

[image: image]





[image: image]







Copyright © 2024 by Daniel Corbett

Cover design by Jay Smith, Juicebox Designs

Cover copyright © 2024 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Center Street

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

centerstreet.com

X.com/CenterStreet

First Edition: August 2024

Center Street is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The Center Street name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Center Street books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Corbett, Daniel D., III, author.

Title: American mercenary : the riveting, high-risk world of an elite SEAL team operator turned hired gun / Daniel Corbett.

Other titles: Riveting, high-risk world of an elite SEAL team operator turned hired gun

Description: First edition. | New York : Center Street, 2024.

Identifiers: LCCN 2023056639 | ISBN 9781546006190 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781546006213 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Corbett, Daniel D., III, 1984– | Mercenary troops—United States—Biography. | Mercenary troops—Serbia—Biography. | United States. Navy. SEALs— Reserves—Biography. | Special operations (Military science)—United States—History—21st century. | Afghan War, 2001-2021—Veterans—Biography. | Operation Enduring Freedom, 2001–2014.

Classification: LCC UB148 .C67 2024 | DDC 355.3/54—dc23/eng/20240212

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023056639

ISBN: 9781546006190 (hardcover), 9781546006213 (ebook)

E3-20240626-JV-NF-ORI







To Mom and Dad







Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Center Street logo]








The Pentagon reviewed this manuscript and required the author to redact certain passages, as well as provide the following disclaimer: “The views expressed in this publication are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the Department of Defense or the U.S. government. The public release clearance of this publication by the Department of Defense does not imply Department of Defense endorsement or factual accuracy of the material.”





CONTENTS


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	PART I

	1. Gun in My Face

	2. “Dirty”

	3. An $85,000 Oversight

	4. Quitting Time

	5. Shotguns and Go-Fast Boats

	6. Familiar Waters

	7. Asim

	8. The Maersk Kentucky

	9. Pirates?

	10. Sniper, Shooter, Linguist

	11. “We Need Dirty”

	12. X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​ Level Three

	13. The Pony Room

	14. LAX>>>AUH

	15. Reservoir Dogs

	16. Brian Bourne

	17. Going in Black

	18. Rule of Three

	19. The Range

	20. Accommodations

	21. Time to Hunt

	22. Camel Crushing It!

	23. Tech Guy

	24. Partner Force

	25. Rolling Solo

	26. Camp Yemen

	27. False Extract

	28. Terminated

	29. Hank and Kerry

	30. The Modern Mercenary

	31. Does Serbia Count as a Western Country?




	Part II

	32. Welcome to Belgrade

	33. Sveti Sava

	34. Daniel Corbett Number Three

	35. Vučić, aka the Wolf

	36. Familiar Friends, Familiar Faces

	37. Centralni Zatvor

	38. They Call Me Foka

	39. Roomies

	40. The State Department

	41. Room 311

	42. CZ99

	43. A Flash of Silver

	44. Small Court

	45. Milosh’s News

	46. Fucking Serbia, Man

	47. Dragoslav

	48. The Doldrums

	49. Change of Command

	50. Court Date!

	51. The Stench

	52. Happy Birthday to Me

	53. New Fish

	54. The Glasses

	55. Turns Out I Am Fluent

	56. Foka Legende!

	57. Derby Day

	58. Closing Arguments

	59. The Verdict

	60. Bowl, Spoon, Blanket, Kiro

	61. Home Again, Home Again

	62. Yallah, Brother




	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author






	Begin Reading

	Table of Contents





Page List


	iv

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259







PART I
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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.
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