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Once again, to the shooters


And to the memory of Colonel Charlie A. Beckwith, USA, a true Warrior, and a good and valued friend


—Richard Marcinko


—John Weisman




Blessed are the true believers.


—Koran 23:1




THE TEN COMMANDMENTS OF SPECWAR


According to Richard Marcinko



	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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OFFICE OF THE CHAIRMAN THE JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF WASHINGTON, D.C. 20310-9999


Secret—Sensitive


Definitions of Joint Chiefs of Staff [JCS] Terrorist Threat Conditions [Threatcons] for Operational Units


The four Threatcons, which may be suffixed with the specific geographic area deemed at risk, are defined as follows:


a. Threatcon Alpha. This condition applies when there is a general threat of possible hostile activity against installations and personnel, the nature and extent of which are unpredictable. The measures in this threat condition must be capable of being maintained indefinitely.


b. Threatcon Bravo. This condition applies when an increased and more predictable threat of hostile activity exists. The measures in this threat condition must be capable of being maintained for weeks without causing undue hardship, without affecting operational capability, and without aggravating relations with local authorities.


c. Threatcon Charlie. This condition applies when an incident occurs or when intelligence is received indicating that some form of terrorist action against installations and personnel is imminent. Implementation of this measure for more than a short period will create hardship and will affect adversely the activities of the unit and its personnel.


d. Threatcon Delta. This condition applies in the immediate area where an hostile attack has occurred, or when intelligence has been received that an hostile action against a specfic location or person is likely. It makes normal activities virtually impossible to pursue.


Secret—Sensitive
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The first two floors were easy—no one in sight, no booby traps, and no cats, rats, bats, goats, sheep, or other miscellaneous animals to make our presence known. I crept up the dusty concrete stairs one by one, my black, knee-length Pakistani “pasha” tunic covering the carbon-colored, custom-suppressed Heckler & Koch USP 9mm in its ballistic nylon thigh holster. The rest of my outfit was also basic black—from the thong sandals to the Maharishi-styled trousers, to the titanium-framed Emerson CQC6 combat folder clipped to my waistband next to the Motorola beeper, to the lead-and-leather sap secured by a thick, black Ace bandage to the inside of my right wrist.


My beard was full—reaching almost halfway down my chest. My mustache drooped Fu Manchu—like way below my upper lip. My shoulder-length hair, restrained by a thick black cotton band, was wild and crazee. If anybody ever looked the part of Islamic fundamentalist rogue warrior—the kind of maniacal mujahideen you used to see on the TV news shows when they sent camera crews into Afghanistan—it was me. Which is precisely why I’d volunteered as point man on this little jaunt, prowling and growling up the unlit stairwell of a Cairo slum at 0-dark-hundred to catch my quarry napping on his bedroll.


I wasn’t alone, of course. You do not meander into Islamic Cairo, home to some of the meanest Muslim fundamentalist sons of bitches in the world, without some fundamentally mean sons of bitches of your own to backstop your ass. That’s why, half a yard behind me, Senior Chief Nasty Nicky Grundle, his suppressed Heckler & Koch MP5K-PDW submachine gun at the ready, rested a huge paw on my shoulder. A yard behind him, Master Chief Boatswain’s Mate Howie Kaluha’s well-muscled Hawaiian back (not to mention his well-maintained Kraut submachine gun) brought up the rear.


A few streets away, cruising in the limo—it was actually a baby blue Peugeot 504 station wagon, but in Cairo, as the saying goes, almost anything that runs can be considered a limo—Doc Tremblay, handle-bar-mustachioed master chief corpsman and supersniper, waited, a Manurhin PPK/s loaded with seven rounds of .380 MagSafe frangible manstoppers tucked in his waistband and a disposable syringe filled with two hundred milligrams of Dr. Nostradamus’s best Ketamine Love Potion Number 9 in his hand. Behind the Peugeot’s wheel sat Grandma Syde’s favorite Peck’s bad boy, Machinist’s Mate First Class Stevie Wonder, on indefinite leave from his classified job at the Washington Navy Yard. Wonder’s carrot-colored hair was covered by a dark, knit fellahin cap, and his tight frame was hidden by a shapeless gallebiyah. He was, however, wearing his trademark wraparound shooting glasses with lenses in the color named especially for him—bastard amber.


Wedged under Wonder’s right thigh was a nineties hush puppy—a suppressed Heckler & Koch 9mm USP semiautomatic—loaded with Doc Tremblay’s best hand-loaded, subsonic hollowpoint. To his nightshirtlike garment was pinned a throwaway receiving device about the size of a pack of gum. When I pressed a Chiclets-sized button in my pocket, his gizmo would vibrate for thirty seconds. The tickle would tell him he had one minute to get his mick ass in gear and pick me and the rest of the team up.


There’s more: while Nasty, Howie, and I crept up the stairs, Chief Gunner’s Mate (Guns) Duck Foot Dewey and Commander Tommy Tanaka were making their way up along a precarious path of irregular stonework, spindly balconies, laundry lines, and drainpipes that ran alongside the target’s third-story dormer windows. I knew it would take every bit of their mountain-climbing expertise to clamber up thirty-five feet of brittle brick without snapping anything off and raising a ruckus.


I know, I know—you’re asking, what the fuck? What the hell’s going on? What’s Dickie doing back in the Third World when he should be home at Rogue Manor, just climbing out of the Jacuzzi clutching a tall, frosted glass of Bombay on the rocks in one hand, and something warm, wonderful, and remarkably full-breasted in the other.


Believe me, if there’d been time, I’d have been asking myself the same question. And as soon as I get a couple of minutes, I’ll tell you everything. But at the present, there was no time for anything but the matter at hand. To wit: scratching and snatching, then whopping and popping.


Translation: our mission was to sit around and scratch our asses until the time was right, then snatch one Mahmoud Azziz abu Yasin, Islamic fundamentalist and terrorist asshole, from his beddy-bye. Whereupon, I’d whop him upside the haid with my handy little sap, knock him cold, and hustle his ass down to the Peugeot, where Doc would pop that two hundred milligrams of Dr. N’s Ketamine right into his upper deltoid, which would drug the shit out of ol’ Mahmoud for a few precious hours.


Then we’d spirit the tango Adam Henry (that’s radio talk for terrorist asshole for the uninitiated among you) out of Egypt on a thirty-two-foot fishing trawler Doc had rented in Alexandria, and after a pleasant ocean cruise, we’d rendezvous with a guided-missile frigate that had orders to be standing by, 75 miles off the Egyptian coast during a six-hour window. From the frigate, we’d chopper to a carrier task force that sat another 125 miles out to sea. Then we’d use a Grumman C-2 Greyhound carrier onboard delivery plane to COD us all to Sigonella, Sicily.


There, we’d quietly slip Azziz aboard his own C-141 StarLifter aircraft and fly him back to CONUS (or the CONtinental United States in civilian speak), where we’d drop him off in such plain sight that even the FBI would be able to find him. We would then disappear back into the shadows from which we’d come, leaving the feds to take all the capture credit when Azziz finally stood trial for his lethal part in a series of bombings across the United States that had cost sixty-five lives in all and disrupted the cities of New York, Chicago, Houston, and Washington, D.C., for more than a month.


Sounds easy. A clockwork op. Guess again. Snatch-and-grabs (or, as the Brits call ’em, cosh-and-carrys) are precarious, risky operations. Probs and stats? Bad. Goatfuck likelihood? High.


GF factor 1: you’re operating in a hostile environment with no back-up.


GF factor 2: your government will disavow your actions if you’re caught.


GF factor 3: if the locals do get their hands on you, the odds are that you’ll end up being dragged behind a car or truck for a few hours while they cut off significant pieces of your anatomy joint by joint.


So, you ask, how did I feel right now?


Brief answer: I felt as happy as un grand porc en merde, although you probably couldn’t get something the width of a hairpin up my sphincter because the pucker factor was off the charts.


Above me, something moved. My hand went up. We stopped. I gave signals, and Nasty pressed himself against the stairwell wall, giving himself the greatest field of fire. His free hand grasped my shoulder. That way I’d know where he was all the time. Knowing where everybody is all the time is an important element of operations such as these. It’s altogether possible to kill your own man if he’s out of position by as much as a few inches. I know—because it has happened during training.


I kept moving in the same steady pace I’d set two floors below, progressing inch by inch, the fingers of my left hand sweeping carefully, caressing the stair treads and risers as carefully as if they were virgin pussy. These fundamentalist assholes were SUCs—smart, unpredictable, and cunning. And they fucking owned this part of town—even government troops stayed away from this particular neighborhood unless they were being deployed by the hundreds.


We’d learned this fact—and others—during the past week and a half as we’d begun the deadly business of target assessment. We’d infiltrated commercially. Nasty Nick, Tommy, and I came through Rome, Messina, and Cyprus, catching a ferry from there to Port Said and busing the dusty road from Ismailia to Cairo eleven days ago. Howie, Duck Foot, and Wonder came commercial—TWA from Dulles to Frankfurt, a change of planes for the hop to Athens, then southeast over the Med to Cairo. They arrived eight days ago.


Doc Tremblay’d had the toughest commute. He had had to come through Cairo traffic from his house in Maadi, six miles from Tahrir Square in central Cairo. Doc was on a two-year assignment here. You don’t want to know what he was doing, or who he was doing it for—because if he told you, he’d have to kill you. Anyway, glutton for punishment that he is, he’d volunteered to come along for the ride when I’d called him on the secure line and told him we’d be visiting.


That was a-okay with me. I always like to have a mole—a covert operator no one knows about—to wheel and deal for me. So, Doc took some accumulated leave and disappeared from the Military Assistance Group offices. He told the embassy people he was taking vacation time in Alexandria, Suez, and Ismailia. Instead, he’d slipped into Cairo’s back alleys, and by the time Nick, Tommy, and I arrived here, he’d assembled weapons, ordnance, bought a junker Peugeot and a pair of half-decent motorbikes, and arranged rooms at a local tourist hotel. All, I might add, without alerting the Egyptian secret police, the local Christians in Action station—Navy talk for CIA agents—or the State Department’s Foggy Bottomed apparatchiki.


Once we’d arrived and set up shop, it hadn’t taken us long to locate Azziz. Why? First, because we already knew where he lived. The Defense Intelligence Agency—DIA—had provided my boss, the chief of naval operations, with a detailed map of the area. And second, because, as cops are fond of saying, a perp is a perp is a perp (actually, cops say that everywhere but New York, where they say a poip is a poip is a poip). Translated into English, that means perpetrators are creatures of habit. And Azziz the perp’s habits were centered around politics and prayer.


Moreover, Azziz enjoyed a certain celebrity status on the local fundamentalist scene. No matter how low he may have wanted to keep his profile, the local mullahs singled him out, citing ol’ Mahmoud as an example of righteous dedication to Islam’s cause. He had defied the infidel. He had waged war against the Great Satan on the Great Satan’s turf—and he’d won. So they showed him off. They displayed him at their rallies. They stood him at attention during their sermons.


So, finding our Muslim needle wasn’t going to be hard—not in this here haystack. The challenge would be to snatch him up without creating a ruckus, in the same sort of low-key, quick-and-dirty kidnap operation I’d perfected more than a quarter century ago in Vietnam.


We called them parakeet ops back then. We’d take four or five guys and hit a village, nabbing a VC paymaster or political cadre out of his hooch in the middle of the night with such quiet efficiency that the people in the adjacent hooch wouldn’t hear a thing. They’d wake up the next morning, and Binh or Phuong or Tran would just have di-di maued—that’s disappeared in Vietnamese slang. His bodyguards would still be there—dead, of course, and nicely, cunningly, lethally boobytrapped. It was unnerving. It was intimidating. It was wonderful.


Parakeet ops took split-second timing. They also took good operational intelligence—you had to know how, and where, the bird lived before you could snare him.


So, when Doc had showed me the latest Cairo Weekly—a newsletter published by the embassy’s personnel office—and I read the listing titled “Security Advisory,” which said, quote, “AMEMB [translation: AMerican EMBassy] personnel should avoid the areas adjacent to the Rifai, Saiyida Sukayna, and al-Hambra mosques next Wednesday—five days hence—as DIPSEC [translation: Diplomatic SECurity] has been advised that Islamic rallies have been planned,” a hundred-watt lightbulb went off in my thick-as-rocks Slovak skull.


All three mosques were in the general area where Azziz’s family lived—the southern section of Islamic Cairo adjacent to the City of the Dead and below the Citadel. Odds were that Azziz would be featured at one or more of the rallies.


My plan was KISS simple. Duck Foot and Howie would surveil one mosque, Wonder and Nasty would cover the other, and I’d handle the third with Tommy. We knew what Azziz looked like—his red hair and broken nose made him easily distinguishable. We’d shadow him at a discreet distance, check out the opposition, see what patterns he established, and once we could be reasonably certain of them, we’d go in and grab his ass. DIA’s locals had no need to know we were in the city—which would protect their butts, bureaucratically, and our asses on the operational level.


I’d done time in Cairo back in the late eighties and was familiar with the city. It’s not an easy place to learn. There are thousands of unpaved streets and muddy alleyways that run together in labyrinthine mazes. There are cul-de-sacs from which it’s impossible to escape. There’s the City of the Dead—six square miles of cemeteries turned slums, where more than half a million people live in mausoleums and mud-hut shanties with open-trench sewers.


Doc Tremblay, whose passion is shopping, knew it like the back of his hairy fucking hand. But my youngsters had never been here before. I knew they’d have to get the feel of the place before they felt confident operating with the split-second timing the mission required.


There’s a philosophical point about clandestine operations I should mention at this juncture. It is that you can’t send a SEAL off to Cairo, Kabul, or Kinshasa and say, “Just do it.” SEALs have to be able to blend in. Just as we learned how to use camouflage in Vietnam to render ourselves invisible to Mr. Charlie, you have to be able to hide in plain sight when you’re in an urban jungle, too.


One thing that often helps immeasurably is the ability not to sound like a Yankee. Me? I speak French and Italian and get along in gutter Arabic, Spanish, and German. Tommy T is fluent in French, German, and Russian. Howie’s Spanish is better than his English. Nasty Nick and Wonder hablan español, too. Duck Foot can pass as Polish if he has to. He reads Arabic better than he speaks it, however. Doc Tremblay? His Arabic’s fluent, his Farsi’s passable, and his French? Superbe. Those linguistic abilities are what help make them dependable shooters overseas.


You send someone sounding like an American farm boy out in the Azerbaijani boondocks, and he’s gonna stick out like a sore szeb. That will compromise your mission. Then there’s the operational gestalt. You have to be able to blend in—whether it means passing as a tourist or a truck driver. If you “read” like US GOVT ISSUE, you’ll probably be deadmeat body-bag material before you get to shoot or loot.


So the boys and I spent the next four days playing our own brand of tourist—familiarizing ourselves with the warp and weave of this huge, gawky city. We’d started at the trio of mosques where Azziz was likely to make his appearance. All three sat in the shadow of the Citadel—the fortified complex built by Salah al-Din in the twelfth century. The Citadel still dominates Cairo’s skyline, accented by tin mosque domes that reflect the sunlight and a series of needlelike minarets that look skyward like ready-to-launch SAM-7 missiles.


Each two-man team, dressed like tourists and equipped with the requisite cameras, guidebooks, and maps, worked outward through concentric circles, charting alleyways and narrow passages, making mental notes about the decrepit three- and four-story apartment houses that sat cheek-to-jowl on narrow streets, laundry fluttering like flags from shuttered windows and shaky balcony railings.


Nasty and Duck Foot (and their sweet teeth) hit the neighborhood teahouses. They sat at window tables, Duck Foot tried his Polish on the waiters, and they maintained cover by sampling dozens of honey-covered cakes. Tommy and Howie wandered the Khan al-Khalil—Cairo’s huge market district—munching grilled meat wrapped in hot Arab bread, seasoned with fiery green pepper and chopped onion and sold by voluble street vendors dressed in the kind of sweat-suit pajamas common to backstreet Cairo. (Whether the kabobs were cat or rat they couldn’t tell, but they’re snake eaters, so what difference would it make anyway?)


Wonder, Doc, and I poked our noses inside small grocery stores, reveling in the pervasive smells of cardamom, cumin, allspice, and cinnamon. I tried my backstreet Arabic and was gratified to discover I could still make myself understood. Doc Tremblay, whom I first met back in Naples when he was a second-class corpsman in search of a good time and I was working for the legendary Frogman Everett E. Barrett, chief gunner’s mate/guns, at UDT-22, was positively loquacious, much to the delight of the natives. Doc reminds me of Jim Finley, my utility man from Bravo Squad, Second Platoon, in Vietnam. We called Jim “the Mayor,” because no matter where we went, he’d be out pressing the flesh, making friends, within minutes of our arrival. Doc’s much the same—he’s the kind of guy who looks like he just belongs, whether he’s in Chicago, Cairo, or Kathmandu.


While the rest of the men learned the streets, Doc and I worked out escape routes, logging hundreds of miles—at least it felt that way—bouncing along in the decrepit station wagon he’d bought. We should have used the motor bikes, because the rusty, dented Peugeot was a joke. I’d told Doc I wanted something that could pass for a Cairene’s car—and did I ever get it. The damn thing kept crapping out on us no matter how Stevie Wonder played with its innards.


We finally pulled it off the pavement and into a quiet alley behind our hotel. “Once and for all, fix the damn thing,” I told Stevie. He’d saluted me with his middle finger and gave me a confident “Yes, sir.”


That had been on Tuesday. The next day, Tommy T and Duck Foot sighted our quarry coming out the back of the Sidi Almas mosque just north of Saleh ed-Din Square.


Azziz, they said, was flanked by a pair of bodyguards who looked as if they were packing heat. Azziz was in deep conversation with a huge black guy—could have been Sudanese or Somali, but they’d dubbed him the Nubian—dressed in flowing robes and cowboy boots. The quartet had climbed into a huge Mercedes limo with biacked-out windows and driven to a coffeehouse, where the Nubian and Azziz sat for two hours in deep conversation, while the bodyguards waited just outside the doorway.


Tommy and Duck Foot gave them a loose tail when they left. Azziz was dropped right here at his apartment house. He was patting his pocket as he got out of the car, which told Duck Foot he’d been given something valuable—perhaps documentation or money, or both. Tommy stayed with Azziz, watching as he and his shadows climbed the three flights of stairs to his flat.


Duck Foot followed the Mercedes, which wove its way downtown, finally pulling up on the long driveway to the Cairo Meridien. The Nubian disembarked there. Duck Foot, ever patient, walked into the lobby and plunked himself down at the bar, watching as the Nubian took the elevator to the sixth floor. Six minutes later, the tall black man reappeared, now dressed in a fashionable Western suit and carrying an overnight bag. He paid his bill in cash, tipped the concierge handsomely, and climbed back into the Mercedes, which Duck Foot followed out to the airport.


I’d listened to their report and immediately initiated a twenty-four-hour stakeout at Azziz’s apartment. I had Duck Foot shinny up the power pole that also held the phone line and drop a passive device in place. We couldn’t overhear Azziz’s conversations, but we knew he was making lots of overseas calls from the number of blips we heard as he dialed. Moreover, as soon as the Nubian had departed, Azziz started to receive a continuous stream of visitors.


The signs told me Azziz was about to skedaddle. We had to move first—even though we weren’t as ready as I might have wanted us to be. So, I faced Rome, Jerusalem, and Mecca and prayed to every deity I could think of. I even made the old religious sign the priests had taught me when I was an altar boy: spectacles, testicles, wallet, and watch. Please, sir—I prayed to the Deity—let the fucking car work.


The chain of events that had led me to this current and potentially precarious circumstance had actually begun roughly six months ago, when the feds grabbed Mahmoud in a grocery store in Brooklyn and charged him with being the ringleader of an alleged tango group that had pulled off six separate bombings all across the U.S. Usually in these cases, the accused is defended either by a William Kunstlerlike rad-chic, or a public defender.


Not so in Azziz’s case. The thirty-five-year-old Egyptian national who had no visible means of support was somehow suddenly represented in court by one of New York’s most prestigious Wall Street firms, whose $1,000-an-hour attorneys used the old-boy network to select the most liberal federal judge currently serving on the bench to preside at the arraignment.


After half an hour of “May we approach the bench, Your Honor” legalese double-talk and triple syllables, Let-’em-Loose Bruce allowed young Mahmoud to take a walk on $5-million bail, which the lawyer produced immediately—in cash. And, of course, not three hours after the Most Happy Fellah sauntered out of the Federal Detention Center in lower Manhattan, he’d forfeited the money by climbing on a plane to his hometown, Cairo, using a false passport that he’d somehow (?!?) obtained.


And why not? Azziz (and those azzisting him) knew all too well that the United States had neither the will nor the balls to bring him to justice from overseas. He also understood (given the tenuous political situation here in the land of the pharaohs) that the Egyptians, nervous over the intensifying influence of homespun Islamic fundamentalism, would turn a blind eye to his return and leave him alone unless he committed some heinous act of domestic aggression.


Heinous act? you say. You want an example? Okay—gang-banging the Egyptian president’s wife and daughter at the Giza pyramids at high noon would probably (although by no means certainly) prompt the local authorities to take a closer look at Azziz and his activities. It would take something more serious than that to make them actually act.


In fact, the Egyptian foreign minister, a Turhan Bey look-alike if ever there was one, had only three weeks ago oozed over to the American embassy in dramatic response to a vapid State Department démarche on said tango’s whereabouts and personally assured G. Throckmorton Numbnuts Jr., or whatever our current ambassador’s name is, that Mahmoud Azziz abu Yasin was nowhere in Egypt. He had personally looked into the matter, and said conclusion was the result of his investigation.


Of course Ambassador Numbnuts Jr., a heel-rocking, change-jingling, striped-suited, no-load pencil-dicked Foggy Bottomed foreign-service diplo-dink cookie pusher, who believes in the tooth fairy, Santa Claus, and Barney, took him at his word.


Sure. Right. Absolument. Just the way the same Foreign Ministry swore back in October 1985 that the Palestine Liberation Front Achille Lauro terrorists who’d murdered wheelchair-bound Leon Klinghoffer had left the country, when in fact they were still safely holed up in a four-star hotel just outside the Cairo International Airport perimeter fence, drinking mint-fucking-infused tea, eating honey-and-nut fucking baklawa, and waiting for their first-fucking-class Egyptair flight back to Tripoli.


We at DOD, of course, knew better. But the Department of Defense doesn’t write démarches—not in this administration at least. So the State Department performed as usual: the Foggy Bottom apparatchiki held long meetings, wrote internal memos to the file, wrung their hands, and finally resolved to do—absolutely nothing. Meanwhile, Ambassador Numbnuts Jr. sat at his Texas Instruments laptop and composed directives forbidding his political officers, mil-group advisers, or rezident intel gumshoes from scouring the streets in search of the missing MIQ, or Muslim-In-Question.


“We do not,” he opined in bits and bytes on embassy letterhead, “wish to offend our generous Egyptian hosts by appearing to doubt their good word.”


Unfuckingbelievable, right? Well, I know he wrote it, because I’ve seen the goddamn thing.


But not everything at AMEMB/CAIRO was a total clusterfuck. Under quiet orders from an anonymous, modern, fourteen-story building in Rosslyn, Virginia, just across the Potomac from Washington, Defense Intelligence Agency assets (they’re called assets in the trade because you sets dey asses on de street) were told to keep loose tabs on our man Mahmoud from the time he stepped off the plane from Frankfurt into his Muslim mummy’s loving arms. They did their jobs successfully.


They backchanneled their data to headquarters by sending it via courier, not cable or telephone, because they knew there’s not a single fucking communication posted from an embassy—not a secure fax, not a scrambled phone call, not even a goddamn code-word secret CIA cable—that an ambassador can’t get a copy, tape, or transcript of, if he so desires.


Anyway, DIA’s intel nuggets caromed around the chain of command until they reached Chief of Naval Operations Arleigh Secrest’s antique walnut desk on the fourth-floor E-ring of the Pentagon. CNO, one of the few admirals these days who can actually be designated a warrior, not a manager or a technocrat, decided it was time to do something militant and military. He lobbied his fellow service chiefs, stroked SECDEF—that’s the SECretary of DEFense—and wheedled, needled, and diddled the folks at CIA until they all saw things his way.


When the ducks finally came up in a row, he picked up the phone and called my extension.


Two weeks after that, me and my guys were on our way here. We’d paid for our tickets with the counterfeit credit cards and traveled on the ersatz Irish, German, British, U.S., and Canadian passports we’d received from a USG—that’s U.S. Government—employee I’ll call Freddie the Forger, whose very classified shop sits in plain sight about a thousand feet from the State Department’s main entrance.


Freddie’s a gem. He looks like Bob Dylan, circa 1967, and he only takes a shower once a month or so. Who cares—his work is perfect, and his documents are all genuine and up-to-date. There’s not an ultraviolet scanner, magnetic-strip decoder, or bar-code reader in the world that can tell one of Freddie’s IDs, passports, credit cards, or driver’s licenses from the real McCoy—until the bills come in and nobody pays ’em.


Still, we needed the best documentation we could get. After all, I had personal orders from CNO to maintain, as he put it to me in technical language, “a completely Stealth fucking profile.”


I understood all too well the reasons for CNO’s stricture. First and foremost was the Egyptian government, which frowns on foreign military operations conducted on its sovereign soil. Second was our own American ambassador and his superiors at State, most of whom frown on American military operations, period.


But while CNO, a man I have come to like and respect, warned me to be discreet, he also ordered me to get the goddamn job done. “Dick—do not fail to bring this bastard back” is what he said in his booming foghorn basso.


CNO’s choice of phrase struck a chord deep within my soul. He used virtually the same words as another CNO I respected, Admiral Black Jack Morrison.


“Dick, you will not fail,” was what Black Jack said the day he’d ordered me to design, build, equip, train, and lead the most effective and highly secret counterterror force in the world, SEAL Team Six.


Of course the world was simple in those days. There were the good guys—us, our allies, and our surrogates—and there were the bad guys—the Soviet Bear, its allies, and its surrogates. Yin and yang. Black and white. Us or them.


Yesterday’s villains were known quantities. Today’s bad guys are faceless assholes like Azziz; members of self-contained cells, or loners who say they represent some fragment of the underclass. Most often, we have no idea who they are, how they operate, or what their targets are going to be. What worried CNO and me even more was the possibility that half a dozen groups of these tangos would coalesce—form a loose syndicate and operate in concert. That would make them PDMPs—Pretty Dangerous Motherfucking People indeed.


Except, the only people who seemed to appreciate this nasty factoid were CNO and me. This, after all, was the nineties—when Americans turned inward. The polls all showed it, too. Crime. Health care. Welfare reform. Those were the popular problems to be concerned about, and the White House, which was ruled by pollsters, followed the public lead. Americans, they’d decided, couldn’t care less what was going on in places whose names they couldn’t pronounce.


And yet, CNO and I knew that what happened in those corners of the world was going to affect us in a big way. All those KGB and GRU veterans for hire. All those old Soviet nukes and chemical/biological warfare canisters. All those guns and bullets, grenades, land mines, rocket-propelled grenades, plastic explosives, and shoulder-held surface-to-air missiles—all just waiting to be used against us.


So we waged our own unconventional little war. CNO did covert combat on the Pentagon’s E-ring, where the service chiefs have their offices. He skirmished at meetings of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He staged hit-and-run strikes during day-long strategy sessions in the Office of the Secretary of Defense. He left behind philosophical time bombs during visits with the White House national security adviser.


On the overt side, he dropped tactical tidbits to half a dozen favored reporters and hammered the subject in all of his public appearances. He made quite a name for himself on the TV talk shows—volubly promoting the right to pursue those who murder Americans if they take flight overseas and return them to justice here, and defending the concept of counterterror—which means doing it to them before they do it to us. And every now and then, when he won his battles on the home front, I got to fight mine in places like this.


Today’s mission, for example, had been approved in the Oval Office, by the Leader of the Free World himself. Seventy-two hours before we’d gone wheels up, I was snuck into the White House through the East Wing, looking like one of the first family’s Hollywood friends—I wore Reeboks, blue jeans, and a chambray shirt, my long hair tucked under a po’ boy cap. CNO arrived through the West Wing basement entrance in a dark suit. We linked up in the NSC adviser’s office and went the roundabout route to meet the commander in chief.


It was obvious the president wasn’t happy about my mission. But CNO had worked him over pretty good. He’d explained that any indigent tango who could throw away $5 million cash in bail money and spend a grand per hour on lawyers was worth going after, if only to find out who was funding him.


More to the point—i.e., politically—he convinced the president that the only way to deter this particular genus of terrorists was to take the sort of explicitly violent, yet deniably clandestine action, which would force them to reconsider further acts of aggression within our borders. And he wasn’t about to let the president weasel out of it now: “If they perceive you as indecisive or weak, Mr. President, they’ll only hit us again,” CNO insisted. “That could jeopardize your reelection substantially.” Indeed, he gently reminded the president that virtually every foreign-intelligence profile we’d intercepted, from both allies and adversaries, made the point that the leader of the free world had been a Vietnam War protester and was probably inherently resistant to using force.


The president asked for my opinion. I told him I concurred with my boss. I added that we somehow had to show the Egyptians that they couldn’t lie to us about harboring terrorists—but that we couldn’t do it overtly.


The president nodded in agreement. He may have not had a military molecule in his body, but he was 100 percent a political animal. Instinctively, he knew there was no way we could allow a country receiving almost $3 billion in American aid to provide terrorists with a safe haven. “But isn’t there a less, ah, brutal way of convincing them, Captain?”


I was about to use the dreaded F-word when I saw the look in CNO’s eye. I bit my tongue. “No, sir. No way at all.”


The president sighed. “I still don’t like it, Admiral Secrest. But I’m gonna bow to your wisdom—and my wife’s. She insists we have to act decisively.”


It was nice to hear that someone in the White House actually has balls.


So the supreme CINC gave us his blessing, although he refused to sign a national-security finding in the matter. Well, I could see his point. It’s not the kind of mission where you want to leave a paper trail. In fact, the political aspects of this assignment were lose/lose, so far as CNO and I were concerned. If I screwed up, the White House would jettison CNO—maybe even court-martial him. If I succeeded, only CNO and the president would know what I’d done. There were no medals in this for me or my men, only the knowledge that we were doing what we were born to do, for the country we loved so much.


CNO and I left together, hustling out the West Wing into his car. We rode back to the Pentagon in silence. There’s a term for what CNO had just done. It’s called leading from the front.


I admire and respect an officer who takes the same risks as his men—and while CNO wasn’t coming with us, his ass was on the line no less than mine was. So my response to him was the same as it had been to Black Jack Morrison back in 1980.


No way would I fail. “Aye, aye, sir,” I said.


My fingers discovered something—a single strand of monofilament ran six inches above the stair tread, attached to the wall on one side and threaded through the filigree iron railing on the other. I drew the line in carefully. It was attached to a series of small, empty tin cans. What I’d discovered was the same sort of simple, effective intrusion device I’d first seen used in Vietnam. Some big-footed American trips the wire, the cans go clank-clank, and Mr. Charlie shoots you dead before you know what’s happened.


The hair on my neck stood up. If there was one, there’ll be another. These things always ran in pairs—or even triples. I stopped to let my fingers do the walking.


Bingo—monofilament number two was three steps above number one. And wire number three ran at chest level, two feet above that.


Each had to be disposed of. First, I made sure Nasty and Howie knew what, when, where, and how. Then I flipped the Emerson out of my waistband, and as Nasty took the cans into his big hands one by one, I clipped the line. Then we set them all on the landing below us. We repeated the sequence for the next two without incident.


Two apartments were on the third floor. From our surveillance, I knew Azziz lived with his mother and younger brother behind door number one—the one on the left that looked out on the back alley. Across the hallway were the bodyguards. Two at a time they accompanied Azziz whenever he left the house.


We had two options: the first was to break in and do our job without alerting the watchdogs. The second involved breaking into both apartments simultaneously, allowing Howie to wax the bodyguards while Nasty, Tommy, Duck Foot, and I silenced Mom and baby bro, grabbed Azziz, and skipped. I preferred option number one.


Inshallah, it was not to be.


The ever present Mr. Murphy of Murphy’s Law fame had accompanied us on this little adventure. As I came up to the third-floor landing, the right-hand door opened, spilling light down the stairwell. A shaggy-haired kid in sweats peered out, his face quizzical.


I froze, hoping he wouldn’t see me.


The expression in his eyes said otherwise. Nasty didn’t wait to be coaxed—a quiet brrp from his HK and a three-round burst took the kid down before he could react. You could hear the hollowpoint, frangible rounds impact, cracking bone and cartilage in the tango’s chest.


I bolted the last two yards and caught him before he hit the ground, took him by the shoulders, and dragged the body out onto the landing. Howie moved into the bodyguards’ flat, his HK in close-quarters-battle ready mode, his round, brown face impassive. He knew what he had to do.


Nasty and I took the left-hand door. I hit it hard enough with my foot to pop it off the hinges.


Inside. I went left. Nasty went right. There was motion at the window in front of me—Duck Foot and Tommy T coming through the shutters, right on the busted-door cue. From somewhere, a woman screamed—the cry was cut off.


Now it was all moving so fast that things happened in flash-time sequence. I hit the left-side bedroom door. Azziz rolled over, grabbing for something under the mattress. “Fuck you—” I wrestled his hand from under the mattress, breaking a finger or two in the process, and slid the pistol he’d been trying for out of reach. Then I swatted him back against the wall, covered him with my body, and applied a liberal helping of leather sap behind his ear. He went spongy.


I grabbed the roll of surgical tape in my pocket; Tommy already had his out. We trussed Azziz’s hands and feet quicker than any cowpokes ever hog-tied a dogie, then flipped him onto the floor, facedown.


We did a quick sweep of the room. I turned the mattress. There was a pistol there. And a heavy, thick, brown envelope. I grabbed it and looked inside—it was stuffed with English fifty-pound notes and a few documents. It went into my big inside pocket. Then I plucked the tango from the floor and threw him over my shoulder. It was time to get the hell out of Dodge. “Go-go-go.”


Tommy bolted toward the landing. I followed him, my left hand fumbling for the transmitter in my pocket. I finally got it, squeezed it hard, and—smaaaack—caught the edge of the bedroom door right in the middle of my forehead at full speed. I bounced backward, Azziz’s weight pulling me off my feet. His head hit the floor with a thunk as I sat down hard, stunned. Bad juju, Dickie.


“Skipper, Skipper?” Tommy wheeled, grabbed my arm, and pulled me to my feet.


“What? What?” I shook my head. It didn’t help—I still saw nothing but stars. Then I came to my senses. We were behind fucking schedule. “Go—move! I’m okay, I’m okay!” My lip was split, my nose was bleeding. But what the fuck—no pain, no … pain.


I ran back through the living room. I saw two doors leading to the hallway—double vision is one sign of a concussion. Fuck me—I picked the one on the right and managed to stagger through without hitting myself again.


Howie was already on the landing, an urgent expression on his pockmarked, copper-colored face. “We’re clear.” he said, his head inclined toward the other flat. “We’re behind sked, Skipper.”


I already knew whose fault that was—mine. I motioned for him to get his ass in gear. “Go-go-go—” Howie charged down the stairs to run interference. I followed him unsteadily, keeping as close as I could with Azziz’s inert form bouncing on my shoulder like the proverbial sack of shit. I misstepped on the ground-floor landing and turned my ankle but kept moving. I love pain—it makes me realize I’m still alive.


I came out the front door and discovered empty street. More bad juju. Doom on me. Where the hell was Wonder? I looked up and down. Nada. Nothing. You can never find a fucking taxi when you need one. I hit the call button again, praying as I did so.


There is a technical phrase for our condition: it is known as goatfucked. Think of it as a painting, entitled Five Assholes and a Tango Waiting for Shit to Happen.


Fuck that. Inaction breeds failure. “Move out.” There was a single streetlight about 150 feet to my left, casting nasty shadows. Five hundred feet behind that, the narrow, unpaved street came to a dead end. Somewhere close by, a pack of dogs howled. I started jogging to my right, hobbling toward an intersection I knew Wonder would have to pass.


I heard the growl of Duck Foot’s and Tommy T’s motorbikes. They roared past me, spitting dirt as they took point. The rest of the team fanned out in a rough diamond pattern around me. At least we’d die together.


Movement on my shoulder. Azziz woke up and started screaming in rapid Arabic. That’s all I needed. I flipped him onto the ground, applied a choker hold, and he went limp again. But not before half a dozen lights came on in half a dozen windows.


I have a vivid imagination. The things I was doing to Wonder in my head at this moment would have made Torquemada queasy. I gritted my teeth and kept moving.


We reached the intersection and jammed ourselves into a doorway, sweating. Tommy went right, Duck Foot sped off left, up the hill toward the Citadel, to search for Doc and Wonder.


It seemed like an eternity—like the endless waits during ambushes in Vietnam when I’d lie soaked and cold in the jungle waiting for Charlie to show himself. Back then, we’d sometimes wait for two or three hours. We couldn’t afford more than a couple of minutes here.


I heard a car. Lights doused, Wonder careened into the intersection and did a bootlegger’s turn, coming to a full stop fifty feet from us, his right foot pedal to the metal gunning the engine in neutral. “Yo, Dickhead—over here!”


We were at the Peugeot in less than five seconds. Doc already had the rear gate up. I hobbled up. Doc grappled Azziz by the shoulders, then Howie tossed my ass unceremoniously northward, crammed his bulk next to me, and pulled the gate shut from inside. Nasty rode shotgun, his HK on his lap. Wonder slid the wagon into gear, accelerating steadily so as not to disturb Doc, who was already popping Azziz in the upper arm with the syringe.


“What the fuck, Wonder?”


Wonder’s face turned toward me. It was bathed in sweat. “Goddamn motor died, Skipper. This piece of shit ain’t worth the bald, pus-filled tires it’s running on. Doc had to push so’s I could jump-start the cocksucker.”


I wasn’t in the mood for any goddamn excuses. “Weren’t you supposed to fix the sucker, asshole?” I pulled both sets of rear-window curtains shut, giving us some privacy. By now, Duck Foot and Tommy would be heading for the rendezvous spot we’d picked just past the Giza circle. There, we’d ditch the bikes, roll our cargo into a nice camel rug I’d bought at the Khan al-Khalil market, transfer him into the trunk of Doc Tremblay’s car, which had the luxury of diplomatie plates and a decent engine. Then we’d head both cars up to Alexandria for our exfiltration to sea en convoy.


The air was cool—midfifties—but I was still sweating buckets. My heart was pumping a steady 160 or so. My ankle ached. My lip hurt like hell. I felt my temple, where a huge, painful, spongy knot about the size of an egg had begun to materialize. I wiped the blood from my face, cleared my bloody nose on my tunic, then inhaled slowly and deeply to slow my respiration.


Was I happy? Is the Pope Polish? Do wild bears shit in the forest?


I caught Wonder staring at me in the rearview mirror, a hurt expression on his face. What the fuck, we were alive. I threw him the bird so he’d know I forgave him. He gave me an exuberant, relieved wink. I returned it with as much energy as I could muster and a hearty, “Fuck you, dipshit no-load worthless ex-Marine asshole,” which brought a broad smile to his ugly face.


Doc ran a quick check on the now comatose Azziz. He splinted the tango’s broken fingers, checked for fractured ribs, and held his eyelids open while he checked pupil dilation. When he’d finished, he peered at my bloody features critically. “What the hell happened to you?”


I told him. He stifled a giggle and shone a penlight in my eyes. “Entiymah feeshmok—you have no brains.” He turned my face left, then right, clucking like an Arab emeq—hen. “You’ve gotta be the clumsiest son of a bitch who ever lived, y’know? You’re lucky you don’t have a friggin’ concussion.” He slipped tape and dressing out of his vest and tended to my battered features. “You know, Dick,” he said, “you’re like a gawddamn bad penny—you just keep coming back.”


“Doom on you, Doc,” I said affectionately, telling him to go fuck himself in Vietnamese. “You’re the one who’s always willing to make change.”


After he’d finished his ministrations, I knelt like a Muslim in prayer, rested my elbows on the front seat, and peered out through the windshield. We were making good time as we raced through the empty streets, snaking past the occasional lorry.


We chugged along the es-Sayala, past the Salah ed-Din mosque, and onto the el-Gami’a bridge. Just on the far side of the bridge was a broad, six-lane avenue that ran south past the university to the circle where we’d bear right and head toward the Alexandria Road.


Except, there was a roadblock halfway across the bridge. A sandbag maze had been built. I could see two machine-gun positions. Behind them sat an armored personnel carrier with 20mm cannon pointed in our direction.


“What the fuck—”


“Roving spot check.”


“Like I said, what the fuck?”


“They set these up randomly at night. Looking for fundamentalists, I guess,” Doc Tremblay said.


We were about to be clusterfucked by Mr. Murphy. Doom on Dickie.


I considered the possibilities. If we turned and ran now, we’d only draw attention to ourselves. The only thing to do was bluff our way through.


I tapped Stevie. “Keep moving. Go slow. And take that stupid Egyptian hat off.”


The fellah cap disappeared. Quickly, we rolled Azziz onto the floor just in back of the front seat. Nasty and Howie put their feet on top of him.


We eased into the bright, generator-driven lights of the roadblock. An officer in fatigues, flak jacket, and Beretta M-12 submachine gun slung horizontally over his right shoulder waved for us to slow down.


Stevie waved back.


The officer held up his hand. Wonder brought us to a halt. The Egyptian peered into the car. We five grungy gringos stared back. I saluted. “Hi.”


Doc said, “How’re ya doin?”


“What’s happenin’?” Stevie asked.


The officer waved a second man over and they conferred in Arabic. Nasty and Howie leaned forward, the better to camouflage Azziz’s body with their own.


The Egyptian asked Stevie something in Arabic. Wonder’s palms went up and he shrugged: “I’m American. I speak English.”


“You Ameerica?” The Egyptian looked down at Wonder critically and spoke haltingly. “Where you are go?”


Wonder shifted slightly behind the wheel. “We are tourists,” he explained as if speaking to a three-year-old. “Pyramids. We are go to pyramids.”


The officer considered what Wonder’d said. He smiled. He nodded. “Pyramids,” he repeated.


“Right.”


He hooked his thumb toward the opposite bridge railing. “Getting out.”


“Huh?”


“Outing. Show passport, please.” He backed away from the car slightly. As I watched, the Beretta on his shoulder came level with the windows, and his finger slipped from the trigger guard onto the trigger itself. I knew that six pounds of pressure was all he needed to make hamburger out of us all. I started making mental calculations about how many of the ten soldiers at the roadblock we could take out if it became necessary.


We’d hit the two officers and four machine gunners first—they posed the greatest threats. The other four, who were carrying AK-47s, looked like your average conscripts. We could do ’em on the second go-round.


As for the APC—well, I hoped Doc had at least one grenade hidden somewhere on his person.


My hand moved down my leg toward the USP. I held my breath. I’d take the officer with a double tap—then the second one.


“Doc—”


Doc Tremblay’s lips barely moved. “I’ll do the right machine gun.”


“Nasty—” I tapped Grundle’s shoulder. “You’ve got the left one.”


“Check.”


Stevie opened his door. I hoped he’d concealed the hush puppy.


He stood up. He stretched. He lifted the hem of his gallebiyah, dug into his jeans pocket, and extracted a well-worn blue passport, which he handed to the officer.


The guy held it upside down, which gave me a pretty good idea about his command of written English. Still, he pawed through it with dogged determination until he came to the Egyptian visa. He studied the writing. Then he smiled and handed Wonder the passport back.


“Tourist,” he said with a big smile on his face. “American tourist. Welcome to Egypt.” He actually embraced Wonder, kissing him on both cheeks. Then he stood back and saluted.


Stevie returned the gesture, a big smile on his face.


“I guess that means we’re on our way to the pyramids,” I said loudly. “Let’s go, Stevie boy.”


That’s when the fucking Peugeot died.


“Stevie …”


“I know, I know.” He hit the ignition. Nothing.


He turned the key again. This time we got a weak groan as the starter coughed, wheezed, coughed again, then finally caught. He revved the engine, slid the car into gear, and we moved off, waving like assholes and grinning Louis Armstrong smiles at the Egyptian soldiers.


By the time we cleared the university circle, the sky was changing—from the blue-black of night to the distinctive purple-rose glow that presages sunrise in the desert. I took the big manila envelope from my stowage pocket and examined its contents.


There was an Egyptian passport. I flipped through it. He had recently received a Pakistani visa. I counted the money. Azziz had been given fifty thousand English pounds—$75,000. What was it for? Had he already earned it, or was it a down payment for services to be rendered? Well, he’d tell us, sooner or later.


I put my back up against the rear door, tucked my chin against my knees, closed my eyes, listened to the throbbing of tom-toms in my head, and thought about the possibility that I might be getting too old for these kinds of full-contact diversions.


Moi? Too old? No fucking way.
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I took a fifteen-minute combat nap once we left giza and hit the desert highway to Alexandria. Despite the occasional brush with Mr. Murphy, things had gone pretty smoothly to this point. Score one for the SEALs.


Yeah—that’s us. Navy SEALs. We’re on the books as Naval Special Warfare SEa-Air-Land units, although I’ve always believed the acronym stands for Sleep, Eat, And Live it up. The little brood of killers I command, however, isn’t on anybody’s books.


I’d created it myself—carved three platoons—that’s forty-eight men—off from SEAL Team Six and disappeared into the ether. Vanished off everyone’s organizational charts, into the black hole of covert operations.


Why? Because America needs a unit like this to do jobs like the one we’d just done. Frankly, there are too many SpecWarriors these days—more than ten thousand of them when you count the Army’s Special Forces, the Air Force Special Operations Air Wing, U.S. Marine Expeditionary Units’ SOC (Special Operations Capable) forces, and the Navy’s SEAL teams. There are so many SEALs at SEAL Team Six these days that it takes the unit a full day and a half to mobilize, instead of the four hours from call to out-the-door when I was in charge.


Moreover, because there are so many, and they’re so versatile, the system tends to forget the sole reason SpecWarriors were created in the first place. Which is, to kill. We are not armed guards or peacekeepers; we do not pacify a region or occupy a zone.


My job is to infiltrate a hostile area and kill as many of the enemy as I can, without his knowing that I’m even around, then get away without leaving any fingerprints.


But don’t tell such things to the folks who run the Pentagon these days. Most of ’em believe that killing’s a bad thing—unless you do it with words.


In point of fact, the system has almost always used us special-operations types as shock troops—in other words, as rapid-deployment forces. That’s akin to employing a team of neurosurgeons to inoculate cattle. Sure, they can do it—but what a waste of talent.


Knowing the system’s flaws, I created SEAL Team Six. At the moment of its birth, Six was made up of seventy-two seasoned shooters with a well-defined, single-purpose mission: counterterror. Translation: hit the bad guys before they hit us. How many times has it been used that way? The answer is classified. But it’s less than the fingers on one hand.


Five years later, I created Red Cell, a fourteen-man unit with a two-tier responsibility. Red Cell’s primary mission was to test the vulnerabilities of naval installations worldwide against terrorist attack. Our other assignment—codeword secret at the time—was to slip away in pairs and neutralize bad guys before they had a chance to hit American targets.


But those days are gone now. Red Cell was disbanded late last year. Not cost-effective, according to the new powers that be at the Pentagon. And what have the more than five hundred SEALs at SEAL Team Six been doing instead of waxing bad guys? The unhappy fact is that, most recently, they’ve often been used as an extension of the State Department, assigned to the Bureaus of Diplomatic Security, and “Thugs and Drugs.”


That means they do such things as teach African cops how to establish SWAT teams, run after cocaine smugglers in Peru and Bolivia, or train a professional presidential bodyguard corps in Turkey. Shit, in Turkey they were pulled off bodyguard training so they could go help locate earthquake victims.


Well, so far as I’m concerned, if you want to train policemen in Kinshasa, join the Agency for International Development. If you want to chase cocaine smugglers in the Andes, apply to the DEA or FBI. And if you want to deploy as a rescue worker, become a goddamn Boy Scout.


Luckily for me, CNO thinks the way I do. He fought hard to get me the authority I needed to create Green Team. That meant a lot to me. But he went the extra mile: he fought even harder to keep me and my men outside the normal Navy chain of command. I report to CNO, and through him, to the secretary of defense and the president. No one else.


In conventional warfare, a well-defined chain of command is all-important. In Somalia—remember Somalia?—the chain of command for U.S. forces was a clusterfuck, because there wasn’t one. At one point early in the Somalia escapade, for example, a platoon of Marines discovered a huge arms cache belonging to one of Mogadishu’s top thugs, Mohammed Aideed. They were under orders to blow all the arms caches they found, but an Aideed aide on the scene convinced the young platoon lieutenant to call the U.S. embassy, where some asshole staffer told him that one of our special ambassadors in Mogadishu had indeed made a side deal with Aideed—they’d agreed that if the warlord kept his arms caches locked up in warehouses, we wouldn’t destroy them. “Don’t blow it up,” the staffer ordered.


What the lieutenant should have answered was, “If you’re not wearing railroad tracks [captain’s bars], [colonel’s] eagles, or [general’s] stars on your collar, you can go fuck yourself, sir.” Then he should have pulled the pin on the willy-peter grenade he held in his hand, popped the spoon, counted to three, and rolled it into the warehouse.


Then, he should have said to the Somali asshole, “If you can unscrew the fuse out of that fucking grenade in the next four seconds, go ahead and do it. And if you can’t, your fucking warehouse is about to blow, because those were my goddamn orders.”


But the lieutenant didn’t do that. He spared the warehouse. After half a dozen similar instances, Aideed was able to convince a lot of Somalis that he was actually just as powerful—perhaps even more powerful—than the Americans with all their troops and sophisticated weaponry. They believed him. And when they did, the assignment in Somalia began an inevitable descent from humanitarian mission into absurd clusterfuck.


Why? Because, when you diagrammed the chain of command in Somalia, it looked like a goddamn Rube Goldberg design. There were U.N. military commanders and American special ambassadors and U.N. political types and generals from the Pentagon, all vying for control of forces that used different radio frequencies, ammunition, and spoke in half a dozen languages. For a while, the pretty boy White House communications director issued rules of engagement by long-distance phone to the American forces that patrolled south Mogadishu. There was a so-called unified command, but it was composed of Italians, Nigerians, Pakistanis, Americans, Brits, and French—with no one taking responsibility for anything.


At one point the Nigerians and Italians went out on a joint patrol. The Nigerians got hit by snipers—lost half a dozen men.


What did the Italians do? They watched.


So who suffered the most? Not the generals, admirals, or ambassadors, believe me. Nor the folks at the White House, whose participation was never reported. It was grunts who got killed. And why did they die? They died because no one took fucking responsibility. They were commanded by committee.


If there had been a well-defined chain of command, like the one we’d set up during Desert Storm, things would have worked better. Not perfectly, because war is an imprecise goddamn science, filled with that unpredictable “fog of war” that Clausewitz, the great Prussian philosopher of warfare, called “la friction.” But fewer soldiers would have died, fewer families would have had to bury their sons. Chain of command is important. End of sermon.


Having said that, let me now add that in SpecWar, you can’t utilize the normal chain of command, because there are too many levels, which slows down reaction time to an unacceptable velocity. Unconventional warfare demands a swift-reaction, unconventional chain of command, which is exactly what CNO and I devised for my unit. My chain of command is simple: the president or the secretary of defense talks to CNO, and CNO talks to me.


CNO engineered this unique chain of command on my behalf despite the absolute, clear, and emphatic opposition of his deputy, the newly frocked vice admiral Pinckney Prescott III, A/VCNO, or Assistant Vice Chief of Naval Operations. But that was to be expected.


Pinky da Turd, as I like to call him, is the son and grandson of admirals. Pinky da Foist was foisted on the Navy because, as a pseudo-aristocrat from a Philadelphia Main Line family sans benefit of trust fund, he had to make a living. So they sent him to Annapolis. Little Pinky II followed in his daddy’s black-shoe steps twenty-five years later, and—as if to prove the Peter Principle once and for all—Pinky da Turd, Annapolis ’72, brought up the rear. Luckily for the nation, Mrs. Pinky da Turd, the former Harriet Lickadick Suckacock of Blue Balls, Pennsylvania, has whelped no children. Anyway, somehow, after Annapolis, Pinky managed to survive BUD/S training and become a SEAL. Well, let’s be honest. He wears the same trident that I do. But he’s never been in combat. He’s never led men from the front. He’s never done anything in the military but fight paper wars, which makes him the epitome of the Can’t Cunt CO—a lard-assed, worthless, shit-for-brains turd-bucket staff puke. Am I making myself clear yet?


He’s been the bane of my existence since I commanded SEAL Team Six, and he was grand panjandrum of NAVSPECWARGRU TWO—that’s the commodore of NAVal SPECial WARfare GRoUp TWO to the uninitiated among you. A by-the-book officer whose forte lies in memo writing, Pinky tried everything in his power to get me court-martialed for insubordination when I was CO of Six. When that failed, he spent $60 million of the Navy’s money to investigate me. When nothing turned up and I retired with a full pension, he gave my files to the U.S. attorney general’s office.


I thought once I’d retired from the Navy, Pinky would be purged from my life. But roughly two years ago, he—and, as I discovered much later, CNO—engineered my unwilling recall to active duty. I was shanghaied to solve a slight problem: a batch of missing nuclear Tomahawk cruise missiles. It was only temporary, they said at the time.


Well, my “temporary” assignment has lasted more than a year. Sure, Pinky was able to disband Red Cell. But he wasn’t able to stop me from creating another small unit of real shooters to satisfy the critical counterterror mission in which CNO and I believe so strongly. Indeed, despite all da Turd’s clout I slipped down to Dam Neck, Virginia, where SEAL Team Six is currently based, and made off with four dozen old-fashioned shoot-and-looters.


Moreover, regardless of Pinky’s absolute, categorical and unequivocal orders to the contrary, Green Team operates out of my two-hundred-plus acres of snakes and lakes behind Rogue Manor, where I’ve built a passable kill-house and functional twenty-five-yard pistol and hundred-yard submachine-gun ranges. I’ve got room for fifty shooters in the converted barn, a weight pile outdoors, and a universal machine with half a ton of iron in the basement next to my sauna. There are two Jacuzzis—indoor or outdoor, take your pick—a twenty-four-foot wet bar, and no less than twenty cases of Coors Light and Stroh’s on hand at all times.


I get away with it because CNO doesn’t mind where we bunk, just so long as we get the job done. Pinky, on the other hand, gets hemorrhoids just knowing that I’m off the reservation. He deserves each and every one of them. After all, it was Pinky who took all the credit for solving the Case of the Missing Tomahawks. He got himself frocked for another star—frocking means that he wears three stars but gets paid as a rear admiral because he hasn’t gone through Senate confirmation yet.


Simultaneously, he engineered the A/VCNO billet for himself and said, “Thank you for everything, Dickie,” by putting Red Cell, the unit I conceived and designed to test the Navy’s antiterror capabilities, out of business permanently. He got frocked, and I got frucked. Typical.


Wonder threaded the Peugeot into Alexandria shortly after 0800, and we linked up with Doc Tremblay and the others on the eastern edge of the Corniche 26 July, which runs along the Med. The boat we’d chartered was tied up below the Maritime railroad station in the Western Harbor, about two miles and six minutes away. I knew it was six minutes away because we’d driven the route twice at this same time.


Except today, Alexandria was in gridlock. Nothing was moving. It took us six minutes to go half a block—eight lanes of traffic crammed into a four-lane street. Fifty minutes later, we’d inched another three blocks and were now embedded in the middle of a humongous traffic jam halfway around Midan Tahrir (Tahrir Square) directly in front of the central bus station. Since then, despite the wild gesticulating of half a dozen traffic police in black uniforms, and a cacophony of horns that made all conversation impossible, nothing had moved.


I was getting nervous. What the hell would happen if Azziz, rolled in the rug in the trunk of Doc’s car, suffocated from exhaust fumes—the fucking square was blue with diesel smoke, and catalytic converters are unknown in Egypt. I didn’t need a corpse on my hands right now.


Worse, what would happen if he regained consciousness and started banging on the trunk lid? We didn’t need that problem either.


Doc’s sedan was two vehicles ahead of me, but the cars on either side of us were so close I couldn’t open the door. I climbed out the hatchback of the Peugeot and threaded my way past a horse-drawn wagonload of carrots and a huge tank truck to where Doc’s Mercedes idled.


Doc rolled down the window. “What you want to do?”


“I’m worried about our package.”


He nodded. “Me, too. I’d like to slip him some water.”


Now, I wished I’d kept the motorcycles instead of jettisoning them just outside Cairo—Tommy could have gone ahead to see what the hell was going on and found us an alternate route. Now, we were just fucking stuck.


“What do you wanna do, Skipper?”


There wasn’t much we could do. “Wait and pray,” I said. I was halfway back to the station wagon when my beeper went off.


I pulled it from my waistband and checked the digital readout. The number I saw was attached to the phone on Pinky Prescott’s desk.


He had no authority over me, so screw him—let him wait. I hit the cancel button. Ten seconds later, the fucking thing went off again.


Six calls and three minutes later, I decided to let him have his way with me. Shit—our fucking car wasn’t going anywhere.


I pointed toward the bus station. “I’m going to use the phone before this asshole gets us all caught.”


Why not just turn the goddamn thing off? you ask. Good question. The answer is because I can’t turn it off. CNO had it designed specifically for me. He knows that I like to operate UNODIR, which means I take my shooters and go off after leaving a message behind that says, more or less, “Dear Officer in Charge: UNODIR [UNless Otherwise DIRected], I’m gonna kill a few bad guys today.”


Well, this little Motorola on my hip is the leash that keeps me chained to CNO. If he doesn’t like my UNODIR, he can get hold of me—anytime, anyplace in the world—and shut me down.


It doesn’t always beep. If I’m in the middle of something delicate, I can change the fucking thing from a beeper to a vibrator. But I can’t turn it off. I tried losing it about six months ago, but CNO had an answer for that, too. He said that if I lost the goddamn thing, I’d lose my captaincy and my men would be scattered to other units. That made me sit up and take notice. See, I don’t give a shit about rank or the salary attached to it. Hell, Rogue Warrior made me a dump-truck-load of cash, and the sequel, Rogue Warrior: Red Cell, did even better. So, I’m not doing this for money.


I’m doing it because Pinky, whose vocabulary is filled with words like downsizing and phrases like doing more with less was only too happy to follow the secretary of defense’s directive. Hence, he decommissioned Red Cell six months ago as part of what he called a cost-cutting measure at Naval Special Warfare. I believe he was dead wrong to do so. The only way to prove it was to stay active, work for CNO, and fight for my point of view.


Counterterror—CT in Navyspeak—so far as Pinky is concerned, is a nonstarter. His view—shared, incidentally, by many of today’s Navy hierarchy, and Pentagon bosses—is that CT is not cost-effective, so it can be jettisoned without losing efficiency. CT is expensive and disruptive. It requires expensive, intensive, dangerous training. People die. And you spend a lot of money without seeing tangible results. What Pinky doesn’t seem to understand is that a “tangible result” is when some fucking tango doesn’t blow up an aircraft carrier at Norfolk or passes on assassinating some four-star asshole in Naples or decides against hijacking a plane from Point Mugu Naval Air Station.


Anyway, when Red Cell was disbanded, the Navy’s capability to train base commanders to defend against terror was—for all intents and purposes—lost. It was lost because Pinky had ensured that there would be no counterterror “institutional memory” left. No one to tell base commanders, “Well, we ate you alive in 1990, came back and chewed you up in 1994, and now we’re back to show you the latest in tango infiltration techniques and how to counter them.”


CNO, bless him, saw merit in my argument that we still needed a CT capability. That’s why I was able to take my Red Cell shooters out of Dam Neck limbo and form the nucleus of Green Team. He knows I don’t work for money or glory. He knows I’m not interested in making admiral or guaranteeing my pension. He knew I was doing this because I believed in the mission, and I believed in my men, and if I had to swallow a little shit to keep my mission on track and my unit integrity integral, I’d close my eyes and chew. CNO knows me well enough to know that I adhere to the same commandment I make my men obey. The one that says, “Thou hast not to like it, thou hast just to do it.”


I shouldered my way inside the station and found the Téléphone et Télégraphe Centrale desk. There were two hundred people in line. I charged back outside. Off to my left I saw a hotel marquee. I dashed inside and went straight to the desk. A corpulent clerk, cigarette in an onyx holder, looked up at me. The bored face of the petit bourgeois staring at a television set on the counter behind him.


“Min fadlaak. Fee telefoon?—Please, do you have a telephone?”


He turned toward me. “Are you a guest?”


“No.”


He shook his head. “Asif—I’m sorry. The telephones are for guests only.”


“It’s an emergency.”


He shrugged. “I am sorry.”


The picture on the screen caught my eye because it contained a Navy vessel. It looked familiar—an aircraft carrier I’d seen before. I pointed. “What’s that?”
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