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Acclaim for the
Rogue Warrior series
LEADERSHIP SECRETS
OF THE ROGUE WARRIOR

“Look out, Bill Gates….”

—USA Today

“Bracing, gutsy, tough-talking, empowering…. Should be required reading for managers who want to weed out prima donnas, transform the lazy, and motivate the troops.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Fun to read….”

—The Money Review

ROGUE WARRIOR: TASK FORCE BLUE

“Heart-pounding, white-knuckle, pure adrenaline action…. The fast-paced Mission: Impossible-style plot rockets along like a high-octane action movie…. a great book.”

—Beaumont Enterprise (TX)

“Extremely lively…. Not for the squeamish, politically correct, or saintly….”

—Lincoln Journal-Star

ROGUE WARRIOR: GREEN TEAM

“Marcinko gives new meaning to the word tough…. highly energetic…. A novel for those who like in-your-face four-letter action.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Marcinko … and his hard-bitten SEAL colleagues … come through, filling the memorably fast-paced yarn with vivid, hardware-laden detail.”

—Booklist

“Liberally sprinkled with raw language and graphic descriptions of mayhem, Rogue Warrior: Green Team is the literary equivalent of professional wrestling.”

—Detroit Free Press

ROGUE WARRIOR: RED CELL

“[A] bawdy action novel…. Rogue Warrior: Red Cell never stops to take a breath.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“A chilling, blood-and-guts, no-nonsense look into clandestine military operations told like it should be told. It doesn’t come more powerful than this.”

—Clive Cussler

“Bull’s-eye! Right on target. It makes Tom Clancy’s stuff read like Bambi. It’s rude and crude, gutty and U.S.-Navy-SEAL bad.”

—Colonel David Hackworth, USA (Ret.), author of About Face: The Odyssey of an American Warrior

ROGUE WARRIOR

“Fascinating…. Marcinko … makes Arnold Schwarzenegger look like Little Lord Fauntleroy.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“Blistering honesty…. Marcinko is one tough Navy commando.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“Marcinko makes the Terminator look like Tiny Tim.”

—Virginian-Pilot and Ledger-Star

“Richard Marcinko’s bestselling autobiography reads like the plots for about six Arnold Schwarzenegger or Sylvester Stallone movies.”

—Sacramento Bee

“Marcinko’s ornery and joyous aggression … brought him to grief and to brilliance in war…. Here, his accounts of riverine warfare…. are galvanic, detailed, and told with a rare craftsman’s love…. profane and asking no quarter: the real nitty-gritty, bloody and authentic.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Marcinko was too loose a cannon for the U.S. Navy…. Rogue Warrior is not a book for the faint of heart.”

—People
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This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imaginations, or are used fictitiously. Operational details have been altered so as not to betray current SpecWar techniques.

Many of the Rogue Warrior’s weapons courtesy of Heckler & Koch, Inc., International Training Division, Sterling, Virginia



	[image: Image]

	POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020





Copyright © 1996 by Richard Marcinko and John Weisman

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.

For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

ISBN: 0-671-89672-5
eISBN: 978-1-451-60295-1

First Pocket Books paperback printing February 1997

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster Inc.

Cover photo by Roger Foley

Printed in the U.S.A.

Once again, to the shooters—fewer and fewer in number …

and to
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A Warrior’s Warrior
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Politics are a lousy way to get things done.

—P. J. O’Rourke

THE ROGUE WARRIOR’S TEN COMMANDMENTS OF SPECWAR


	I am the War Lord and the wrathful God of Combat and I will always lead you from the front, not the rear.

	I will treat you all alike—just like shit.

	Thou shalt do nothing I will not do first, and thus will you be created Warriors in My deadly image.

	I shall punish thy bodies because the more thou sweatest in training, the less thou bleedest in combat.

	Indeed, if thou hurteth in thy efforts and thou suffer painful dings, then thou art Doing It Right.

	Thou hast not to like it—thou hast just to do it.

	Thou shalt Keep It Simple, Stupid.

	Thou shalt never assume.

	Verily, thou art not paid for thy methods, but for thy results, by which meaneth thou shalt kill thine enemy by any means available before he killeth you.

	Thou shalt, in thy Warrior’s Mind and Soul, always remember My ultimate and final Commandment: There are No Rules—Thou Shalt Win at All Cost.
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IT HAS BEEN SAID THAT GETTING THERE IS HALF THE FUN. IF SO, IT must have been time to Get There already, because I was in real bad need of some fun. To help things along, I finished my quarter-mile, early-morning slog and emerged from the slimy-bottomed salt pond into the cool March Florida rain, looking, feeling, and (more significantly) smelling very much like your unfriendly Creature from the Black Lagoon.

I drained sour, brackish water from my ballistic goggles. I shook sediment from the HK USP .45-caliber pistol strapped to my right thigh in a nylon tactical holster. I squeezed as much moisture as I could from my French braid, retied the black cotton “Do” rag around my hair, slipped the rubber radio earpiece into my ear, and wrestled with the wire lip mike that ran from the earpiece around my face under my mustache (it wanted to take up residence inside my right nostril, not above my lip where it belonged). I pulled a soggy, fleece-lined Nomex balaclava over my head, and then adjusted the forty pounds of Class IIIA Plus Point Blank load-bearing body armor that had slowed me like a sea anchor while fording the pond, making me feel as if I’d been up to my seventeen-and-a-half-inch neck in deep you-know-what.

The armor itself comes in at less than ten pounds—even when it’s wet. The real weight was from the dozen or so modular, custom-made pouches filled with everything from my ever-present Emerson CQC6 titanium-framed combat folding knife, my waterproof tactical radio, miniature 100-lumen Sure Fire flashlight, and four DEF-TEC No. 25 flashbang distraction devices, to the two dozen Flexicuffs, the half-dozen door wedges, the roll of surgical tape, the fifty feet of climbing rope, the eight magazines filled with eighty rounds of MagSafe Plus-P frangible SWAT loads, the Mad Dog DSU-2 serrated-blade knife in its molded Kydex sheath, the lightweight surgical steel pry bar, the twenty feet of shaped ribbon charge and three electronic detonators, the—well, you get the idea. I was loaded like a fucking pack-SEAL.

Anyway, I got the goddamn thing shifted around to where it should have been, reattached the Velero flap as quietly as was possible (old-fashioned canvas web gear with all those buckles and laces does have a certain tactical advantage—in a word: silence), then began to crab forward, moving slowly, steadily, across the wet tarmac a few inches at a time, thinking all the while what an incredible batch of fucking fun I was having Getting There.

There was 150 yards away, at the very end of the taxiway where, almost invisible through the sheets of wind-whipped, driving rain that stung my face, a 727 containing eighty-three passengers and crew of seven that had been hijacked out of San Juan and landed here in Key West sat, an immobile shadow in the darkness. Its tires had been shot out by a Key West Police sniper, after the pilot had been ordered to take off for parts unknown and actually taxied the aircraft this far before anybody reacted. About an hour ago, the aft stairway had been lowered, and a lone terrorist armed with what we’d determined through our eightypower night-vision spotting scopes from our position 1,500 yards away was a new model Colt 633HB 9mm submachine gun, was standing wet and miserable sentry duty under the tail.

It was my nasty assignment (shades of Mission Impossible) to sneak up without being seen or heard, wrest control of the aircraft from the bad guys, rescue the passengers, pat the stews—excuse me, the flight attendants—on their lovely, firm behinds, then climb back on my stallion, the fearless white charger Cockbreath, and ride out of town while everybody’d look at one another and inquire, “Who the hell was that nasty-looking Slovak masked man with the ponytail and the bunch of renegade sidekicks, anyway?”

Yeah, I know, I know—you’re asking what the F-word is Demo Dickie Marcinko, Shark Man of the Delta, the old Rogue Warrior, radio handle Silver Bullet, doing here, up to his bad ass in slime and tangos (which is radio talk for terrorists for those of you who haven’t read our last three books), when he could be back at Rogue Manor, enjoying his two-hundred-plus acres, sitting in the outside Jacuzzi with a yard-wide smile and a yard-long hard-on, holding a huge tumbler of Dr. Bombay’s best Sapphire on the rocks, bookended by a couple of big-bazoomed hostesses from Hooters doing the bare-bottomed, wet-T-shirt thing in my ozone-filtered, 100-degree water.

Well, friends, the simple answer is that one of those eighty-three passengers on, well, let’s call it Pan World Airways Flight 1252, originating in Bogotá, Colombia, and continuing through San Juan, Puerto Rico, Atlanta, Georgia, Charlotte, North Carolina, and terminating in Washington, D.C., was the Honorable S. Lynn Crawford, a thirty-five-year-old registered Democrat and professional fund-raiser, and—as of twelve weeks ago—our most recently appointed secretary of the navy.

Among the other hostages was a pair (actually, currently he was operating solo, but more about that later) of what the descriptive memo writers might call highly qualified, welltrained Naval Investigative Service security agent personnel. In other words, a pair of pus-nutted shit-for-brained pencil-dicked no-load NIS assholes who go to the range twice a year, spend all their time writing memos, and tend to panic at the first sign of crisis.

Why had the Hon. S. Lynn gone to Bogotá in the first place? Who knew. More accurately, who cared. Such policy decisions are determined way beyond my pay grade—which is 0-6, or captain. The only fact that mattered to me was that SECNAV was now at the mercy of somewhere between six and who-knew-how-many nasties, armed to the teeth with bad-boy weapons and functional explosive devices, and that as the OIC—that’s officer in charge—of the U.S. Naval Special Warfare Development Group subsidiary known as Unconventional Taskings/Risks, United States, acronymed UT/RUS (and pronounced, with obvious SEAL political correctness, as uterus), it was my unenviable job to extract her exalted, sub-cabinet-level butt out of there—preferably in one piece.

It might also occur to you to ask what the hell the SECNAV was doing flying tourist class on a cut-rate airline, when the Navy has all those perfectly good (not to mention reasonably secure) aircraft at its disposal. The answer—I guess I have time right now to explain, even though you’ve probably surmised the answer already because it’s so obvious—is politics.

See, back some months in this particular administration, some of the more self-important, unelected White House and Pentagon panjandrums took it upon themselves to requisition military aircraft for occasional golf outings, speechifying jaunts to such hardship posts as Florida, Europe, and Hawaii, pussy-chasing boondoggles to Barbados, and other sundry nonofficial voyages. First, the notorious journalist & junk-yard dog, Samuel Andrew Donaldson of ABC News, blew the whistle on his Prime Time Live show—a tough, sardonic piece he called “Four-Star Airlines.” Within twenty-four hours, the rest of the national press, the tabloid TV shows, and the weekly news magazines followed along, gang-banging the subject with weeks of derogatory, disparaging, carping, supercritical coverage. For its part, the White House responded by doing what it does best: it overreacted.

And so, a polysyllabic dictum was depth-charged from on high. It caromed around the West Wing, through the Old Executive Office Building, and finally detonated right in the middle of the Pentagon, creating the kind of ego devastation not seen in Washington since Jimmy Carter was president.

When the decree had finally been ground down into the sort of one-and-two-syllable gist I understand, I took note. Let me give you said gist in translation: “No More Fucking Riding on Fucking MILCRAFT that’s MILitary airCRAFT in Pentagonspeak, unless, that is, the fucking travel orders have been fucking signed by the fucking supreme commander in fucking chief and leader of the Free fucking World himself.”

This new and immutable guideline has left the service secretaries, their deputies, their deputies’ deputies, their military assistants, and other assorted bureaucrats—not to mention scores of two-, three-, and four-starred brass—to the untender mercies of commercial air travel. There are no more choppers idling on the Pentagon landing pad for the seven-minute flight to Andrews Air Force Base, where they land one hundred yards from an Air Farce JetStar or Navy C-9 for a quick, efficient, nonstop flight to said panjandrum’s destination. Nope. That kind of efficiency is gone forever.

Today, everyone from the chief of naval operations to the head of military intelligence hails a Farsi-speaking cabby driving a farce of a cab at the Pentagon’s Mall entrance, or descends into the crowded Washington Metro to ride the three stops to National along with the panhandlers and buskers. That trip is followed by interminable waiting and the high probability of a canceled flight.

Now, I’m not a big believer in perks, especially for political appointees. But if you were to ask me, rankcertainly someone who has been appointed SECNAV—should have a bit of privilege every now and then. Especially when security is concerned—and flights into and out of Colombia, where Coke Is It, certainly seem to fit that category.

But then, nobody ever asks my opinion. I’d never even seen a picture of the goddamn SECNAV before they handed me a faxed publicity photo five, maybe six hours ago, and I wouldn’t know a panjandrum if I bumped into one. The only time my phone rings and my cage door gets opened is when clusterfucks like this happen, and they need someone to quickee-quickee makee-makee all better.

Which is why I was currently dressed in my workaday party-time outfit of basic black sans pearls: the always popular ensemble of Nomex balaclava, rip-stop BDUs, and body armor, not to mention the ever-fashionable high-top, currently squishy, black Reebok aerobic shoes. It also is why I was in my normal condition: cold, wet, uncomfortable, and dinging various extremities on rough macadam.

I stopped to listen for anything untoward. Nothing. I resumed my crawl. So far, the mission was going perfectly. Of course, we’d been at it for less than a minute since we’d emerged from the salt pond.

The rain drummed steadily, whipped into stinging ball bearings by the twenty-mile-per-hour winds. That was good news and bad news. The good news: it meant that the fifty or so TV cameras atop their microwave trucks just outside the airport perimeter fence would have a hard time catching any of this early-morning action. The rain also would help stifle any ambient sound we made as we approached the plane.

The bad news was that it would make our assault highly goatfuck prone because everything we carried, touched, or assaulted was going to be as wet and slippery as a horny eighteen-year-old cheerleader’s pussy on homecoming weekend. From the wings we’d have to traverse, to the ladders we’d be climbing, to the emergency handles we’d have to ease open without alerting the tangos inside, this was one big clusterfuck waiting to happen.

Two yards behind me, Machinist Mate First Class Stevie Wonder’s lean, mean body inched forward as armed and dangerous he wormed his way across the black taxiway. Ever the fashionable dirtbag, he was dressed to kill. Literally. I turned to make sure he was keeping up. When he threw me a one-fingered salute I knew everything was okeydoke. Hot on Wonder’s tail (and joined by the ladder they carried between them), Doc Tremblay, master chief hospitalman and sniper, slithered steadily in the darkness, his long handlebar mustache moving like antennae as he crawled on padded knees and elbows, a suppressed HK slung over his back.

Behind Doc and Wonder, seven more shooters completed my lethal contingent. Senior Chief Nasty Nicky Grundle was rear security, protecting our six with his omnipresent Heckler & Koch MP5-PDW suppressed submachine gun. In front of him crawled Duck Foot Dewey, Cherry Enders, Half Pint Harris, Piccolo Mead, Gator Shepard, and the Rodent. Each pair of my UT/RUS swim buddies was responsible for carrying one of our four padded assault ladders.

I would have liked another seven men for the assault, but like the thin gent sings, ya cain’t always git whatcha wont, and I didn’t have another seven men. So we’d simply do the job with the shooters on scene. We’d had enough time to rehearse on a 727—albeit a 727-200, not the older 727-100 sitting out here in the rain—that was stowed inside a hangar we’d commandeered as our HQ. That way we’d been able to refresh our beer-sodden, pussy-whipped memories about how to open the exit windows and doors, ease onto the wings without shaking the fuselage, and get inside the cabin without tripping over all the assorted ratshits, batshits, catshits, widgets, midgets, and other miscellaneous paraphernalia that’s normally stuffed, tied, gorged, screwed, crammed, bolted, wedged, and taped inside airplane cabins.

The one question that nagged me most since I’d arrived was precisely how many tangos we’d encounter. There had been no intelligence about that most crucial element of hostage rescue since the plane had landed on Key West International’s single runway just over fifteen hours ago.

Okay, then, what did I know? Well, I knew very little more than what the rest of the world knew: PWA 1252 had left Bogotá at 0710, arrived in San Juan two and a half hours later, departed for Atlanta at 1100 hours, and was hijacked nineteen minutes later, just north of the Dominican Republic.

I’d listened to a tape of the pilot’s initial transmission. It had been brief and to the point: “San Juan center, this is PWA 1252 November. We have half a dozen or so fellas here who want me to divert to Key West. Since they’ve got guns and bombs, we’re gonna do exactly what they want us to do.”

Since PWA 1252 had touched down here, there had been only half a dozen conversations with the plane. None had lasted longer than a minute. Each had been initiated by the pilot. None contained any further information—even oblique references—about the number of hostage takers, or their weapons. And those pieces of intel are absolutely critical for a successful aircraft takedown, believe me.

Let me digress here just long enough—I am cold and wet, after all, and in the middle of work—to give you a short course in aircraft hostage rescue philosophy and tactics, and a primer on the physical characteristics of the Boeing 727100 aircraft, so you’ll understand what I was up against.

The philosophy and tactics are simple enough: the key to success in any aircraft hostage rescue is surprise. Surprise. Remember that word—you will see the material again. The entry team must be totally dynamic—that is, they have to swarm the aircraft in less than six seconds, or they will probably lose hostages. If they fail to hit at the same instant, or they take too much time, or if Mr. Murphy of Murphy’s Law fame is along for the ride, innocent people will die. It’s as simple as that.

So what’s so hard, you ask? Go storm the fucking plane.

Well, friends, it’s like this. Take our current situation. (Pul-eeze take it. It’s yours for the asking.) We were ten men out on the wet macadam. The 727-100 aircraft has nine possible entry points. You do the arithmetic.

Ideally, it takes seventeen shooters to storm a 727. (If the plane’s a wide-fuselage model like a 767, an A340 Airbus, or a big old 747, you might need upwards of two dozen in the initial assault team, with another two dozen in the second wave to control passengers, sort the good guys from the bad guys, and generally make sense of the situation.)

Now, to be honest, there were other shooters available tonight. While the FBI’s Quantico-based, national HRT—the Hostage Rescue Team—was stretched past the limit (it was dealing with a prison riot going full blast at Leavenworth, a white supremacist and six hostages barricaded behind barbed wire in Oregon, and a disgruntled commuter who with the help of a hand grenade had commandeered a puddle jumper somewhere in California), the Bureau had, nonetheless, managed to scramble a twelve-agent SWAT team out of Miami. It had arrived here three hours after me and mine, and set up its own perimeter. But that was all it had done so far.

Why? Slight problem: three weeks ago, the attorney general’s office put out a Department of Justice Executive Directive. It said that forthwith and immediately, all local FBI offices and the units attached thereto, “Shall make every possible effort to reflect the cultural, ethnic, sociological, and gender diversity common to the location of the office.”

You people think we’re making this stuff up, don’t you? Well guess what, folks—this crapola is real. I’ve even seen a copy of the goddamn thing, because it was faxed to my office anonymously by somebody at the Hard Glock Cafe—that’s shooter slang for the FBI’s Quantico HRT headquarters—who wanted to make me spit my coffee through a nostril.

Anyway, the twelve-person SWAT unit that showed up included seven females (one of whom had bigger pecs than Nasty, and he presses four-hundred pounds), six Hispanics, three African-Americans, two conspicuous representatives of what might be called in Bureauspeak, single-sex relationships, one Asian, one Native American, and one lonely, white WASP male. They sure were diverse. The only problem was that they hadn’t ever trained together. They’d probably all been too busy going to EEO—that’s Equal Employment Opportunity—classes to bother with unimportant details like learning how to shoot, loot, and function as a team. Well, I have my own form of EEO, too—I treat everybody alike: just like shit.

But enough about me. Let me tell you about them. They were led by the Special Agent in Charge of the Miami FBI field office, a red-haired, five-foot-two, eyes of black pedigreed bitch Latina—Cuban, to be precise—named Esmeralda Lopez-Reyes. I immediately dubbed her La Muchacha. Incredibly, she’d appeared on scene as if she’d come straight from a dinner party, clad in a dress that probably cost more than a chief makes in a month, shoes that were equally expensive, and a Chanel clutch purse. Where she stowed her regulation, FBI-issue firearm I hadn’t the foggiest. Actually, I had an inkling—and: (1) she must have been real uncomfortable, and: (2) her quick draw must be a sight truly to behold.

Her attitude—if you could call it that—was infuriating. Obviously, she hadn’t been told that my team and I were coming—and when she arrived to find us already in place, she treated us like campesinos.

To make matters more interesting, about an hour after we’d arrived, five deputies from the Marathon Key Po-lice arrived. They were led by a potbellied, Pancho Villamustached, snaggle-toothed, paint-by-the-numbers, orderbarking sergeant named Bob. They were all decked out in matching starched camouflage fatigues, hobnail-soled Cochran jump boots squeaky fresh from the mail order catalog, and they carried enough brand-new automatic weaponry to wage a six-month guerrilla war. They traveled in a big white Ford step van with MARATHON KEY SWAT TEAM magnet-signed in foot-high letters on the side. Sergeant Bob tapped the sy-reen twice, climbed out (leaving the lights flashing), twirled his mustache, chawed, spat into a handy Styrofoam cup, and volunteered to lead us all to victory.

Thanks but no thanks, fellas. See, the problem, folks, is this: dynamic entry—read surprise—demands not only good intelligence, but also great teamwork. Your shooters must not only have some idea where the bad guys are (that way they won’t shoot the passengers), they must also function as one. Timing is everything. Indeed, so far as I’m concerned, the absolute essence of hostage rescue—the core, the basis, the nucleus of every other element—is unit integrity.

And what is that? To me, it has always translated as a bunch of assholes who care enough about each other to eat, sleep, work, and party—all of it together, as a group. A bunch of men who know how each of the others thinks; a unit that can read one another’s minds; men who react to one another without having to stop and think about it.

Bottom line? You simply cannot assemble a patchwork quilt of shooters, no matter how talented they may be individually, and expect them to function as a team without having worked together. They won’t function as a team—and hostages will get killed.

I expressed this point of view in my usual shall we say blunt style. Marathon Bob chewed on his mustache, spat tobacco juice into his empty coffee cup—and finally, grudgingly, agreed with me. But, if it was okay, he added, he’d sure like to stick around and help out. That was all right with me. I had a gut feeling that oP Bob and his boys would turn out to be just fine under pressure. And besides, they, at least, had trained together as a unit, which was more than could be said for the FBI’s personnel.

But similar persuasion didn’t work with La Muchacha. She had twelve shooters to my ten, which, she insisted, gave her tactical superiority. The airport—a civilian site, she stated somewhat pedantically—came under her, not my, jurisdiction. Thus, it would be her team, not mine, on the line.

Okay—if the only way to sort this chain-of-command crap out was to give her people a chance, then I was willing to give her people a chance. After all, what was at stake here was the lives of the hostages—and if that didn’t bother La Muchacha, who was I to worry? We all repaired to a nearby hangar where I’d had a 727 towed so that we could practice our assault sequence. I handed La Muchacha my stopwatch, let her borrow my assault ladders, then stood back and let her people demonstrate how well they could do.

It took them four minutes and forty-five seconds to get inside the damn plane—and they didn’t open all the hatches. That, friends, is just over four minutes too long. You know as well as I do that by the time they got inside, the hostages would all be DOA.

Well, she said, that was the first time—so it doesn’t count. Let us try again.

Oh, I’d heard that song before—and the music was just as unacceptable now as then. Back when I was CO of SEAL Team Six, I’d run a joint training exercise with the 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment—Delta, otherwise known as Delta Force. Delta’s CO back then was an asshole spit-and-polish colonel named Elwood Dawkins—known as Dawg’ to the troops. Well, Dawg’s mutts charliefoxtrotted up their portion of the exercise, and he demanded that we do it all over again, too.

I told the SAC what I’d told Dawg. “No fucking way. You get one shot at a hostage rescue—and if you screw up, it’s all over.”

Then it was our turn. I put my boys on the line. We took twenty-six seconds from the “go” signal to get our ladders in place, and break into the plane. Marathon Bob spat chaw juice into his cup and gave me a big, snaggle-toothed grin. “Sweet Jesus,” he said, “it was like watching poetry in damn motion. Can we come north and go to school with you boys?”

La Muchacha was not as impressed as Bob. In fact, when I asked her to join him as the backup force, she refused. FBI agents, she said, did not play support roles. Then she threw a handful of bureaucratic chaff in my direction. The Federal Aviation Administration, she announced, had not a week ago issued a new batch of hard and specific rules of engagement that had to be followed to the letter when storming an aircraft at a domestic location, and until I had read those ROEs and signed a copy, she insisted that it would be impossible for me to take any action.

Now I knew that she was either shitting me, or ignorant of the facts. See, friends, the FAA’s authority in hijack situations ends when the plane’s door opens. Once that happens, all responsibility shifts to the ground force commander. And in this case, I considered myself the GFC.

La Muchacha, however, held the opposite opinion. She insisted that she, not I, was in charge. Moreover, she added, it was her understanding that, since I commanded a military unit and held no sworn police powers, I could not legally act until I received direct authority from the National Command Authority—which translates as either the president, or the secretary of defense. Period. Full stop. End of story.

Friends, I’m not an unreasonable man. So we agreed to disagree until everyone checked with his/her/its superiors in Washington.

I punched the secretary of defense’s command center number into my secure Motorola cellular. Would you believe I got a busy signal? What the hell were they doing, ordering pizza?

And now, having brought you more or less up to speed, let us return to the model 727-100 aircraft and its nine entrances. We’ll begin at the starboard bow (I know the 727’s a plane and I’m using nautical terminology here, but geez, folks, I’m a sailor). Okay, the copilot’s window can be released by pulling on a gizmo that sits just below the window itself. Goatfuck factor? In this particular case, it was high.

Why? Because you need at least two men to use this entry: one to climb the ladder and release the window, the other to steady the ladder, then pop up and wax any tangos inside the cockpit. I didn’t have two men to spare.

Working toward the stern, there is a galley access door just fore of the wings. Goatfuck factor? Tonight it was also very high.

Why? Let me explain. We had a ladder that was approximately the right height, which would allow one man to go up, and ever so gently swing the handle that releases and opens the door. But the galley door is extremely heavy and it swings very wide—all the better to allow big fooddelivery trucks to back right up to the plane and offload all those delicious gourmet in-flight meals you get served. So man Number 1 generally gets to ride the door as it swings open, while men Numbers 2 and 3 swarm the aircraft. First of all, I didn’t have three men for the galley door tonight. I’d have to make do with two. Second, tangos like to hang out in the galley and sip coffee, tea, coke, or anything else with caffeine so they can stay awake. That makes the galley door a PDFL—that’s Pretty Dangerous Fucking Location—and usually, I put my cannon-fodder troops there—by that I mean the newest and most inexperienced men. Not that I like losing anybody—I don’t. But I’d rather lose a greenhorn than someone who’s had a decade’s worth of training. Tonight, the point was moot: I didn’t have any cannon fodder available anyway.

Next, there are two overwing windows that can be sprung from the outside. They are adjacent to seats 11F and 14F. Goatfuck potential? Medium to high.

On the positive side, we’d had a lot of practice sneaking onto aircraft wings—it was something we did as part of our normal hostage-rescue training regimen. Duck Foot Dewey, Cherry Enders, Rodent, and Gator Shepard were as stealthy as ninjas. They could move from their ladders onto the wing, creep up and release the windows without the slightest bit of noise or vibration, even when the wings were as wet as they’d be tonight.

On the negative side, the overwing windows are small, and all that equipment you’re carrying—submachine guns, bulletproof vests, flashbang devices and other sundries—tends to get hung up as you move through ‘em. Well, getting hung up wastes time. And time, as I’ve said above, is absofuckinglutely crucial to success. The solution is for my over-the-wing guys to carry less equipment. That, however, means they can become vulnerable.

Moving astern, we come to the aft stairs. These are hydraulically controlled, and can be lowered from either inside or outside the plane. The goatfuck factor is medium to high.

To accentuate the positive, the stairs stabilize the plane. So if they are lowered, it becomes harder for tangos to sense the assault force climbing onto the wings, placing ladders against the fuselage, and so on. The stairway is also wide enough so that your equipment doesn’t get hung up. On the negative side, you can get only one man at a time up the stairs, and each has to go through a doorway at the top—a door that can easily be secured from the inside, which leaves you standing at the top of the stairs primed, pumped, and ready to go, holding your limp lagarto in your hand.

Tonight, the problem was compounded because the tangos had posted a sentry on the ground. If he saw us before we got close enough to eliminate him, we’d be screwed. Under normal circumstances (in other words, during our full-mission-profile rehearsals for situations like this one), I’d have positioned a sniper to take him out. But this was Key West—single runway, single tower, no tall buildings, and the plane was positioned so that it was five-hundred yards from any decent sniper position. Besides, it was blowing like a banshee, raining like a son of a bitch, and wind and water have the bad habit of deflecting bullets at long range. Nope—it would be easier and more efficient to take him out at close range. In fact, given my current mood and my desire for … fun, dispatching said tango in a slow and painful manner was an assignment I’d have liked to perform personally.

Okay—now we move back up the port side of the aircraft toward the bow. There are two overwing windows at seats 11A and 14A, and the main cabin entrance just aft of the cockpit door. Goatfuck factor for the port windows is the same as starboard. And the main hatch has its own problems. The tangos had not allowed a mobile stairway to be rolled up against the plane. Good for them, bad for me. Why? Bad because that stairway is a wide one, and I could get four men up it in less than a second and a half to blow the hatch open. Now, I was going to have to use a ladder, ease the door open, then send two men in. One would have to clear the cockpit, the other would chock the bathroom door so no one inside could get out, then quickly move aft into the first-class cabin.

Finally—and this is really a last resort—you can get inside a 727 by opening the baggage compartment and coming through the cabin decking. It is noisy, inefficient, and can lead to disaster, so I tend not to use it, except sometimes when I want to insert a fiber-optic cable and fisheye video camera into the cabin floor, using a silent drill. That way I can see where the tangos are.

Such ops, however, can only be accomplished if there’s people flow around the aircraft—mechanics, fuel-tanker jockeys, food handlers, and other miscellaneous types—to cause a diversion. Here, the aircraft sat in an isolated location because its tires had been shot out as it taxied prior to takeoff. After that incident, the tangos had allowed no one on board: no food deliveries, no water, not even an APU—that’s an auxiliary power unit—attachment, which would allow the plane such creature comforts as air-conditioning, toilet flushing, and the like. Eight hours ago, one passenger who suffered a heart attack—it proved fatal—had been released. They’d allowed an ambulance to approach, but two tangos carrying submachine guns and goddamn LAWs antitank rockets had watched the medics closely, so there’d been no chance for any hanky-panky by the authorities.

And, as I told you before, no one had even spoken directly with the tangos. There’d been no real negotiating. All communication had been over the pilot’s radio. So we hadn’t been able to use voice stress analyzers or any of the other tools commonly available to provide us with a psychological profile of the bad guys.

Here, in a nutshell, is everything we knew:


	The tangos called themselves the ADAM Group, ADAM standing for Alpha Detachment, American Militia. They did not say where they were from, or what cause they were promoting.

	The ADAMs had boarded the plane in San Juan, knowing that SECNAV was on board.

	The pilot said that the ADAM gunmen had told him they had evidence SECNAV had concluded a secret agreement with the Colombian military—an agreement that the U.S. Navy would turn a blind eye to the thousands of tons of cocaine being exported to the United States. They had taken her hostage to protest her action. Their original goal—now stymied—had been to fly back to Colombia to make her renounce the treaty.

	Since the plane had been prevented from leaving, the ADAMs now shifted their demands. They demanded to speak to LC Strawhouse, a California billionaire who has been making noises about running for president on every media outlet from Larry King and the Home Shopping Network to Rush Limbaugh, and G. Gordon Liddy’s radio call-in shows.

	When I asked, nicely, thrice, about the situation, La Muchacha grudgingly told me that FBI Washington had made contact with Strawhouse’s people, but the Californian was unavailable.

	When the hijackers were informed that LC Strawhouse couldn’t talk to them, they went batshit. Fiftyfive minutes after they’d been told about LC Strawhouse, they killed one of the NIS agents and tossed his body onto the tarmac. They promised to kill the other one just after it got light—all the better for the TV cameras, we surmised—followed by one civilian per hour, until LC himself came and met with them.



The airport manager, who was handling the negotiations until a professional arrived, raised the plane from the tower radio and asked if they’d be willing to talk to a high administration official—the secretary of defense, perhaps, or the attorney general. The answer was an unequivocal no. What about the vice president? The tangos said it was LC Strawhouse, or no one. If he didn’t show, the executions would start in three hours.

Those were the facts. Additional information? There was very little. Had anyone ever heard of the ADAM group? Sergeant Bob chewed, chawed, and shook his head nope. According to La Muchacha, the FBI had washed the name through its computer and come up dry. They had the Michigan Militia (who didn’t?) and half a dozen other groups from the region, but no word on ADAM. It wasn’t on any of my lists, either.

Still, the fact that they’d targeted SECNAV so accurately told me ADAM had obtained good tactical intelligence—better tac intel, in fact, than we had been given right now. SECNAV Crawford’s trip hadn’t been prominently covered in the press—and her schedule hadn’t been made public at all. Yet they’d managed to secure it, get aboard the right flight during its San Juan stopover, and commandeer the plane.

How had they gotten their weapons on board? The answer to that, friends, is depressingly simple. They got them on board because the goddamn airlines normally pay more to their baggage handlers than they do to their security guards. The folks who toss your suitcases around have union contracts, health plans, and pensions. The folks who check bags going through the X-ray machines generally make minimum wage. They’re not even airline employees, but temps, hired sans benefits, from a body broker.

Now, at what motivation level do you think they operate? If you answered “slim to none,” pour yourself a Bombay and let me get back to work. Frankly, it’s wet and cold out here and I’d like to get this fucking thing over with so I can change clothes, then find some cold beer and hot pussy. This is Margaritaville, after all, ain’t it?

Now, the best scenario in cases like this one is to wait the bad guys out. It may be uncomfortable for the passengers that way, but the more time these things take, the more chance they’ll end peacefully. That best-case scenario went out the window thirty minutes ago when the NIS agent was murdered and the killing-of-one-hostage-per-hour threat was made. So, I called the secretary of defense’s command post—I actually got through this time—told the fourstriper on duty what had happened, and explained that in my not-so-humble opinion, the FBI’s team was a nonstarter.

She called SECDEF’s aide, who called the boss at home. Fifteen seconds later his voice came on-line and told me he was going to put me on hold while he called the White House. Two minutes later, SECDEF reported that the president had given a verbal “go,” and that written confirmation would follow.

That was good enough for me. I gathered my men and told them we were taking the goddamn aircraft down—now.

Well, “now” was relative. When I told La Muchacha I’d been given the go-ahead, and asked her for a little ayuda—that’s help in Espanol—said SAC forbade me from taking any—her words—“pro-active action” until she, too, had received a “green light positive confirmation” from the attorney general’s office back in Washington that I had indeed received permission to act.

Wait a minute. Full stop. Aren’t these chain-of-command problems supposed to be worked out at cabinet level? Or subcabinet level? Or sub-subcabinet level? All I know is that they’re way above my fucking pay grade. Frankly, I thought things were reasonably clear—SECDEF had said “green light.”

But I was willing to be diplomatic. Okay, I said, here’s my cellular—phone the AG. She did. And guess what? She was told by the AG’s duty officer that no one from DOD had called the Department of Justice to let it know that the National Command Authority had unleashed the SEALs of war. That being the case, said the SAC, there was no way she was going to allow me to assault the aircraft, or, for that matter, assault the aircraft with her team.

Allow? She? I had been given authority to kick ass and take names by the fucking president of the United States and the goddamn secretary of defense. I was getting impatient with the bureaucracy. I punched up the SECDEF’s command center again, explained my predicament, and handed the phone to La Muchacha.

She may have heard but didn’t listen. So far as she was concerned, unless the orders came from Justice, they didn’t exist. Obviously, the FBI didn’t recognize the Department of Defense as a duly constituted branch of government.

Now, gentle reader, if you were to postulate that my reaction to this sorry situation was to use the dreaded Fword in a few combinations La Muchacha had never, in her sheltered Latina life, ever heard before, you would be right on target. I told her I’d ream her a new bleeping orifice into which she could insert her bleeper-blanking ROEs, and that we were going to take preemptive bleeping action before another bleeper-blanking hostage lost his life—no matter what the DOJ, the FAA, or any other blankety-blanking alphabet-soup agency might say.

La Muchacha put a manicured forefinger in my face. She said my conduct was out of control, my language was inexcusable, and that since she had explained the ground rules once, she would not communicate with me anymore except through a Department of Justice attorney. She extracted a hundred-dollar pen from her clutch purse, wrote my name down in a Gucci notebook, and told me she would file a formal harassment protest as soon as she returned to Miami. In the meanwhile, her team would monitor what I did and report any infractions.

So much for interagency cooperation. Well, okay—her attitude meant I’d fucking finally be fucking able to go and do my fucking job. (Are you appreciating this ironic repetitive use of the F-word? Yes? Good.) Anyway, with harmony down the tubes I pulled my men into the hangar we’d appropriated so we could make final plans for the assault.

Alone, we ran all the possible combinations. We factored in Mr. Murphy at every twist and turn. And we still knew that despite all the planning, all of our training, and all of our competence, what we were about to do was so fraught with difficulty that somewhere along the line somebody would screw up—and someone would die.

I gave hand signals. Stevie Wonder came abreast of me and took point, while I relieved him and took the front end of his ladder. Since he was the ex-Recon Marine (and he liked this kind of stuff anyway), it would be his job to eliminate the tango at the bottom of the aft stairway. Normally, he’d accomplish the task by putting said bad boy out of his misery permanently. But since we wanted at least one bad boy alive—the better to ask him questions— Wonder carried a leather sap filled with lead shot that would serve the purpose as efficiently but not as terminally as the seven-inch Ka-Bar he habitually carried inverted on his assault vest.

We waited until Boy Wonder disappeared into the darkness, then began moving again. We hadn’t gone twenty feet when Mr. Murphy showed up.

“Shit.” Wonder’s voice in my earpiece.

“What’s up?” I whispered back.

“Hold up—he’s gone topside—raised the stairs.”

Had he seen us? Had we been compromised? I asked Wonder for a sit-rep.

There was no answer. I tried again. Nothing. The fucking radio was dead—or Wonder was.

What the hell do you do at times like this? The answer—so far as I’m concerned—is simple. You keep going.

Moving on hands and knees, we pressed forward, keeping ourselves in the blind spot directly just to the starboard side of the plane’s tail. It wasn’t until we got within thirty yards that I could make out details on the fuselage—that’s how bad the rain was.

The aircraft was now almost totally dark—the interior overhead lights had been turned off. That was unhappy news, too. Either the tangos had seen us coming, or they were being very careful—looking out for potential threats. I don’t like careful tangos because they’re SUCs—smart, unpredictable, and cunning suckers. I’d much rather they’d had the lights on full—interior lights would have prevented them from being able to see us coming.

We scrambled the last ten yards as fast as we could without making any noise and moved to relative safety under the belly of the plane, where we hunkered for a head shed. The stairway had indeed been raised—it was in a halfup position.

Under it, I discovered Wonder, trying to strangle his radio.

“Goddamn thing’s broken,” he stage-whispered. “Probably wet.”

SEAL radios are supposed to be waterproof. And they used to be. But these days, instead of the top-grade Motorolas I’d always specified for my units, the Navy buys bottom-bid Japanese or Taiwanese goods. Sayonara, good communications. Herro, crusterfuck.

I pointed my thumb at the stairs and mouthed, “Sit-rep?”

Wonder shrugged. “He sauntered up like the goddamn mayor of New York, closed the door, and raised the stairs,” he whispered, his lips barely moving. “I don’t think he saw me or anything—maybe just went to drain the lizard. But we can’t be sure….”

As if on cue, I heard the whine of hydraulics, and the stairway dropped. It thumped as it touched the taxiway. My squad dropped flat—almost invisible under the plane. Their weapons and the ladders were ready to go. If we were caught, at least we’d be able to give it a good shot.

God bless Wonder—his radio was already on the ground, his sap was in his hand. I snapped the thumb break on my holster and drew the USP.

There was a four- or five-second pause. Then I heard a door open somewhere above me—a faint puddle of ambient light from the stairwell exit light cut through the darkness, and I closed one eye to save my night vision.

Now I heard careful footfalls on the rough, antiskid stairwell treads.

I watched the stairs buckle ever so slightly from the weight on them. The hair on the back of my neck stood up just the way it had ever since my first combat op with Bravo Squad, Second Platoon, SEAL Team Two, when I was a wetbehind-the-balls ensign.

I went starboard. Wonder went port. No one even breathed.

He came down carefully—moving heel-toe, heel-toe, the way good point men move so as not to disturb anything or make unnecessary noise. Four feet or so above the bottom of the stairway, he stopped. I could sense him there. He was like an animal on the prowl—allowing his intuition, his instincts, to take over and protect him in this hostile environment.

He waited. I counted thirty seconds. Then he moved again, descending another three steps—just enough to allow us to draw a silent breath.

I was sure the son of a bitch heard my heart beat, because that sucker was pumping at least 140. I could hear the pounding in my ears; feel it throbbing and pulsing through my neck and wrists like a Peterbuilt semi going eighty-five through a mile-long tunnel.

The goddamn wait was interminable. I wished that he’d do something—anything.

But he didn’t. The mother just stood there—out of our sight—quietly taking it all in.

The stairway creaked. The T moved. He started around Wonder’s side. But not fast—first he planted his feet on terra firma. Then he turned. I could make out the muzzle of his SMG. It was in what we call the low ready position. This guy was good—he’d been trained.

Now he started his patrol. He began to “cut the pie”—move so as to shave the corner of the stairway, circling in a wide arc so as to gain every advantage if anyone had moved behind the stairway.

Wonder had dropped back into the shadows. He was well hidden. I slid counterclockwise, moving around the stairway to flank the tango.

I tried to move only when the bad guy did—I’d lift a foot, pause, wait, listen, and then drop my foot as I heard him do the same. The two of us were performing a deadly pas de deux.

The T stepped to the side of the stairway and stopped cold—catching me with a foot in the air. I could hear his intake of breath. He’d seen something—of course he had: Wonder’s radio.

Shit. We’d had it. Surprise was lost. Then, like a fucking moray coming out of its hole, Wonder struck before the tango could react. I heard the sap’s thwock on bone. I came around quick and caught the T as he slid onto the ground—he was so big it was like catching a damn maple tree. Wonder had hold of the SMG, so it wouldn’t make any noise. And as if that weren’t enough, the guy had a damn LAW—a Light Anti-tank Weapon—looped across his chest like a goddamn quiver. No time to waste—I cut through the strap with my CQC6 and handed the rocket pod to Nasty, who laid it carefully on the ground. We’d come back to visit that little chunk of ordnance later. Oh yeah—I wanted to know where the hell tangos were coming up with these weapons.

But I wasn’t about to ask the question now. Wonder’s eyes questioned, and I nodded. He tapped the tango again—just to be safe. I slid surgical tape out of my vest. We gagged the T, rolled him over and bound his hands, feet, and eyes. He was one bad guy who wasn’t going to go anywhere tonight.

I ran a quick pat-down. Mr. Bad-Ass was carrying two regulation U.S. Army fragmentation grenades and two extra magazines in his safari jacket for the SMG. His wallet contained seven condoms—the guy was an obvious optimist—as well as $200 in small bills, a Michigan driver’s license in the name of Thomas Daniel Capel and bearing an Inkster, Michigan, address, a Visa credit card, a registration for a 1991 Toyota 4-Runner, a photocopy of an ad from a La Quinta, California, company called Pajar, soliciting a few good men to go into the personal protection business that had an 800 number on it, and most significantly, a military ID that told me said Capel the maple was an E-6—that’s a staff sergeant—in a military police National Guard unit based in Romulus, Michigan.

No wonder he knew how to move. No wonder he’d had access to frag grenades and automatic weapons. If the other tangos up there were similarly trained and equipped, we were in for a challenging morning, to say the very least.

0414. Time to move. I whispered into my lip mike and the team began its prelim.

Doc Tremblay and I would, appropriately enough, enter through the back door: up the aft stairway. Wonder and Grundle would take the forward hatch. They’d be responsible for securing SECNAV, because, according to the seating plan we’d gotten from the airline, SECNAV had been upgraded into first class. She had seat 2A. One of her NIS companions—the one who’d been shot—had been in 2C. The other was riding steerage—15C.

Half Pint and Pick had drawn the big galley door. And my lean, mean quickfooted shooters, Duck Foot and Cherry, and Gator and Rodent, would make their way onto the wings and through the windows.

I went first. Slowly, slowly (so as not to jar the plane at all) I crept up the aft stairway. When I reached the halfway point, still well below the top sight line, I rested my knees on the stair tread, eased a flashbang out of its pouch, and straightened the cotter pin that held the spoon in place. Yeah, I know. In the movies you always see Sly, or Jean-Claude, or Steven, or whomever pulling the pin with his teeth. Well, bub, try it sometime if you want to send your dentist’s kid to Yale—because the only thing you’re gonna get if you pull a goddamn grenade pin with your teeth, is broken teeth.

I chanced a peek—and was delighted to see that the rear door was still cracked open. That was great—it meant I could toss my flashbang inside without having to go up to the doorway itself—a potentially hazardous move if there was a tango on duty right behind it.

By now, my swim-buddy pairs were positioning themselves. They’d sneak up and lay the padded tops of the side rails on the fuselage next to the doors, or up along the inside, forward edge of the wings. Then ever so slowly, ever so carefully, they’d move into position.

The wing men would creep inch by inch, staying low and out of sight, below their assigned windows. On my signal, they’d pop the windows, toss flashbangs, then swarm.

The door men would ease their ladders alongside the hatches, positioning themselves so that the first man could slide the release handle and open the door catch. On my signal, the first man would open the door, the second man would toss his flashbang, then hit the cabin.

We’d rehearsed the sequence in the hangar, so we knew one another’s fields of fire. Doc and I had the longest range—running from row 16 up to row 23. Duck Foot and Rodent had the rear-window fire field—rows 14, 15, 16, and 17. Gator and Cherry took the forward windows. They’d take down rows 9 through 14.

Half Pint and Pick had the rough entry: starboard galley hatch. If they were lucky, they’d clear it and both be alive to sweep rows 8, 7, 6, and 5. That left Wonder and Grundle. They’d come through the front door. Wonder would clear the flight deck then follow Grundle into first class. It was Grundle’s mission to secure SECNAV while Wonder dealt with any tangos.

The double tsk-tsks coming through my earpiece told me everyone was in position. Just to be double sure, I whispered “Ready? Count off” into my lip mike. I got eight tsktsks—and since Boy Wonder’s radio lay on the ground below I knew we were set to go.

Did you ever want to know what’s going through a team leader’s mind at this instant? Yes? Well, let me tell you. It’s not good stuff. Instead, you’re thinking of all the things that can go wrong; all the stuff that can get your guys killed. Here is a quick selection from the scores of goatfuck possibilities that were running through my mind as I crouched at the base of the steps, in position and ready to go:


	The tangos had tied off the interior door handles. If they had, we’d have to blow the doors using ribbon charges, by which time all the hostages would be dog meat.

	The Ts had booby-trapped some of the hostages. That possibility made me shiver. You can lose both your shooter, and the hostage, if things go sour—and things often go sour.

	More to the point, had they booby-trapped any of the doors or windows? If they had, I’d lose some shooters as we made our entrance because we’d take more time, giving the tangos an opportunity to wax our asses.

	One of the TV trucks had night-vision equipment and was broadcasting a live picture of us, which a tango was watching on his battery-operated TV set.



I could have sat there all night pondering the unpleasant possibilities. But it was time to move.

“On three,” I said, and pulled the pin from the flashbang.

“One.” I held the spoon down with my thumb.

“Two.” I swung my arm back so the twenty-eight-ounce, gun steel cylinder would get some lift when I tossed it through the doorway.

“Three.” I brought my arm forward, pitching the flashbang device softball slow pitch style, in a gentle arc. I watched in horror as it flew three inches to the right of where I’d aimed, bounced off the edge of the door frame, and came back at Doc and me.

The DEF-TEC No. 25 flashbang distraction device has a one-and-one-half-second fuse. When that 1.5 seconds runs out and the explosive takes over, you get a flash that measures 2.42 million candlepower, and a bang that’s rated at 174.5 decibels at five feet.

Let me translate that into English for you. It’s bright enough and loud enough to scare the living shit out of just about anybody—which is exactly what the fucking thing did to me when it caromed off the stairs, bounced once, and went off precisely six inches due south of my crotch.

The concussion lifted me and my jewels a foot in the air, and I came down in a heap—my legs going out from under me. I hit bad and wrenched my ankle—I felt my talus and proximal phalanx bones (didn’t know I knew that, did you?) go pop-pop-pop. I felt these things because I couldn’t see or hear anything—I was temporarily blind and deaf, thanks to the efficiency of the flashbang.

Instinct took over. I rolled to my left, promptly dinging my knee on the unforgiving steel tread, and smashing my nose against the railing. Oh, that hurt.

So much for surprise. Well, fuck surprise—we’d do this by sheer aggressive force and violence of action.

I pulled another flashbang from my pouch, pulled the pin, and threw it like a Phil Niekro fastball through the narrow opening. This one actually slid through and went off inside, and I charged up the stairs and through the door, Doc hot on my hobbling tail.

There is almost no way to describe the inside of a plane during a hostage rescue, except to say that it is complete pandemonium—and that’s an understatement.

There was no light—except the faint glow of exit signs, the lights we carried on our weapons, and the residue from the blinding explosions of the flashbangs. There was a lot of smoke. We were all screaming, “Abajo, abajo—down, down—” so the passengers wouldn’t jump up and get shot by mistake. Even so, a couple of heads raised themselves. I whacked at ’em as I charged down the aisle, screaming obscenities.

My halogen USP light was on, sweeping the cabin as I moved steadily down the aisle. Three rows forward I saw something—caught sight of a muzzle coming up in my direction. I shouted “Gun—left” at Doc, brought my pistol up, got sight picture through the Trijicons, and squeezed off four pairs of rapid double-taps.

I shot past the asshole five times and hit him three—groin, belly, and chest. The .45-caliber SWAT loads lifted the son of a bitch off his feet and slammed him back against the seats. He fell between two rows of screaming, ducking passengers and I pursued him, oblivious of the bodies I was stepping on.

Damn—he was obviously wearing body armor because even though the .45 had knocked him down, he was still shooting—his 633HB stitching a ragged line in the ceiling as the hostages scrambled to get out of the way. Okay—I’d shoot the son of a bitch again. Except I didn’t have a shot—he was between the seats, and there might have been hostages between him and me. I launched myself over the headrests, drawing the DSU-2 as I went. I mashed my face against a tray table, stretched out my arm as far as I could to squeeze between the seats, and stuck the thick, black serrated blade right through his body armor in the center of his chest, and cut upward until I’d eviscerated the cocksucker. Now there was no way he’d get up. I wrested the weapon from his hands and tossed it in Doc’s direction. I sure as hell didn’t want it sitting unattended.

I sheathed the knife, changed magazines, wiped blood from my nose, and looked forward, where I saw the light beams from Duck Foot’s and Rodent’s weapons through the rising smoke. They had a tango facedown and were Flexicuffing him. Beyond them, in the front of the cabin, there was smoke and shooting—shit, that’s where SECNAV was supposed to be.

I heard something behind us and turned. Doc was ready—his MP5 caught a shadow coming out of the rear starboard head and stitched a neat three-round burst in the tango’s face. “Shit—” Doc screamed, and charged. He scooped something off the floor, flung it down the stairway, then hit the door and the deck simultaneously.

I heard the explosion and then Doc screamed, “Aw, fuck me—”

I would have checked on Doc but I was occupied by another tango. This one popped up between the starboard seats just aft of the galley like a fucking shooting gallery target. He had a submachine gun pointed vaguely in my direction. Now a second asshole popped up on the port side. What was this, a fucking convention?

I double-tapped the starboard T—he was the most immediate threat—in the chest, shoulders, and head. He dropped.

Now, my peripheral vision caught the glint of a weapon in the second man’s hand, and I swung to my left, bringing the USP around.

“Yo—scum bag—drop the fucking gun, get down, arms out, palms up and don’t fucking move!” It was Gator. Except, instead of shooting the bad guy like he was supposed to do, he was shouting orders. Well, Gator’s an ex-cop and he still likes to whisper those sweet cop nothings, like, “Freeze, motherfucker, or name your beneficiary.”

This was no time to be polite. No time to lose, no warnings, no Mr. Nice Guy. Nothing but three double-taps. I caught tango two in the chest and neck with two bullets. A third shattered his jaw and he went down, too.

I moved forward, coming right up on the galley when there was a slight pause in the action—we’d been at it for about fifteen seconds now—and then I heard three wonderful words. “Bow section clear.” Wonder’s New Yawk accent punched through my headset.

A half second later, I heard “Midships clear.” That was Rodent’s welcome chirp.

“Doc—”

“Aft clear, Skipper.” Doc picked himself up off the deck. He’d caught a piece of shrapnel on his cheek, and he looked like he’d been sliced by a straight razor—a ten-stitch repair job at least. I saw in my flashlight beam that he was already slapping a piece of tape on it.

Damn, we’d done good. No—we’d done great—ten men had done the job of seventeen, and I was very proud of ’em all. “Okay—let’s get SECNAV and secure. And get some fucking lights on—now!”

“Aye-aye, sir.” Nasty’s voice was followed shortly by the overheads. I winced—my eyes had become accustomed to the darkness.

Incredibly, the minute the lights came on, the passengers started to move, as if they were about to disembark. A couple of ’em even started for the overhead bins.

Well, the authorities were on their way, there were corpses blocking the aisle, and the proprieties had to be observed, so I stopped them real fast by applying a liberal dose of shock therapy. “Nobody fucking move—sit the fuck down and shut the fuck up. Put your hands on the goddamn seat in front of you where we can see ’em.”

They complied meekly. Good—that meant we could get to work sans interruptions.

“Sit-reps,” I barked into my lip mike. “SECNAV? Body count?” No one answered. “Nasty?”

“Clear. Wonder and me got two Ts down up here, no civilians injured—and no SECNAV.”

Shit. “Let’s find her.” That was important—but so was making sure we’d put all the bad guys down. Let’s see—I’d killed three, Doc waxed one, and we’d left one alive on the tarmac. That made seven tangos so far—and not a single hostage injured. “Cherry?”

“Clear—nobody down.”

“Duck Foot?”

“Clear. Clear. One DOA—he’s hog-tied, Skipper.”

That was eight. “Pick—”

“Clear, Skipper. One bad guy DOA.”

Nine. “Half Pint?”

I got no answer. I called again. What the hell had happened to the fucking squidge? I edged my way forward, slaloming my way up the detritus-filled aisle. “Pick—where the hell’s your swim buddy?”

Pick was on his hands and knees in the aisle just forward of row 12, Flexi-cuffing his DOA. He looked up at me and wagged his head. “Beats me, Skipper—last I saw he was hanging on the galley door.”

I stepped over him and pushed my way fore of the starboard galley bulkhead, shone my light down, and picked up the inert form of Half Pint Harris, sprawled arms akimbo on the tarmac, lying faceup in the rain.

Well, shit may happen during these ops, but I’m never happy about it. I clambered down the wet, slippery ladder and checked Half Pint’s neck. His pulse was strong and there was no blood. Okay—when he came around, we’d find out what the hell had happened.

Meanwhile, it was back to work. And by the time I’d worked my way up the ladder and back inside the cabin, the plane had been surrounded by police cars from half a dozen jurisdictions. Dozens of Federal law enforcement vehicles, cop cars in twenty-one flavors, ambulances, fire trucks, and airport security jeeps were skidding on the wet runway. It was like a goddamn traffic jam of Keystone Kops.

At least Bob and his Marathoners were there. Like an old UDT platoon chief, he simply assumed command of the situation, signaling, barking orders, assigning his men to the entryways so that no unauthorizeds made their way into the cabin. That was good—we SEALs don’t pay much attention to the preservation of evidence. With Bob on the job, that detail would be taken care of.

The yang to Bob’s yin was La Muchacha, who arrived at the nose of the plane, a bright yellow sou’wester rain suit (and attitude to match) over her street clothes. She went right to work—on me.

Frankly, I had no time for her. There was work to be done—for example, the no small matter of SECNAV. The Honorable S. Lynn Crawford had to be extracted from the plane, debriefed in private, cleaned up, driven the three and a half miles to the Naval Air Station at Boca Chica (where our own C-141 sat), and sent on her way with a minimum of fuss—this time on a hijack-proof, regulation, by-thenumbers U.S. Navy aircraft.

The question, of course, was where the fuck said Ms. SECNAV was, since she hadn’t been sitting in first class. I made my way aft, comparing faces with the photo I’d been faxed a few hours ago.

I hadn’t gone a third of the way through the cabin, when Doc Tremblay discovered her just behind the galley bulkhead, and summoned me with an urgent whistle and wave. The Honorable S. Lynn Crawford, secretary of the navy, was sitting on the deck at row 15, staring down at the body of a dead tango. She was in tears—completely unable to speak.

Unbelievable. Talk about classic Stockholm syndrome. (Stockholm syndrome, for those of you who may not know, is the hostage’s transference of loyalty from the authorities, to the terrorists. It happens because of emotional stress. Since the hostages are at the complete mercy of their captors, they often begin to identify with them out of a subconscious desire to survive.) Okay, well, this was as perfect a case of it as I’d ever seen.

But despite her Stockholm syndrome—or whatever else she may have had—my orders were to get her off the plane. “Goddammit, Madam Secretary, we have to move—now.”
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