‘That’s pretty obvious, but even so we definitely have a tough job ahead. I’m sure as hell we can succeed and show Moyock we are worth the risk. We’ll aim to start operations as soon as we secure proper kit and equipment. That will be a job for me and Mo for the next few days. We are hitting the ground running and I want to get guys orientated with the roads as quickly as possible, as we will be driving ourselves.’

         Some of the guys glanced around nervously, but as far as I was concerned this was good news. Yes, it would have been less tiring to be chauffeured everywhere by a local guy who knew the routes, but I preferred it this way. Not only is it the best way to learn the roads and how to get around, but there were just too many things that could go wrong having someone whose country you had just invaded driving you from A to B.

         ‘Our first run will be to Basra,’ Tom announced.

         Wherever the fuck ‘Basra’ was, I thought.

         ‘I will get back to you on who will be on it. Again, support items are low to non-existent, but I will be making a trip to the Blackwater State guys in the IZ to see what I can scrounge from them: maps, plus anything not nailed down. Mo has arranged a visit tomorrow night from someone who can get us weapons and ammo. I have a little bit of money for AKs, but if you want something a bit more exotic, you’ll have to buy it yourself. We will use the vehicles we drove over in, and Mo will arrange fuel until we can get into Blackwater’s supply line in the IZ.’

         We sat sipping on our beers, soaking it all in.

         I’d kind of been there before: setting out on a road with no idea where it led. Growing up in Gisborne, I’d had few options – commercial fishing, work at the meat-freezing works, or try to be a pro-surfer. So, at twenty I just disappeared. I was down at the wharf one day, saw some mates who were working on a Japanese fishing boat, jumped on and was off for two months. When I got back, I joined the New Zealand military, like my sister before me. I wanted to travel and I sure as hell couldn’t afford to do it myself, so the military was the only way. Right from the beginning I wanted to be in the SAS, but even when I’d made it into the Unit, my experience in the NZ military was a damn-good lesson in making things work with bugger-all resources, so in many ways my insecure and under-resourced new Blackwater Commercial career felt like familiar territory.

         As we drained the last of the amber nectar, Tom instructed everyone to ‘dead marine’ their old can and grab a new one. Empty cans of beer clunked to the ground and fresh warm ones were handed out, but, before anyone could take a sip, Tom cut in.

         ‘One more thing: command.’ I saw Randy sit up a bit more in his comfy chair, obviously believing his TL rank at Custer Battles was going to carry on through. ‘I’ve given this a lot of thought, so this will be short and sweet,’ Tom continued. ‘The C1 is Baz.’ I got to my feet to show who the fuck I was to those who did not yet know me. ‘You report to him, he reports to me, comprendo?’ Tom added.

         There were no obvious objections, but I noticed that Randy was slumped down in his comfy chair looking far from happy. Yard Dog, Two Trays and G-Man raised their cans in salute, and everyone else toasted my appointment, or maybe they just wanted to get the beer into them as quickly as possible. So, there we were – Al-Hamra Hotel, Baghdad, December 2003, the birthplace of Blackwater Commercial in Iraq.

         Unleash the Kraken.

         It’s not what you know but who you know, and this was never truer than for us in those early days in Iraq. Like Tom had said, in order for us to succeed we needed to hit the ground running, and while he was busy finding contracts, one of the other guys, Frank, was ready to put his self-proclaimed bargaining skills to good use, with the assistance of Mo. Frank claimed that he could haggle with the best of them and the Arabs, in my opinion, are the best of the best. Through a friend of a friend, Mo was able to secure a line of weapons and other essential support items, and the next night in the back corner of the hotel car park they brought us a vehicle loaded with goodies.

         We gathered around the trunk for what was literally a midnight boot-sale. With flashlights and headlamps set on dim, we did our best to look like seasoned arms dealers checking out the wares. Where the booty came from didn’t need to be known; we were just grateful to have a line of goods available. The weapons on offer were mostly clunky old AKs, with the occasional Scorpion machine pistol thrown in. The Scorpions are ultra-compact 9mm weapons with a rapid rate of fire, but they were pretty useless for our needs. There were also a few Iraqi-made Tariq pistols, Kevlar vests, minus the plates, a good line on contaminated fuel and some Iraqna mobile phones, which used scratch-card, pre-paid credit.

         Frank did seem a natural at bargaining, but that didn’t make him a real haggler, at least not by Iraqi standards. As the purchases were mostly coming out of our own pockets, it was important that we didn’t get fleeced. Mo’s arms dealer buddy didn’t seem to speak a word of English, but he told us through Mo that, because we were Mo’s friends, he would do us a one-time deal: we could buy the AKs for as little as $75 to $125 apiece, depending on quality and country of manufacture; the Scorpions for a one-time price of $150, and the Tariq pistols for $50.

         No doubt, these were bargain-basement prices.

         We grabbed what we liked and put in orders for some extra stuff that was a little more exotic, like the AKS-74U – the same type that the Republican Guard used, which we were assured he could get. One or two pistols were bought by some of the guys and soon we were tooled up, happy and ready to roll. Now all we needed was the means to keep the bullets in the weapons; a gun is no good without bullets, and bullets need magazines to stop them falling out all over the ground. So far, we’d paid for only the guns.

         Frank had seemed totally in his element when buying the guns, waving his hands all over the place in the Italian style, and exclaiming, ‘Get out of here,’ and, ‘You gotta be kidding me.’ Then he’d walked away, before suddenly turning back to renegotiate. Yep, he’d really thought he was a match for the Iraqi dealer who, through Mo, now reassured us once again that these were ‘friend’ prices. And then he announced he was asking for the magazines and the bullets.

         Mo’s arms-dealer buddy had definitely not come down in the last shower, and, believe me, there aren’t a lot of showers in Baghdad. He calmly spelled out the price in Arabic to Mo, who passed it on in English to Frank. The look on his face, for those of us not quite within earshot, indicated things had just taken a turn for the worse.

         The AK magazines would cost $40 each, so not a great deal less than the guns; Iraqi AK ammo was $120 per can of 200 rounds, or $200 per can for the more reliable Ukrainian bullets; Iraqi 9mm would be $75 per box of fifty – ‘very hard to find, you see’; vests minus the plates $60; slings and bits and bobs thrown in for a bargain price, ‘because you’re my friends’. These prices, the dealer informed Mo, were not open for negotiation.

         Shit me dead, Frank had been well and truly snookered.

         Everyone knows that without magazines and bullets, guns are just trendy lamp stands, unless you’re happy to run around yelling ‘bang bang, you’re dead’, like we used to do during our army basic training days in NZ. With the number of insurgent attacks in Iraq, we just needed to get in the game and pay these prices or get the fuck out of town. Tom was simply going to have to hit up Blackwater for more cash to make up the difference in what we couldn’t afford out of our own pockets. We needed the equipment and the seller had plenty of other buyers he could just as easily go to.

         Under the glow of headlamps, in the back corner of the Al-Hamra Hotel car park, the cash-for-gun exchange was sealed. After all was done and dusted, the dealer shook Mo and Frank’s hands and, in perfectly good English, proceeded to tell us to let him know if we ever needed anything else. Then he drove off in his orange and white taxi, no doubt laughing his smelly balls off all the way back to the insurgency.

         To be honest, we didn’t really care about the prices that much; at least now we were kitted out and armed. Plus, the whole incident gave us plenty of ‘ammo’, as it were, to give Frank shit for many days to come.

         So, when all was said and done, everyone was happy.
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