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GUN IN MY FACE


HERE I AM IN BELGRADE, SERBIA. HERE I AM AT MY FRIEND NIKOLA’S APARTMENT, helping him get ready for a party he’s having later in the day. I’ve been in this strange, not-quite-European, kind-of-Russian country for a couple of months working a human intelligence gathering job—a “humint” gig—for a client in the Middle East. In my past life, I was a top-tier Navy SEAL, and while I’m still technically a reservist with the SEAL Teams, what I’ve been for the last few years is politely known as a “contractor.”


I prefer “mercenary.”


We’ll get to the particulars of what this means, but on this day in Serbia, I’m busy at my friend Nikola’s apartment. I’m looking forward to the party. A woman is coming whom I’ve been eager to meet. Not like that. You see, I’ve been hired to get dirt on a non-Serb who lives in Belgrade, a money guy for a network of terrorists on the Arabian Peninsula, and this young woman happens to work at my target’s firm. This is what my humint gig consists of—meeting people, chatting them up, taking notes, reporting back to my client. Shit, this Serbia gig doesn’t even call for a gun. Like I said, I’ve been here two months, and I haven’t touched a single firearm.


Remember this point.


At the moment, this job calls for, of all things, cooking.


That afternoon, I help Nikola make his mother’s lamb stew recipe. Mostly I chop vegetables and scrape them into a pot. Around lunchtime, he takes a call. It’s all in Serbian and I have no idea what he’s talking about. He hangs up and tells me he has to step out for a few and that I can just chill. Fine by me.


After some channel surfing—a short game in Serbia, since there’s only a handful of watchable channels, one of which shows nonstop garbage reality TV—I grab my backpack to change clothes. Nikola isn’t back yet, but people are going to show up soon. I’ve got a pair of nice jeans and a collared shirt folded neatly in my bag. I peel off my hoodie. As I reach for my shirt, the apartment door swings open and Nikola flies into the room, slamming into the living room wall. He’s immediately followed by four men all wearing—are those police uniforms? If they are, they look cheap as hell. Is this some kind of prank?


Standing there shirtless, I notice that Nikola’s hands are handcuffed in front of him. Before I can process any more information, a black mass appears in my periphery. I rotate my head to the left.


It’s a pistol, pointed directly at my forehead.
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AS A NAVY SEAL WHO’S OPERATED IN PLACES LIKE IRAQ AND AFGHANISTAN, I’ve been around a lot of guns and have been shot at countless times. Done my fair share of shooting too. But never has anyone put a gun point-blank in my face. Mostly because no one could ever get the drop on me. Mostly because in those instances I was expecting a gun and had one of my own.


Again, just to be extra clear, I did not have a gun on me that day in Belgrade.


Let’s back up. What is a mercenary? Someone who gets paid to do things other people don’t want to do, basically. Someone who travels the world on someone else’s dime, but on their own passport. Mercenaries never carry more than $10,000 in cash because that would tip off the FBI and/or Interpol. They never travel with weapons—if a weapon is needed, they figure out how to get one. Sometimes the client provides them. Some jobs are boring, some exciting, some fun. Some hurt. Mercenaries take meetings in high-end restaurants in Abu Dhabi and low-end strip malls in Anywhere, USA. They use encrypted comms, dead drops, and surveillance detection routes (SDRs), among other techniques. Many have friends in the military or three-letter agencies. Many are loners, many more are family men. Almost all mercenaries are men.


What isn’t a mercenary is what you see on TV and in the movies. We don’t travel with aliases on fake passports. We don’t drive Porsches or Land Rovers, we drive Kia Sorentos, Nissan Pathfinders, Toyota Hiluxes. We don’t have access to drones or air support. And our liaisons are not sexy Bond girls with names like Vesper Lynd and Pussy Galore but instead are ugly, world-weary men with names like Omar and Herbert.


Are there people in the world who are as good at killing as James Bond or Jack Reacher? Yes, better even. Are there people in the world who do the things they do? Absolutely. Do some of them actually wear Paul Smith blazers? Guilty as charged. But a lot of the rest of what we’ve been trained to accept through the media is bullshit.


All that follows, however, is not bullshit. Well, nearly all. A man in my position has to keep some secrets.


As you know, I am a mercenary, and I got here courtesy of the US Navy SEAL Teams.


Let’s get this out of the way: I love the navy. I love what they taught me how to do. I love how they taught me. I love where they sent me to work. I love the people I worked with. I love the mission—I did at the beginning of my career, anyway. I love the direction, the discipline, the challenge. I love what the navy revealed to me about myself, about my capabilities, about my limitations, about my tendencies. The navy helped make me a better person, and I will be forever grateful for that.


But—you knew there was a “but” coming—that’s not to say it was all roses and champagne on smooth seas. One thing I don’t love is that the navy is so good at turning otherwise interesting, intelligent, motivated men into people whose identity eventually becomes only “I am in the navy, and I serve the United States, and that’s it.” The main problem with this is that when the work is done, what’s a man to do? Many of my friends have no earthly clue. Some drink, others drug. Some work, others fade away. Some end it all early by staring down one of their own guns and pulling the trigger. This is a problem for many vets, across all the services. What are we supposed do now that we’re not doing what we were trained for? What does the US military owe us?


It’s a real question, one I’ve grappled with mightily. I’m one of the lucky ones, though. I always felt fully formed, even when I enlisted in the navy at the tender age of seventeen. Of course, I was not fully formed. But I was secure enough in who I was to know that I would never lose myself to the navy, its rules, or its expectations. I have my parents to thank for that. I proudly defended the United States and did what I was asked to do with professionalism and efficiency, but now that I’m on the other side of my service, I realize that I didn’t serve the navy so much as the navy served me. Like I said: one of the lucky ones.


Let’s back up a little more. It all started one sunny afternoon in California’s Central Valley…
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“DIRTY”


DANIEL D. CORBETT III, BORN 1984, HONOLULU, HAWAII. MOM, DEBBIE. Dad, Daniel Corbett II. Brother, Joseph. Tough, loving family. Lots of love. Mom was the toughest of us all. She grew up poor. Had a brother in supermax on a twenty-year bid for grand larceny. Military family, Dad was an HVAC technician in the army. After a year in Hawaii, we bounced around. Arizona, Germany, Northern California. Mom had to put up with Dad when he lost an eye to a brain tumor. I was eleven at the time. Dad developed a five-year opioid addiction. More than anything, he loved Vicodin and self-pity. When he looked in the mirror during that time, he and his one good eye seethed with hate and remorse. He made us live with the shades drawn and the lights off. If he was going to be half-blind, we were too. Mom nearly left him. But she didn’t. She led him out of the darkness, and love eventually returned to our family. Mom used to walk around the house back then reciting her personal motto: “Love is the antagonist of fear.” I was too young to really get that, but I still liked it. I was not too young to hate my dad’s self-pity, which I rejected, swearing I’d never go that route. Anyway, he got better. His recovery coincided with my abandonment of the religion known to most all Americans as “football.” I’d started playing in sixth grade, the year Dad lost his eye. Those first teams sucked. I was usually put on the line of scrimmage, on either side of the ball. Our mantra was, “We aren’t fast, and we probably won’t win, but we hit ten times harder.” Coach didn’t even do speed drills or run routes in practice, he just had us hit. I snapped off a wicked growth spurt after sixth grade and was five-ten and 170 pounds by the middle of junior high. (Don’t get too excited: I am still five-ten and 170 pounds. OK, maybe 175.) I also got faster. I moved from lineman to running back and middle linebacker. Decent punter too. This was when Dad was at his worst, and those years were tough, with Dad moping around the house like a zombie. I was mostly a good kid, but I had a big chip on my shoulder. I didn’t take shit from anyone, I couldn’t even deal with others taking shit from other anyones. I regularly picked fights with bullies who were older and stronger than I, usually in order to stand up for other kids who were younger and weaker. I got roughed up now and then, but not often. By early high school, I was known as a bully of bullies. A good guy, if a little complicated. By junior year, I was on track for a D-I football scholarship, but I was tired of football. That was the year dad kicked pills, love returned to our home, and I rejected self-pity. Thankfully, he is still with us. The August before school started, I left the team. I would miss my teammates and our crazy coach who doubled as an English teacher, but it had to be done. (I’ve met some salty guys since high school, but even now High School Coach stands out for his tirades, his tendency to violently whip his whistle on your helmet, his intolerance for stupidity and imperfection, his flying tobacco spit, and his creative use of profanity that always left me both confused and entertained.) I ran cross-country instead, kind of like Dad, who had run track. Now those kids were fast. I could manage a six-minute-per-mile pace, but the fast kids were running 5:15s on race day. Still, I loved the exertion, the challenge of running hell-bent over open country for 2.5 kilometers, turning around, and retracing my route with the task of hitting a negative split. I’d run a lot for football, but never had I sustained an elevated heart rate like this. I was hooked. And even though I wasn’t the fastest, our assistant coach noticed me. He was getting ready to go into BUD/S, aka Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training, the first step on a training program that turns navy men into elite SEALs. I had no idea what any of that meant. He gave me a VHS copy of a SEAL recruiting video. This is the aforementioned “sunny afternoon in California.” Tape in hand, I went home. Popped it in. And sat there, rapt. I must have watched that tape fifty times, holed up in my little room in our single-level ranch. The video had all the rote shit: the live-fire training session, the pyrotechnics, the gravelly Sam Elliott voice-over making everything so serious. But what I liked most were the guys they interviewed. They were all so matter-of-fact. At one point, the interviewer asked, “What makes you so good?” The interviewee answered, “It’s not that we’re that good, it’s that everyone else sucks.” Welp, that was that. Where do I sign? The football posters came down, the navy posters went up. I soon received a BUD/S warning order from the local recruiter and got accepted to the Delayed Entry Program. I had to negotiate with my parents some, but a year later, in July 2002, at only eighteen years of age, I was off to join the US Navy. Basic training, followed by a navy “A school”—in my case a four-week-long parachute rigger course. I packed parachutes into bags for ejecting pilots and learned to sew. I took this course in Pensacola, Florida. I’d never been to Florida, so I thought I was headed to Miami. Miami it was not. Everyone there called it “LA,” not for “Los Angeles” but for “Lower Alabama.” By November I was in BUD/S. It was hard, but I didn’t think it was that hard. Still, a lot of guys dropped out. Not me. After that, I went to SEAL Qualification Training, graduating in November 2003. I then received orders to SEAL Team 5 and deployed twice with them. We went to Iraq and kicked down doors. We went to the Philippines and lived in the wild, learning Tagalog, betting on cockfights, training Filipino special forces to fight their own Islamic extremists. I was then selected to screen for SEAL Team 6. At twenty-three, I became one of the youngest operators to make it. Most of my teammates were in their early thirties, many with over ten years in the Teams. We hunted Taliban and other terrorists in the plains and orchards and mountains of Afghanistan. I never went to sniper school, but with most any other rifle I was deadeye. My Heckler & Koch HK416 assault rifle was my best friend. Now and then I cheated on it with a belt-fed machine gun, the MK 46, aka “the SAW.” We deployed at night, with dogs, in helos. I usually fell asleep on the way to targets, the heavy drone of the Chinook shaking out a lullaby just for me. We fast-roped, we climbed, we crouched, we crawled. My specialty became close quarters combat (CQC). I could see things better than the enemy and even better than some of my teammates. When the shooting began, I rarely missed. The fight was never fair. We had night vision, A-10 Warthogs, AC-130 gunships, drones, suppressors, infrared laser sights, dedicated satellite comms. Most of all, we had each other. The best of the best, all willing to do whatever was needed to get the job done and come home. My nickname was Dirty, not because of what I did in the field, but because of one night at a strip club when I was first brought into the Teams. Through it all, I didn’t just learn to shoot or be a good operator, I learned to be responsible and mature. I learned to be a man.


And then, in 2011, everything changed. Just like with football, I was tired. America felt tired. The mission was tired. We’d had enough.


I was out.















3






AN $85,000 OVERSIGHT


LET ME GIVE YOU AN EXAMPLE OF HOW TIRED THINGS HAD GOTTEN.


When we first deployed to Afghanistan, we operated alone—meaning no Afghan counterparts on missions. Then we were asked to bring along five or so Afghan special forces so we could get them up to speed on modern warfare. Officially we accepted this, and just threw the Afghans in the back while we conducted business as usual. Unofficially we couldn’t help but wonder: Why are we, an elite unit, doing bilateral missions with a fighting force that has a history of turning on Americans? This wasn’t common, but it happened often enough that we had a term for when a partner force turned on us—green on blue. And then, within what felt like a matter of months, we were conducting missions with five of us and twelve or more of them. The roles had reversed. That was the red line.


This is when I leave SEAL Team 6 to become a close quarters combat (CQC) instructor in the SEAL Qualification Training school in Coronado, near San Diego, California. This doesn’t mean I teach hand-to-hand or how to gut an enemy with a Mark III tactical knife, but that I teach prospective SEALs how to enter buildings and kill enemies inside without getting killed or wounded in turn. This was practically all we did at SEAL Team 6, so I know I’ll be good at teaching CQC.


Only it turns out—not so much.


On day one of CQC, I and another former SEAL Team 6 operator turned instructor are asked to give a room-clearing demo for seventy-two students. There are various kinds of CQC training grounds, aka kill houses. Some mimic villages of single-room huts, others consist of warrens of interlocking apartments and offices on multiple levels, but basically a kill house is a structure with rooms, doors, windows, hallways, and various points of concealment, access, and escape. The rooms have no ceilings but instead are covered by “rafters”—metal catwalks prowled by instructors and sometimes students. We use live 5.56 rounds, shooting photorealistic paper targets. These are mounted on bullet-absorbing ballistic walls, meaning that guys can shoot in rooms right next to each other and not have to worry about getting hit.


My partner and I do the demo. It only takes us eight seconds. We kill everyone.


As soon as the kill house is called cold, the lead instructor on the rafter above barks, “All right, gentlemen—do not do anything Instructor Corbett just did.”


I’m heated. Who the fuck is this guy? I hold my tongue as he tells another instructor to take my place. The room is reset, I go to the rafters, he calls the house hot. As soon as the action begins, I see where I went wrong.


I’m so used to working with top-level operators that I forgot some things. Mostly I forgot that these students aren’t top-level operators. Shit, for most of them, this is their first time in a kill house. I have tons of real-world experience and know what to do by reflex, and the way I clear rooms is something these kids will only experience if they make it to SEAL Team 6. Some will make it there, but most won’t. That’s not my problem. My problem is learning—quickly—how to become a good instructor.


For the next couple of weeks, I shadow instructors, relearning the basics of CQC that have been stripped from me in actual battle. I put in the work and get better. After a few months, I’m up there in the rafters teaching young guys how to stay alive—because that’s really what we’re doing. We’re not teaching how to kill, necessarily, but how to stay alive through the act of killing.


They have to know how to do this, even if they might not be as active as my generation of operators was.


By 2011 the war on terror is changing. There are fewer direct-action raids. The drone is ascendant. Hellfire missiles are cheaper to develop and deploy than SEALs or any other special operators. Yes, there tends to be more collateral damage with drone warfare, but that’s considered acceptable. What becomes painfully obvious to me and my peers is that we practiced our trade during a golden era. The enemy back then was a diffuse guerrilla force. They hid, they appeared, they attacked, they disappeared. They didn’t stand up lines of soldiers or use artillery and armor—they fought on the ground, locally. So we did too. We attacked at night, with silent, lethal force. There were long stretches of boredom and training and practice, but the active part of our job was downright cinematic. Here, what you see on TV and in the movies is pretty accurate.


But by September 2011, the active part of our job has become much less so. Over the span of just a few years, we’ve gone from conducting capture-kill night raids on Taliban positions to working with three-letter liaisons to train Afghan special forces. Or worse, we’re tasked with doing village stability operations (VSOs). No offense, but this is not what SEALs train for—this is what army Green Berets train for. My peers and I have zero interest in dropping off food, water, fuel, and ammunition to village elders in broad daylight, hoping that when we leave the village, we won’t get hit by an ambush. More and more, we find ourselves sitting on bunks at forward operating bases (FOBs) twiddling our highly trained thumbs and rewatching every movie on our laptops for the nth time.


This is my headspace when, in mid-2011, I head to the career counselor’s office to talk about reenlistment. Despite my misgivings, I’m fifty-fifty on re-upping. I’m ten years into a naval career that, after ten more years, will net me a full retirement package at the ripe old age of thirty-eight. Even if I just teach CQC for the rest of my time, I can deal with that.


Also, I know that I’m up for an $85,000 reenlistment bonus, which is well over a year’s salary.


I make an appointment to see the career counselor, Yeoman Petty Officer First Class Velasquez, one of the many non-SEAL support personnel on base. I’ve only had one interaction with her, and all I can remember is that we don’t get along. I also remember that she’s pretty, and seems a little on the heavy side, but to be fair, our guacamole-green camouflage uniforms don’t flatter anyone.


I’m right on time. She sits behind her desk playing a game on her phone. She doesn’t say a word, I take a seat. It takes about thirty seconds for her to get to a break in her game. She looks up. I’m mildly shocked to see that her makeup is fit for a night of clubbing. More power to her. I understand the need for conformity in the military, but it’s not my favorite part of the job. As a SEAL who is able to take advantage of “relaxed grooming standards,” who am I to judge? Personally, I feel like if you’re doing your job, then who cares what you look like?


“Petty Officer Corbett, what do you want?” she asks. If she were chewing gum, she’d smack it.


“Hey, Velasquez,” I say, opting for a more casual mode. “I’m here to chat about my reenlistment.”


“What reenlistment?”


“At my last command, I figured out that I can dissolve my extension and reenlist, meaning I can get this big bonus everyone but me seems to be getting.”


She squints. She clearly couldn’t give two shits. She asks for my Social Security number and punches it into her computer. “Looks like you needed to dissolve that extension a long time ago.” She picks up her cell phone and glances at some notification from whatever game she’s playing.


“How long ago?”


“Like a year, Petty Officer Corbett.”


“Exactly how long ago?”


She wheels her mouse and leans toward her computer’s screen, rattling off a date for when I was deployed in Afghanistan. When you’re on deployment it’s hard enough to remember which day of the week it is, let alone the date.


“Does that mean I can’t get the bonus?”


“Affirmative, Petty Officer Corbett.” It’s almost like she’s enjoying this.


“What if I reenlist next February?”


“You’ll qualify for a bonus, yes. But it won’t be significant.”


She keeps talking, but I can’t hear anything but my own silent rage. I know in that instant that my naval career has effectively ended.


“Corbett! Hey, Corbett!” YN1 Velasquez barks.


I snap out of it. “Yes?”


“You all right?”


“Yup! All good.” I stand. “Thanks, Velasquez.”


She says nothing as I turn and leave. Behind me, I hear her gaming session resume.


I already know that I’ll just serve out my current contract and bounce. I’ll stay quiet about my plans, but February 24, 2012, will be my last day in the US Navy.


As that date approaches, I think about what I’ll do next. I’ve been in the navy since the age of eighteen, and I really only know how to do one thing: work on a team to kill the enemies of the United States. Naturally, I conclude that being a mercenary is the thing for me.















4






QUITTING TIME


WHEN I PICTURE A MERCENARY, I SEE A SPECIFIC GUY IN IRAQ STANDING NEAR a gray water truck at FOB al-Asad in Haditha. He was thirty-five-ish, muscle-bound, had on 5.11 tactical pants in tan or desert camouflage. Black wraparound sunglasses. A beard, a black ball cap. An earpiece radio. A bulky GPS watch, a rigger’s belt with a 9 mm pistol, extra magazines, and a Cold Steel knife. He wore body armor with no shirt underneath. He was sleeved in prison-style tattoos—spiderwebs, “Trust No One,” a set of weighted scales. For hair he rocked a mohawk, black hair, bleached tips.


No shit.


It was in 2005 that I first started seeing guys like this, all in Iraq, nearly all employed by Blackwater, a company founded by the ex-SEAL Erik Prince. The men were all ex-military, and many were ex–special forces. Shirtless Mohawk might have been a SEAL. I hoped not. He looked ridiculous.


We crossed paths with mercenaries all the time, and whenever I spoke with one who’d been in the Teams, they’d ask the same thing: “When are you getting out, Dirty? Contractor pay is five times what you’re making. I’ll put in a good word.”


Universally, these men and their employers continued the military tradition of using jargon to skirt the true nature of a thing. Like using “neutralize” for “kill,” these people called themselves “contractors,” never “mercenaries.”


Whatever. I’m going with “mercenary.” The word itself says money, and I don’t have a problem with that. I’ve been doing a lot more for a lot less for a long time.


My last day in the navy arrives in February 2012. That week I come to work in civilian clothes, making the rounds from department to department to secure signatures on my discharge paperwork. On my final day, I go to my CO’s office at 1300. I make sure to dress to the nines—gray three-piece suit, Italian shoes, matching belt. I don’t have a plan for my post-SEAL life, but he doesn’t need to know that. And I’m not about to share it with him.


“Corbett,” he says when I enter his office.


“Sir.”


He takes my papers and barely registers my clothing. Either he’s happy for me or he doesn’t care about my plans. Fine by me.


He stands when he’s finished signing and hands everything over. He offers his hand. “Best of luck, Corbett.”


“Thank you, sir.”


And that’s that.


I have some drinks with friends at Shore Club in Pacific Beach, and the next morning send an email to an outfit I’ve heard a lot about—Trident Group America, out of Virginia. They only hire former SEALs, and the job entails antipiracy work on cargo ships plying the Indian Ocean. It pays about $20,000 per month, meaning that in three months, I’ll make more than a full year in the navy.


Also, I’ll get to fight pirates.
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SHOTGUNS AND GO-FAST BOATS


A WEEK LATER, I’M ON A PLANE TO VIRGINIA TO TRY OUT FOR TRIDENT. AS I ride in the cab from Norfolk airport, I’m reminded of one of the things I hate about Virginia: the grass and weeds devouring the sidewalks. (I was stationed in Virginia Beach from 2007 to 2010.) I don’t know why, but it bugs the shit out of me.


Other things in Virginia bug the shit out of me too. The AC in my room at the Comfort Inn isn’t on—it’s only April, but in Virginia that’s not too early for some heat and a lot of humidity. The guy at the front desk is rude. The cab on the way to Trident smells like the bottom of an ashtray mixed with cat piss. This feels like the most Virginia part of all the little Virginia annoyances.


The cab pulls up to a low-slung business complex, I pay and get out. Trident doesn’t have a sign, but it might as well: there’s a garage at one end of the complex, and standing in front of it is a jacked dude covered in tattoos. He holds a clipboard. I can’t see his eyes behind his—you guessed it—wraparound sunglasses. I walk up to him.


“Name?” he asks before I reach him.


“Daniel Corbett.”


“Roger. Stand by for the physical screening. Two-mile run, minimum of twelve pull-ups.”


I peer inside the garage and see a dozen other guys milling around. I go and join them. We don’t do much talking.


The run is easy, but not my best—I post mile splits of 6:54 and 7:13. I guess the days of negative splits are gone. The pull-ups are more difficult. Normally I can peel off twenty, but somehow I fucked up my shoulder on the flight and struggle to reach twelve. Tattooed Wraparounds ticks some box on his form. “Good enough.” After that it’s time to shoot.


We’re loaded into a bus and driven out to a small, overgrown field. Maybe I’m not in the best shape, but I can shoot. We’re each lined up fifty meters from an E-type silhouette target—a white sheet of paper with a black shape that looks kind of like a giant bottle but is supposed to be the head and upper torso of a person. Each of us is given an M4 rifle with iron sights and a single thirty-round magazine.


Tattooed Wraparounds gives a quick range brief and then barks, “All right, fuckers. I don’t want to be out here all day, so you guys only get three volleys to sight in. It ain’t gotta be gnat’s ass, the test is easy.” We throw on our eyes and ears and lie prone for the first course of fire. Prone is the most stable shooting position, but with this grass I can barely see the center of my target.


I raise my hand. “Can we call the range cold to make some bowling alleys?”


Tattooed Wraparounds says, “Good idea.”


We get up and march slowly toward our targets, mashing down the grass. We come back, lie prone again, and the range is called hot. I send three solid shots, same sight picture and clean breaks.


“Range is cold, down range!” Tattooed Wraparounds hollers.


I stomp more grass as I walk to my target. My shots are tight but high and right. I don’t remember what the per-click adjustments are on iron sights, but I’ve done this so many times that I just say to myself, “Six down, four left.” Range is hot, second volley, range is cold. A tight group right where it needs to be. I don’t need a third volley, so I stand back. A couple others do the same.


Range is cold, Tattooed Wraparounds checks the targets. “Good enough. Take five, then we shoot the qualification. It’s going to be three iterations of three shots, center mass.”


Several minutes later, we’re prone in the grass again. Range is hot, I squeeze three quick shots. When everyone’s finished, we go to see how we did.


As we’re walking, the guy to my left—the youngest-looking guy there, Latino, mustache, an In-N-Out Burger T-shirt, vaguely familiar—asks, “You a good shot?”


“We’re about to find out.”


As we get closer, I can’t see any holes on my target. This means they’re either all in the black or I completely missed the paper. Odds are the former, but if it’s the latter, this is going to be a short trip.


I reach my target and see one pinkie-size hole dead center. Keyholing three rounds at fifty meters with iron sights is no small feat, and I’d be hard pressed to do it again.


“Goddamn!” the kid whistles. “Nice shooting, Dirty!”


Fuck, he knows me. Were we in the Teams together? It takes a second, but then I place him—we go to the same gym in San Diego. For the life of me, I can’t remember his name. I go with the standard, “Hey, bro, thanks.” I’m fooling no one. He can tell I don’t know his name. He doesn’t remind me of it, but he also doesn’t seem to care. “You’re not bad either,” I add. I’m being nice. His shots all hit the target, but each is separated by four or five inches. If that’s what he can do from a prone position on the ground at only fifty meters, how’s he going to shoot pirates at a hundred meters or more from the bridge wings of a cargo ship where everything is moving?


“Eh, I can tighten up,” he says, as if he can hear my thoughts.


We shoot two more volleys, the rifles are collected. I eventually snag his name—Tony. We’re taken back to the bus, where Tattooed Wraparounds informs us, “All right, gents. We are now headed out in our go-fast boats with some shotguns so we can see how you do from a moving platform.” A chorus of “Woo-hoo!” and “Hell yeah!” echoes through the small bus.


I stay quiet.


Sure, I guess that will be a cool thing to do, but it makes zero sense. One, we are going to be on massive ships that don’t get jostled by the sea anywhere near as much as go-fast boats, and two, shotguns?!


When we get to the marina, I ask the instructor, “Why shotguns?”


“Local ordinance. We’re not going very far out, and we can’t have a stray 5.56 impacting a random sailboat.” Uh, OK. Shotguns it is.


The group is divided, we board the boats—two rigid hull inflatable boats (RHIBs) with twin outboard engines. Tony is on the other boat. Within minutes, we’re out of the marina and headed to the chop of the Atlantic. It’s ironic, since I’m a navy man, but I hate being on the water unless I’m on a lazy river with some tequila. Helicopters and on foot, those are my comfort zones. Big boats like the one I’m signing up to fight pirates from don’t irk me—they get tossed like any other ship, but they’re so big they feel less like a boat and more like a building.


As soon as our boat passes the breakwater, the shotgun is taken out of its case and handed to the first shooter. He immediately puts the butt on his hip to strike a pose while some other dude snaps a picture of him. This is repeated again and again. It’s like they turn into eighteen-year-old Instagram influencers who just found a trendy set of fairy wings painted on the side of some vegan cupcake shop on Rodeo Drive. Except they think they’re badasses. Whatever.


Eventually it’s my turn to shoot at an orange buoy that has been deployed by the lead instructor.


He hands me the shotgun. “You want a cool video, Corbett?”


“Nope, all good!” I pop off two shells from the pump-action shotgun as fast as I can. I hit the buoy once, not because I’m bad with the shotgun, but because it’s a fucking shotgun loaded with buckshot.


We stay out for an hour, crisscrossing the ocean, shooting “cool videos,” and having a good old time dumping metal pellets into the Atlantic.


We turn back to shore. Marina, bus, business complex. Tattooed Wraparounds hands out a packet with forms, including one for a Transportation Worker Identification Credential (TWIC). I’ll fill them out on the plane back to San Diego. Tony wants to get drinks. No—he wants to “Burn it down!” I don’t want to burn Norfolk or any other place down, and besides my flight is at 0642. Of course, he’s on the same flight, which just gets him more amped. I tell him no thanks, and we part ways. It’s my loss, according to Tony. Somehow I doubt it.


Shitty cab, pit stop at Popeyes, ten-piece dinner, Comfort Inn. I crush the entire dinner except for two wings and pass out before 2100. Up at 0428, two minutes before my alarm is set to go off. I order a cab. I throw on my travel clothes and pack up my carry-on and head to the lobby. The cab is already there. An older, heavyset woman is behind the wheel. I jump in. I’m so relieved she’s not a smoker.


“ORF?”


“Yup.”


“Which airline, honey?”


“United.”


“Getcha getcha,” she says, kind of like a variation on “You betcha.” “Music?” she asks.


“Whatever you want.”


We listen to Linda Ronstadt the whole way to the airport. Fine by me.


Check-in, Starbucks, venti Veranda no room. Head to the gate. No sign of Tony. Maybe he did burn it down.


I do the Trident paperwork on the plane. Two days later, I submit everything. One month after that, I get my TWIC.


In four days I’m headed to Cairo, Egypt, to fight pirates.
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FAMILIAR WATERS


I’M USED TO FLYING COMMERCIAL, OR COMAIR, AS WE CALL IT. I’M ALSO USED to flying in C-17 Globemaster IIIs, C-130 Herculeses, and CH-17 Chinooks, but this job will have none of those. In fact, I would say that we military types are too used to flying COMAIR. The US military may have the world’s largest defense budget, but that doesn’t mean it’s not cheap. We always flew economy. If we relied on navy travel agents, the seats were usually middles. And for some reason we never flew direct, often making stops in places that were in the opposite direction of our final destination.


As a contractor, Trident is a little better. To get to Egypt I’ll fly from San Diego to Denver, Denver to Frankfurt, Frankfurt to Cairo. I even pay a little extra out of pocket to get window seats the whole way. Movin’ on up!


I get to San Diego International an hour and a half early with a packed-to-the-gills black North Face duffel bag. In all my travels, I’ve never seen anyone else rocking this exact bag. Inside are running shoes, Lululemon workout gear (I love my Lululemon shit—deal with it), a couple of casual outfits for ports of call, toilet kit, laptop, a one-terabyte USB hard drive full of movies and TV shows. I hope that between this and my phone’s Audible app that I’ll have enough to entertain me during downtime on my twenty-four-day excursion.


After checking in and clearing security, I head to Hudson News. Sudoku magazine, new Uni-ball pen. I like doing sudoku in ink. It adds a level of consequence to any mistakes. I appreciate consequences, always have, always will. They make life more… interesting.


I don’t know if it’s because I’ve returned to this airport so many times or because it’s just a nice place, but I love San Diego International. I usually run into a buddy here, and I’ve met more than a couple of girls while sipping some preflight concoction at one of the terminal bars. I find a seat near the gate and open the sudoku book. I alternate between fitting the numbers in place and people watching. I make up little stories, ask these strangers private questions they’ll never answer. One couple looks like they’ll be divorced within a week. A young kid with way too many bags, a neck pillow, an eye mask, and charging cords coming out of every pocket looks like he’s never traveled before. Some other guy is a Lebowski Dude wearing Birkenstocks and socks. Why, man, why?
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All of this runs through my mind while I fly east, toward troubled waters.
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