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“In Iraq we put our lives in each other’s hands (and paws) day after day. We took care of each other no matter what. Rex and I have a bond that will last for the rest of our born days. If ever there was a marine who lived up to Semper Fidelis, the motto of the Marine Corps, it’s Rex.”

Deployed to Iraq’s infamous Triangle of Death in 2004, Sergeant Mike Dowling and his military working dog Rex were part of the first Marine Corps military K9 teams sent to the front lines of combat since Vietnam. It was Rex’s job to sniff out weapons caches, suicide bombers, and IEDs, the devastating explosives that wreaked havoc on troops and civilians alike. It was Mike’s job to lead Rex into the heart of danger time and time again, always trusting Rex to bring them both back alive.

Dowling had turned twenty-five and Rex three just after they arrived in Iraq. Neither of them had any idea what to expect, and no training could fully prepare them for this job. An animal lover since childhood, Dowling had fostered and trained dogs for Guide Dogs for the Blind, and he was determined to serve in the military’s K9 unit after joining the Marines. On their first patrols in Iraq, Rex suffered a seemingly incurable fear of explosions and gunfire, but with Mike at the other end of his leash, Rex gained the courage to perform his duty.

Filled with harrowing tales of knife-edge bomb-detection work, including an extraordinary baptism by fire, Sergeant Rex is a heart-pounding account of how an unbreakable human-canine bond helped Mike and Rex to stay focused on their mission and save countless lives. Dowling takes us into the searing 130-degree heat, the choking dust, and the ever-present threat of violent attack that seemed to permeate Iraq’s streets. We experience Dowling’s visceral fear of walking down an IED-laden alley where dismemberment or death can come with any footstep, only his trusted partner, Rex, by his side.

Loyalty is one of the hallmarks of any good Marine, and nowhere is that quality more evident than in this astonishing account of Mike Dowling and Rex’s wartime experiences. A moving story of how a man and a dog developed complete trust in each other in the face of terrible adversity, Sergeant Rex is an unforgettable tale of sacrifice, courage, and love.
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MIKE DOWLING enlisted in the US Marine Corps in 2001 and graduated top in his class at MP school before entering the military working dog handler’s course. Upon completion of his training, he was assigned to the military working dog section at Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton. He deployed to Iraq in March 2004 and was awarded the Navy and Marine Corps Achievement Medal for his and Rex’s Iraq operations. Dowling currently lives in Los Angeles, where he serves on the advisory board of two wounded-warrior nonprofit organizations.
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Guardians of the Night

Trust in me my friend for I am your comrade.
I will protect you with my last breath
When all others have left you
And the loneliness of the night closes in,
I will be at your side.

Together we will conquer all obstacles,
And search out those who might wish harm to others.
All I ask of you is compassion,
The caring touch of your hands.
It is for you that I will selflessly give my life
And spend my nights unrested.

Although our days together
May be marked by the passing of the seasons,
Know that each day at your side is my reward.
My days are measured
by The coming and going of your footsteps.
I anticipate them at the opening of the door.

You are the voice of caring when I am ill.
The voice of authority over me when I’ve done wrong.
Do not chastise me unduly
For I am your right arm,
The sword at your side.

I attempt to do only what you bid of me.
I seek only to please you and remain in your favor.
Together you and I shall experience
A bond only others like you will understand.
When outsiders see us together
Their envy will be measured by their disdain.

I will quietly listen to you
And pass no judgment,
Nor will your spoken words be repeated.
I will remain ever silent,
Ever vigilant, ever loyal.
And when our time together is done
And you move on in the world,
Remember me with kind thoughts and tales.
For a time we were unbeatable,
Nothing passed among us undetected.
If we should ever meet again on another field
I will gladly take up your fight.
I am a military working dog and together
We are guardians of the night.

Anonymous


SERGEANT REX



Prologue
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WE START THE WALK.

IED Alley stretches before us, a deserted length of rubble-strewn, sunbaked dirt. To the uninitiated, there’s nothing obvious here that screams out violence and danger. To me, gazing down IED Alley is like peering into the very jaws of hell.

On either side of the route are the broken mounds of shattered earth and the craters where roadside bombs have blown themselves—and all too often their targets—to smithereens. But luckily, typically, Rex, my search dog, is out front alone and unperturbed, eager to sniff out the bombs.

I’ve felt fear every day that we’ve led these patrols. It’s been my constant companion here in Iraq. But this morning, the terror had me gripped as never before.

It was Rex who gave me the strength to get up and to carry on. He sent me one look—Come on, partner, we can do this; you got me by your side—and I knew then that I had to raise my game to the level of my dog.

I look to my fellow marines as my own brothers, and Rex and I are tasked with keeping them safe from the insurgents’ bombs out here. Having my courageous, crazy, stubborn, loyal, dedicated, devilishly handsome dog by my side helps me deal with the enormous stress of that responsibility.

I gaze down IED Alley and give Rex the command, the magic words: “Seek. . . Seek. . . Seek. . .” But right now they’re rasping out from a throat that’s dry and constricted with fear.

In response, Rex is off. His nose starts going like a suction pump: slurp, slurp, slurp. He’s dropped his muzzle low to the ground, and he’s vacuuming up the scent just inches off the dirt. His tail’s horizontal behind him, the end flicked up just a fraction, as his head sweeps from side to side.

I’d know that posture anywhere: Here I am on the search, and I’m loving it. Rex always has loved sniffing out the bombs. It’s like he was born to do this work. From the earliest days of training he was one of the few and the proud—an unbeatable Marine Corps arms- and explosives-detection dog.

I’m a couple of paces behind him, his lead looped around my left hand. My M16 assault rifle is slung over my back on its sling, and I’m gripping my Beretta M9 pistol in my right hand. My rifle’s too long and unwieldy to use much when searching with my dog.

If Rex steps on an improvised explosive device, we’re both as good as done for. But we’ve been ordered to clear IED Alley so our patrol can pass through it, and the two of us out front on foot is the only way to do it.

To Rex, clearing the route of death is all a fantastic game. I’ve shown him a flash of his rubber ball—his reward—and he knows if he finds the target scent he gets to play with it. It’s only me who’s racked with this visceral, heart-stopping fear, fear that the next step Rex’s paws take may be his, and my, last.

Rex’s whole focus is his sense of smell now, and that’s how he’s navigating. He’s moving through a world defined by scent. He’s tracking smells on the hot, dusty air, his footfalls dictated by the direction those odors are coming from. He lifts his head now and then to check on his location—that he’s not about to walk into a wall or tumble into a ditch.

We’re a third of the way down IED Alley. My pulse is thumping like a jackhammer. Every time Rex raises a paw and places it onto the baking-hot earth, I tense for the blast. But I force myself to keep moving forward with him, and the sweat’s pouring off me in buckets.

It’s shortly after first light, yet already the temperature out here must be pushing 100 degrees. If it’s this hot for me, how must it be for Rex, all wrapped up in his thick, shaggy, charcoal-brown coat of fur? But nothing seems to faze my dog, not even the burning Iraqi sun that’s beating down on his head and shoulders.

I see Rex approaching a small patch of dirt ahead of us that looks as if it might recently have been disturbed. The difference in this area is minimal, just a slightly different color from the earth all around it, as if it’s been dug up and tamped down again.

An unusual area of terrain is one of the signs that an IED may be buried there. I’m hyperalert, and my threat radar is working overtime. I try to work out what might lie beneath that patch of dirt, because I can’t let Rex go walking right over it. Not for the first time since we deployed to Iraq, I curse the fact that I don’t have X-ray vision, that I can’t see the bombs lying just below earth’s surface.

Rex pauses just a few paces short of that patch of dirt. His nostrils flare, and suddenly he’s sucking in great lungfuls of air. He turns his head this way and that, sampling the scent, until he’s got his nose pressed up tight against the hot mud of the earth.

Rex snuffles hard a good few times, then glances back at me. His sparkling amber eyes are wide with the thrill of the search. There’s an unspoken bond between us. I can read his every expression, and I figure I can pretty much read his mind.

This look means: Hey, I really think I’m onto something here.

“Easy, boy, careful,” I whisper at him. “Easy does it, Rexy. What you think you got there, boy?”

He moves ahead a foot or so until he’s level with the patch of dirt. His muzzle swings left and right, before he’s staring right at it. He pokes his snout forward, until he’s sniffing at the very surface of that disturbed area.

His entire body goes rigid. He gives me a quick, intense, piercing look: Freakin’ hell, get in here and check this out!

I feel my blood run cold. Rex never false responds—signaling that he’s found something when actually he hasn’t. There’s some kind of explosive device buried right in front of my dog’s nose, of that I am 100 percent certain.

I don’t know why I’m sure—it can only be in response to the unspoken message that’s flashed between Rex and me—but I lunge forward, and with one hand I grab his collar and haul him backward.

In my mind’s eye I can picture a gleeful Iraqi insurgent hunched over a detonator device, punching the firing pin, and hoping to blow the shaggy dog and his handler into shreds of flesh and gore.

With my free hand I reach for my radio so I can send out an alert to the rest of the patrol strung out behind us. I press the Send button and yell out a warning: “There’s a—”

My words are lost in this deafening roar of an explosion. I hit the dirt and elbow myself forward and dive on top of Rex, to shield him from the blast. But an instant later I sense that it’s not the bomb in front of us that’s gone off. If it were, we’d both be dead by now.

Just to the east of us above the palm trees, a massive plume of smoke and debris is fisting into the sky. An IED has been triggered there, to one side of our road.

The harsh, juddering crackle of gunfire thunders out of the smoke and dust as the insurgents unleash a barrage of fire in a follow-up attack. I roll across Rex, getting my body between him and the pounding gunfire.

I’m wearing body armor; Rex isn’t. I’m not about to let anyone shoot my best buddy. I wrap all six feet of me around him and pull his thick fur in tight against me.

As I hold him there, I whisper into his ear: “It’s okay, boy, it’s okay. It’s all gonna be all right. . . .”



Chapter One
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THE BILLOWING CLOUD OF DUST FROM THE DEPARTING CONVOY OF trucks drifts away, to be replaced by the blinding glare of the Iraqi sun beating down upon us. I’m surrounded by a pile of kit and dog food canisters, and Rex standing loyally at my side.

At first light this morning we’d hitched a lift on a Marine Corps convoy heading south from Baghdad. It’s dropped us exactly where we’ve asked it to—in the Marine Corps base at Mahmoudiyah, the capital of the “Triangle of Death.”

This is arguably the single most dangerous place in the most dangerous war in the world right now. And Rex and I have come here to do the most dangerous job in the world—tracking down the insurgents’ caches of arms and explosives, plus their murderous improvised explosive devices.

Rex peers up at me, his head cocked to one side and his eyes burning with curiosity. I can read his every expression. This one means: So what now, partner? Rex isn’t big for a German shepherd. He comes up to just above my knees when standing on all fours. But, boy, he is one good-looking animal.

I glance around and shrug: How the hell do I know? When dog and handler are as close as Rex and I are, emotions run down leash and up again. Man and dog can sense each other’s every shift in mood. We’re both of us unsettled now that we’ve finally reached Death Central.

We’ve volunteered to be here, and we know the vital, life-and-death importance of the task that lies before us. It’s the spring of 2004 and IEDs—basically bombs hidden on the side of streets, in buildings, and in vehicles—have become the single biggest threat facing U.S. forces here. Rex and I have come here to outwit and defeat the bomb makers.

Rex and I are one of only a handful of military working dog (MWD)—or K9—teams deployed to the war in Iraq. We’re among the first K9 units ever sent here. And with Rex’s hyper-sensitive sense of smell, and my ability to read him, we hope to save countless lives—both Americans and Iraqis.

When it comes to tracking down explosives, nature has created in a dog’s nose a device infinitely more precise than anything modern technology has to offer. No one knows for sure, but people say that a dog’s nose is one thousand times more sensitive than a human’s. Dogs have millions more scent receptors than humans, and the size of the part of their brain used for analyzing smells is 20–40 percent larger than ours. They can literally sniff out the bombs.

A handler trains his dog how best to use his incredible abilities, so the dog becomes a bomb-detection device with its own mind and driven by a brain. A good handler learns to trust his dog to lead the way, and to use his instinct and drive to track down the threat. A mechanical bomb-detection device—like a metal detector—goes only where the operator takes it. It offers a blunt, unintelligent form of search compared to a dog tracking a scent on the air.

Rex and I have every confidence in our abilities as an explosives-detection team, but we’ve proved ourselves only in training. We’ve had zero combat experience, and we’ve never been to war before. I just hope my dog and I will do well out here.

We’ve been dumped at the base of the Second Battalion, Second Marines—the 2/2, also known as “the Warlords.” The 2/2 are a battle-hardened bunch of marines who fought in the 2003 invasion of Iraq. They are now on their second tour, and they’ve been given the responsibility to soldier in the Triangle of Death.

Rex and I have been allocated to the Warlords as their K9 team for the six months of our combat tour, and we don’t know anyone here. All I know of the Warlords is that they’re a tough combat battalion headquartered at Camp Lejeune, on the east coast of the United States. Rex and I are based out of Camp Pendleton, on the sunny California coast. We’re from opposite ends of the country, and I’ve never even spoken to anyone from the 2/2.

But a part of me is hugely relieved finally to be here, and my worries are eased by my confidence in my dog. We’ve spent a week bouncing around Iraq hitchhiking lifts on convoys, and I’m keen to get Rex settled. Dogs appreciate routine, Rex more than most. He wants nothing more than to get his paws under the table and call somewhere home.

My dog is an extension of me. Wherever I go, he goes. As long as he’s with me, he knows I’ll take care of him. But as we wait for someone to come to meet and greet us, Rex gives me an odd, bemused look: You know, it’s hot as hell here, it stinks, and we don’t know anyone. But hell, if you’re here, that’s good enough for me.

Rex rarely sits at heel. He’s always standing. He stands because he’s curious and wants to have a good nose-around. I know he’s getting assaulted by a whole cocktail of new scents. Even I can detect a few of them. This place smells like a rotting, festering sewer. God only knows what Rex’s nose is making of it all.

There are eight hundred marines stationed at Mahmoudiyah. We feel distinctly of out of place, especially because I am a dog handler and not an infantry marine. The infantry are the backbone of the Marine Corps, and I’m aware that marines like me are known as Persons Other Than Grunts (POGs), which isn’t particularly encouraging.

But the first thing that happens to us here is good. I tell myself it’s an omen of things to come. A passing marine catches sight of Rex and me, and he stops dead in his tracks. He’s got a buzz cut of bright red hair sticking up like his head’s on fire, and sunburned, freckled skin.

He stares at Rex and lets out a great whoop of joy. “Holy shit, we got a dog!” He’s got a thick Southern country-boy drawl. “Holy shit, it’s great to have a dog here!”

He comes bounding over. He introduces himself as John Walls, but everyone knows him as Red. He’s clearly a genuinely good guy, and his joy at seeing Rex does a lot to settle my nerves. I hope this is how the rest of the marines of 2/2 will react to having a dog team among them.

Red bends to pet Rex and I know what’s coming. I’m a tall guy and Rex can look diminutive by my side. But despite his size, he’s still the toughest, most prideful and stubborn dog you ever could come across. He has to get to know you real well before he’ll let you pet him.

Rex stares the guy out and starts his low, throaty growl. Red realizes he’s about to get chewed and backs off. I tell him if he hangs around Rex long enough, Rex’ll get used to him and maybe let him pet him. Red grins and says that’s good enough for him.

“Y’all look a little lost,” he says. “Who you need to report to?”

I shrug. “I need to report into the two-two’s headquarters, preferably the battalion commander, but I don’t know anyone’s name here.”

Red tells me to wait here and he’ll go fetch someone.

Rex and I wait. Rex knows we’re here to meet a bunch of people for the first time. He’s familiar with the Marines; he’s stationed on one of the biggest bases in the United States. He knows the Marine Corps uniform well, but he also knows that there are no humans here—apart from me—whose smell he recognizes. He’s standing here taking in his new surroundings, just as I am.

I often wonder whether Rex thinks he’s a dog or a human. I reckon he knows he’s a dog, but he figures that he’s a very, very smart one—smarter, in fact, than a lot of humans. Or maybe there’s part of him thinks he is human, but then he’s got these doggy instincts he can’t control, like when he was about to chew out Red.

Red returns with an officer in tow. He’s a stocky major of medium build, and he’s the Warlords’ executive officer, or XO, the second in command of the battalion.

I put Rex at heel, come to attention, and give a salute. “Corporal  Dowling and Military Working Dog Rex reporting for duty, sir.”

The major returns the salute. “Corporal Dowling, you are most welcome here in Camp Mahmoudiyah. I’m excited to finally get a dog team allocated to my marines. We anticipate your being pretty damn busy around here—we got IEDs and bombs going off everywhere. We’re eager to find out what you guys can do.”

The major explains that Rex and I will be attached to the Headquarters and Service (H&S) Company, from which patrols and missions will be tasked to us. H&S should be able to get us out in the most timely manner possible and where we can best be used. I’m to report to the commander of H&S, a Captain Dahle (pronounced “Dawly”).

The major jerks a thumb at a massive warehouse-like building behind him. “Meantime, best you go find yourself and your dog a billet in the chicken factory.”

The Warlords are based in an abandoned poultry farm. That in part must account for the smell around here.

“Are there many marines billeted in there, sir?” I ask him.

“Absolutely. It’s very tight around here. There are marines just about everywhere.”

“My dog can be aggressive, sir. So if there’s a way we could find just a little private space for us. . .”

The major laughs. “You find that space, you let me know; not even the battalion commander has privacy here. Take a look around you. We have tents full of marines and a chicken factory full of marines. Take your pick, Corporal.”

“I’d still like to be able to let my dog off leash without worrying about him biting your marines, sir.”

Among the pile of K9 gear dropped with Rex and me, the major spies our expeditionary kennel. It’s a hulking piece of tan-yellow steel the size of a transit van, and the only way to move it is by forklift truck. This kit dates back to the Vietnam War era, the last time K9 units were deployed onto the front line of combat with the U.S. military.

Since Vietnam, the American K9 community has gotten out of practice conducting combat operations on the front line of war, and we have little of the right kit to do so. Myself and Rex—plus the handful of other K9 teams sent out with us—have been told that we are the guinea pigs. By trial and error we’re to learn how to take K9 units into the heart of war once again.

I wasn’t keen on bringing that expeditionary kennel to Iraq. It’s got air-conditioning, but the aircon unit is outdated and unreliable. If it malfunctions, that steel kennel will become like an oven in the burning sun, and Rex could overheat and die in a matter of minutes. But I was pretty much ordered to bring it by my kennel master. The argument was that we’re the first K9 units deployed to the Iraq War, and no one knows what equipment might prove useful out here. So we take whatever we’ve got and see what works.

The major stabs a finger in the direction of the kennel. “That’s some kind of kennel, right? Why can’t you put your dog in there? He sleeps there, and you can rack out in the factory along with the other marines.”

“With all due respect, sir, wherever my dog is sleeping, I’m sleeping. I need to be with him every minute of the day. I cannot be separated from my dog. Plus the aircon unit’s real dodgy. If it fails, Rex would fry. I don’t want to wake up to find him dead. D’you mind if I take a quick look around the base for a suitable spot?”

I am being as tactful and respectful as I can be with the major. Even so, there’s a long second where he gives me a probing look. It’s not often that a corporal defies him this way. But he’s in an odd situation here. I am in his command chain, but I’m not a part of his unit. As for Rex, a military working dog is answerable only to his handler. No one else can ever order my dog what to do—not that he’d listen to anyone else. The reasoning is simple: Only I know what’s best for Rex.

The major gives a shrug. “Okay, be my guest. You find a spot, it’s yours.”

I need Rex in tip-top condition if we’re to do our job, and that’s to get out with the 2/2’s infantry companies patrolling the city. They’re the ones on the front lines getting blown up by IEDs and wounded and killed. I want us out there helping find those devices and saving lives. We’ve never done anything remotely like this before, but everyone has his baptism of fire.

Red offers to show us around the base. “Let’s go see if we can find you guys a space.”

As we walk, he explains that he’s a country boy from North Carolina, but he’s of Irish origin. There’s immediately a bond forged between us, because my family also hails from the Emerald Isle. My dad comes from County Kildare, and his brothers still run the family farm there, which they call their “bog.”

I spot this small hut in the corner of the base. “Who’s in there?” I ask Red.

“That’s the watchtower building.”

A sandbagged platform on stilts is perched above the hut, one of the watchtowers to guard the base perimeter.

“Okay, but who’s in the hut underneath it?”

“You know, I don’t think anyone’s in there. Let’s go check it out.”

It’s immediately obvious why this is the one building on the entire base that’s unoccupied. Squeezed beneath the watch-tower is a bare concrete cubicle. It has three tiny rooms, each of which has a door but no windows, no air-conditioning, no electricity.

To one side of the hut sits the hulking mass of the base’s main generator, and to the other there’s a rank of wheelie bins stuffed full of trash. A couple of feet behind the hut is the base perimeter, made up of concrete blast walls topped with razor wire. On the far side of that is the small brown ooze of a stream that doubles as a sewer. In short, the room is dark, baking hot, deafeningly noisy, and stinks to high heaven.

Red, Rex, and I take a few steps back to appraise it. The only way to keep the heat down will be to keep the door open, which will let the biting bugs and insects in. But if we ignore that, plus the generator, the trash, and the creek-cum-sewer, there’s real privacy to the place. No marine in his right mind would want to hang out here, and the only through traffic’s going to be marines going to and fro to relieve those on duty in the watchtower.

There are a couple of other upsides to the hut. One, the only tree of any significance on the entire base is right beside it. I guess it’s got its roots in the creek-sewer. Whatever, it offers a rare piece of shade for my dog. Plus Rex can cock his leg against it when he needs to pee.

The other major advantage is that the door to the main hut opens onto the muster area, where the vehicles and men gather to go out on patrol. From there I’ll be able to see exactly what’s going on and whether there are missions preparing to head out that Rex and I should be a part of.

I tell Red that it’s perfect and we’ll take it. I’m being sarcastic, but in fact it is the best the base has to offer Rex and me. Red gives me a look, like I’ve got to be crazy if I want to spend the next seven months living in there. I shrug. I’d sleep on a bed of nails if I had to, as long as it gave me some private space with my dog.

We nickname the hut the Bunker. Red leaves us to sort out the Bunker as best we can, promising to see if he can get some aircon fitted for us. I tell him we’ll need electricity piped in first, and he says he’ll see what he can do.

I move in Rex’s lightweight, plastic crate with wire mesh door and sides. It’s got CAUTION—MILITAR WORKING OG stenciled across the top. Still, anyone reading that will get the message. In any case, it’s one of the few bits of out gear that are actually proving useful. I can take it apart and reassemble it in a couple of minutes, which makes it good for overnight operations or for when we’re on the move from one base to another.

I lug over Rex’s plastic buckets of dog chow, plus my personal gear. I set up my cot on one side of the tiny hut and place Rex’s travel kennel alongside it. That way I can reach out and touch him with my fingers through the bars, and he and I can have eye contact as we rest. I pile my seabags, rucksack, and CamelBak water container at one end of the cot, lean my M16 in the corner, and we’re pretty much done.

It’s midafternoon by the time I finally get a chance to have a breather and take stock. It’s March 31, and we left our home base of Camp Pendleton on the 19th. We’re approaching two weeks in and finally we’re where we need to be. Camp Mahmoudiyah may be a dump at the end of the universe, but I wasn’t expecting luxury. More important, I’m told there is as much action here as anywhere else in Iraq.

Camp Pendleton is the size of a small California city, both in terms of its population and expanse. It takes a good hour to drive from one side of the base to the other. Here you can walk from one end of the chicken factory compound to the other in fifteen minutes flat. But I don’t for one moment regret having volunteered to come here. I’m 100 percent certain that this is where Rex and I will come of age as a K9 team, or die trying.

I make sure Rex is fed and watered, then give him a good ruffle on the back of his head just above his thick leather collar. As I scratch, his eyebrows move in time to the rubbing, and the end of his tail beats a rhythm on the hut’s earthen floor. When I stop, his tail starts beating more wildly: Come on, partner, what are you stopping for?

I do my best to ignore the stench drifting in through the door of the Bunker and force a smile. “So what d’you reckon, Rex? Home sweet home. This is us for the next few months, eh?”

He does one of his doggy stretches, starting with his rear end up high and head on the ground, and swinging his body forward until his head’s up high and his bottom’s on the deck. He glances up at me: See, there’s room enough for a good stretch. And if I’m here with you, that’s good enough for me.

He cocks his head to one side and an inquiring look comes into his eyes: I’ve had a good scratch and a good stretch, so what about it—any chance of a walk and an explore?

I haven’t seen anywhere remotely suitable for exercising Rex, so I grab his tug toy from my backpack and give him a good play with it. It’s a tough red, sausage-shaped stuffed toy, and Rex has a big bite and a growl as he tries to wrestle it off me. Working dogs like Rex need to have their playtime. It’s a vital part of building a close bond and a good relationship with your dog.

Having messed around with Rex for a while, we set out to find Captain Dahle, the H&S company commander. It’s as good an excuse as any to take Rex on a walkabout. I’m stepping out of the Bunker and pulling my “cover”—my Marine Corps cap—onto my head, when I practically stumble into a three-star general.

I recognize him instantly. It’s General James “Chaos” Mattis, the overall commander of the Marine Corps here in Iraq. It was on the general’s convoy that Rex and I hitched our ride down to Mahmoudiyah. He’s got most of the 2/2’s top brass with him, including the major who told Rex and me to billet ourselves in the chicken factory.

I glance at Rex. “Rex: Heel! Sit! Stay!”

With my dog obediently perched on his haunches at my left side, I snap my heels together and render a salute. The general’s got a huge grin spreading across his features.

“Well, if isn’t a dog team!” he exclaims. “About time we got a dog team out here. You’re the first Marine Corps K9 team I’ve seen in Iraq. I’m excited to have dog teams here in country.”

“Oo-rah,” I reply softly. That’s Marine Corps speak for “yessir.”

The general keeps walking toward us. He bends down and he’s reaching out to pet Rex. “And boy, what a magnificent-looking animal you are.”

I put my hand out, palm toward him in the universal gesture of Stop right there. The general pauses in midstretch.

“Sir, I’d love you to pet my dog,” I tell him. “But with all due respect, he’s a working dog, and I don’t want to risk an accidental bite.”

The general starts laughing. “Now, that’s the attitude! That’s good to go, Marine. Just make sure if he’s gonna bite someone, it’s some insurgent’s ass!”

“Oo-rah.”

“What’s your dog’s name?”

“Rex, sir.”

“Fantastic. Rex. You know, there’s no device on earth can measure up to a dog’s nose when looking for explosives. You guys stay safe out there.”

“Oo-rah.”

“Carry on, Marine, and carry on, Rex!”

The general’s XO hangs back to have a quiet word. He’s a full bird colonel, and he asks me if I’m being taken care of out here. He knows I’m a lone marine who’s been parachuted into the Warlords’ base along with my dog. He wants to know if I’ve got my mailing address yet, so I can pass it to my family. I’m amazed and encouraged by how the highest ranks in the Corps are looking out for the lowest rankers and the newest arrivals—my dog and me.

I locate Captain Dahle in the H&S building, a low kind of prefab office block to one side of the chicken factory. At first he seems confused, like he’s not expecting Rex and me. Then he makes some checks and tells me I’m to report to his deputy at H&S, Gunnery Sergeant Trotter.

Captain Dahle makes a call on the radio, and a couple of minutes later Gunnery Sergeant Trotter appears with an expression like a charging rhino. He and Captain Dahle are like oil and water. The captain is a soft-spoken white guy, and I sense that he’s smart and he’s going to look out for Rex and me. Gunnery Sergeant Trotter is a squat black marine the size and shape of Mike Tyson. He’d been a drill instructor prior to joining 2/2, and he’s genuine badass.

Captain Dahle tells him he’s got two new marines to supervise—that’s Rex and me. With that, the captain leaves us to it. The gunnery sergeant is the first guy we’ve met on the base who doesn’t seem to dig my dog. He shows no interest or curiosity in Rex and doesn’t even to want to pet him. He asks me where we’ve billeted ourselves.

I point out the Bunker. “That little hut over there.”

He glares at it. “Who the fuck said you could billet there?”

I can tell what he’s thinking: How can this corporal and his dog have their own room, when me, a gunnery sergeant, has to bunk with five other marines in one goddamn room?

“I told the XO I needed a place I could stay twenty-four-seven with my dog and not be disturbed. The XO said if I could find somewhere, it was mine. That’s where we found.”

“Good to go,” snorts the gunnery sergeant, but I can tell that he’s not happy.

He gives me a radio so we can communicate with each other across the base.

“Okay, so what are we doing with you?” he demands.

“I’m here at the battalion’s disposal, so whatever they need me to do.”

“Right. We’ll have you doing gate duty and set up a rotation. I want you to change the hours you stand on gate every day, so if the insurgents are watching they won’t know when to expect you. We’ll let the infantry companies know you’re here and if they need you we’ll let you know. Every day you check in with me, two or three times a day. If you need anything, let me know.”

“Roger that,” I tell him. “Good to go, Gunney.”

That evening I pen a letter home to my folks. Rex is snoring away beside me, and whimpering and snorting when he dreams one of his doggy dreams. He’s probably off chasing a coyote somewhere on the hills around Camp Pendleton, which is one of our favorite places. I’m feeling pretty good in spite of the smell from the stream sewer and the buzz of insects all around us. They’re drawn to my flashlight, but I can’t close the door because of the heat.

“Everyone loves Rex and they’re all excited that we’re here,” I write my parents. “They tried to separate us at first, but I found a funny kind of a room so that Rex and I can be together.”

I tell them that I really hope Rex and I do a great job out here, because so many people are relying on us. I’m at a base where we’re bang in the spotlight, and everyone’s looking to my dog and me to track down the bombs. I’m nervous as hell, but at the same time I can’t wait to get started. This is it. This is where Rex and I are going to get tested. This is where the rubber meets the road.

I’ve just finished writing when Red comes over to check on how we’re doing. I ask him why this area is called the Triangle of Death. I’ve inquired of several people before, but no one seemed able to tell me.

“Easy,” Red explains. “Look on any map and you’ll see our area of ops forms a triangle shape. It’s in there that you’ll find the greatest concentration of firefights plus IEDs in all Iraq.”

I ask him if Rex and I will get to see action. Red laughs, like it’s a dumb thing to ask.

“Man, it’s not a question of if you’ll get to see combat. It’s a question of whether you’ll survive it.”



Chapter Two

[image: image]

THAT FIRST NIGHT I WRAP MYSELF IN MY MOSQUITO NET, BUT COME morning I’m still bitten red raw by the insects. I glance across at Rex stretched out in his kennel. It looks as if he slept pretty much fine in there. I guess when there’s a choice between the soft skin of a marine, or the tough, hairy flank of a dog, I’m the mosquito’s first choice every time.

I’m relieved that Rex has slept well. We’ve got a big day ahead of us. First priority is to get Rex’s nose in. I need to get him acclimated to searching in the heat, and I need to get his olfactory organs adjusted to the smells here. Rex is a dual-certified patrol and explosive-detection dog. That means he’s trained to find weapons and to detect a range of explosive odors, as well as being able to secure bases and apprehend suspects.

It’s the explosive-detection side of things that we’re really needed for here in Iraq. Explosive-detection dogs need to maintain 95 percent accuracy when searching, to stay certified. They’re required to have a certain number of “hits” on each explosive odor they’re trained to detect. They need to be constantly training with those scents so they remain very recognizable to the dog.

Explosive scents tend to differ wherever you’re searching, especially when you’ve got a nose as sensitive as Rex’s. The scent of a bomb here in Mahmoudiyah is bound to differ from how it smells back in California. I need to train Rex with local arms and explosives—those that the insurgents are using here to build their bombs—to get his nose fully tuned in.

I go introduce Rex and myself to the Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) team—the bomb disposal guys. By chance, their building is just along the perimeter wall from us, so they’re our nearest neighbors. It’s a stroke of good fortune. If there’s one team Rex and I are bound to be working with closely, it’s the EOD guys. Whenever we find something, they’ll get called in to defuse it.

The guy in charge of the EOD team is Gunnery Sergeant Clyde Smith, a short, stocky white dude. As soon as I walk into their building, I hear this voice say, “All right! A dog team!”

I can tell immediately that Gunney Smith and his team really dig Rex. They’re accustomed to working with K9 teams, and Gunney Smith’s not the slightest bit surprised when I ask him if he’s got any local explosives or IED-type devices I can use to do some training.

He takes me into a back room. They’ve got a wall racked out with wooden shelving, on which they’ve got all kinds of devices and explosives that their team has found around Mahmoudiyah. It’s a treasure trove—every kind of training aid I could ever wish for in terms of the deadly kit that the local insurgents are using is here.

I ask Gunney Smith to show me the kind of devices they’re finding around Mahmoudiyah. He points me toward a typical cell-phone-initiated IED. There’s something innately chilling about the look of the thing. It’s a standard gray Nokia phone strapped to a small car battery with half a dozen loops of yellow electrical wire. The wire is attached to the phone’s aerial, and I presume that the phone must send a signal to the battery in some way or another.

At the battery end, the yellow wire is soldered in to a number of electrical connectors, which in turn lead to the explosives. Gunney Smith explains to me that when the cell phone rings, it completes an electrical circuit that enables the car battery to punch in enough electrical current to set off the blasting cap or detonation cord, which in turn ignites the main body of the explosives.

This type of IED requires a watcher to initiate it, someone who’s in visual range of the device. Here in the Triangle of Death the watcher waits for a U.S. military patrol to come along, and as it passes the IED he dials the cell phone—and boom! It’s that simple. It’s a horrendous killing machine, and a watcher can easily activate it when he spots a dog tracking an explosive scent to its source.

Planting IEDs is a cowardly, sneaky way to fight a war, as opposed to fronting up man-to-man to your enemy and saying Bring it on. The marines are getting hit by IEDs seemingly every time they get out around Mahmoudiyah. But it’s a fact that 80 percent of those devices are killing innocent Iraqi civilians, mostly women and children. IEDs are banned under all the rules of warfare, because they’re such indiscriminate maimers and killers.

What I’m most interested in getting my hands on is some PE4. This is the Russian equivalent of our own C4 plastic explosive, and it has similar characteristics. It looks and feels like a lump of plasticine. It can be molded to fit into just about any nook or cranny, or any shape of IED-type device.

Gunney Smith confirms that PE4 is the main killer here in Iraq. They’re finding more of it than any other type of explosive. The bomb makers are using detonation cord—“detcord”—to set off the PE4. When they can’t get their hands on any PE4, they use TNT—dynamite—as a fallback option.

I get samples of PE4, detcord, and dynamite, and take them over to the supply room, a mini-warehouse inside the chicken factory. I figure it’s the ideal place in which to set Rex some detection exercises. It’s windless in there, so the scents won’t get blown about, and there are acres of equipment within which to hide the various explosives. Plus there is no ordnance stored in the supply room, so there are no explosive odors to distract Rex from what I want him to find.

I’ve already met the supply room guy, Sergeant Bentley, and I figure he’ll have no problem with Rex and me messing around in there. Sergeant Bentley’s an Eminem look-alike who’s big into rap music. He’s actually a surfer dude at heart, although he doesn’t look or act like one.

I ask Bentley if he minds Rex and me doing some search exercises in his domain. He tells me no problem. There are piles of kit everywhere, heaped on pallets and stuffed into crates and boxes. There’s everything here that a Marine Corps battalion needs that’s nonlethal and that isn’t kept in the armory: Kevlar helmets, flak jackets, AC units, bunk beds, cots, flashlights, the works.

I hide the detcord under a pile of body armor, and I slip the TNT into one of the helmets. It’s the PE4 that’s going to be the real tester for Rex. It’s a new odor for him, because back in the United States we train using C4. Some explosives have powerful scents: for example, detcord smells pretty much exactly like a firework. But I’ve had a good sniff of the PE4, and the off-white puttylike substance has no odor, or at least not one that I can detect.

It contains RDX—an explosive chemical also found in C4—so I hope that Rex’ll be able to pick up the odor of the RDX. I stuff the PE4 inside an AC unit, at the bottom of a stack of the things, and set Rex to work. I show him his rubber ball—a quick flash of it out of my trouser pocket where it lives at all times—and give him the command: “Seek, Seek, Seek.” The actual command is “Seek”—singular—but Rex and I have gotten into the habit of doing the commands three times, real quick.

Rex lowers his head and goes to work, sifting the air expertly through his muzzle. This is a game to Rex, and one that he loves. His tail starts wagging, and he’s smiling happily as he sets off on the search. Gradually, everything else around us seems to stop. One after another, Sergeant Bentley and his supply guys cease what they’re doing. They are transfixed.

As Rex walks his search transects, I’m glued to his every move. I’m watching for him to show a change of behavior—the first signal that he’s hit the “scent cone.” At the outer limit of the scent cone the particles in the air are less concentrated, and that’s what he’ll pick up on first.

Every dog’s change of behavior differs, and it’s all part of the animal’s unique character. With Rex I’m watching for an almost imperceptible pause, like he’s double-checking that he’s onto something. He’ll “air up,” which means his head will come up and his nose will be snorting away to check for the smell. Then his tail will flick straighter and his muzzle will point the way ahead, tracking the concentration of particles to the strongest point, the source.
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“This second RPG round blows me
off my perch, and Rex with me, the
massive blast wave punching us into
the earth. | must've blacked out for
a second, for | came to with Rex on
his feet, eyes white with fear and
searching wildly in the smoke and dust
to find me. Then he’s on top of me,

madly licking my face. If Rex could
talk, | know what he'd be yelling
right now: Wake up! Get up!

Show me you're alive!”
—from Sergeant Rex
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