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    FOREWORD

    Created  by  Presidential  order  in  1962,  the  U.S.  Navy  SEAL

(SEa-Air-Land)   Teams   are   today   among   the   foremost    elite

special-operations forces  in the  world. During  the war  in  Vietnam

there were two Teams, SEAL One and SEAL Two, each composed of a number

of fourteen-man platoons, the basic SEAL operational element.

    During the 1980s,  the Reagan Administration  recognized that  the

changing face of modern warfare demanded a greater emphasis on special

forces and covert operations, and the Teams were expanded accordingly.

By 1990,  the number  of Teams  had grown  to seven.  SEAL Teams  One,

Three, and Five were headquartered at Coronado, California, under  the

auspices of Naval  Special Warfare  Group One, for  deployment to  the

Pacific and the Far East. SEAL Teams Two, Four, and Eight were located

at Little Creek, Virginia,  under NAVSPECWARGRU-Two for deployment  to

the Caribbean,  the  Mediterranean, and  the  Middle East.  SEAL  Six,

commissioned in  November 1980  as  the Navy's  covert  anti-terrorist

unit, was listed under  NAVSPECWARGRU-Two for administrative  purposes

only; in practice it answered directly to the U.S. Special  Operations

Command--which includes the  Army's Delta  Force and  the Air  Force's

First and  Seventh  Special  Operations Squadrons--and  to  the  Joint

Chiefs of Staff.

    For reasons of both security and politics, the SEALs' TO undergoes

periodic revision. As  of this date  and to the  best of the  author's

knowledge, however, SEAL Team Seven  is completely fictitious. It  was

the author's decision to employ a  fictional unit in order to show  as

many of  the missions  and  activities of  modern SEALs  as  possible,

including operations that in real  life might have been undertaken  by

Group One, Group Two, or SEAL Six.

    Keith DOUGLASS August 1993

    PROLOGUE

    0945 hours Freighter Yuduki Maru Cherbourg Harbor, France

    A blast  from  the  freighter's horn  sounded  across  the  water,

momentarily drowning the  shrill calls  of circling sea  gulls as  the

7,600-ton freighter began her  ponderous acceleration toward the  open

sea. Echoes bounced back from Cherbourg's waterfront, mingled with the

thunder of noise from an angry crowd.

    Ashore,  beyond  the   chain-link  fence  separating   Cherbourg's

military port  facilities from  the  civilian docks,  a thin  line  of

troopers drawn from the  French Gendarmerie Nationale  faced a sea  of

protestors, who answered the ship's  horn with a wild, drawn-out  wail

of noise. Placards danced above  shouting, angry faces; fists  punched

the sky in time to chanted slogans.

    Near the military base's  main gate, a  scuffle broke out  between

police and the mob.

    Tetsuo Kurebayashi  leaned against  the railing  on Yuduki  Maru's

starboard side, a ghost of a  smile tugging at his normally  impassive

face. International Greenpeace  had made  Yuduki Maru  and her  sister

ships the focus of  a whirlwind of controversy.  The publicity of  her

departure from France would ensure plenty of attention from a watching

world later, once Yoake-Go, Operation Dawn, was fully under way.

    Kurebayashi was fourth officer of  the Yuduki Maru, but his  first

loyalty was  not  to the  ship,  nor to  the  company that  owned  and

operated her, nor even to Captain Koga. As he turned from the railing,

he caught the eye of Shigeru Yoshitomi, a deck division cargo handler,

and he  gave the  man a  slight nod,  an exchange  unnoticed by  their

shipmates nearby. Though  of mutually alien  social classes, both  men

were Ohtori, and brothers in blood.

    In the harbor, less than one hundred meters off the Yuduki  Maru's

starboard beam, a two-masted sailing ketch, a gleaming,  white-hulled,

rich man's toy, matched the freighter's  slow pace. A banner had  been

unfurled on the yacht's port side, bearing legends in French, English,

and Japanese BAN THE SHIPMENTs  and GREENPEACE. Yuduki Maru's  escort,

the sleek cutter Shikishima, was already moving up to position herself

between the freighter and the Greenpeace yacht. According to the  news

stories Kurebayashi had  heard while he  was in France,  the yacht,  a

forty-meter motor  sailer  named  Beluga,  was  to  be  Yuduki  Maru's

watchdog for the entire length of her voyage from Cherbourg to  Japan,

following in her wake and making  certain the freighter did not  break

the international agreements that had shaped her planned course.

    Kurebayashi smiled again  at the  thought. Only a  handful of  men

aboard the Japanese freighter knew it, of course, but the Yuduki  Maru

would not be completing her voyage to the home islands.

    Excitement quickened  within.  All of  his  training, all  of  his

dedication to the Cause, all of his long-bottled desire to strike back

at the hated American imperialists, would soon find outlet in  action,

and in purpose.

    Soon, the Ohtori commando thought. Only three more weeks ...

    Tuesday, 3 May

    2245 hours (Zulu +3) Hawr al-Hammar, Iraq

    A shadow against shadows, the black-hooded form silently broke the

water's surface scant meters from the indistinct shoreline where  lake

gave way to marsh. The commando  had removed his face mask  underwater

to  avoid  telltale  reflections.   For  long  seconds,  he   remained

motionless in the water, eyes alone moving in his heavily  blacked-out

face.

    Nothing. The  wind whispered  through the  forest of  marsh  grass

ahead, where unseen hordes of  nameless creatures chirped and  kee-ked

and buzzed, undisturbed by  the intruder. A crescent  moon had set  an

hour before;  the only  light  came from  a  dazzling spill  of  stars

overhead and from a faint glow against the southeastern sky.

    Moving gently  to  avoid making  even  the slightest  splash,  the

figure pressed forward, swim fins seeking leverage in knee-deep  muck,

elbows braced across the black canvas of a gear flotation bag clutched

to  his  chest  like  a  swim   board,  gloved  hands  tight  on   his

sound-suppressed subgun,  an  HK  MP5SD3. His  movements  against  the

bottom stirred the mud, which bubbled  to the surface as an oily  scum

and a  ripple  of  dull, sulfur-heavy  plops.  The  stench--petroleum,

decay, and the rotten-eggs stink of hydrogen sulfide--was thick enough

to bring  tears to  the  eyes, but  the  swimmer ignored  it,  sliding

through the mud toward the cover of the marsh.

    A stroll in the park. He'd waded through worse than this plenty of

times before in Florida, Panama, and Virginia's Great Dismal Swamp.

    Gradually, the  deep,  clinging  muck thinned  beneath  his  fins,

rising to meet the  ill-defined shore. Among the  clumps of reeds  and

marsh grass, he  found what  passed for  solid ground--a  water-logged

patch of tangled  roots and mud  inches above the  lap-lap-lap of  the

surface of the lake. Silently, with a precise and practiced economy of

motion, the black figure removed his swim fins, which were strapped on

over his combat boots.  Next, he unzipped  the waterproof satchel  and

began breaking out various pieces of equipment. AN/PVS-7  night-vision

goggles slipped over his face. The pound-and-a-half device transformed

darkness to flat,  green-lit day and  gave him the  surreal aspect  of

some alien, half-mechanical  creature. For  a full  five minutes,  the

figure crouched at the  edge of the  swamp, scanning his  surroundings

through the NVGs, listening to the night noises and the steady lapping

of the water.

    Still nothing. Good.

    Switching off the night goggles and  sliding them up on his  head,

he broke out a GPS receiver and flipped up the plastic-housed  antenna

on the side. Thumbing  the button marked POS,  he studied the  cryptic

line of  alphanumerics displayed  on the  instrument's small,  lighted

screen, then  nodded  satisfaction.  Outstanding! Dead  on  target  to

within twenty  meters, and  that after  an underwater  swim of  almost

three klicks!

    Pivoting on  his heels,  the figure  aimed a  finger-sized  pencil

flash toward the  lake and squeezed  it--once, twice ...  pause ...  a

third time--the red  glow too dim  to be  seen more than  a few  dozen

meters across the water. In  silent response, almost magically,  other

dripping, night-clad figures  began rising from  the sheltering  water

where they'd been awaiting the signal. Each man was outfitted like the

first, in  black fatigues,  rebreather gear,  and numerous  waterproof

pouches and  rucksacks  hooked  to load-bearing  harnesses;  each  too

sported subtle distinctions  of garb  and equipment.  One carried  the

waterproof backpack that  housed the squad's  HST-4 sat-comm gear  and

KY-57  encoder.  Another  was  already  unshipping  the  long-barreled

deadliness of an M-60E3,  the lightweight version  of the machine  gun

with an auxiliary front  pistol grip mounted between  the legs of  its

bipod. A third pulled the mud  plug from the suppressor barrel of  his

HK MP5.

    In all, six  more men joined  the first at  the swamp's edge.  Two

donned NVGs and slipped  away into the  reeds, providing security  for

the other five as they broke out the rest of their gear.

    Blue Squad, Third Platoon, SEAL Team Seven, had arrived, armed and

ready for war.

    1455 hours  (Zulu  -5)  Meeting  of  the  House  Military  Affairs

Committee Capitol Building, Washington, D.C.

    "The name SEALS," Captain Granger explained, sitting alone at  the

long table and  reading from his  notes, "is an  acronym standing  for

'Sea,  Air,  Land'  and  symbolizes  the  three  elements  the   teams

infiltrate through in pursuit of  their mission objectives. The  first

two teams were formed  in January of 1962,  at the order of  President

John F  Kennedy. Their  commission called  on them  to operate  up  to

twenty miles  inland,  serving as  naval  commandos with  the  express

missions of gathering intelligence, raiding, capturing prisoners,  and

generally raising havoc behind enemy lines."

    Opposite Granger's  table,  the  members  of  the  House  Military

Affairs Committee  sat  listening  or  spoke  together  in  low-voiced

murmurs. There were cameras in the  room as well. These hearings  were

being reported by CNN  and C-SPAN, and much  of the speech-making  and

posturing was for their benefit.

    "Their baptism of fire came in Vietnam," Granger continued, "where

they served with distinction. Between 1965 and 1972, forty-nine  Naval

Special Warfare personnel  were killed  in action  in Vietnam.  During

this same  period, naval  records credit  SEAL direct-action  platoons

with over  one  thousand  confirmed kills  and  nearly  eight  hundred

probables, as well as close to another thousand enemy personnel  taken

prisoner. Three SEALs won the Navy  Medal of Honor during the  Vietnam

conflict, while five  SEALs and two  UDT frogmen won  the Navy  Cross.

Immediately after the war-"

    "Ah, Captain  Granger." Congressman  Rodney  Farnum, head  of  the

House Military Affairs Committee, leaned closer to his microphone. "If

I may interrupt."

    "Yes, Mr. Chairman?"

    "The House Military Affairs  Committee is second  to none in  its,

ah,  deep  admiration   for  members   of  America's   special-warfare

community, and we  recognize their significant  contributions to  this

nation's defense in the past. However, as the purpose of this  special

meeting  is  to   review  future   funding  levels   for  the   Navy's

special-warfare needs, and  since several of  the congressmen on  this

panel have commitments elsewhere this  afternoon, perhaps it would  be

helpful if we could  limit the session this  afternoon to the  present

and to the, ah, future in the near term."

    "As you wish, Mr. Chairman. I thought an overall background  might

be useful."

    "I think we're all adequately familiar with the subject. Are there

objections from my  distinguished colleagues  at the  table? No?  Then

perhaps we could  cut straight to  the chase in  this matter,  Captain

Granger. Let  us begin  by hearing  your views  on the  necessity  for

maintaining an expensive and force-redundant  unit like the U.S.  Navy

SEALs in this modern, post-Cold War era."

    2301 hours (Zulu +3) Hawr al-Hammar, Iraq

    Chief Machinist's Mate Tom Roselli, the SEAL squad's point man and

the first one ashore, donned  his communications headset, fitting  the

earpiece snugly inside his left ear  and securing it beneath his  knit

cap. The wire ran down the back of his neck and through a slit in  his

black fatigue shirt, where it  plugged into the Motorola unit  secured

to his combat harness. The filament  mike rested below his lower  lip.

He touched the transmit key and tapped lightly twice. A moment  later,

he heard an answering tsk-tsk through  his earpiece as the squad's  CO

replied. Radio check okay.

    Excitement burned, burned in Roselli's veins like liquid fire.  He

was pumped, he was psyched, he was  ready to kick ass and take  names.

This was it,  the real thing,  the combat mission  he'd been  training

endlessly for throughout  his seven years  as a U.S.  Navy SEAL.  He'd

been on combat  ops before, during  the Gulf War,  but never one  like

this.

    Less than an hour earlier, Chief Roselli and thirteen other  hard,

combat-ready  men,  each  shouldering  over  one  hundred  pounds   of

equipment, had  stepped  into  darkness  thirty  thousand  feet  above

southern Iraq. Silently, they'd fallen through the thin, cold air over

the Hawr al-Hammar,  a long and  meandering, swamp-bordered lake  that

stretched for sixty  miles along  the lower reaches  of the  Euphrates

River, from An Nasiriya to where the Euphrates joined the Tigris  just

above the city of al-Basra.  Opening their steerable, parasail  chutes

at eight  thousand feet,  they'd  glided for  miles above  the  silent

waters, splashing  at last  into the  eastern end  of the  lake.  From

there, the fourteen men, one SEAL platoon organized into two seven-man

squads, had made their way to the southern shore.

    Roselli was with Blue Squad, six enlisted men under the  platoon's

CO, Lieutenant Vincent Cotter. Gold  Squad, if all had gone  according

to plan, should be forming up  separately about a mile further to  the

west.

    By 2310 hours, the  squad was ready  to travel, its  high-altitude

breathing equipment and swimming  gear wrapped up  and stashed at  the

water's edge, the men rigged out  in their first- and second-line  CQB

rigs. Lieutenant Cotter lightly touched Roselli's shoulder. You're  on

point. Roselli nodded, pulled  his NVGs back down  over his face,  and

started off, taking the lead.

    They moved  south,  wading through  mud  and silt  that  gradually

thinned beneath  their boots  until they  were pressing  ahead  across

firm, almost-dry ground, their  passage screened by  the dense sea  of

man-high reeds that stretched away endlessly into the darkness on  all

sides. They spaced  themselves at five-meter  intervals. Next in  line

after Roselli  was  Master  Chief  George  MacKenzie,  a  long-legged,

man-mountain Texan big enough to hump the squad's sixty-gun and  carry

an MP5SD3 slung over his shoulder as well. The number-two man was also

the squad's navigator, checking compass and GPS frequently to keep the

team on course.  Cotter, the  L-T, walked the  number-three slot,  and

behind him  came Electrician's  Mate Second  Class Bill  Higgins,  the

team's commo man. Slot five was walked by the squad's medic,  Hospital

Corpsman Second  Class  James  Ellsworth;  inevitably,  everyone  just

called him "Doc." The niceties  of the Geneva Convention meant  little

to a SEAL team deep in enemy territory; Doc wore no red crosses and he

packed an HK MP5SD3 like Roselli's, though his personal favorite for a

primary weapon  was  a  full-auto  shotgun.  Behind  him,  lugging  an

M-16/M203  combo,  was  Hull  Technician  first  Class  Juan   Garcia,

"Boomer," the squad's demo man. The  tail gunner slot was occupied  by

Quartermaster First  Class  Martin "Magic"  Brown,  a black  kid  from

inner-city Chicago whose expertise on the range with a Remington Model

700 had earned him a position as the squad's sniper.

    Though each man was a specialist, their training and their  skills

overlapped. Two of them, the man on point and the man bringing up  the

rear, wore NVGs at all times, while the rest relied on  night-adapted,

Mark-I eyeballs. They traded  off those positions frequently,  though,

to prevent night-goggle-induced  eye fatigue, so  the only slots  that

remained unchanged throughout the hike were three and four, the CO and

the commo man.

    No  words  were  exchanged  between  the  members  of  the   team.

Communications  were  limited   to  hand  signs,   touch,  and   rare,

non-vocalized clicks and cluckings  over the technical radios.  Mutual

trust  and  coordination  within   the  group  were  perfect,   almost

effortless. These men had worked,  trained, slept, and practiced  with

one another for months, until  each could sense the others'  positions

and movements even in total darkness.

    Sometimes Roselli imagined he could even sense their thoughts.

    At the moment, of  course, he didn't need  psychic powers to  know

what the others were thinking. Everyone was focused completely on  the

mission, and on their objective, now some ten kilometers to the South.

    1515 hours  (Zulu  -5)  Meeting  of  the  House  Military  Affairs

Committee Capitol Building, Washington, D.C.

    Congressman Farnum leaned forward, one hand clutching the base  of

the microphone as he played to  the cameras in the room. "But  Captain

Granger, isn't  it  true that  these  SEALS, these,  ah,  'NAVSPECWAR'

people, as you  call them, isn't  it true that  they present the  Navy

with special administrative and discipline problems?"

    "Of  course,  Mr.  Chairman.  As   I'm  sure  there  are   similar

administrative difficulties with other elite military forces."

    "Ah. But is it  not true, Captain, that  there have been  numerous

incidents near SEAL bases  involving disorderly conduct?  Drunkenness?

Sexual harassment of both civilians and female military personnel?"

    "It's true, Mr. Chairman.  There have been  some incidents. But  I

should point  out,  Sir,  that  these are  very  special  men,  highly

trained, dedicated, motivated to a  degree I never would have  dreamed

possible before I saw them in action."

    "That hardly excuses their actions,  Captain Granger. Ah, you  are

not a SEAL yourself, are you?"

    "No, sir. But  I have  worked closely  with the  Teams on  several

occasions."

    A congressman several places to  Farnum's left looked up from  the

papers on the table before him. "When  was it that you last saw  SEALs

in action, Captain Granger?"

    "During the Gulf War,  Congressman Murdock. I  was a commander  at

the time, attached  to the boat  squadron that put  a SEAL  detachment

ashore off Kuwait City the night before General Schwarzkopf began  his

end run around the Iraqi right. It was a damned impressive  operation,

let me tell-"

    "I'm certain it was, Captain," Farnum interrupted. "Some of  these

elite units make  a point  of carrying off  flashy, showboat  missions

that grab the public eye."

    "I'd hardly call that op 'show-boating, ' Mr. Chairman. The  SEALs

worked in complete secrecy, and their involvement in Desert Storm  did

not surface  until  some  time  after  the  war.  In  that  particular

instance, they swam  ashore onto  a heavily defended  beach at  Kuwait

City and planted a large number of demolition charges. When those were

set off, the explosions convinced  the Iraqi commanders that the  U.S.

Marines were coming ashore there,  at Kuwait City, rather than  across

their trenches and mine-fields in the south. In fact, our records show

that several  Iraqi units  were moved  back from  the front  lines  to

Kuwait City that morning, in anticipation of Marine landings there."

    "Ah, yes,  Captain Granger,"  Farnum said,  shuffling through  his

notes. "We're aware of all that.  However, the point here is that  all

of  our  military  services   maintain--at  great  expense,  I   might

add--elite special-warfare units.  The Air Force  has their First  and

Seventh Special Operations  Squadrons. The Marines  claim their  whole

corps is an elite  force, but they reserve  a special distinction  for

their Special Operations Capable units.  The Army, ah, well, the  Army

has Rangers, the Delta  Force, Airborne units,  Special Forces. Is  it

not true, Captain Granger, that these  units perform many of the  same

tasks as the Navy's SEALS?"

    "Well, yes, it is, Mr. Chairman, but-"

    "Marine Recon teams could have planted those demolition charges in

Kuwait as easily as SEALS, am I right?"

    "Yes, sir."

    "Why is it that the U.S. Marines, the FBI's Hostage Rescue  Teams,

the Rangers, Delta Force, the SEALS, and God knows who else all  train

extensively to carry  out, for example,  hostage rescue missions?  How

many hostage situations has  our nation been faced  with in the  past,

Captain Granger?"

    "I'm afraid I'm not qualified to answer that question, sir."

    "The point  is  that we  simply  do not  need  so many  units  all

designed to perform  the same basic  tasks. This is  an appalling  and

incredibly expensive duplication of  effort, training, equipment,  and

budgetary allocation that this nation can ill afford in these times of

fiscal challenge. It is our purpose  here today to determine just  why

Congress should permit continued funding for the U.S. Navy SEALS."

    "Well, Mr. Chairman, the SEALs add a unique and valuable dimension

to our special warfare capabilities. Their ability to work underwater,

for instance-"

    "Is duplicated by the Special Forces. Actually, I must admit  that

the old Underwater Demolition  Teams did provide  a useful service  in

surveying beaches, blowing up obstacles  in advance of a landing,  and

that sort of thing. But  the UDTs were closed  out in 1983, when  they

officially became part of the SEALS, correct?"

    "Yes, sir."

    "Now we have  SEALs who do  everything the UDT  did, but who  also

conduct raids,  rescue  missions,  even intelligence  ops  many  miles

inland. I submit that,  for all of the  branches of the armed  forces,

special operations  are,  ah,  sexy.  They have  seduced  all  of  the

services, who see them  as a means of  securing for themselves  larger

and larger portions of the military appropriations pie.

    "Now, in my understanding, Captain, the historic role of the  U.S.

Navy is ships and sea lanes.  They support our ground forces  overseas

and, through  our  ICBM  submarine  force, maintain  one  leg  of  our

nuclear-deterrence triad.  I  fail to  see  why we  need  these  naval

commandoes, these  Rambos who  carry  out missions  that can  just  as

easily be assigned to Army Special Forces.

    "In short, Captain, we simply do  not need the SEALS. They are  an

expensive luxury we can easily do without."

    0145 hours (Zulu +3) South of Hawr al-Hammar, Iraq

    Once the  marsh had  extended for  most of  the twenty  kilometers

between the  motionless black  waters of  the Hawr  al-Hammar and  the

ancient city of  al-Basra to  the southeast.  North of  the lake,  the

swamps had covered hundreds of square miles between the Tigris and the

Euphrates River, stretching  almost halfway to  Baghdad. In the  years

since the  Gulf  War, however,  Saddam  Hussein's engineers  had  been

busily carving a system of canals and man-made or man-improved  rivers

throughout the area  in an  attempt to  drain the  entire region.  The

Qadissiya River--dug  in  1993 by  4,500  workers in  just  forty-five

days--drained much of the southern  Iraq wetlands into the  Euphrates,

and together with the Saddam River and the Mother of Battles River had

already transformed the age-old topography of this part of the Fertile

Crescent. Officially, the project opened new land for agriculture.  It

was pure coincidence  that the  south Iraq marshes  had long  provided

refuge for Shiites, dissidents, and rebels.

    As  the  intruders  worked  their  way  south  through  the  dying

marshlands, they encountered more and more signs of habitation.  Twice

they halted,  then took  wide detours  to avoid  sarifas,  traditional

marsh  dwellings  woven  from  the  omnipresent  reeds  with   ornate,

latticework entrances. The huts,  and the slender, high-prowed  canoes

called mashufs by the locals, were identical to huts and canoes  built

in this region for at least the past six thousand years.

    Twice too  the squad  went  to ground  as Iraqi  military  patrols

blundered past, crashing through the reeds and calling to one  another

with sharp, guttural cries in Arabic.  Another time, as the squad  was

wading along  the muddy  banks of  a canal,  they froze  in place,  as

unmoving and as  invisible as  moss-covered logs,  while an  ex-Soviet

Zhuk-class patrol boat motored slowly past.

    At last,  reeds  gave way  to  clumps  of grass  and  scrub  brush

bordering an area of dry, sandy  soil. At the swamp's edge, the  squad

paused once again to rest, and to strip and clean their weapons  right

down to the springs and followers of their magazines. A blaze of light

glared against the sky to the southeast, harsh and intrusive after the

silent darkness of the marsh.

    Roselli's pulse quickened as he  studied the source of that  light

through a powerful pair of binoculars. Five hundred meters ahead,  the

modern airport of Shuaba had  been constructed on land reclaimed  from

the dying swamp. From a low rise in the ground, Roselli could see  the

control tower and hangars of the  civilian airport. To the right  were

more buildings and a smaller tower, as well as the barracks  belonging

to a military  air base. Beyond  that, against a  hillside and  barely

visible against the glare from the airfield lights, was a small  town,

the village of Zabeir.

    Directly in front of the civilian tower, pinned in the cross  fire

of a dozen powerful searchlights,  sat a transport, a C-130  Hercules.

Prominent on  the plane's  high tail  was the  pale blue  flag of  the

United Nations.

    Roselli let out a pent-up breath as he lowered the binoculars, but

at the same time the  fire in his veins  burned hotter. The SEALs  had

reached their  objective,  parachuting  into  a  lake,  then  trekking

through Iraqi-controlled  territory across  kilometers of  swamp,  and

they'd done it  unobserved. Now, however,  the real fun  was about  to

begin.

    0210 hours (Zulu +3) Shuaba Airport, Iraq

    Lieutenant  Vincent  Cotter  studied  the  UN  C-130  through  his

binoculars, carefully searching for the guards he knew must be  there.

The rear ramp was up and  the cargo doors closed, but a  civilian-type

boarding ladder  was  still  rolled  up  against  the  port-side  door

forward. Had  Iraqi troops  entered the  aircraft? Were  the  hostages

still on board? There  was no way to  answer either question from  out

here.

    Third Platoon  had been  carefully briefed  on the  situation  the

previous afternoon at Dahran, and Cotter had looked at photographs  of

Shuaba Airport shot both from an orbiting KH- I I spy I satellite  and

from a high-altitude Air Force Aurora reconnaissance aircraft.

    Both sources indicated  that the  Herky Bird  was heavily  guarded

outside. As of the last radio  contact with the UN plane's crew,  some

eight hours  ago,  the Iraqi  troops  had still  been  respecting  the

technical claim of extraterritorial  sovereignty for the aircraft  and

had not gone aboard. That, Cotter reflected, could easily have changed

in the past few hours. The SEAL team would have to proceed  carefully,

working on the assumption  that armed Iraqi soldiers  were now on  the

plane. As for  whether the  UN inspectors  were still  on board,  that

would have to be settled by a closer look.

    The crisis had begun at 0930 hours the day before, when the  C-130

had left Baghdad's Al  Muthana Airport for  Shuaba and an  unscheduled

inspection of a reputed chemical and biological weapons plant  outside

al-Basra. The  tip that  had led  the UN  weapons inspectors  to  that

fourteen-hundred-year-old city on  the west bank  of the Shat  Al-Arab

River had been as solid as they come; German engineers who had  helped

build the facility ten  years earlier had come  forward with both  the

blueprints and photographs. The al-Basra facility was almost certainly

being used  to  make and  store  CB agents,  and  the presence  of  an

unusually thick concrete floor under part of the plant suggested  that

it might be tied in with Iraq's nuclear program as well.

    Arriving  unexpectedly  at  Shuaba,  twenty  kilometers  east   of

al-Basra, fifteen UN  inspectors had  unloaded their  Land Rovers  and

descended on the  suspected facility, built  halfway between  al-Basra

and Shuaba Airport and masquerading  as a machine tool-and-die  plant.

There, the  inspectors had  brushed past  surprised Iraqi  guards  and

impounded a number of files  and other physical evidence, then  driven

with them to the  airport. They'd been in  the process of loading  the

documents aboard the aircraft when Iraqi troops--reportedly members of

the Republican Guard--had arrived, demanding the return of  classified

documents. When  the  Swedish commander  of  the UN  team  refused,  a

standoff had ensued. The Iraqis were point-blank refusing to allow the

Hercules to take off unless the stolen files were returned.

    Similar standoffs had occurred before in the wake of the '91  Gulf

War. Until now, all had been resolved peacefully. This time,  however,

the situation was more urgent, and more deadly. Iraq's ruling military

council,  calling  the   incident  a  gross   violation  of   national

sovereignty, was threatening to destroy the plane rather than allow it

to leave  the  country.  Adding  to  the  confusion,  one  of  the  UN

inspectors aboard was an American, a CIA case officer named Arkin; the

Company wanted Arkin  out of  Iraq and  on his  way to  Langley for  a

debrief ASAP. From the tone of his operational orders, Cotter  guessed

that the Agency spook had stumbled across something in al-Basra pretty

damned important.

    SEAL Seven  had been  tapped  by the  Pentagon  to carry  out  the

mission, code-named Operation Blue Sky,  a covert insertion into  Iraq

followed by a hostage rescue.

    Cotter turned his  binoculars toward  the east,  where two  aging,

rust-bucket buses  had  been  parked across  the  runway,  effectively

preventing takeoff. A couple of jeeps  were parked there as well,  and

the SEAL lieutenant could see the tell-tale orange sparks of a  couple

of lit cigarettes. He could smell  them too. When the wind was  right,

it was possible to detect the odor of a cigarette at two miles;  these

were harsh and pungent, either Turkish or Russian, he thought.

    "I make four  hostiles at  the roadblock,  Skipper," Martin  Brown

whispered at his  side. Brown  had his Remington  Model 700  unpacked,

with an AN/PVS-4 nightscope already mounted over its breech.

    "Let me have  a peek,  Magic." Cotter's night  goggles could  only

distinguish human-sized targets to a range of about 150 meters. Taking

Brown's sniper  rifle, the  L-T peered  through the  starlight  scope,

which extended his view to better than four hundred meters.

    Yeah ... there they were, revealed in an eerie glow of greens  and

grays, four  Iraqi  soldiers  lounging  by  their  vehicles,  smoking,

talking, but not appearing particularly alert.

    Shifting the rifle-mounted scope to the C-130, he spotted two more

soldiers sitting  on  the bottom  steps  of the  boarding  ladder.  He

counted three troops resting on  the ground beneath the aircraft,  and

another on the control tower, standing on a railed outside walkway  up

near the top of the building. Ten  in all ... with the certainty  that

there were more nearby, possibly  inside the terminal building or  the

hangars, possibly inside a  trio of Iraqi army  trucks parked next  to

the control tower's entrance.

    He handed  the  rifle  back  to Brown,  then  checked  his  watch,

carefully shielding  its  face  with  his hand  as  he  uncovered  the

luminous numbers 0215 hours. It was almost time.

    Vincent Xavier  Cotter, reserved,  soft-spoken,  oldest son  of  a

devoutly Catholic  family, seemed  an  unlikely warrior.  During  high

school he'd actually considered becoming a priest, but then his father

had died and he'd dropped out, going to work to support his mother and

two younger brothers. Eventually  he'd gotten his G.E.D.  equivalency,

then gone on to enlist in the  Navy, figuring that he could send  most

of his pay home while the government provided him with room and board.

    Navy life had agreed with him.  Four years later, as an  engineman

second class,  he'd "shipped  for six"--re-enlisting  for another  six

years--and put  in  for  Basic Underwater  Demolition/SEAL  school  at

Coronado, California, at the same time.

    He still  wasn't  entirely sure  why  he'd volunteered  for  BUD/S

training, though  he suspected  it had  something to  do with  proving

himself to himself, a  challenge to mind and  body. SEAL training  had

been  a  challenge,  all  right,  a  nightmare  of  mud,   exhaustion,

humiliation,  and  grueling  hard  labor  beyond  anything  he'd  ever

imagined, a hell-course designed to weed out the less than  physically

and mentally perfect.

    He still dreamed about that damned bell sometimes.

    It had been set up on a post at one end of the parade ground, "the

grinder," as  it was  better known  to the  recruit boat  crews  who'd

drilled and exercised there. All any BUD/S trainee had to do to  quit,

at any time of  day or night, was  walk over to the  bell and ring  it

three  times.  During  the   sleepless  days  of  physical   challenge

officially known as Motivation Week--it was never called anything  but

Hell Week  by  the  trainees--two BUD/S  recruits  had  actually  been

detailed to carry the bell everywhere the boat crews went. He'd wanted

to ring it. Oh, how  he'd wanted to ring  it! There'd been times  when

Cotter had  wanted a  shower and  clean clothes  and an  uninterrupted

eight-hours sleep so badly  he would have  done anything, anything  to

win them.

    Except quit. He'd stayed the  course and graduated, one of  twelve

out of an original  complement of sixty. After  the usual six  months'

probation,   he'd   finally   won   the   coveted   "Budweiser,"   the

eagle/trident/flintlock-pistol emblem of the SEALs worn above his left

breast.

    For the next  year he'd served  with SEAL Team  Two, stationed  at

Little Creek, Virginia, and participated in the SEAL raids on  Iranian

oil rigs during the  so-called "Tanker War" of  the eighties. In  1986

he'd qualified  for  NESEP, a  Navy  education program  that  put  him

through four years of college, with ten weeks of OCS the summer before

his senior year.  After BUD/S, college  had been a  vacation, and  his

stint of Organized Chicken Shit in Providence, Rhode Island, had  been

sheer luxury. He'd even managed to find time to get married and have a

daughter. Graduating as an ensign  in 1990, he'd immediately  returned

to the Teams, serving with SEAL Four in the Gulf War, then going on to

command the newly formed SEAL Team Seven's Third Platoon.

    He checked his watch again 0230 hours. It was time.

    Switching on his  Motorola, he  spoke quietly into  his lip  mike.

"Gold, this is Blue. Authenticate, Sierra Tango one five."

    "Blue, Gold"  sounded  in  his  headset.  The  voice  belonged  to

Lieutenant J.  g.  Ed  DeWitt, Cotter's  2IC,  his  second-in-command.

"Copy. Authenticate, Tango Foxtrot three niner. Lockpick."

    DeWitt's squad was in position and ready to go. "Roger that, Gold.

Stand by."

    Slipping quietly through the darkness, he joined EM2 Higgins,  who

was putting  the  finishing  touches  on  the  unit's  tiny  satellite

transceiver, plugging the  HST-4 sat  comm into  the KY-57  encryption

set. The antenna, a  folding umbrella just  twelve inches across,  had

already been set up and aligned with a MILSTAR satellite 22,300  miles

above the  equator. "so,  L-T,"  Higgins said  quietly. "Is  it  going

down?"

    "That's a roger. Unless Washington has something else to say about

it." He took a handset the size of a cellular car phone.

    "Fairyland, Fairyland," he called softly. "This is Blue Water."

    "Blue Water, Fairyland" sounded over  his headset a moment  later.

"We read you."

    "Fairyland, Blue Water. Lockpick. I say again, Lockpick."

    "Blue Water, Lockpick  confirmed. Cold  Steel. I  say again,  Cold

Steel."

    Adrenaline coursed through Cotter's  veins. The mission was  still

go! "Roger, Fairyland. Cold Steel. Blue Water out."

    Cotter replaced the  handset in  its rucksack,  locking eyes  with

Higgins as he did so. "Looks like it's a go," he said.

    Higgins--known as  "Professor  Higgins"  for  his  bookish  habits

between  missions--replied  with  a  killer's  maniacal  grin,   teeth

gleaming in a black-painted face out of nightmare.

    1835 hours (Zulu -5) Joint  Special Operations Command Center  The

Pentagon

    During the  first hours  of the  Desert Storm  land campaign,  one

observer had wryly pointed out that Iraqi spies might have noted  that

something was afoot by  the large number of  pizza deliveries to  both

the White House  and the  Pentagon. True  or not,  this night  several

delivery cartons were open on the table, revealing half-eaten  pizzas.

The room's occupants,  however, were  paying less  attention to  their

dinner than they were  to a large television  monitor on one  console.

The uniforms represented several services, Army, Navy, and Air  Force,

and the civilians among  them included liaison  officers with the  CIA

and one undersecretary to the Secretary of Defense.

    Captain Phillip Thomas Coburn felt somewhat out of his league with

the suits and  the flag-rank brass,  but he took  comfort in the  fact

that he was a SEAL, and what was  going down on the screen was a  SEAL

op. A  twenty-five-year veteran,  he'd started  out with  SEAL Two  in

Vietnam. Now he was the commanding officer of SEAL Seven, an elite and

highly classified unit  organized into four  platoons of fourteen  men

each.

    The room's lights were out,  and watchers' faces were  Illuminated

by the  eerie  phosphor glow  of  the  screen. In  the  background,  a

whispering murmur of many voices could be heard, the relayed  comments

of aircraft pilots and  of the SEALs themselves  as they spoke to  one

another over their tactical radios. Operation Blue Sky was a large and

complex mission.  one involving  far more  assets than  just the  SEAL

platoon now on the ground.

    The scene on the  television monitor was a  bird's-eye view of  an

airport; a  large, four-engine  aircraft,  seen from  almost  directly

overhead where it sat on the  runway, was clearly visible. The  points

of light moving toward it were antlike in comparison.

    But Coburn felt a thrill as he watched the screen. Those were  his

men moving like  shadows across  the television monitor.  God, how  he

wanted to  be  with them!  "Feeling  your  age, Phil?"  a  soft  voice

murmured at his side.

    "Stuff it, Paul," he whispered back, and the other man grinned  in

the darkness.

    Captain Paul Mason was Coburn's single friend and confidant in the

room, and another veteran of the  Teams in Nam. A training injury  had

knocked Mason out of the jump  and PT quals twelve years back,  though

he still thought of himself as a SEAL. The Teams were like that.  Once

you were one of them, you never left, no matter what your current duty

assignment might be. Now Mason was a staff officer, serving as a voice

for the Teams with USSOCOM,  the U.S. Special Operations Command  that

managed all  SPECWAR groups,  including the  Army Special  Forces  and

Delta Force, as well as the Navy SEALS.

    Shared experience  had made  the  two men  friends. Mason  was  no

longer qualified as a SEAL,  while Coburn, though he'd maintained  his

quals over  the  years with  a  fiercely dedicated  daily  regimen  of

running, exercise, and  workouts, was  stuck behind a  desk. His  last

field assignment had been Grenada, and at fifty years of age he  could

feel the inner clock ticking away. Damn it, he thought, staring at the

monitor. I  should  be  there,  not  nursemaiding  a  bunch  of  suits

and-flags in a Fort Fumble basement!

    "I'm still not  sure what  the hell  I'm seeing,"  a Navy  admiral

complained. His name was Thomas Bainbridge, and he was the  commanding

officer of NAVSPECWARGRU-Two, the  Little Creek-based headquarters  of

the East Coast SEALS.

    "Real-time  thermal  imaging,   Admiral,"  Mason  said   smoothly.

"Computer-enhanced and corrected to give a steady image from a  single

angle. Right  now  our  Aurora  is circling  above  Shuaba  at  ninety

thousand feet ... so high up you couldn't even see it from the  ground

in broad daylight, much less in the middle of the night. Its  scanning

infrared sensors are incredibly sensitive.  What you're seeing is  the

body heat from our SEALs as they deploy for the assault. This lone guy

here on the control  tower is probably an  Iraqi soldier. These  white

glows up  here look  like warm  engines, probably  a couple  of  jeeps

parked there in the past couple of hours. And ... looks like four more

guards by the jeeps."

    "There they go," an Air Force  general said, pointing to the  left

side of the screen. "Can you get a close-up of that?"

    A computer technician typed several  characters, and the image  on

the screen  changed, zeroing  in on  four ghostly  shapes moving  with

short, leapfrogging  rushes  across  the dark  blue  ground  toward  a

cluster of green buildings.  Three other shapes  remained in place  in

the rear. Close inspection revealed one of them to be a man bracing  a

dark, elongated  object atop  a low  hill. That  would be  the  team's

sniper.

    "The detail is absolutely amazing," an Army colonel remarked.

    "Welcome to the twenty-first century, Colonel," one of the  suits,

a CIA liaison officer, said. "Warfare with all the comforts of  home."

He took a bite from a slice of pepperoni pizza, and some of the others

chuckled.

    Coburn  said  nothing,  but   continued  to  watch  the   stealthy

deployment of his  men on  the screen.  The comment  about warfare  in

comfort rankled, but then,  as friends of his  in the Teams had  often

told him, "When  an asshole  gives you  shit, you  gotta consider  the

source."

    Almost as though he'd read Coburn's thought, Mason winked at him.

    Coburn rolled his eyes toward  the ceiling, then leaned closer  to

the screen.  "Could  we  see  a wide-angle  shot,  please?"  he  asked

quietly. The tight view requested earlier showed nothing but a  single

team sprinting toward the  aircraft; there was a  full platoon on  the

ground now,  fourteen  men, and  he  wanted  to see  the  entire  plan

unfolding, not just one small part of it.

    The technician typed  in a  command, and  the C-130,  huge on  the

screen, dwindled to a toy outside a tiny cluster of buildings.

    According  to  plan,  the  two  SEAL  squads  had  approached  the

objective separately. Gold Squad was  to neutralize the guards at  the

runway roadblock and in  the control tower; Blue  Squad would hit  the

guards outside  the Hercules  and board  the aircraft  itself.  Coburn

could just make out the flitting  heat shadows of the two SEAL  groups

as they dispersed across the airfield. Two men appeared to be creeping

up on the Iraqis at the roadblock. The others were moving to  jump-off

positions closer to the C-130.

    "Fairyland, Tally Three"  sounded over the  room's speakers.  "Hot

Iron, repeat, Hot Iron."

    General Bradley, one of the  Air Force officers, cocked his  head,

listening to the murmured transmissions, relayed through an Air  Force

AWACS aircraft over northern Saudi  Arabia. "Ah! There's Tally  Three.

Here we go!"

    Tally Three was a pair of F-117 Stealth fighters circling south of

al-Basra. When  informed that  the  SEALs were  going in,  the  black,

arrow-head-shaped  aircraft  had  swung  north  and  commenced   their

approach. Their target was  an Iraqi SAM site  and command bunker  dug

into the hillside above the village  of Zabeir. When the bunker  went,

the SEAL platoon would launch their assault.

    The tension in the room was  growing, tightening. Even here, in  a

darkened room thousands of miles from where the action was going down,

Coburn felt  the  old combat  reflexes  kicking in.  His  senses  were

sharpened; it seemed that he could  smell not only the pizza, but  the

breath and sweat  and aftershave  of each of  the men  present in  the

room. He could hear the tick and hum of the room's computers, the sigh

of the air conditioner, the  excitement in the anonymous radio  voices

of the AWACS  crew as they  noted the time  and confirmed that  Cowboy

One, Two, and Three were all airborne.

    He desperately wanted to be in the field again, on the ground with

Third Platoon.

    "Man, oh, man,"  the spook  said, grinning.  "This is  the way  to

fight a war!"

    Somehow, Coburn resisted the urge  to drive that pizza slice  down

the man's throat with his fist.

    0236 hours (Zulu +3) Shuaba Airport, Iraq

    "You got him?"

    "He's dead meat, Skipper.  He just don't know  it yet." Brown  lay

prone at  Cotter's  side,  the  Remington braced  on  his  left  hand,

motionless, his right eye  pressed tight to the  rubber shield of  his

starlight scope to keep the device from casting a telltale glow on his

face. "Say the word 'n' I cap him."

    Cotter checked his watch again.  Tally Three ought to be  sounding

the starting gun almost any moment now. Invisible to radar, silent  as

death, an F- 1 17 should  have already loosed its Paveway 11,  sending

the one-ton smart bomb  gliding in along an  invisible laser beam  and

right through the SAM bunker's front door.

    A yellow flash lit up the southeastern sky, sudden, startling, and

utterly  silent  as  it  billowed  skyward  into  an  orange  fireball

unfolding from the hillside above  Zabeir. Cotter kept his  binoculars

on the  Iraqis near  the C-130.  All were  standing in  the open  now,

staring into the  flames with gaping  mouths. "Knock, knock,"  Higgins

said. "Avon calling."

    Then the sound of the bomb blast thundered down from the hill, and

Cotter's hand touched Brown's shoulder. "Do it!"

    The sniper's rifle bucked in the SEAL's hands, its crack swallowed

by the distant waterfall roar of the explosion. On the control tower's

deck, the lone Iraqi guard pitched backward, dropped his weapon,  then

collapsed  unmoving  onto  the  walkway.  Brown  had  already  shifted

targets, aiming toward the Hercules where the guards were pointing  at

the explosion and calling to one  another. He fired again, and one  of

the Iraqis, the red triangle  of the Republican Guard plainly  visible

on the sleeve of his fatigues, spun back into the boarding steps, arms

akimbo. Before  his comrades  could  react, four  night-clad  figures,

torsos bulky  with  unfamiliar gear,  faces  painted black  and  heads

shrouded by balaclavas and the insect-glitter of night-vision goggles,

materialized out of the shadows and opened fire.

    Brown shifted targets again  and, one by  one, began knocking  out

the spotlights surrounding the plane.

    0237 hours (Zulu +3) Shuaba Airport runway, Iraq

    Hollywood depictions to the  contrary, no sound-suppressed  weapon

is completely silent. The  MP5SD3s carried by the  three SEALs in  the

aircraft assault element came close,  though, the high-speed whiff  of

their bolts louder than the stuttering cough of their firing.  Roselli

sent two quick three-round  bursts into the center  of mass of one  of

the Iraqi soldiers at  a range of fifty  meters, jerking the man  back

and tossing him aside  like a string-cut puppet.  To either side,  Doc

Ellsworth and Mac MacKenzie loosed  sharp, controlled bursts in  synch

with Roselli's, taking down the last  three Iraqi guards in the  space

of a couple of  heartbeats. Boomer Garcia backed  them up, ready  with

his M-16/M203 combo as he scanned the darkness encircling the C-130.

    Roselli raced  to the  parked  Hercules, feeling  vulnerable.  The

terminal building loomed beyond the  aircraft, the slanted windows  of

the control tower dark and empty and threatening.

    He ducked  beneath  the  C-130's  wing,  pausing  to  put  another

three-round burst into the sprawled body of one of the Iraqi soldiers.

Nearby, Doc made sure of another one.

    During the mission  planning, there'd been  some discussion as  to

whether or not they should take prisoners, especially at this stage of

the operation when some hard intel about whether or not the Iraqis had

already boarded  the  aircraft  would  be  damned  useful.  The  final

decision  had  been  that  there  would  be  no  time  to  interrogate

prisoners, no  time to  cross-check  their stories  for  confirmation.

Better to just hop-and-pop, relying on speed and surprise to  overcome

any bad guys waiting  aboard the Herk. As  for taking prisoners,  well

... shooting POWs  was a  direct violation of  the Geneva  Convention.

Third Platoon's  written  orders  directed them  to  handle  prisoners

"according to SOP," which everyone understood to mean that there would

be none.  "Clear!"  Ellsworth  called  from  the  other  side  of  the

aircraft.

    "Clear!" MacKenzie called from the foot of the boarding ladder.

    One Iraqi body lay on its  back, left arm thrown across its  chest

in an awkward position.  As Roselli approached,  the arm slipped  down

and flopped  limply onto  the tarmac.  Instinctively, he  triggered  a

burst into the man's chest. "Clear!"

    "Alfa, Bravo," MacKenzie said over his tactical radio. "Stage one,

clear. Five tangos, five down. Going to stage two."

    Tangos--SEAL talk for terrorists. These Iraqis weren't terrorists,

Roselli knew. They were just soldiers, doing what they'd been told  to

do.

    Unfortunately for them, the same  could be said of Third  Platoon,

SEAL Seven. And the SEALs were very good at what they did, better,  he

thought with a natural and  unassuming arrogance, than anyone else  in

the world.

    "Let's move  it, Razor,"  MacKenzie  said, using  Roselli's  squad

handle. "Up the ladder! Go! Go! Go!"

    "Right, Big Mac." Slapping a  fresh magazine into his HK,  Roselli

braced himself, then sprinted for the  boarding ladder at the side  of

the Hercules. It was  dark--the searchlights aimed  at the Herky  Bird

were gone now, courtesy of Magic  brown--and he'd slid his NVGs up  on

his head so that he wouldn't lose his peripheral vision in combat.  He

nearly fell headlong  when he stumbled  across the body  of the  Iraqi

lying on the stairs, but then he  was past and climbing, with Doc  and

Mac at intervals behind him, and  Boomer mounting guard at the  bottom

with his  203  grenade  launcher. The  C-130's  crew-access  door  was

closed, but Roselli had the T-shaped key that opened it.

    Slamming the heavy door  back on its mount,  he paused outside  to

see if anyone  was going to  react to his  arrival with gunfire,  then

lunged through and into the interior.

    Aboard the  C-130 Hercules,  the forward,  port-side access  opens

onto a fore-and-aft  passageway on  the aircraft's port  side. To  the

right, the passageway leads straight  aft to the aircraft's  cavernous

cargo deck; to the  left, it goes  forward a few  steps, then takes  a

sharp twist to  the right  and up several  steep steps  to the  flight

deck.

    Roselli turned  right,  then went  prone,  MP5 at  the  ready  and

extending into the plane's  hold. Behind him, Mac  went left to  clear

the flight deck. Doc followed Roselli to help secure the hold.

    On the cargo  deck the  only light came  from a  couple of  battle

lanterns hanging from  the starboard bulkhead.  In their pasty  glare,

Roselli could see  a number of  men milling about  in confusion,  some

already on their feet,  others just rising  from blankets or  sleeping

bags scattered about  the deck.  Some wore  civilian clothing,  others

military fatigues, though all  had the blue armband  of the UN.  There

were a couple of  Land Rovers parked  aft in front  of the tail  ramp,

piled high with cardboard cartons.

    Hours of practice in SEAL Team killing houses had trained  Roselli

to take in a room at a  glance, separating the bad guys from the  good

in an instant.  No one  visible in that  crowd was  holding a  weapon,

though some  wore pistol  holsters.  None had  the  look of  focus  or

concentration that  suggested he  was  carrying out  some  prearranged

plan. To a man,  they looked frightened, confused,  and a more than  a

little dazed.

    "What the hell's  going' on?"  someone yelled in  English. He  was

answered by an excited voice in French, then by someone else  speaking

what might have been Swedish.

    "Everybody down!" Roselli bellowed, hoping  the tone of his  voice

would carry the  meaning to those  who didn't speak  English. "We  are

American  Special  Forces!  Everybody  down!"  The  babble  of  voices

increased, and Roselli shouted again, his voice echoing in the  hollow

compartment. "American Special Forces! Everybody down!"

    A big, blond man  wearing a uniform and  a blue beret  approached,

hands raised. "You are ... Americans?"

    "Please get  down, Sir,"  Roselli replied  crisply, still  on  the

deck, his MP5 unwavering. "I don't want to have to shoot you. Now!"

    The man complied, and he barked an  order at the others as he  did

so. In a few moments, everyone was lying flat on the deck. In  moments

more, the C-130 was secure. The UN inspectors looked terrified, and as

Ellsworth moved  past him  to start  checking the  rest of  the  hold,

Roselli could certainly understand why. The black fatigues and  combat

vests, heavy  with pouches,  grenades, magazines,  and equipment;  the

faces painted black with  only the eyes and  lips showing through  the

greasepaint; the commo gear and NVGs  pushed back on their heads,  all

combined to create  a terrifying,  nightmare image.  The SEALs  looked

like invaders from some other, darker world.

    As Ellsworth covered  the plane's occupants,  Roselli ran a  quick

count. There were fifteen UN inspectors aboard, plus the four-man crew

of the Hercules. Nineteen  for nineteen, and  no ringers hiding  among

the hostages.

    "Did any Iraqis  come aboard?" Roselli  asked the inspection  team

leader.

    "N-no, Sir! They gave us until dawn to surrender the records."

    "Looks like we came just in the nick then," Ellsworth said,  teeth

showing very white against his black-painted face.

    "Cargo  deck  clear!"  Roselli  called  over  the  radio.  "Hotels

secure!"

    Hotels meant hostages. Had  there been bad guys  on the plane  the

SEALs would have had to tie the hands of everyone aboard with  plastic

restraints and clear them one by  one, but that wasn't necessary  now.

MacKenzie appeared  a  second  later. "Flight  deck's  clear.  Regular

cakewalk." He touched his Motorola's  transmit key. "Alfa, Bravo!"  he

called. "Stage two  clear, negative  tangos. We have  the package!  No

damage!"
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    "We have the package! No damage!"

    Cotter heard those  welcome words  over the  tactical channel  and

loosed a pent-up sigh of relief. The code phrase meant that all of the

UN people  were  safe, the  first  half of  the  mission  successfully

accomplished.

    Which left only the getaway.

    "Alfa, this is Charlie!" That was  Nicholson, one of the two  Gold

Squad men sent to take down the guards at the roadblock, "Clear!  Four

tangos down!"

    That left one element  of the assault  still unspoken for.  Delta,

consisting of the rest of Gold Squad--DeWitt, Wilson, Fernandez, Holt,

and Kosciuszko--had been  assigned the daunting  task of clearing  the

airport terminal  facility, together  with  the attached  air  traffic

control building that glowered over the parked Hercules like a  prison

guard tower. "Delta, this is Alfa. Report."

    For answer,  there was  only a  series of  clicks, a  signal  that

element Delta was busy right now.
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    Electrician's Mate Second Class  Charles Wilson, "Chucker" to  his

squad mates,  braced himself  on one  side of  the door,  while  Chief

Kosciuszko took the other. This was  the deadliest part of clearing  a

building, going through a  closed door with no  idea what was  waiting

for you on the other side. Reconnaissance by grenade was the preferred

room-clearing technique, but the assault  so far had been carried  out

in near-perfect silence, and the longer the SEAL assault team let  the

neighbors sleep, the better.

    So Kos nodded to Chucker, and Chucker nodded back. The chief  took

a step back, kicked  at the flimsy, hollow-core  door, and smashed  it

open. In a smooth  roll around the door  frame, Wilson burst into  the

room, his HK held high, tight, and ready.

    Nothing. Several beds, one of which looked as if it had been slept

in recently.

    Neither man wore NVGs. Even low-light gear requires some light  to

work, and it had  been decided before the  mission that individual  IR

goggles, which "saw" heat instead of visible light, were too heavy  to

make bringing them  along as  well worthwhile. Instead,  both men  had

flashlights taped underneath  the heavy,  sound-suppressor barrels  of

their MP5SD3s; they provided both light for searching darkened  rooms,

and a quick-and-dirty aim-assist device in a close-quarters firefight.

    Chucker crouched to one side of  the door, HK still at the  ready,

as Kos rolled in and began searching the room. They moved swiftly  and

with few words. "Clear," Kosciuszko said, and withdrew from the  room.

Chucker noticed a closed door and  tried the knob. Locked. He put  his

shoulder to it and the cheap lock gave easily. Inside, his  flashlight

revealed a tumble-down of empty cardboard boxes, a mop and a  wheeled,

metal bucket, piles of rags and cleaning supplies.

    "Chucker!" sounded  over  his  radio. "Move!  Move!"  Kos  sounded

worried. Time for the search was sharply limited.

    "On my way."

    "Kos, this  is Rattler."  That was  Fernandez. "We're  in  traffic

control. Negative, negative. No hostiles."

    "Roger that," Kos  said, still  standing by  the splintered  door.

"Extract. Two-IC, this is Kos. Terminal clear. Dry hump!"

    "Copy," the squad leader,  Lieutenant j.g. DeWitt, replied.  "Move

'em out, Kos."

    "On our way."
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    "Alfa, Delta!" DeWitt's voice called over the tactical  frequency.

"Clear! Dry hump!"

    Meaning they'd not found any  guards inside the terminal  complex.

Cotter gave the scene another scan with his binoculars as worry tugged

at his awareness.  Had there only  been ten Iraqis  to begin with?  To

guard the UN Herky Bird and its treasure trove of stolen intelligence?

Shit, there ought to be  more, a lot more.  Even if they hadn't  heard

the death-silent assault by  the SEALS, they ought  to be reacting  by

now to the explosion in Zabeir. Where the hell were they?

    "You see any movement out there?" he asked Brown.

    "Negative, Skipper. Nothin' but our own people."

    "Stay on it. Gimme the sat comm, Professor."

    Higgins handed  him  the radio.  "Sky  Trapper, Sky  Trapper,"  he

called. "This is Blue Water."

    "Blue Water, Sky Trapper" sounded over his headset a moment later.

"Copy. Go ahead."

    Sky Trapper was a  Saudi Arabian AWACS  aircraft manned, at  least

for tonight, by U.S. Air Force personnel. The airborne  communications

and radar early warning plane was orbiting over northern Saudi Arabia,

serving as a command center for the far-flung assets of Operation Blue

Sky.

    "Sky Trapper, Blue Water. Cold Steel, authentication Charlie India

two-three. We have  the package  intact, repeat, we  have the  package

intact. We're ready for delivery. Tell Cowboy and Shotgun to get their

asses in gear!"

    "Ah, roger that,  Blue Water.  Be advised that  Shotgun should  be

over your position any time now. Cowboy is en route, ETA six minutes."

    "Copy, Sky Trapper. We'll be waiting. Blue Water out."

    Handing the sat-comm  handset back to  Higgins, Cotter paused  and

listened, straining against the darkness.  Yes ... he could just  hear

it  now,  the   faint  and  far-off   whup-whup-whup  of   approaching

helicopters.

    He changed channels on his Motorola, switching to a frequency that

would link him  to the entire  SEAL platoon. "Blue  and Gold, this  is

Papa One. Helos  are inbound.  Don't shoot  'em down,  they're on  our

Two-IC?"

    "Copy, Papa One," DeWitt replied. "Go ahead."

    "Start bringing your people in, two at a time."

    "Roger, Papa One, wilco."

    "Out."

    The  plan  was  moving  like  clockwork  now,  each  man  with  an

assignment, each man with  a place. Right now,  Cotter's place was  at

the Herky  Bird  with the  rest  of  his unit.  He  touched  Higgins's

shoulder. "I'm  going in  there. You  two stay  put until  Cowboy  One

touches down, then hustle on in, okay?"

    "Right, L-T."

    "Magic?"

    "Yeah, Skipper?"

    "You did good.  Real nice shooting  on those two  tangos. Two  for

two."

    Brown's face split in a wide grin. "Hey, thanks, Skipper!"

    Cotter believed in giving praise  where praise was due. He'd  been

concerned, naturally enough,  about the cherries  in the  platoon--and

Magic Brown had been  one of them. The  quartermaster first class  had

been in the Navy for ten years, but he'd only been a SEAL for one, and

this was his first time in combat. No matter how hard a man trains, no

matter how grueling his indoctrination, there is no way to tell how he

will act the first time he  has to actually kill another human  being.

Brown had come through his baptism of fire and blood splendidly.

    Rising, Cotter  left the  shelter  of the  low ridge  and  trotted

toward the C-130.  In the distance,  the glare from  the exploded  SAM

bunker had dwindled to a sullen  flicker, and the aircraft was  almost

lost in  the  darkness. Damn.  Where  were  the rest  of  the  Iraqis,

partying in town?  Fleeing toward  al-Basra? Getting  ready to  spring

their trap? Cotter didn't like this situation one damned bit.
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    The rumbling boom of the explosion  had brought him wide awake  in

an instant. While his partner Ibrahim  had stood guard on the  walkway

outside, Sergeant Riad Jasim had been  catching a brief nap in a  duty

room inside the control tower; but  now fire stained the sky,  Ibrahim

was dead,  and  strange,  black-garbed men  were  swarming  among  the

shadows beneath the UN aircraft.

    Terrified, Jasim  had hidden  inside a  second-floor storeroom  as

someone banged up the control tower steps outside. He cringed as  they

slammed open the  door to the  storeroom, but he  was hidden behind  a

pile of empty boxes  and--praise be to Allah!  --the intruders had  no

time for a thorough search.

    When they left, he  sagged back against  the concrete block  wall,

trembling with relief.

    Jasim spoke no  English, but  he had a  good ear.  He'd heard  the

language spoken before, during the  heroic Mother of All Battles  when

his supreme  commander,  the glorious  Saddam,  had halted  the  enemy

invaders at the  gates of Iraq  with the mere  threat of his  terrible

weapons. "Terminal clear! Dry  hump!" was English,  Jasim was sure  of

it, even if the  words themselves were  gibberish. The Americans  were

here, attempting to liberate their spy plane!

    When the heavy-booted intruders had left, Jasim had slipped out of

the storeroom and up the steps to the glassed-in control tower. There,

flat on his  belly, heart  pounding, he  edged toward  the glass  door

leading out onto the circular  walkway that encircled the tower.  He'd

left his AKM assault rifle outside, with Ibrahim.

    He was no hero.  He'd been a simple  farmer from al-Kut until  the

army had drafted him,  but he believed in  Saddam Hussein as the  soul

and savior of the Iraqi people, and he knew that Paradise awaited  him

if he died fighting the infidel Americans.

    Slipping through  the  open door,  he  crawled onto  the  walkway.

Ibrahim lay across his path, eyes open and staring, blood soaking  the

front of his uniform.

    "My friend," Jasim told the corpse. "I will avenge you!"

    But the brave words could not stop the trembling weakness he  felt

within. Somehow, he forced himself to go on. Retrieving his rifle  and

chambering a  round, he  inched  himself closer  to  the edge  of  the

walkway.
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    By the time Lieutenant Cotter  reached the C-130, the platoon  was

already deploying in a  loose perimeter about  the aircraft. Two  Gold

Platoon men, Fernandez and Holt, were already setting out four  strobe

beacons in a Y-shaped pattern, the top of the Y marking a safe LZ  for

a helicopter, the  tail indicating the  wind direction. MacKenzie  met

Cotter at the  perimeter. The big  master chief had  slung his HK  and

broken out his machine  gun. Crouching there on  the tarmac with  that

big gun  in his  hands  and a  belt of  7.62mm  ammo draped  over  his

shoulder, the Texan  looked a bit  like a black-faced,  black-fatigued

Rambo.

    Except that Rambo never  would have stood  a chance against  these

night-clad killers. They moved with an efficient deadliness  Hollywood

could never portray and which movie-going audiences would find frankly

unbelievable. Cotter felt a swelling, glowing pride for his men as  he

entered the  perimeter. They  were the  best, absolutely  and  without

qualification.

    "Platoon, this is Blue Five!"  Ellsworth's voice snapped over  the

radio. "I've  got  movement. Two  ...  maybe three  hostiles.  Bearing

one-seven-five, range one-one-zero meters. Near the big hangars."

    Side by side,  Cotter and  MacKenzie dropped  prone, scanning  the

southern end of the airfield with their NVGs.

    "Don't see 'em, Skipper. You?"

    "Negative." Cotter replied. He thumbed his Motorola. "Boomer! This

is Papa  One! Toss  'em a  package,  will you?  Let's see  if  they'll

party."

    "Sure thing, Skipper. On the way!"

    There was a  hollow-sounding thunk  nearby, and  the 40mm  grenade

from Garcia's M203 arced into the shadows, then exploded with a  flash

and a savage  roar. The  thin sheet metal  of the  hangar buckled  and

tore, and one uniformed body flopped  out onto the tarmac in a  bloody

sprawl. From the other side of the hangar, an assault rifle opened  up

with the  characteristic flat  cracking of  an AKM,  the muzzle  flash

flickering and stabbing against the shadows.

    MacKenzie returned fire with  his M-60, sending  a burst of  green

tracers streaking into the  night. Someone over  there in the  shadows

shrieked in agony. The 203 thunked again, and this time the hangar was

engulfed in a flaming maelstrom of exploding white phosphorus. Flaming

fragments arced  across a  hundred yards  onto the  tarmac,  streaming

contrails of twisting white smoke.

    "Nice'n neat with ol' Willie Pete," Boomer called.

    Half of the hangar was  burning furiously now. Several Iraqis  ran

screaming out onto the runway, their  uniforms ablaze, only to be  put

down by sharp, short bursts from the waiting SEALS. The fire  revealed

a large  number  of  other  Iraqis  running  wildly  in  the  opposite

direction, up the hill toward  Zabeir, most without rifles, belts,  or

helmets, many without shirts, a few without clothing.

    "I think we  popped their barracks,"  MacKenzie observed dryly.  A

trio of  armed Iraqis  broke  across the  tarmac, angling  toward  the

Hercules, and he shifted the M-60, then cut them down one, two, three.

"Looks like they've decided it's time to di di mau."

    "Roger that,  Mac.  Keep  knocking  'em  down.  Our  choppers  are

incoming."

    With a roar, a machine  like a huge, metallic dragonfly  thundered

over the airstrip, the light from the burning hangar glinting from the

angled sides of  its canopy. Painted  dark olive, the  aircraft was  a

U.S. Marine  AH-IW SuperCobra,  fitted with  an infrared  night-vision

system and an M197 under-nose turret.

    "Blue Water, Blue Water" sounded over Cotter's air-ground channel.

"This is Shotgun One/one.  What's going on down  there, Navy? Bit  off

more'n you could chew? Over."

    "That's a negative, One/one," Cotter replied. "But we do have some

unfriendly types  who  want to  party.  How about  taking  down  those

hangars one hundred meters south of the landing beacons, over."

    "Roger, roger. Never fear, the Marines are here, and the situation

is well in hand." The  SuperCobra clattered overhead again, its  skids

at telephone-pole  height above  the runway.  When the  three-barreled

20mm Gatling cannon in its nose turret cut loose, it sounded like  the

high-pitched rasp  of a  chain  saw. Downrange,  sheet-metal  hangars,

maintenance sheds, and storehouses  disintegrated in shrieking  storms

of whirling fragments.

    A second  SuperCobra  arrived  seconds later,  call  sign  Shotgun

one/two. The  pair split  up and  began orbiting  the SEAL  perimeter,

flying low both to spook hidden Iraqis into showing themselves and  to

discourage further attacks on Blue Water. Any Iraqi sniper in the area

was going to think twice before opening fire with those birds of  prey

circling, talons exposed and ready.

    The Marine SuperCobras had been  stationed on a Marine  helicopter

carrier, the Tripoli,  now with  II MEF in  the Arabian  Sea south  of

Pakistan. As  soon as  word  of the  crisis  at al-Basra  had  reached

Washington, they'd  been directed  to hopscotch  from the  Tripoli  to

al-Masirah to Masqat, then up the Gulf coast to DSCUBAyy to Dahran  to

al-Kuwayt, refueling at each stop  along the way. They were  gunships,

not transports, their nose cannon, rocket pods, and Hellfire  missiles

designed to give close support to the troops on the ground.

    Half a mile away, a concrete  bunker dissolved in orange flame  as

Shotgun One/two speared it with a Hellfire. The night was bloody  with

flame and roiling smoke and the thunder of high explosives.

    Iraq certainly knew they  were at Shuaba now.  At this point,  the

SEALs had scant minutes to extract before the full weight of  Saddam's

war machine moved to crush them.
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    Coming in behind the first SuperCobras, and escorted by two  more,

were three  CH-53D  Sea  Stallions--Cowboy One,  Two,  and  Three--the

Marine helicopter transports that would take the SEALs and the rescued

UN inspectors to safety. Their unmistakable racket was clattering  out

of the west now, coming in at treetop height.

    "Blue Water, Blue  Water" sounded  over Cotter's  radio. "This  is

Cowboy. Please authenticate."

    "Boomer!" Cotter yelled. "Pop 'em a six-sixty-two!"

    "Roger, boss!" A moment  later, Garcia's grenade launcher  thumped

again, and an M662 red  flare popped into gleaming, bloody  visibility

high overhead, drifting  back toward  the airfield  on its  parachute.

"Blue Water, I see a red flare. I'm coming in."

    "Roger that, Cowboy.  We're ready  to ramble. You  should see  the

beacons any time now."

    "Roger, Blue Water. Beacons in sight.  Looks like you boys have  a

hot LZ down there."

    "We're not taking any fire at the moment, Cowboy. You're clear  to

land."

    "Copy, Blue Water. We'll send in  Cowboy Three first." One of  the

Sea Stallions loomed out of the night, huge and noisy.

    "Okay!" Cotter  called over  the platoon  channel. "Start  sending

them out!"

    His orders laid  down the evacuation  procedure. The records  from

the al-Basra "factory"  would go out  on the first  helo, with the  UN

inspectors doing the loading while  the SEALs held the perimeter.  The

inspectors would extract  on the  second helo,  and the  SEALs on  the

third. The orders had  a certain amount  of built-in flexibility.  One

Sea Stallion could carry up to  fifty-five troops and all their  gear;

if two of  the Sea  Stallions broke  down or  were disabled,  nineteen

ex-hostages and fourteen SEALS, plus the hijacked Iraqi records, could

all be easily transported  aboard the third helo.  One of the  lessons

learned at  Desert  One  during  the failed  rescue  of  the  American

hostages in  Iran  was to  allow  plenty  of redundancy  in  a  rescue

mission's helicopter assets.

    The first Sea Stallion was touching down now, its rotors  howling,

dust swirling up from  the tarmac in a  blinding, stinging cloud.  Two

more CH-53s  circled with  the gunships,  vague yet  menacing  shadows

against the night.
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    Riad Jasim had never been so terrified in his life, not even  when

the American B-52s had bombed his encampment in northern Kuwait during

the Mother of All Battles, churning up the desert like some monstrous,

demonic plow  turning the  soil.  Helicopters clattered  and  circled,

great, evil insects waiting to pounce, and he was convinced that  they

saw him, they  must see him,  lying here  in the open  on the  control

tower walkway. He played dead, praying desperately. The hangars at the

south end of the field were blazing furiously, and Jasim knew that the

rest of the Republican Guard company that had quartered there was dead

or in flight.  He was alone,  more alone  than he'd ever  been in  his

life. But somehow, somehow he had to do something!

    Cautiously, Jasim raised his head,  peering down over the edge  of

the tower walkway.
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    "Let's go! Let's go!" Cotter pumped his arm in an urgent  hurry-up

as the two Land Rovers rumbled down the rear ramp of the Hercules  and

onto the tarmac. In single file, the UN inspectors trotted after them,

shepherded along by  Roselli and  Ellsworth. There'd  been no  further

gunfire from the nearby airport buildings for several minutes now, and

the other SEALs  stood or  crouched at various  points encircling  the

C-130, their attention focused on the flame-shot darkness around them.

    "Are you in charge here?"

    Cotter turned. A  slight, bearded man  in civilian clothes,  khaki

slacks and a  safari jacket,  stood behind him,  a briefcase  clutched

incongruously in one hand.

    "What the hell?"

    "I gotta  talk to  you,"  the civilian  said.  The roar  from  the

grounded Sea  Stallion was  deafening, and  he had  to shout  to  make

himself  heard.  "I'm  Arkin!  I  imagine  you  have  special   orders

concerning me!"

    Cotter  sighed.  This  must  be   the  spook  from  the   CIA--the

intelligence organization the  SEALs derisively  called Christians  In

Action. He didn't have time to screw with this shit now.

    "Everything is under control, Mr.  Arkin," he said. "If you'll  go

back with the others and-"

    Arkin hefted the briefcase. "I've got important intel here, fella,

and it's got to get out right away. I can't wait for the rest of  that

shit to be loaded on the helicopters."

    "You'll go out  with the  others on  the second  helo, Mr.  Arkin.

You'll go faster if you help your friends load number one."

    "No! I can't wait! I want-"

    Cotter reached  out and  closed  his left  hand  on the  front  of

Arkin's collar, pulling him  up on his toes  and bringing his face  to

within inches of his own. "I don't give a fuck what you want,  mister!

Get your ass back with the others, and I mean now!"

    He released the man with a  shove that nearly sent him  sprawling.

Arkin gaped at Cotter, looked as though he was about to say  something

more, then apparently thought better of it, shrugged, and turned away.
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    From his vantage point fifteen  meters above the ground,  Sergeant

Jasim could see the  bustle of activity on  the runway below. The  two

Land Rovers were approaching the  big helicopter transport, which  was

squatting now on  the runway  with its  rotors still  turning. The  UN

spies with  their  blue  armbands were  trotting  along  behind  their

vehicles, as  the black-suited  commandos  in their  weird,  bug-faced

masks stood at the ready, their weapons probing the encircling  night.

Could they see him? Apparently not. At least they were not shooting at

him, but appeared to be simply standing guard, watchful and deadly.

    Jasim would get only  one good burst from  his rifle. He knew  and

accepted that. But at which target? There were so many.

    Visibility was poor with the airport's lights shot out, but  there

was enough illumination from the burning hangars to reveal two men off

to one  side  of  the  UN aircraft,  obviously  engaged  in  a  heated

conference. One  was  dressed  like  the  other  commandos  in  black,

anonymous. The other, in light-colored civilian slacks and jacket  and

a blue armband, was an easy  target, and the briefcase he was  holding

suggested that he might be a man of some importance.

    The circling helicopter gunships were farther away now,  searching

for Jasim's  comrades  in the  surrounding  hills. Breathing  a  final

prayer to Allah, Riad Jasim aimed  his AKM carefully, taking his  time

to align the sights as he'd  been taught, hold his breath, and  slowly

squeeze the trigger.
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    Cotter watched the Agency spook stalk  back toward the line of  UN

people still  emerging from  the Hercules.  The self-important  little

bastard would probably file a report back at Langley, contending  that

he'd not  received the  necessary cooperation  from the  SEAL  platoon

tasked with extracting him.

    Screw him. Cotter  had gone  rounds with  the Agency's  Christians

before, and the exchange had never been pleasant.

    He caught the wink  of a full-auto muzzle  flash in the corner  of

his eye, felt rather  than heard the savage  snap of bullets  cleaving

the air inches above his  head. Arkin was ten  feet away, his back  to

the SEAL lieutenant, completely unaware that they were being shot  at.

Without thinking, Cotter  launched himself forward,  tackling the  CIA

man from behind  just as the  unseen gunner corrected  his aim.  Arkin

oofed as  he  went  down  hard beneath  the  SEAL  and  the  briefcase

skittered loose across the tarmac.

    Something slammed into Cotter's side, then his right arm, then his

back, the impacts painless but savagely hard, like hammer blows. For a

dazed moment, he didn't know where he was. Why was he on his back,  on

the ground? ...

    0250 hours (Zulu +3) Shuaba Airport, Iraq

    Roselli had seen the Lieutenant knock  the UN guy flat, then  seen

Cotter plucked from the  man's back by an  unseen hand and rolled  off

onto the tarmac.  He'd not heard  the gunshots above  the roar of  the

helicopter, but he  could tell from  the way the  Lieutenant had  been

thrown that they'd come from high up and that way, from the top of the

terminal building tower.

    He cut loose  with a long  burst from his  MP5, screaming  "Cover!

Cover! Sniper on the tower!" as loud as he could. Other SEALs  reacted

in the same instant. MacKenzie sent a stream of green tracers slashing

through the terminal's windows, and then Garcia's M203 spoke, slamming

a 40mm grenade into the tower walkway, where it detonated with a flash

and a bang and a sparkling shower of steel fragments and broken glass.

Bodies  ...  no,  pieces  of  bodies  spun  lazily  through  the  air,

accompanied by an avalanche of shattered bricks and concrete.

    Roselli was beside the Lieutenant in a second, crouching over him.

"L-T! L-T! Can  you hear  me?" Oh, God,  his blacks  were sticky  with

blood. Shit, shit, shit! Where was  all the damned blood coming  from?

The Skipper was wearing a Kevlar bullet-proof combat vest, of  course,

but it looked like he'd taken a round in the right shoulder. That  was

okay ... sure. A ticket  home and his arm in  a sling, but he'd be  up

and back in full working mode in a few weeks, just like in the fucking

movies.

    "Outa my way, Chief!" Doc Ellsworth was there, shoving him  aside.

Roselli didn't want to  leave. "Damn it, Chief,  out of the way!  I've

got him!"

    Turning, Roselli  stared  up  at the  control  tower.  The  large,

slanted windows had been  blown out, and one  side looked as though  a

giant had taken a hungry bite out of it. "Two-IC!" he yelled over  the

tactical channel. "This is Roselli!"

    "DeWitt here," he heard. "Go ahead."

    "The L-T's down! Damn  it, I thought you  said that fuckin'  tower

was fuckin' clear!"

    "Okay, Razor.  Chill out."  He  heard a  click as  DeWitt  changed

channels. "Platoon, this  is Two-IC. The  Lieutenant's down. I've  got

command. Acknowledge!"

    "I hear you," MacKenzie's voice replied. "Blue copies."

    "Acknowledged, Lieutenant," Chief Kosciuszko's voice added.  "Gold

copies!"

    The man Cotter had  knocked down was  sitting up nearby,  cradling

his arm and rocking back and forth. "I'm hit! I'm hit! God, I'm hit!"

    Roselli crouched beside him.  It looked like  a round had  punched

through the guy's safari  jacket sleeve, bloodying  his arm. A  graze,

nothing more. "You'll live," he said bluntly. "Hold still." He  popped

open one  of his  pouches, pulled  out a  roll of  gauze, and  quickly

wrapped the man's arm. "My attache case. Where's my attache case?"

    Roselli retrieved it. "Here. Now get  the fuck back with the  rest

of your people."

    "But-"

    "Move it, you numb-nuts dumb-ass son of a bitch!"

    The UN man blinked at him in shock, then scrambled away, clutching

his briefcase to his chest. Roselli turned back to Ellsworth.

    "How's the L-T, Doc? Just a shoulder, right?"

    "Shut up, Razor."  Something in  his voice, the  intensity of  his

expression as he lifted Cotter's arm  and probed his side with  bloody

fingers, told Roselli that  it was more than  a flesh wound. He  could

see the blood welling up  beneath the Lieutenant's bullet-proof  vest,

coming through  the vest's  armhole just  beneath his  arm.  Ellsworth

started packing the space with whole rolls of gauze.

    Cotter's head rolled to one side. "Doc-"

    "You lay still, Skipper. You took a round in the side."

    "Can't ... feel m' legs."

    "Shit."  Ellsworth  looked  at  Roselli.  "Damn  it,  Razor,  make

yourself useful! Get me a Stokes from the helo!"

    "Right, Doc."

    The UN people  had finished off-loading  the cardboard boxes  from

the two Land Rovers onto the  first Sea Stallion, then pulled back  as

the pilot fed  power to  the rotors and  lifted from  the tarmac  with

shrill thunder.  Seconds later,  the number-two  Sea Stallion  touched

down in the beacon-lit spot evacuated by the first. As the crew  chief

lowered the rear ramp, Roselli ran up and jumped aboard. "We got a man

down!" he yelled. "Gimme a Stokes!"

    The crew  chief pulled  a  Stokes stretcher  off the  bulkhead,  a

lightweight, open coffin-shape  of wire mesh  and white canvas  straps

used for transporting wounded. Roselli carried it back to Ellsworth on

the double,  then helped  the  corpsman gently  lift Cotter  into  the

basket.

    "He took a round right through the armhole in his vest," Ellsworth

said as they strapped him down securely. He spoke rapidly, and Roselli

had the  impression that  he  wasn't even  speaking directly  to  him.

"Collapsed his right lung and I  think it went out through his  spine!

Damned, damned  bad  luck the  Kevlar  didn't catch  it!  Shit!  Shit!

Friggin' blood loss. Did it nick  the post-caval? Gotta get him  BVES,

stat." Doc looked up  at Roselli suddenly. "C'mon!  Help me with  him.

Easy now."

    Wildly, fragments of first-aid training flitted through  Roselli's

mind, Don't move a victim with a back injury! Except when leaving  him

where he was would be more dangerous.

    The second Sea Stallion was loading now, the rescued UN inspectors

and Hercules crewmen filing aboard  between two SEALs standing  guard.

Among them, Roselli glimpsed the man  Cotter had saved, marked by  the

white bandages on his arm, his briefcase clutched to his chest like  a

shield. Good riddance to the bastard. If the L-T hadn't been trying to

save his ass ...

    Commands crackled over Roselli's radio, but none included his call

sign and he ignored them. The  SEAL platoon was starting to pull  back

from the  airport buildings.  The Sea  Stallion was  loaded, its  ramp

closing like the jaw of some gape-mouthed fish. The helo rose from the

tarmac in a  whirlwind of noise  and dust, then  swung low across  the

runway, angling toward the west and  vanishing into night. One of  the

SuperCobras paced it.

    Ellsworth and  Roselli positioned  themselves  on either  side  of

Cotter's Stokes, grabbed the carry  straps, and lugged him toward  the

LZ where the third transport chopper was just touching down. Together,

with an assist from the Marine  crew chief, they hoisted him onto  the

Sea Stallion before the rear ramp was all the way down, then scrambled

aboard themselves. Two by two, the  rest of the SEALs followed.  Three

savage explosions ripped through the  night as the trucks parked  next

to the terminal exploded one after the other. Garcia and Frazier, Gold

Squad's demo man, had been busy setting charges while the rest of  the

SEALs covered the perimeter.

    That perimeter was  shrinking now as  more and more  of the  SEALs

climbed up  the Sea  Stallion's ramp.  MacKenzie and  Lieutenant  j.g.

DeWitt were the last two men aboard.

    "Let's go!" DeWitt  yelled, holding  his microphone  to his  lips,

making a circling motion with his free hand. "All aboard! Haul ass!"

    With a roar, the Sea Stallion  lifted into the night sky,  turning

toward the west. As Roselli stared  out the still-open rear doors,  he

watched the  C-130  parked  in  front of  the  Shuaba  terminal,  kept

watching as the  Hercules crumpled, an  orange flower blossoming  from

the root of its  port wing. Then  the fuel tanks  touched off, and  in

seconds the UN  C130 was  a single sheet  of flame,  its fuselage  and

wings a wire-work  skeleton half glimpsed  through the raging,  hungry

blaze. Smaller  explosions took  out the  two Land  Rovers an  instant

later, tearing out their  guts and scattering  smoking bits of  engine

across the runway. When the Iraqis  returned with the dawn to  reclaim

their airport,  they would  find not  one vehicle,  not one  piece  of

American equipment left behind intact for  them to claim as spoils  of

war. With a whine, the ramp slid  up and the rear doors clamped  shut,

cutting off Roselli's view of Shuaba.

    He turned back to Ellsworth, who was still working on the L-T. The

Stokes was lying  in the  center of the  chopper's cargo  deck, and  a

clear  plastic   oxygen  mask   had   been  strapped   over   Cotter's

paint-blacked face. There were bubbles  of blood clustered around  the

Lieutenant's nostrils, and more blood at the corner of his mouth.  His

breathing beneath the mask was rasping and labored, audible even  over

the roar of the Sea  Stallion's rotors. MacKenzie was kneeling  beside

the Stokes, holding a plastic bottle filled with clear liquid aloft as

the Doc threaded a  thick needle into a  vein in Cotter's left  inside

elbow. The other SEALs of Third Platoon, along with the helo's  Marine

crew chief, watched from a  circle about the tableau, impassive.  They

all knew that if Doc couldn't save the Skipper, nobody could.

    "Shit," Doc said, rocking back on his heels. His arms were bloody,

clear to his elbows. He pried  up one of Cotter's eyelids, staring  at

the pupil. "How long to Kuwait?"

    "It's almost  a hundred  miles to  Kuwait City,"  the Marine  crew

chief said. "Call it thirty minutes."

    "Shit, shit, shit!" Doc started unzipping and unhooking the  L-T's

combat gear and  discarding it  on the helo's  deck, using  a pair  of

blunt-tipped bandage scissors to cut  away his fatigue shirt.  Roselli

helped, as MacKenzie continued  to hold the IV  bottle in the air.  By

the light  of  the  helo's  battle lanterns,  the  L-T's  skin  looked

death-pale where it wasn't crusted with blood.

    Roselli felt a creeping,  nightmare presentiment. He'd seen  death

before. He had been in the Navy for twelve years and in the Teams  for

seven. His first time under fire  had been in Panama, where he'd  been

wounded in the assault at Paitilla  Airfield. Four of his squad  mates

had been the very first  American fatalities of Operation Just  Cause,

four good friends killed in a  clusterfuck where elite SEALs had  been

thrown like cannon  fodder against barricaded  defenders with  machine

guns, then ordered to hold  the position all night for  reinforcements

that were late in arriving.

    The bond between members of a  SEAL platoon is close, closer  than

any other human relationship Roselli  could imagine. Though he  wasn't

married, he knew SEALs who were ... and to a man they seemed to  value

the camaraderie of their fellow SEALs and swim buddies more than  they

did their own wives.

    Thinking of wives  reminded Roselli of  Donna, Cotter's wife.  And

they had a kid. Oh, damn ... damn!

    0305 hours (Zulu +3) Helo Cowboy One

    Cotter awoke, aware of faces  bending over him, fuzzy against  the

glare of lights. Pain  ... he felt  pain ... but it  wasn't as bad  as

he'd thought it would  be. Funny, he couldn't  feel a thing below  his

diaphragm.

    "Where?"

    Was that Doc's face  peering down into his?  Hard to tell.  "We're

aboard the helo, L-T," Doc's voice said. "You just rest easy."

    "The men?" It was hard to speak, hard to make himself heard.  Each

breath was a small agony, and he wasn't sure Doc could hear above  the

background roar of the rotors.

    Doc's face dipped lower, turning. "What was that, Sir?"

    "The ... the men. Get them ... out."

    "Everybody got out,  Skipper. You're  the only one  who stopped  a

bullet. Why the friggin' hell didn't you duck?" Doc's voice was light,

bantering, but Cotter could hear the tightness behind the words. "Damn

it, what kind of example is that for you to set for your men?"

    "Mission? ..."

    "All three  helos made  it out,  Skipper. Everybody  made it  out.

Mission complete. Now shut the hell up  and let me work. You've got  a

hole in your side and you're losing blood. Understand me? Skipper?  Do

you hear me?"

    Cotter heard, though the  faces and lights had  blurred to a  soft

and indistinguishable white haze. Was  he dying? His thoughts  touched

lightly on  Donna  and Vickie,  but  they slipped  away.  Somehow,  he

couldn't hold onto the memory of their faces, and that raised a  small

stab of guilt. He tried to draw a breath, bracing against the pain ...

but nothing would come.  He tasted blood, hot  and thick and  choking,

weighing down his throat and chest. Couldn't breathe.

    His boys were out safe. That  was good. And the mission a  success

... what had it been? He tried to think, couldn't remember. Oh,  yeah.

Training mission, working with the Marines at Vieques, the big  island

east of Puerto  Rico. It was  nice there, a  tropical paradise.  Sunny

beaches. Warm water. He loved  Puerto Rico. Training session. How  had

he been hurt? Accidents happened,  even in training ... especially  in

SEAL training.

    Goddamn, he was  proud of his  boys, every one  of them. The  best

warriors, the best men in the whole God damned world.

    The white haze was turning dark around the outside, like a tunnel.

Funny. He couldn't even  remember Donna's face, but  he could see  the

SEALs he'd worked  with and  commanded over  the years,  every one  of

them, like they were right there with him.

    "Proud ... of ... you," he said. Damn he was proud of his boys.

    0306 hours (Zulu +3) Helo Cowboy One

    "Lieutenant!" Ellsworth was kneeling  over the Stokes, both  hands

on the  center  of  Cotter's  chest, pumping  down  on  a  heart  that

stubbornly refused  to  beat. "God  damn  it,  don't you  die  on  me!

Lieutenant!"

    Roselli, at the  L-T's head, had  pulled off the  O mask at  Doc's

instructions and was holding  an AMBU mask  over Cotter's bloody  nose

and mouth,  squeezing  the inflated  bag  to ventilate  the  Skipper's

lungs.

    Doc kept pumping at the  Skipper's chest. "L-T! SEALs don't  quit!

They don't know how to quit! They're too stupid to quit! Lieutenant!"

    At last,  though,  Ellsworth  slumped  back  on  his  haunches,  a

stricken look on his face. "Goddamnit," he said, his voice empty. "God

damn it to hell!"

    "You did what you could, Doc," MacKenzie said.

    Roselli stared at the L-T's face, stunned. The Lieutenant couldn't

be dead ... he couldn't!

    Abruptly, Ellsworth shook  off Mac's hand  and resumed pumping  at

Cotter's heart, but Roselli already knew  it was too late. They  would

keep working at him until they got him aboard a medevac at K-City, but

it wasn't going to do one damned bit of good.

    The Skipper was dead. Dead. Blown away by some half-assed rag-head

who probably barely knew one end of a rifle from the other.

    Roselli felt like he wanted to cry.

    Friday, 6 May

    0950 hours (Zulu -5) SEAL Seven Administrative Headquarters Little

Creek, Virginia

    It was an informal hearing, though the two naval officers and  one

senior enlisted man sitting at the panel flanked by the U.S. and  U.S.

Navy flags gave the  proceedings the air  of a court-martial.  Captain

Coburn sat at the  folding table between  his Exec, Commander  Monroe,

and Senior  Chief  Hawkins.  Morning  sunlight  filtered  through  the

venetian blinds drawn over the  windows. Chief Roselli stood in  front

of them at parade rest, feet  braced apart and hands behind his  back,

but otherwise as rigid as if he'd been at attention.

    "But when Lieutenant Cotter  was hit," Coburn  said, "it was  your

impression that the terminal building had already been cleared, was it

not, Chief?"

    "I don't know, sir. Things were kind of confused there for a bit."

    "Sky Trapper was recording your communications at the time, Chief.

Your exact words to Lieutenant DeWitt  were, I believe ..." He  picked

up a paper on the table and read from it. "Yes. 'The L-T is down. Damn

it, I thought you said that fucking tower was fucking clear. '"

    "Actually, Captain, I think I  said something more like, uh,  'The

L-T is down. Damn it. I shoulda  snuck in, uh, snuck in and made  sure

it stayed clear." Something like  that. You know, sometimes it's  kind

of hard to make out what's being shouted over the Motorolas. Sir."

    "Mmm. Understood." Coburn dropped the transcript and leaned  back,

his weight causing the folding metal chair to creak beneath him.

    Coburn had been a  SEAL for a  long, long time,  and he knew  that

Roselli was covering for DeWitt. SEALs always took care of their  own.

Always.

    Monroe stirred at Coburn's side.  "So what was your assessment  of

the tactical situation, Chief? Why wasn't the tower properly cleared?"

    "Aw, shit, Sir. It was a big building, lots of rooms. We only  had

one platoon with a  shitload of objectives. We  just had four guys  in

the Delta element, plus  Lieutenant DeWitt, to  clear the tower.  They

could've missed someone, or a bad guy could've sneaked in after they'd

gone through."

    "In your opinion, should  someone have been  posted on that  tower

after it was cleared?"

    Roselli shook his head. "That  would've been hard to manage,  Sir.

We were stretched damned thin as  it was with only fourteen guys.  And

we would've had to abandon the terminal anyway when we started pulling

in  the  perimeter.  I  don't  think  we  should've  done  things  any

differently than we did."

    "I see,"  Coburn said.  "Very well,  Chief. Thank  you very  much.

You're dismissed."

    "Aye, aye,  sir."  Roselli  turned,  then  stopped  himself.  "Uh,

Captain?"

    "Yes, Chief?"

    "I just wanted to say that every  man in the platoon did a  wizard

job on that op. And that includes Lieutenant DeWitt. If we'd had  more

men, maybe the L-T  wouldn't've bought it. I  don't know. But I  don't

think we can second-guess any of that now."

    "We'll keep that in mind. Thank you, Chief."

    After Roselli had left, Coburn looked  at the papers on the  table

before him. "Is that it, George?"

    "Yes, Sir," Monroe replied. They'd spent most of the previous  day

and all of that morning interviewing  the men of Third Platoon.  Their

report, the result of the inquiry, would go up the chain of command to

Rear Admiral Bainbridge, CONAVSPECWARGRU-Two.

    The responses from  the men  had been  interesting. Ellsworth  was

blaming himself  for not  being  able to  save Cotter,  while  DeWitt,

naturally, had assumed responsibility for Cotter's death because Delta

had missed  the sniper  in the  terminal building.  Every man  in  the

platoon except DeWitt had formed a united front, insisting that DeWitt

and Delta were not to blame for Cotter's death. Garcia, Frazier, Holt,

and Nicholson  had all  suggested that  the terminal  could have  been

blown up after  it was searched,  but admitted that  the sniper  could

well have slipped in from someplace else, in which case he could  have

capped the Lieutenant  from the  rubble as  easily as  from the  tower

walkway. Coburn knew  from long experience  that there was  no way  to

second-guess the men on the ground from the safe and sane security  of

some CONUS headquarters basement.

    He had a feeling, though, that there was going to be one hell of a

lot  of  second-guessing  this  time   around.  Ever  since  the   new

Administration had come  in, the political  climate in Washington  had

turned distinctly chilly  toward the military,  and especially  toward

the military's elite  forces. There were  people in the  House and  on

Capitol Hill, including the current head of the House Military Affairs

Committee, who distrusted the elites, who associated covert operations

with black,  dirty,  or  illegal  ops, with  "wetwork"  and  lying  to

Congress. Hell, there were admirals  and generals at the Pentagon  who

hated the special-operations  forces, who claimed  the elites  grabbed

the best men, the  best equipment, and the  lion's share of  dwindling

military appropriations. Together,  the anti-special-forces people  in

the Pentagon and the  anti-military people in  Congress had formed  an

unlikely alliance  with the  goal of  eliminating the  elite  military

forces entirely.  To that  end,  the HMAC  had been  holding  special,

televised  meetings  all  week   on  the  subject  of   special-forces

appropriations, and the way things were  going so far, it was all  too

likely that the SEALs were going to be closed down.

    Coburn's entire naval career had  spanned most of the SEAL  Teams'

existence. It hurt to  think they might  soon be cut.  God damn it  to

hell, he thought.  I'd like to  see a battleship  pull off what  Third

Platoon just did!

    "So,  Captain?"  Senior  Chief  Hawkins  said,  jolting   Coburn's

darkening thoughts. "What's the verdict?"

    "Oh, DeWitt's in the clear. I have no doubts about that. You two?"

    "Agreed," Monroe  said. "My  God, jerking  nineteen men  out  from

under the noses of a Republican Guard battalion, with only one wounded

among the hostages?"

    "And only one  casualty among  the raiding  forces. That's  pretty

damned good,  no matter  how you  look at  it. The  whole platoon  did

magnificently. I'll stress that in my report."

    "Roger that, sir," Hawkins saiddryly. "But will they buy it up  on

the Hill?"

    "God knows, Ed. The  way things have been  going up there  lately,

we're going to be lucky if we have a Navy left when they get done with

their cuts." He stood, gathering  his papers. "Well, gentlemen,  let's

get squared away and  get the hell  out of here.  We have long  drives

ahead of us if we're going to make that funeral this afternoon."

    1615 hours (Zulu -5) Arlington National Cemetery

    Rank upon rank upon gleaming white rank of tombstones graced those

gentle, tree-shaped slopes of the Arlington National Cemetery. At  the

top of the  hill among  ancient, spreading oaks  rested the  brooding,

white-pillared facade  of  the  Custis-Lee  Mansion,  while  opposite,

across the dark, bridge-spanned reach of the Potomac, the white marble

government buildings  and  monuments of  Washington,  D.C.,  shimmered

beneath the haze-masked afternoon sun. Southeast, masked by trees, was

the five-sided sprawl of the Pentagon;  a mile to the northwest,  also

invisible, was the  Iwo Jima Memorial.  Arlington seemed suspended  in

time, removed somehow from the clutter  and rush of the modern  world,

even when its stillness was broken by the roar of commercial airliners

thundering over the  Potomac from  Washington National ...  or by  the

sharp report of volleyed rifle fire.

    The last echoes of  the military salute  hung suspended above  the

lines of tombstones and  the grassy hillsides. As  the final crack  of

the third  volley faded,  a  Navy bugler  in  dress blues  raised  his

instrument to  his lips  and began  intoning the  mournful,  drawn-out

notes of Taps.

    A casket  rested above  the open  grave, attended  by sailors  and

officers who stood in ranks in full-dress whites, and a smaller  group

of civilians. Much of SEAL Team Seven was present, all who could  make

it up from Norfolk, over fifty officers and men standing motionless in

white-clad ranks.

    The leaders of each formation  held their hand salutes as  Roselli

and Holt lifted  the American flag  from the casket  and, with  crisp,

precise movements, folded  it corner  over corner from  fly to  hoist,

ending with a thick, white-starred blue triangle with no red showing.

    Taps wavered  to  a  lonesome  end,  and  Chief  Boatswain's  Mate

Kosciuszko snapped "Two!" As one,  hands held rigid in salute  dropped

with a crack. Holding the  flag, Roselli pivoted ninety degrees,  took

two steps, and pivoted  again in a rightangle  turn. Three more  steps

and another  squared-off turn  put him  directly in  front of  Captain

Coburn, commanding  officer  of SEAL  Team  Seven, and  the  presiding

officer for the morning's solemn service.

    Master Chief Engineman George MacKenzie watched, face hard, as the

captain accepted  the folded  flag, waited  for Roselli  to return  to

ranks, then turned  sharply and walked  the few paces  to the  waiting

huddle of  civilians. Donna  Cotter,  in black,  waited for  him  with

lifted chin. Little  Vickie, grave and  somber in a  dark gray  dress,

stood quietly at her  mother's side, looking up  at Coburn with  large

eyes.

    Still at attention, MacKenzie strained to hear the old, proud, and

formal words as  Coburn leaned  forward and  spoke to  the widow.  "On

behalf of a grateful nation and a  proud Navy, I present this flag  to

you in recognition of your  husband's years of honorable and  faithful

service, and his sacrifice for this nation."

    Coburn handed Donna the folded flag, then saluted her. Across  the

neatly landscaped grass,  the officer  in charge of  the rifle  salute

party rasped out, "Port ... harms! Order ... harms!"

    Ritual. History. Tradition. Men died. The service went on.  "Honor

detachment, dis ... missed!"

    The neat blocks of white dissolved.  Small groups of two or  three

or four gathered here and there,  talking in low voices. Others  began

the long walk back up the hill to the parking lot beyond Halsey Drive.

    MacKenzie waited,  uncomfortable  in the  stiff  and  unaccustomed

embrace of  his  whites,  as  a small  mob  of  people,  military  and

civilian, filed  up to  Donna Cotter,  speaking to  her, clasping  her

hands, touching her pain. It was  a long line. The Navy community  was

close, the Navy's Special Warfare community closer still. There was no

one present on that  hillside, military or  civilian, who didn't  know

what being a SEAL--or a SEAL's wife--meant.

    George MacKenzie, born  and raised  far from the  sea in  Midland,

Texas, had been in the Navy  for eighteen years, a SEAL for  fourteen.

Tall, lanky, normally quiet  almost to the  point of invisibility,  he

was the son of an air-conditioning  repairman who'd never been in  the

service. He'd joined the Navy because by the time he'd graduated  from

high  school,  he'd  been  sick  to  death  of  the  endlessly   flat,

barren-brown monotony  of  the West  Texas  plains, and  because  he'd

imagined the Navy would give him  his best chance at seeing  something

of the world beyond Midland.

    He'd never imagined  in his wildest  dreams just how  much of  the

world he would see ... or from what vantage points.

    As an engineman second class, he'd volunteered for BUD/S. Duty  in

the engine  room  of  the  U.S.S.  Guam  was  boring,  but  he'd  been

fascinated by the  dangerous look of  a SEAL platoon  assigned to  the

ship one day for  an exercise. After that,  the Navy had never  seemed

boring again. Serving with SEAL Team Two, he'd seen combat in Grenada.

After that, he'd transferred to the super-secret SEAL Six--"The  Mob,"

as its  members  called  themselves--a small  and  tightly  knit  Team

designed as the  Navy's counter-terrorist  unit. In  1985, he'd  taken

part in the aftermath of the Achille Lauro hijacking, surrounding  the

Egyptian 737 with the terrorists aboard when Navy F-14 Tomcats off the

Saratoga forced it to land at Sigonella. Unhappy at the social  breach

opening between SEAL Six and the  rest of the Navy SPECWAR  community,

MacKenzie had transferred again in 1987. After a tour as an instructor

at BUD/S in Coronado,  he'd shipped out with  SEAL Four in Just  Cause

and Desert Storm.

    Then, right after the Gulf  War, Lieutenant Cotter had called  him

up and offered him  the chance to  become a plank  owner of the  newly

formed and highly secret  SEAL Seven. He'd been  with Seven since  the

beginning, right there alongside the L-T and Captain Coburn and Senior

Chief Hawkins, lending his long experience to the unit's training  and

organization.

    How many  men had  he known  along the  way who'd  been killed  in

action? How  many friends?  Somehow,  he could  imagine all  of  them,

standing there on that Arlington  hillside with him that morning,  the

dead in  ranks with  the living,  their dress  whites heavy  with  the

medals they'd won  in actions from  Colombia to the  Persian Gulf.  He

could remember  each one  of  them, their  names, their  faces,  their

totemic warrior's nicknames like "Shark" and "Gator" and "Mad Dog."

    Losing friends  like those  was never  easy. If  anything, it  got

harder each time.

    June, MacKenzie's wife, was standing  alone beneath a tree on  the

far side of the funeral party, but he couldn't go to her, not yet, not

before he'd discharged this one, final duty. The group of friends  and

supporters around  Donna Cotter  was thinning  out. Steeling  himself,

back ramrod stiff, MacKenzie walked  toward the widow. Vickie, he  was

relieved to see,  had already  been led  away by  a relative.  "Hello,

Donna."

    She was an attractive, dark-haired woman of about thirty, heavyset

but with a proud, no-nonsense bearing. Her green eyes locked with his.

"Mac. Thanks for coming. For being here ."

    "I'm sorry about Vince, Donna. I really  am. The guy was one in  a

million."

    She looked down at the grass for a moment, then raised her eyes to

his once again. She held the  folded flag pressed against her  breasts

like a talisman ... like a shield.  "You've got to tell me, Mac.  What

happened?"

    It was  his turn  to look  away. Across  the Potomac,  the  cherry

blossoms had exploded in a  sea of pink around  the white dome of  the

Jefferson Memorial, their  colors captured by  the Potomac's  sluggish

waters. "You've seen the official letter, Donna. You know I can't  say

anything else."

    "Damn you, Mac. If you think  I'm going to buy that old  'training

accident' line, you're nuts. Was it that thing in Iraq the other  day?

It was, wasn't it?"

    Operation Blue  Sky had  rated  a page-two  couple of  columns  in

Wednesday's Washington Post, with  a shorter follow-up yesterday.  All

that had  been said  was that  Iraqi troops  had tried  to stop  a  UN

inspection team  from  leaving,  and that  U.S.  military  forces  had

rescued them. An unnamed  member of the inspection  team had told  the

press they'd been rescued by "American Special Forces." Iraqi  sources

claimed that the UN people  had been released, the situation  resolved

"in the interests  of international peace  and cooperation," but  that

American  aircraft  had  nevertheless  bombed  a  school  outside   of

al-Basra, killing two students  and wounding a  third. The Navy  SEALs

had never even been mentioned.

    Which, of  course, was  exactly the  way they  preferred it.  When

their C-130 had touched down at NAS Oceana on Wednesday, there'd  been

no one waiting to meet the grim coterie of commandos as they filed off

the transport,  a  thirteen-man honor  guard  to a  lone,  flag-draped

coffin. No press, no cheering crowds, no speeches.

    And that was as it should be.

    Sometimes, though, that could be cold for the families who'd  been

waiting back in the world of  bridge clubs and shopping malls, of  the

formal functions and the politics of naval social life.

    How many times had he been  over at the Cotters', barbecuing  ribs

on Vince's backyard  grill, drinking  beer and  swapping stories  with

SEALs and SEAL wives.  The formal gulf  between officers and  enlisted

that existed  through  most  of the  rest  of  the Navy  was  all  but

nonexistent in the  Teams. Vince  and Donna Cotter  were his  friends.

Damn, he couldn't lie to her, not about this.

    And he couldn't tell her the truth either.

    "Donna," he  said,  choosing his  next  words carefully.  "If  the

munchkins say  he died  in a  training accident,  then as  far as  I'm

concerned that's exactly what happened. But  I can also tell you  that

Vince was the  best warrior, the  best leader, the  best officer,  the

best friend I've  ever known. He  was a  hero, and I'm  proud to  have

known him."

    The woman  started  to  say  something,  then  stopped,  her  face

creasing with iron-held  grief that  could no longer  be denied.  "Oh,

Mac, Mac, what am I going to do without him?"

    MacKenzie opened his arms and enfolded her in an embrace,  holding

her close as she sobbed, the flag, Vince's flag, trapped between them.

After a while, June came up and put her arm around Donna's  shoulders,

leading her away up the hill.

    MacKenzie turned his back on the tombstones and spent a long  time

after that just standing there on the grass, staring at the Washington

skyline.

    Damn. Third Platoon  would never  get another  CO as  good as  the

Skipper. DeWitt might pass inspection, but he didn't have enough  time

in grade for promotion to full lieutenant. That meant they'd bring  in

someone else, an outsider. He wondered who the newbie was going to be.

    Monday, 9 May

    0620 hours (Zulu -8) SEAL Training Center, Coronado, California

    Hell Week  had begun  that morning  at precisely  0001  hours--one

minute past midnight--and the men of BUD/S First Platoon, class  1420,

were running. The sun was just beginning to cut through the chill that

had lingered over the Silver Strand throughout the predawn hours,  and

the surf was  breaking in  long, emerald-green  rollers that  sparkled

enchantingly in the morning light.  First Platoon was less  interested

in the picturesque  beauty of  the ocean, however,  than in  remaining

upright.

    Organized into  six boat  teams  of seven  men each,  the  platoon

numbered forty-two men, and they were running along the beach  through

soft sand that shifted  unpredictably beneath their boondockers.  Each

team carried  an IBS--an  Inflatable  Boat, Small--balanced  on  their

heads, a black rubber craft that had long been a mainstay of both  the

SEALs and the old UDTs.

    Twelve feet long and  six feet in the  beam, the boat could  carry

seven men and  one thousand pounds  of gear. Fully  equipped, as  they

were now with everything save motors, each weighed 289 pounds.

    Each boat crew  struggled to  run together,  supporting the  balky

mass of its IBS on their heads, bracing the boat unsteadily with  arms

aching from  endlessly repeated  push-ups  earlier that  morning.  The

shorter men in each team held  empty coffee cans wedged between  their

heads and their boat so that they could carry their share of the load.

The exercise  appeared  to be  mindless  harassment, but  it  had  the

positive benefit of providing yet  another excuse for the recruits  to

learn to work together ... or  else. As did nearly every other  aspect

of BUD/S training.

    Lieutenant Blake Murdock  trotted easily alongside  the lead  boat

crew. Tall, lean, powerfully  muscled, he paced  the recruits with  an

easy gait in deliberate contrast  to their exhausted stumblings. In  a

malicious addition of insult to injury, while the recruits wore shorts

and white T-shirts already drenched  with sweat, Murdock wore a  khaki

uniform, flawlessly, crisply pressed and creased, the railroad  tracks

of his  rank gleaming  in  highly polished  gold  on his  collar,  his

eagle-trident-pistol badge shining above two rows of colorful ribbons.

The only  concession  he'd  made  to the  morning's  workout  was  his

boondockers, identical to  the footgear  worn by  the recruits.  Dress

shoes did not stand up well to sand and salt water, nor was it a  good

idea to run in them. The boondockers were spit-shined, however,  until

they shone like  dress Corfams. Murdock  had made a  point of  running

with the trainees throughout the past weeks, effortlessly pacing  them

without showing  a wrinkle,  without showing  even a  single stain  of

sweat in his uniform as the recruits struggled to match his pace.

    The other  instructors wore  blue staff  T-shirts and  olive  drab

shorts as they  harried the trainees.  "Get in step  there! Hup!  Two!

Three! Four! Pick up  your feet, you tadpoles!  Come on, come on!  Get

together!"

    Tomorrow,  the  boat   crews  would  start   running  with   their

instructors as passengers  in the  rubber boats, paddling  the air  as

they shouted  "encouragement,"  standing  up, moving  around,  and  in

general doing everything they could  to upset the crews' physical  and

mental equilibrium.

    Keeping the recruits off  balance was a key  part of the  program.

Reveille that morning  had been  a dark, smoky,  and piercingly  noisy

chaos of automatic gunfire, smoke grenades, and flash-bangs detonating

outside the barracks  windows as the  instructors screamed  confusing,

often contradictory orders into the ears of the dazed recruits. "Fire!

Fire on the quarterdeck!  Fire party lay to  the quarterdeck! Down  on

the deck! Give me one hundred! Outside! Outside, you pussies! Get wet!

Into the surf! Fall  in on the grinder  in boondockers and  jockstrap!

Move! Move! Move-move-move!" They'd  stampeded from the barracks  into

the night, most of  them half dressed, as  a SEAL chief petty  officer

fired bursts from his M-60 over their heads.

    For these recruits, those  able to stick it  out anyway, the  next

five days would be an endless and agonizing round of mud,  exhaustion,

pain, and humiliation, a grueling trial of fitness and stamina  during

which they would be lucky to get a total of four hours' sleep.

    Hell Week.  This  was the  end  of  BUD/S Phase  1  training,  the

culmination of  weeks  of  running,  boat  drills,  running,  pushups,

running, swimming,  more  swimming,  and running,  running,  and  more

running. Phase I was partly for physical conditioning, of course,  but

far more  than that  it  was deliberately  designed to  eliminate  the

quitters, to weed out that seventy percent or more of each SEAL  class

that did not have the peculiar twist of mental conditioning,  stamina,

and determination that was  vital for service with  the Teams. It  had

been suggested  more than  once that  BUD/S training  was  two-percent

physical and ninety-eight-percent mental.

    "Ladies," Murdock had told the class during formation the  evening

before, "the next five days and  nights have been lovingly crafted  to

make you do just three things quit, quit, and quit! We are going to do

our level best to make all of you see the error of your ways and  give

up this crazy  idea you  have that  you could  actually become  SEALS.

We've lost a few people already, but hey, we were just getting  warmed

up with them.  They were  the lucky  ones, sweethearts,  the guys  who

looked deep down inside their souls and realized that they just didn't

have what it takes to be a Navy SEAL.

    "I can promise you that we're going  to lose a hell of a lot  more

of you before this week  of fun and games  is over. The United  States

Navy invests something like eighty thousand dollars in each and  every

man who finally pins on  the trident-and-pistols." For emphasis,  he'd

tapped his  own  SEAL  pin  as  he walked  down  the  line  of  young,

skin-headed recruits standing rigidly in  their underwear in front  of

their racks.

    "It is our solemn duty to  ensure that all those taxpayer  dollars

are not wasted in this  new era of government fiscal  responsibility,"

he'd continued, "that those of you  who finish this course--if any  of

you finish this course--are truly the elite, the very best men in body

and spirit we can produce. In short, ladies, SEALS. Of course, I  very

much doubt that any of you have what it takes to be SEALS."

    It was a canned speech, one that Murdock had delivered  numberless

times before to numberless SEAL recruits. He'd been stationed with the

Training Division at Coronado for almost two years now.

    When, he wondered, was he going  to get his transfer? He wanted  a

combat platoon, had been applying for one for the past six months.  He

strongly suspected  that the  dread  hand of  his father  was  somehow

involved.

    Blake Murdock had been a SEAL for  five years now, but he was  one

of the  unlikeliest  SEALs in  the  Teams.  Eldest son  of  a  wealthy

Virginia family that  had gone  into politics  three generations  ago,

he'd long since  grown tired of  the questions leveled  at him  almost

every time he came  aboard a new duty  station. "Murdock? Are you  any

relation to Charles Murdock?"

    "Yes," he would always answer,  a little wearily when he  admitted

to it at all. "He's my father."

    Blake had grown up  on the rambling  Murdock estate outside  Front

Royal, half a mile from the banks of the slow-flowing Shenandoah. He'd

attended  local  private   schools,  then  Exeter,   with  the   clear

expectation that he would  go on to Harvard,  followed by a career  in

law or politics. Indeed, from the very beginning he'd had the  feeling

that  his  entire  future,  from  school  to  marriage  to  career  to

internment in the  St. John's  Episcopal family vaults,  all had  been

carefully planned out with all the  care and attention to detail of  a

well-crafted military campaign.

    Murdock knew exactly  when he'd begun  wanting more, needing  more

than the  stuffy  wood  paneling  and  elitist  snobbery  of  Exeter's

hallowed halls. It had been during the summer before his senior  year,

when he'd  somehow ended  up  in the  mountains  of Colorado  with  an

outward Bound group. At school he'd  been a star track and field  man,

as well as making first string on the football team, and he'd  thought

he was  in pretty  good shape,  but  a summer  of long  hikes,  rugged

climbing, and  orienteering  through  the Rockies  had  convinced  him

otherwise.

    And, of course, that was where he'd met Susan.

    His parents had never quite  accepted her. She'd been Jewish,  for

one thing,  and for  another  she came  from  a military  family.  Her

girlhood had been spent growing up in such diverse places as Yokosuka,

Subic Bay, and  Pearl Harbor;  her father  had been  a Marine  gunnery

sergeant who'd lost a leg at Da Nang, her oldest brother a Navy  chief

stationed aboard an attack sub.

    Not exactly the sort of people the Murdocks could easily seat at a

dinner party with the  landed gentry of Warren  County at their  Front

Royal estate, or  worse, at the  Chevy Chase Country  Club inside  the

Washington Beltway.

    By the  time he'd  graduated  from Exeter,  he'd decided  that  he

didn't want any part of  Harvard, and Susan had had  a lot to do  with

that decision.  Certainly,  Outward Bound  had  generated in  Blake  a

fierce and burning  need to  keep proving himself  physically, and  in

more challenging ways than joining Harvard's football or track teams.

    His parents  had not  been happy  with his  decision to  join  the

Marines. There'd been considerable discussion on the matter, ending at

last, in the  best tradition  of Washington  politics, in  compromise.

Blake would attend Annapolis and become an officer in the U.S. Navy.

    That would never have been possible, of course, without the direct

intervention of  his  father, Congressman  Charles  Fitzhugh  Murdock,

former Virginia state legislator and a three-term member of the  House

of Representatives. A member of the House Military Affairs  Committee,

the elder Murdock had considerable  leverage both on Capitol Hill  and

among the  higher echelons  of the  Navy establishment.  He'd all  but

guaranteed Blake a  comfortable and  promising military  career, as  a

line officer in the fleet, as a Pentagon staff officer, even one  day,

possibly, as a military liaison officer to Congress. "We want  nothing

but the best for  you, Blake," his  mother had told  him the day  he'd

left for Annapolis. "The Navy's lucky  to get you. Why shouldn't  your

father pull a few strings to help smooth the water?"

    Why not indeed? All Blake Murdock knew was that suddenly, somehow,

his life was being planned for him again.

    Turning sharply away  from the surf,  the platoon trotted  inland,

struggling over the crest  of a dune, rubber  boats still balanced  on

their heads. Over the top, they  descended onto a muddy flat, where  a

number of logs lay  in ominous rows. Each  was a section of  telephone

pole, soaked in creosote and weighing three hundred pounds.

    At an instructor's bellowed orders, each boat crew lowered its IBS

to the sand, then filed into line behind one of the logs. They'd begun

this exercise during the first week of  Phase 1, and all the men  knew

the drill by now.

    "Okay, ladies," Murdock shouted. "I think some of you are still  a

bit sleepy. You need some warm-up  exercise to make the day go  right.

One!"

    At each log, seven men in line stooped and seized it.

    "Two!"

    As a unit--more or less--each team straightened upright,  hoisting

the log to waist level.

    "Three!"

    Up the log went to shoulder level.

    "Four!"

    Muscles   bulging,    backs    straining,   teeth    gritted    in

seven-times-repeated agony and concentration, the team shoved the  log

aloft. There was some wavering, but no one collapsed. No one gave up.

    "One!"

    The logs dropped back to shoulder level.

    "Two!"

    Waist level.

    "Three!" Onto the ground ... and  woe to the man who  straightened

up without waiting for the command to be given.

    "One!" It started all over again, but with interesting variations.

"Two! Three! Four! Three! Four! Three! Four! What's our creed?"

    They shouted the answer back at  him. "Sir, the only easy day  was

yesterday, sir!"

    "Anybody want  to quit?  The bell's  right over  there with  Petty

Officer Simmons. All you have to do is walk over and ring it."

    No answer.

    "Three! Four! Three! Four!"

    Murdock watched the boat crews heaving their telephone poles,  but

his thoughts were on Susan. He'd been thinking about her a lot lately,

probably more than was healthy. The only easy day was yesterday? Right

... Somehow it seemed to keep getting harder.

    Susan had been killed  on Route 50  when a seventeen-year-old  kid

with a Corvette and a cocaine habit had jumped the median barrier  and

taken her out head-on. She'd been on her way to attend his  graduation

ceremony at  Annapolis,  three days  before  they were  to  have  been

married.

    "I know  it's  hard,  dearest,"  his mother  had  said  after  the

funeral. "But you know,  it must all really  be for the best  somehow.

Susan was a nice girl, I'm sure, but I'm afraid she just wouldn't have

fit in. I still don't think she would have been happy in our family."

    So shallow.  So self-centered,  as  though the  universe  revolved

about her and her money- and privilege-centered point of view. And  so

like her, and like his father too, for that matter. That  conversation

had been  the  final, the  irrevocable  straw. A  week  later,  Ensign

Murdock had cut short his graduation  leave and put in for BUD/S  SEAL

training at Coronado. After  a week of  physical fitness testing  he'd

been accepted. The  training had  been hellishly  difficult, but  he'd

thrown himself  into each  new physical  and mental  challenge with  a

whole-heartedness he'd not even  known he possessed. The  alternative,

he'd thought,  was  to  brood  ... and  in  that  direction  lay  only

destructive self-pity,  possibly  suicide,  certainly  a  betrayal  of

everything he and Susan had hoped and planned for. When he'd completed

both SEAL training and the follow-up airborne course at Fort  Benning,

Georgia, he'd specifically requested a  West Coast assignment. So  far

as he was concerned, the further away he could get from his family and

their plans for his life, the better.

    As a member of SEAL Team  Three, he'd missed out on seeing  action

in Panama, but had participated in the Gulf War. As a squad leader the

following year, he'd  run some  highly classified  missions along  the

North Korean coast  before being  promoted to  lieutenant and  getting

assigned back to Coranado as a senior instructor.

    "Three! Four! Three! Four!"

    Turning away for a  moment as he  continued counting the  cadence,

Murdock spotted a familiar figure leaning  against the hood of a  jeep

parked by the Strand highway. Maybe? ...

    "Three! Four! Three!"

    He waited  then,  a long,  long  silence during  which  the  waves

crashed against the  sand just beyond  the dune at  his back, and  sea

gulls screeched and shrilled at one another as they circled  overhead.

He could hear  the gasping breaths  of the recruits  as they  strained

against their chest-high burdens.

    "Anyone want to quit?" he called, his voice almost friendly.

    There was no reply from the waiting trainees.

    "Oh well. Thought I'd try. Four!"  The logs went into the air  and

stayed there. "Two!" Murdock called.

    One of the instructors jogged up and saluted. "Sir?"

    "Take over, Kaminsky. You know the drill."

    The petty officer grinned, a death's-head rictus. "Aye, aye,  Sir.

We'll make 'em sweat!"

    As Murdock strode  away, Kaminsky started  the cadence anew.  "And

... three! Four! Three! Four!"

    Leaving the grunting,  heaving platoon to  their telephone  poles,

Murdock walked  over to  the man  standing by  the jeep.  Chief  Frank

Bowden was a thickset  black machinist's mate who'd  been in the  Navy

for eighteen years and in the Teams for twelve.

    "Morning, Lieutenant," the chief said, saluting crisply. "My,  oh,

my, but you're up bright and early."

    "Out with  it, Bow.  You look  like the  proverbial cat  with  the

proverbial canary feathers on his snout."

    "Could be. I just came down from Admin. Seems there's a packet for

you there, swim buddy."

    "What ... orders?"

    "All the way from BUPERS. Word is they came through Saturday."

    "God damn! And nobody told me?"

    "I just did, man."

    "How 'bout running me back there?"

    "Hop in, Lieutenant. It'll be my pleasure."

    A quick cruise down  Silver Strand Drive  brought Murdock back  to

the cluster of buildings that was  the heart of SEAL school. The  main

building was a light tan, brick structure. Above the doors in front of

the glassed-in foyer were the  words NAVAL UNDERWATER DEMOLITION  SEAL

TRAINING DIVISION.

    To the  right  of  the walk  leading  up  to the  building  was  a

life-sized replica of the Creature from the Black Lagoon, a net draped

over his right  hand, a trident  in his  left. A sign  on the  trident

read, "So you want to be a frogman?" A plaque recorded the statue as a

gift from an earlier SEAL training platoon upon graduation.

    As Bowden parked  the jeep,  a platoon of  trainees marched  past.

These were Phase 2 men,  wearing olive-drab fatigues and caps  instead

of shorts and white  T-shirts. At this stage  of their training,  they

were less  into  mud  than  they were  into  demolitions  and  weapons

training.

    "Gee, I want to  be a SEAL!"  the petty officer  in charge of  the

column singsonged.

    "Gee, I want to be a SEAL!" came the chorused reply.

    "Eat seaweed with every meal!"

    "Eat seaweed with every meal!"

    "Hoo yah!"

    "Hoo yah!"

    "Sound off!"

    "One! Two!"

    "Sound off!"

    "Three! Four!"

    "Cadence count!"

    "One! Two! Three! Four! One, two ... three-four!"

    SEALs spent far less  time marching than  they did running,  since

traditional drilling on the parade  ground was useful only to  instill

cooperation and esprit  de corps.  Still, Murdock  thought, these  men

looked sharp, damned sharp. Lean, hard, and ready to kick ass and take

names.

    "Bein' a SEAL just can't be beat!"

    "Bein'a SEAL just can't be beat!"

    "Get more ass than a toilet seat!"

    "Get more ass than a toilet seat!"

    Mother, Murdock thought wryly, would not approve. He returned  the

salute of the formation's leading petty officer, then crossed the road

behind them,  past  the scowling  Creature,  and up  to  the  training

center's front door.

    "See that girl all dressed in green?"

    "See that girl all dressed in green?"

    "She goes down on SEALs like a submarine!"

    "She goes down on SEALs like a submarine!"

    No, Mother would definitely not approve.

    A second  class yeoman  in whites  manned the  front desk  in  the

headquarters foyer. "Hey, Burman. What's the word."

    "Good morning, Lieutenant Murdock,"  the yeoman replied. "I  guess

you're looking  for this."  He  handed him  a thick  manila  envelope.

Murdock rapidly opened it, broke out the top sheet, and began reading.

    ON RECEIPT OF  THESE ORDERS,  YOU WILL  PROCEED TO  THE U.S.  NAVY

AMPHIBIOUS BASE, LITTLE CREEK, VIRGINIA,  WHERE YOU WILL TAKE  COMMAND

OF   THIRD   PLATOON,    SEAL   SEVEN,    UNDER   COMMAND    AUTHORITY

USNAVSPECWARGRU-2.

    YOU ARE AUTHORIZED SEVEN DAYS' LEAVE IN WHICH TO MAKE ARRANGEMENTS

FOR TRANSFERRING PERSONAL EFFECTS.

    Murdock looked up, stunned. He was going to NAVSPECWARGRU-Two,  to

Norfolk? It was  hardly credible. There  was a long,  long history  of

rivalry, even outright animosity between  the two SpecWar groups.  The

West Coast  SEALs  thought  their East  Coast  counterparts  were  too

hidebound, too tied  to rules,  discipline, and spit  shine; the  East

Coast SEALs  thought the  Californians too  laid back  and  easygoing,

without a proper respect for attitudes and traditions military.

    "Where you headed, Lieutenant?" Burman asked.

    "Son of a  bitch, they're sending  my ass to  Shit City,"  Murdock

replied, using an old Navy term for Norfolk. "I'm going to be  running

a platoon at Little Creek."

    "Bummer," the yeoman said, shaking  his head. "Course, that  could

mean you're going up against the Rags."

    "Maybe." Murdock was too stunned to even begin to unravel his  own

feelings at the news, but already a nasty suspicion was forming in his

mind.

    So help me,  he thought,  clutching the  orders as  he turned  and

strode toward  the  Bachelor  Officers' Quarters,  if  my  father  had

anything to do with shanghaiing me back to the East Coast ...

    Tuesday, 10 May

    0930 hours  (Zulu  -5)  Headquarters,  SEAL  Seven  Little  Creek,

Virginia

    There was a  sharp triple  rap on  the door,  and Captain  Phillip

Coburn looked up  from the battered  gray metal government-issue  desk

from which he ran SEAL Seven operations. "Come."

    He was pretty sure he knew what was about to happen.

    Electrician's Mate Second  Class Charles  "Chucker" Wilson  opened

the door and  centered himself  before the  desk. The  young SEAL  was

immaculate in his whites, with his white hat neatly folded and  tucked

into his waistband.  Uncovered, he  did not  salute, but  he stood  at

attention with his  eyes focused  on the big  print of  the Bon  Homme

Richard fighting the Serapis on the bulkhead at Coburn's back.

    "Sir!" Wilson snapped  out. "Request  permission to  speak to  the

Captain, sir."

    "Aw, knock off the boot-camp crap, Chucker. Stand easy and tell me

what's on your mind."

    Wilson relaxed, but only slightly. "Uh, yessir. I mean, thank you,

sir. I ..."

    Coburn sighed. "Spit it out, son."

    The petty officer fumbled for a moment with the gold Budweiser  on

his white jumper.  Damn. Coburn had  thought this was  why Wilson  had

requested the interview, but he'd still been hoping he was wrong.

    Wilson dropped the SEAL badge on Coburn's desk. "I want to put  in

for a transfer. To the fleet."

    "Shit, Chucker, you know what you're saying?"

    "Yes, sir. I think I do."

    "You just got your Budweiser ... what? A month ago?"

    "I didn't deserve it, sir."

    "Bull.  The  officers   who  reviewed  your   record  after   your

probationary assignment didn't agree. You questioning their judgment?"

    "With respect, sir, they weren't at Shuaba."

    "You don't want fleet duty."

    "Yes, sir. I do."

    "A SEAL? Scraping paint and  flemishing lines? You'll be so  bored

you'll be climbing the  bulkheads inside of six  weeks. What the  hell

makes you think you want to stop being a SEAL?"

    "Sir, I was the guy tasked  with going through that control  tower

at Shuaba. I don't know what happened, but somehow I missed a hostile.

And that hostile nailed the L-T."

    Coburn tipped his steel,  straight-backed chair, balancing on  the

two rear  feet as  he  considered how  to  answer. "Chucker,  we  went

through this at  the inquiry  last week.  What happened  was not  your

fault. It  was  not Lieutenant  DeWitt's  fault, it  wasn't  anybody's

fault. There weren't enough  men with Blue  Water's ground element  to

adequately search that tower. As I see it, you did your best, you -"

    "Begging the Captain's  pardon, sir,  but I was  there. That  last

room we checked ... I should've gone in and taken a harder look."

    "You told us all of that at the inquiry."

    "Captain, that whole  building was  dark and empty.  It, well,  it

felt empty, and I must have gone in assuming that it was empty."

    "Okay. So you screwed up. Made  a bad call. That doesn't mean  you

can't be a SEAL. Even SEALs make mistakes."

    "I screwed up,  and the best  officer I've ever  known bought  it.

Sir, I've given  this a lot  of thought,  and I'm looking  at it  like

this. What happens next time I'm on a combat op? With some new platoon

leader? I'm going to be there trying  to keep my mind on the  mission,

and I'm going to be thinking  about Shuaba. Maybe spend too much  time

checking a room. Wondering  if I'm going to  screw up again. Sir,  you

know as well  as I  do that  you can't stop  to think  about stuff  in

combat. If you do, you're dead. And maybe some good guys are dead with

you."

    "And you think dropping out of the SEALs is the answer?"

    "Yes, sir. I do. It's ... what's  best. For me. And for the  Team.

Look at it from the guys' point of view, Captain. They know what I did

at Shuaba, and they know what I didn't do. Think they're going to want

to go into a free-fire zone with  a fuckup like me backing them up?  I

sure as hell wouldn't."

    "Bullshit, Wilson,"  Coburn  snapped, dropping  the  father-figure

approach in a  sharp change  in tactics. "The  Navy's got  eighty-some

thousand bucks tied up in your training, and you want to chuck it  all

the first  time you  run into  some  rough sailing?  What are  you,  a

quitter? If Hell Week didn't make you chuck it all, why should this?"

    "This is different, sir."

    "Bullshit. Once you're a SEAL, you're always a SEAL. I don't think

you'd be happy any place but with the Teams!"

    "Maybe not, sir. But I think it's better if I get out."

    Coburn considered the youngster for a long moment. Wilson was just

twenty-three years old,  and though he  had the lean  and deadly  look

worn by most SEALS,  there was a vulnerability  about him as well.  As

though something inside had snapped. Maybe the kid knew himself,  knew

what was best for himself and his buddies after all.

    "Mmm. Tell you what. I'll approve a transfer for you, Wilson,  but

not back to  the fleet.  There're plenty of  spots open  in the  Teams

where you  can make  yourself useful.  Admin. Intelligence.  Parachute

packing. How about the SDVs?"

    Wilson's lip curled at the mention of the Swimmer Delivery Vehicle

teams. Most  SEALs  thought of  an  assignment  to the  SDVs  as  real

dead-end to their  career tracks,  a purgatory  to be  escaped at  the

first opportunity. "I'd ... prefer to go to the fleet-"

    "Since when does the Navy give a shit what you prefer, mister? You

claim you're thinking about what's best for the Teams? Well, so am  I.

We have a lot  invested in you,  son. You have a  lot invested in  you

too. I'm not going to let you throw it all away, at least not  without

a chance to think about it. You read me, son?"

    "Y-yes, sir." He looked broken, as though he'd just been sentenced

to life at hard labor. "If you say so, sir."

    "I say so. I'll have personnel draw up your orders this afternoon.

I will also write  up a recommendation  for your next  CO that you  be

allowed to return to a direct-action team once you've had a chance  to

think things through. Because I think you're combat SEAL material, and

you won't be happy doing anything else."

    "Yes, sir."

    "Now get out of  here." He tossed the  badge back to Wilson.  "And

take this thing with you."

    "Aye, aye, sir."

    Coburn sat there, rocking back and  forth on his chair for a  long

time after Wilson had gone. The kid would be back, he was sure of that

much.  But  in  the  meantime,  he'd  left  Coburn  with  yet  another

administrative headache, an open slot in Third Platoon's Gold Squad.

    The real problem  was Third  Platoon's morale, which  had been  at

rock bottom  since  Cotter's  funeral. They  would  be  lucky,  Coburn

thought, if Wilson was the only team member who quit.

    He reached out and touched a button on his intercom. "b!"

    "Yes, sir," replied the voice of his yeoman in the outer office.

    "What do we have in the replacement pool? E-4 or E-5."

    "Not a  thing, sir.  I'm  afraid the  cupboard's bare.  At  Little

Creek, anyway."

    Damn. He'd been pretty sure that  that was the case. "Okay.  Looks

like we'll have to tap Coronado." He wondered who Seven would draw  as

a replacement for ET2 Wilson.

    1045 hours (Zulu -8) La Jolla, California

    This early on a weekday the beach on the rocky coast north of  San

Diego was  nearly deserted.  Though the  southern California  sun  was

warm, a  chilly  breeze  off the  ocean  had  kept all  but  the  most

dedicated sun worshippers  at home.  The coastline  here consisted  of

smooth, sandy beach  stretching out from  the base of  a rocky  bluff.

North, at the top of the bluff, the roof of the Scripps Institution of

Oceanography was  just  visible behind  a  screen of  palm  trees  and

shrubs. South, the  shore grew  swiftly steeper in  a rugged  headland

rising in a sheer, black and red cliff above the crashing surf.

    Machinist's Mate Second Class David Sterling was a SEAL ... almost

a SEAL, at any rate. He'd completed his twenty-six weeks of BUD/S  and

several weeks more in  airborne training at Fort  Benning. Now he  was

assigned to SEAL Team One's headquarters platoon at Coronado, where he

was serving out his six  months of probationary apprenticeship  before

winning the coveted eagle-trident-and-pistol Budweiser.

    This week,  he  was  standing  night duty,  which  left  his  days

delightfully free. He'd  brought Christine Jordan,  his girlfriend  of

the past two months, to the beach for a picnic. She was nineteen and a

freshman at San Diego State,  a gorgeous, tanned California girl  with

fantastic long legs, long, sun-blond hair,  and a face and body  right

out of Playboy. His tactical plan for the day called for  considerably

more than lunch and a swim.  So far, their relationship hadn't  passed

the heavy petting and fondling stage, though they'd talked about going

further often enough.  With no  other beach-goers closer  than half  a

klick off, Sterling  had decided  that now was  the time  to make  his

move. He might show up for duty tonight without having slept in thirty

hours, but what  the hell?  He'd done worse  stints during  Motivation

Week, and man, this was going to be worth it!

    "C'mon, babe," he  told her.  They were lying  face to  face on  a

beach blanket. Minutes before, he'd coaxed Christine into slipping off

her black and red bikini top, and for emphasis now he reached over and

delicately kneaded her left nipple until  it popped up like a  bullet.

"SEALs do everything in the water! You know that!"

    "David," she said, dimpling. "You are absolutely nuts!"

    "That's what you love about me, right?"

    "But suppose someone sees us!"

    "Who's to  see? The  beach is  deserted! We've  got the  place  to

ourselves, at least until school lets out."

    "Gee, David, I don't know."

    Bending his head  to her  breast, he gave  her nipple  a long  and

lingering kiss. Chris moaned,  her head back, her  mane of long  blond

hair spilling across the beach blanket.

    "Ooh, David ... you are persuasive."

    "Come on, Chris! Let's get naked and get wet! It'll be fun!"

    Impulsively, Christine stood  up. She  stood there  for a  moment,

hesitating, her arms crossed protectively over her bare breasts as she

looked first one way up the  beach, then the other. Then she  stooped,

skinned off her  bikini briefs,  and scampered toward  the water,  her

long brown legs scissoring in the surf.

    "Yes!" Sterling tugged  off his  own swimsuit, dropped  it on  the

blanket, then raced into the waves  in close pursuit. She squealed  as

he grabbed her from behind and  dragged her down. A wave crashed  over

them, knocking them together as he encircled her with his arms.  Their

lips met.

    Clinging to one another, they made their way to a point about  one

hundred yards off the beach, beyond where the surf was breaking.  Each

wave lifted  them high  as  it surged  beneath  them, then  sent  them

plummeting  into  its  trough,  a  wild  and  exhilarating  ride  with

Christine shrieking in his arms. It  was probably too rough today  for

any  serious  sea-borne  docking  operations,  but  the  clinging  and

grappling were tremendous fun and promised better things for later.

    He was trying to maneuver  himself between her thighs despite  the

ocean surge when Christine gave another scream, this one of a  sharply

different timbre from the others. "What's wrong?"

    Eyes wild, her  wet hair  plastered across her  face, she  pointed

past his shoulder toward the beach. "David, look!"

    Turning, he saw  the people winding  down the path  from the  road

where they'd parked Sterling's VW. It was a fair-sized crowd, five  or

six adults and at least that many children. Some of them carried beach

umbrellas, coolers,  blankets,  and  the  other  paraphernalia  of  an

afternoon's outing at  the beach.  A teenager sent  a frisbee  sailing

across the sand, and a small dog yapped after it.

    They were setting up  shop less than five  yards from the  towels,

picnic basket, and swimsuits that  Sterling and Christine had left  on

the beach.

    "Oh, God, David!"  She was  trembling in  his arms.  "What are  we

going to do now?"

    "That's okay. They can't see anything but our heads out here.

    "No! I mean what about our clothes! We can't go back now!"

    "Why not? We just go ashore, walk over to our stuff, get  dressed,

and leave. What can they do?"

    "David!" She pushed  back against  his embrace,  staring into  his

face. "You can't be serious!"

    "I'm perfectly serious."

    "I can't walk up onto the beach in front of people naked!" A  wave

carried them higher, and she turned to stare at the beach again.  "Oh,

God, no! NO!"

    "Now what?"

    "I know some of those people! They're from my church! And that ...

that's Pastor Kline! David! It's a  church picnic! What am I going  to

do?"

    "Okay, listen.  I'll tell  you  what. You  stay here.  Just  tread

water. I'll swim back, get our suits, and bring yours out to YOU."

    "No!" The word was nearly a scream.

    "Why not?"

    "They might know you! They know  I've been going out with you!  If

they saw you come out of the  ocean like this, they'd know I was  with

you, and they'd know what we've been doing! You can't!"

    "Well, we sure as hell can't stay out here all day." The water was

pretty cold. Sterling was  feeling fine so  far, but Christine's  lips

were already blue, and her teeth were starting to chatter. "Look, it's

easy. Just ignore them. What can they say? Just go up and-"

    "God, David, sometimes you can be so damned arrogant!"

    He blinked. "Arrogant?  Me? I'm just  being practical!  Christine,

you're freezing. Come on. I know you're a bit embarrassed, but-"

    "It's so humiliating! David, I can't possibly let my pastor see me

like this! I'll never  be able to  show my face  again! He'll tell  my

father! Oh, why did I even listen to you? I knew this was a mistake!"

    Sterling sighed.  Impasse.  Christine  wasn't going  back  to  the

beach, she wasn't going to  let him go back to  the beach, and if  she

stayed where she was she'd succumb to hypothermia in thirty minutes or

less. Her fingertips and  the dusky aureoles  around her nipples  were

already starting to wrinkle up like prunes.

    There had to be another solution. A SEAL solution ...

    "Okay," he told her. "I've got it."

    Turning in the water,  he presented his back  to her. "Grab  hold.

Hold onto my neck."

    Reluctantly, she slipped her arms around his neck, and he felt her

body pressing against his  back and buttocks. "What  are you going  to

do?"

    "We're going for a little swim, babe."

    Launching into a powerful  breast stroke, Sterling began  swimming

south, moving parallel to  the beach and in  the general direction  of

the La Jolla  headlands, which  rose from the  sea about  half a  mile

away.

    It would  have  been a  stiff  swim for  anyone  but a  SEAL,  but

Sterling made it seem almost effortless, hauling Christine through the

water with a sure and practiced ease. As they drew farther and farther

away from the picnickers on the  beach, he could feel her starting  to

relax a little.

    The rough part came when he  reached the surf line just below  the

cliffs, where the waves broke in savage, white fury over the  boulders

scattered along the beach. "Wrap your legs around my waist," he called

to her. "And for God's sake, hang on!"

    Somehow, he plunged out  of the crashing water  and sprinted up  a

narrow shingle of wet sand without being smashed against the rocks. In

the distance to his left, the picnickers were visible as a cluster  of

colored dots, too small  for faces to be  made out. South, around  the

headland, Sterling had  thought he'd  glimpsed some  fishermen on  the

rocks as he'd come in, but if  they'd seen the two swimmers they  gave

no sign. And apparently  Christine hadn't seen  them either. Her  face

was buried against the back of his neck.

    "Okay," he told her, straightening a bit and bracing her legs with

his hands. "We're ashore,  but I want  you to stay  where you are.  We

have a little climbing ahead of us.

    "Why? If we find someplace to hide in the rocks-"

    "Babe,  in  another  hour  or  so  this  beach  is  going  to   be

wall-to-wall people, okay?  Besides, I can  feel you shivering.  We've

got to get you warmed up before you catch pneumonia."

    It was a grueling climb up a slanted rock ledge that ran along the

face of the bluff like a narrow path. Fishermen had probably used this

route for years to get down to the beach from Torrey Pines Road, which

followed the headland around its  crest, overlooking the ocean. Or  it

might have been a  beach maintenance access path,  a part of La  Jolla

Heights Park. Christine weighed perhaps 120, close to the weight of  a

SEAL's full RAHO gear, and it was a struggle to keep moving.

    "David, where are we going?"

    "We left the car on the road,"  he told her. "It's just a  hundred

yards or so up the road. All we have  to do is get to the top of  this

hill."

    "And walk down the road like, like this?"

    "I don't see too many options, Chris. Should be okay, though.  The

traffic won't be heavy this time  of day." He staggered on, hot  rocks

and gravel pressing against the bottoms  of his bare feet. He  thought

of all  the  long,  long  runs--as  much  as  fourteen  miles  in  the

sand--supporting a  300-pound log  with six  other guys,  and knew  he

could make it. Piece of cake.

    At last they reached the top,  where a metal guard rail  separated

Toffey Pines Road from the edge of the cliff. Far down the road to the

north, Sterling could see his  blue Volkswagen parked where he'd  left

it in the shade of a palm tree. He let Christine down, but picked  her

up again when half a dozen steps on the hot gravel at the side of  the

road reduced her to tears and a slow and painful hobble. Carrying  her

piggyback again,  he trotted  along  the side  of  the road.  A  truck

thundered by, the driver happily  leaning on his horn. Sterling  could

feel Christine trembling  against him, hiding  her face, certain  that

the whole world was staring at them.

    And she may have been right. There were lots of houses in view  up

here, mostly the  elegant, architectural  dream homes  of the  wealthy

southern Californians who  inhabited this strip  of prime,  ocean-view

property. If  any  of them  happened  to  be looking  out  those  big,

expensive picture windows now, Sterling thought, they were getting one

hell of a great view.

    "David!" Christine wailed. "I just remembered! We locked the  car!

Your keys and everything are down on the beach!"

    "Don't worry about it. I'll get us in."

    A Cadillac drove past, and the  driver beeped his horn. "Oh,  this

is awful!"

    At last they reached the VW. Sterling let Christine down, and  she

immediately scampered for the partial  shelter behind the car's  body.

"How ... how are we going to get in? Can you pick the lock?"

    "Easier than that, Chris. I left  the trunk open." Walking to  the

front  of   the   car,  he   opened   the  hood.   "Shit,"   he   said

conversationally. "I thought  I had  a blanket stowed  in here.  Guess

not."

    "David, what are we going to do?"

    He hesitated, faced now with  the moment of truth. That  battered,

blue VW was something of a classic, an ancient car dating back to  the

years when  they actually  manufactured the  VW Beetle  in the  United

States, lovingly preserved  and rebuilt through  a long succession  of

enlisted Navy and Marine  personnel, passed down  from owner to  owner

each time a  tour of duty  was up. Sterling  had lavished hundreds  of

hours on the vehicle until it ran like a Swiss watch. Damaging it  was

a kind of sacrilege.

    "David!" Fists clenched,  face red, Christine  bounced rapidly  up

and down on her toes, a  movement that communicated her urgency  while

doing delightful things to other parts of her anatomy. "There's a  bus

coming!"

    He sighed. "Okay." Balling up  his fist, Sterling smashed  through

the back of his glove compartment,  a dark brown box shaped in  thick,

heavy cardboard like the  material egg cartons  are made of.  Reaching

into the hole from  the trunk side,  he fiddled with  the latch for  a

moment until the glove compartment door popped open. Then, leaning  in

as far as he could, he reached through the open glove compartment  and

pushed open the small ventilation  window on the passenger's side.  "I

hated  it  when  they  stopped   putting  these  on  cars,"  he   said

conversationally as he moved to the  side of the car, reached  through

the open window, and unlocked  the door. Christine slipped in  through

the door just  before a yellow  high school bus  loaded with  cheering

students roared  past. It  looked  like a  field  trip of  some  sort.

Sterling cheerfully waved as the bus  groaned past them and on up  the

hill. Christine was huddled on the VW's floor, possibly in an  attempt

to crawl beneath her seat.

    Sterling reached across to unlock  the driver's side door,  walked

around to the trunk, where he  fished out a screwdriver, then  slammed

the hood shut. Sliding into the driver's seat, he turned his attention

to the VW's ignition.

    Damn but  he hated  doing this.  Well, it  could be  repaired.  In

seconds, as Christine watched from the floor with wide eyes, he popped

the ignition  mount  out, engaged  clutch  and gas,  and  pressed  two

lengths of bare wire together. The VW's engine gunned into life.

    "Thank God," Christine said. "Now what?"

    "Now we  get you  home,"  he said,  backing  into the  road,  then

turning south. "I'll let  you out in your  driveway where it's  pretty

well screened from the street. You run in and get dressed, then  bring

me something to wear. A pair of your brother's shorts maybe."

    "Okay."

    "Then I'll hightail it back here, grab our stuff, and pick you  up

in plenty of  time for us  to have lunch.  How about Delaney's?  Sound

good?"

    "David Sterling! If you  think I'm going out  with you after  what

you've just done to me, exposing me to the whole world and humiliating

me in front of God knows how many people-"

    "Hey! Would you  rather walk  home? You can  get out  now, if  you

want."

    "No! You wouldn't!"

    "Try me!"

    Christine lived in La Mesa, a  San Diego suburb twenty miles  from

La Jolla, nestled into  the hills between Route  8 and Route 94.  Once

they pulled onto the main highway, traffic was fairly heavy. Christine

got off the floor and onto her  seat, but she held her arms  awkwardly

to cover her breasts and lap. The VW was pretty low to the ground, and

plenty of truck drivers seemed to be doing their best to peer down  at

her from their cabs as they drove  past. The last part was the  worst,

when they  actually had  to drive  through downtown  La Mesa,  getting

stopped by three traffic lights in a row.

    At last, Sterling turned into Christine's driveway. Her home was a

small, neat ranch house where she  lived with her parents. Turning  in

his seat, Sterling checked the street at their back.

    "Okay. Looks clear. Go!"

    She slipped out of  the car and scampered  up the walk toward  the

door. Just as  she reached it,  the door opened  wide. Her father  was

standing there waiting for her, his face like a darkening thunderhead.

    "Oh, shit!"

    Sterling had a feeling that Christine wasn't going to be  bringing

her brother's shorts out to  him. As Christine's father advanced  down

the walk, he  decided that  a tactical withdrawal  was definitely  the

order of the day. Throwing the VW into reverse, he backed swiftly onto

the street, straightened out the wheel, then headed back the way  he'd

come.

    Forty minutes later he was parked once more on Toffey Pines  Road,

just above a  beach that had  grown considerably more  crowded in  the

past hour  and a  half. He  really  had no  alternatives now,  for  he

couldn't get back on base without showing his ID card to the  sentries

at the gate, and that was in his wallet on the beach with his clothes.

    Climbing out of the VW, he  started picking his way down the  path

toward the beach.

    The police officer who arrested him  a few minutes later was  very

nice about it. At least  she allowed him to  get dressed, but she  was

most unreasonable when he tried to suggest that the incident had  been

perpetrated by a couple of Sterling's friends who'd stolen his clothes

and abandoned him on  the road as a  crude prank. Apparently,  there'd

been a number of complaints from residents in the area about a  couple

of nudists along the highway.

    Eventually, and  after a  long and  unpleasant phone  conversation

with the Officer of the Day at Coronado, the La Jolla police agreed to

relinquish the case to the  military authorities. The Navy would  deal

with David Sterling.

    Friday, 13 May

    1915  hours  (Zulu  -7)  C-141  military  flight  Over  the  Rocky

Mountains

    "So at the captain's mast, my CO tells me he was of a mind to ship

my ass off to Adak," the  young sailor was saying. "Fortunately,  this

request for a  warm body had  just come through  from Norfolk, and  he

decided the easiest course was to put me on the first available flight

out of Diego."

    Blake Murdock leaned  back in  the uncomfortable  bucket seat  and

grinned. "What about your Volkswagen?"

    "Aw, I arranged to  have the Navy  ship it to  the East Coast.  It

wouldn't have made it over the mountains anyway. What I'm really gonna

miss is my boat."

    "Boat?"

    "Yeah. A sweet  little twenty-one-foot  sloop I kept  at the  base

marina. Her name  was Docking Maneuver.  I ended up  selling her to  a

lieutenant commander in Admin."

    "There is nothing," Murdock said, "like sailing."

    "Yeah. I did a lot  of racing too. Out  to Catalina and back.  You

sail, sir?"

    "Used to. My  family had a  yacht on Kent  Island, on the  Eastern

Shore. Sometimes I think I musta frustrated Captain Ahab, three  years

before the mast and all that. I did some racing too back when I was at

the Academy."

    "Man. How the other half lives, huh?"

    Murdock decided to change the subject. "So what about Christine?"

    "Aw,  that's  ancient  history.  She  wouldn't  talk  to  me."  He

shrugged, then  grinned. "Probably  just as  well. I  don't think  she

appreciated everything  I  did for  her  up there  on  that  hillside.

Women!"

    Murdock didn't answer that one, but turned and peered out the tiny

window in the  bulkhead at his  back. The  two of them  were the  only

passengers on  an Air  Force C-141  Starlifter en  route from  Miramar

Naval Air Station  to Andrews  Air Force Base  outside of  Washington,

D.C. From there, they'd find another military flight down to  Norfolk,

or if  necessary,  hire  a  cab  with  the  money  from  their  travel

allotments. It  promised to  be  an uncomfortable  five hours  or  so,

sitting on the narrow  bucket seats grudgingly  installed for the  odd

passenger, sharing the cargo deck with stacks of chained-down  crates,

but space-available seating aboard military transports was one of  the

perks of  military service.  Murdock preferred  these flights  to  the

crowds aboard commercial airliners.

    He wondered if all SEALs were just a little paranoid, nervous when

there were too many strangers about.

    "Hey, Navy," an Air Force  sergeant, the Starlifter's crew  chief,

said. "Either of you guys want some coffee?"

    "Sure," Murdock replied. "Black."

    "Same here," Sterling added.

    They waited for the Air Force  sergeant to bring their coffee  and

leave before resuming  their conversation, a  reserve that was  almost

second nature  among  SEALS.  Both  men  were  traveling  in  civilian

clothes, and neither knew a thing about the other save name, rank, and

the fact that both were SEALS, but that alone formed a solid bond  and

a man-to-man rapport that frankly excluded all outsiders.

    "So it sounds like you're EEing just in time," Murdock said  after

the sergeant  had  left.  Their conversation  was  easy,  despite  the

difference in ranks. Rank meant far less  in the Teams than it did  in

the rest of the Navy.

    "I guess you could say that, sir. You know what I'm really glad to

be escaping, though?"

    "Christine's Dad?"

    "Very funny. I could've taken him, no sweat."

    "Yeah, right." He  took a  sip of  the bitter  black brew.  "What,

then?"

    "Well, ever since I  made it through Phase  I of BUD/S, I've  been

wondering what my handle would be. Once I was a full-fledged SEAL  and

all. I mean, 'David  Sterling' is kind  of blah, know  what I mean?  I

always thought 'Shark' would be a great nickname."

    "So?"

    "So I was telling some of the guys about what happened with me and

Christine. I mean, they knew I  was up for captain's mast, and  they'd

heard scuttlebutt about what had happened. So I told them." He made  a

wry face. "And they started calling me something."

    "What?"

    "Jaybird."

    "As in 'naked as a, '" Murdock said, laughing. "Hey, it fits!"

    "Yeah, well, it don't any longer, sir. You see, by getting shipped

to the  East Coast,  nobody there'll  know about  me. I  can tell  'em

anything. 'Jaybird' will be safely buried back in Coronado."

    "Don't be too sure  about that, David. The  Navy's a tight,  close

community, and  the SEALs  are  tighter and  closer yet.  Hell,  there

probably aren't many more  than a thousand SEALs  in the world  today.

You're always  running  across  some  guy you  knew  at  another  duty

station."

    "Aw, you know  how East and  West Coast SEALs  are always  running

each other down. I  figure I'll be  safe enough in  NAVSPECWARGRU-Two.

Don't you think?"

    "It's possible, I guess." Murdock  had been thinking a lot  lately

about that rumored chasm between east  and west. How readily were  the

men in his new  platoon going to accept  him? "Where are they  putting

you anyway?"

    "I don't know yet, sit,  but I hear there's  an opening in one  of

the action Teams. I've still got about two months to go on  probation,

so I've really got to  keep my nose clean after  all the fuss back  at

Coronado."

    "I should damn  well think you'd  better, Jaybird," Murdock  said,

grinning.

    "Aw,  Lieutenant,  don't  call  me  that.  Hey!  What's  your  new

station?"

    "They've got a platoon  waiting for me. Don't  know any more  than

that."

    "Huh. Maybe we'll be seem' each other again at Little Creek!"

    "Could be. Anything's possible. Especially for SEALS."

    2130 hours (Zulu -5) Samelli's Bar Norfolk, Virginia

    They'd come to Samelli's  to do some serious  drinking, a part  of

the ongoing  wake  for the  Lieutenant.  MacKenzie ordered  his  usual

Bombay gin, a taste he'd acquired  during his tour with SEAL Team  Six

back in the  eighties, then turned  to face the  gloomy cavern of  the

bar.

    Things were just  getting warmed up.  Radioman First Class  Ronald

"Bearcat" Holt was on the floor of the bar, braced in push-up position

on his  fingertips. Lucy,  one  of the  waitresses at  Samelli's,  was

stretched full-length face-up on his back, bracing herself by gripping

his belt. She looked tiny, and a little apprehensive.

    "Okay!" Fernandez shouted,  waving a  fistful of  money. "Gimme  a

hundred! Ready ... go!"

    "Hold it!" Roselli called, waving  his hands. "Hold it!"  Reaching

down his  leg, he  slipped  the black,  double-edged leaf-blade  of  a

Sykes-Fairbairn commando knife from a boot sheath.

    "Hey, hey!" one of the bartenders warned. "No weapons in here! You

guys know the rules!"

    "It's  all  right!"  Roselli  replied,  grinning.  "Everything  is

perfectly under control. We  must observe all the  propri ... all  the

propri ... Everything's  got to be  kosher here! But  this here op  is

turnin' into a damned sneak-and-peek!" Lucy's short skirt had hiked up

on her thighs, exposing white panties.

    Delicately, without touching her legs,  Roselli used the point  of

his knife to tug the skirt back into a less revealing position. "Looks

like real delicate surgery, Razor," Boomer said.

    "Well, yeah," Roselli replied. "But we wouldn't want no  Tail-hook

charges brought against us, fellas, now would we?"

    Some of the SEALs cheered, while others booed him. "You're a  real

gentleman, Razor," Lucy said sweetly.  Several SEALs groaned at  that,

and Boomer hit him with a fistful of popcorn.

    "Hey, I  can't help  it if  I'm  just too  impossibly cool  to  be

believed," Roselli  said. "Right,  the bets  are covered,  the  lady's

covered, are we set, gentlemen? Okay, go!"

    Holt began performing push-ups at the rate of one per second. Some

of the other SEALs began counting  cadence. "One! And two! And  three!

And four!"

    "C'mon, Holt, no cheating! All the way down!"

    "I'm going' all the way down!"

    "I don't think she's heavy enough!"

    "Yeah, why don't you try it with a telephone pole?"

    "Or Big Mac!"

    "Screw you, Razor!" Holt called out.

    "An' twelve! An' thirteen! An' fourteen!"

    Another  quiet  Friday  night  at  Samelli's,  MacKenzie  thought,

wrapping his big hands  around his glass of  Bombay gin. Samelli's,  a

little bar and restaurant  on Little Creek Road  in east Norfolk,  had

long been a popular watering hole  for naval personnel, but since  the

creation of Team Seven it had become virtually a private domain,  SEAL

territory, and all others enter at your own risk.

    "He's getting' tired. Look at his face!"

    "Aw, he's just getting' warmed up!"

    "... twenty! An' twenty-one! An' twenty-two!"

    Actually, MacKenzie reflected,  it was rather  quiet tonight,  and

that worried him.  There were  only seven  SEALs in  the whole  place,

counting him, all wearing civvies and none of them even bothering with

the handful  of Marines  and Navy  personnel already  there when  they

arrived. Outwardly  the boys  were as  rambunctious as  usual, and  as

determined to get drunk, but there was a hard edge to their  laughter,

a bitterness to their  jokes and banter  that typified what  MacKenzie

had been noticing all week.

    The platoon's morale was way  the hell down. Lately,  good-natured

hazing or  kidding was  more likely  to  be taken  as an  insult,  and

there'd been a number of fights during  the past few days. In a  booth

over in one corner,  Doc Ellsworth was  ignoring the push-up  contest.

He'd picked up two pretty SEALettes,  a blonde and a redhead, and  was

demonstrating his famous double-beer-drinking trick, holding two  open

bottles of  Budweiser upended  in his  mouth at  once, no  hands,  and

chugging the contents down in a  steady series of gulps. The girls,  a

couple  of  military  groupies  MacKenzie  had  seen  hanging  out  at

Samelli's with his  boys before,  watched wide-eyed. The  rest of  the

SEALs were clustered around Holt and Lucy.

    "Forty-three! Forty-four! Forty-five!"

    Doc spit out the two empty bottles, then leaned across his  table.

"Aw, shit,  guys!" he  called.  "Wouldn't it  be  better if  Lucy  was

underneath him while he was doing that?"

    "Yeah Doc's right! Hey  Holt, you dumb ass!  You got it  backward!

The girl's s'posed to be under you!"

    "Fifty-two! Fifty-three! Fifty-four!"

    "Wait! Wait!" Garcia shouted. "I'll  fix it!" The SEAL  positioned

himself, then  dove head-first  toward the  two people  on the  floor,

landing on top  of Lucy, who  squealed and wiggled  beneath him.  Holt

oofed and staggered  a bit  under the impact,  then continued  pumping

away. "Sixty! Sixty-one! Sixty-two!"

    "Hey, it's a  Lucy sandwich!" Nicholson  called. "Samelli's  house

specialty! Looks real good!"

    Roselli laughed as Garcia  kissed Lucy on  the cheek. "Looks  like

fun, anyway. Can anybody play?"

    "What the fuck's  going' on  back there?" Holt  demanded from  the

bottom of the pile, though he  never missed a beat. "Garcia! Get  your

ass off of there! That ain't in the bet!"

    "Yeah, get  the  fuck  out of  there,  Garcia!"  Miguel  Fernandez

shouted, his dark face flushing darker as he advanced on the unlikely,

heaving trio. "I got  money riding on Ron  and you're screwin' up  the

bet!"

    "That ain't all that's ridin- on Ron," Roselli said, snickering.

    Fernandez grabbed Garcia by his waistband and hauled him off  Lucy

bodily. She gave a loud scream and almost fell off Holt.

    "Put me down, you pussy!" Garcia bellowed.

    "Who's a pussy,  you piss-balled,  penny-pricked little  son of  a

bitch?" In an instant, the atmosphere had transformed from camaraderie

to vicious, flaring anger. Fernandez launched a swift right hook  that

connected with the side of Garcia's head and sent him tumbling  across

a table.

    "Knock it off, you two!" MacKenzie bellowed, moving toward the two

antagonists. On  the floor,  Holt kept  doing his  push-ups with  Lucy

still clinging to his back.

    Garcia scrambled up off the  floor and came back, fists  clenched,

but when  he threw  a punch  it was  only a  feint. His  foot came  up

instead, slamming into Fernandez's side.

    MacKenzie suddenly  stepped between  them, reaching  out with  two

long arms and snagging both combatants by their collars. "I said knock

it off, shitheads!" He didn't raise his voice, but the cold deadliness

behind the words  somehow penetrated  the two SEALs'  blind anger.  "I

don't give a shit, but the L-T wouldn't like to see you two kill  each

other. You boys read me?"

    "Mac," Garcia said, panting. "That bastard-"

    "Stow it, Boomer! Chill out!"

    "Chief-"

    "You too, Rattler. I said the L-T wouldn't like it!"

    That stopped them cold. MacKenzie  could feel the fight drain  out

of both men.

    "Now shake hands."

    They shook ... then embraced, hugging each other warmly. MacKenzie

stepped back, nodded approvingly, then turned to face the bar again.

    "Aw, now  ain't  that sweet,"  he  heard  from the  front  of  the

restaurant. "The SEALies are hugging."

    "Must be springtime," another voice said, a bass, gravelly rumble.

"Mating season fer fuckin' SEALS."

    "You boys listen to your momma there and be nice to each other!"

    The SEALs went dead quiet at the intrusion. A dozen strangers  had

entered  the  bar,  and  now  they  were  closing  slowly  around  the

tight-knit  group.   They  too   wore   civilian  clothes,   but   the

close-trimmed  hair  above  their   ears,  "whitewalls"  in   military

parlance, gave them away.

    Marines. Marines out on liberty and cruising for trouble, from the

look of them.

    "You SEALies're making too damned much noise," one of the  Marines

growled. He was drill-sergeant  lean, recruiting-poster handsome,  and

had the cold look of a competent killing machine.

    "Yeah," a second man chorused.  "A man can't hear hisself  think."

This one stood  six-two and  must have  weighed two-fifty,  all of  it

workout honed, chiseled, and sweat-polished  slabs of muscle. When  he

lunged his  blond  head  forward and  scowled,  he  forcibly  reminded

MacKenzie of  that wrestler  guy on  TV ...  what was  his name?  Hulk

Hogan, yeah.

    "Shouldn't be a problem  for you shit-for-brains jar-heads  then,"

Fernandez said, his argument with Garcia forgotten now. "Seein' as how

you guys can't think anyhow."

    "Ooh," the  first Marine  said, shaking  his hand  as though  he'd

burned it. "We  got us a  wise-ass tough-guy SEAL  here, men. I  think

maybe we'd better house-break it, don't you guys?"

    "Hey, no fighting  in here!"  a bartender called  from behind  the

bar. "Take it outside before I call the SPs!"

    "Aw, this won't take  that long, Pops,"  another Marine said.  "We

just gonna do a little after-hours moppin'up for you here."

    "Yeah, no fuckin' Navy puke SEAL  alive can take on the  Marines,"

the big guy said.  He curled his forearm  up, flexing it, and  muscles

popped and rippled impressively from wrist to bull-massive neck.

    "So  you  grunts  figure  you're  better'n  SEALS,  huh?"  Roselli

demanded, stepping closer. There was a nasty glint in his eye.

    The big Marine apparently  didn't see that glint  or else was  too

drunk to care. "Fuck! All you SEALs are pussies! Right, guys?"

    "Right on, Fred!" There was a chorus of assent, but Fred  probably

never heard it. Roselli  had turned slightly,  his hands had  blurred,

and then the Marine was hurtling through the air upside down, touching

down neatly and  briefly in a  big bowl  of popcorn on  the bar,  then

somersaulting behind the bar with a shattering crash and a sudden snow

flurry of snack  food. Lucy  screamed and  scrambled to  get off  Holt

before another  flying body  landed on  her. The  two SEAL-ettes  with

Ellsworth shrieked and ducked under  the table, while other  Samelli's

patrons ran  for cover.  A  second Marine  slammed face-first  into  a

decorative wooden pillar,  clung to  it lovingly a  moment, then  slid

limply to the deck.

    Sipping his gin, MacKenzie briefly  considered the tactics of  the

situation. Clearly, it was his duty as senior man present to break  up

the fight before someone got hurt or Samelli's suffered any more  wear

and tear to the crockery. The men  of Third Platoon looked to him  for

leadership, and  to set  a good  example. He  was, in  fact, a  father

figure for these younger boys, and he took his position in that regard

quite seriously.

    Picking up  his  glass, he  turned  and leaned  against  the  bar,

watching approvingly  as Nicholson  dropped into  a perfect  Hwrang-do

defensive stance, lightly touched a charging bullMarine, then  stepped

aside as the Marine  hurtled past and collided  noisily with a  chair.

MacKenzie had  been worried  about  the platoon's  morale, but  as  he

thought about it, maybe what the boys needed most was a good fight. He

winced as Holt,  risen now from  the bar-room floor  like a fury  from

Hell, seized two leathernecks and slammed them together, head to head.

Yeah, something to  get the  adrenaline flowing,  something to  remind

them of how good it was to work together.

    Fernandez and Garcia were back to back now, covering each other as

they took  on  separate frontal  assaults.  Good ...  good!  A  Marine

brought a chair down on Boomer,  smashing him to the floor.  Fernandez

whirled, leaped, and brought the  assailant down with a slashing  kick

to the face.

    A Marine grabbed Doc Ellsworth in  a bear hug. "Watch it,  fella,"

Doc said. "I'm  a non-combatant."  Suddenly the  Marine's face  turned

purple and he crumpled to the deck at Doc's feet, gasping for  breath.

Doc fastidiously  brushed himself  off, looked  down at  his  writhing

victim, and said, "If that pain persists or if you notice any blood in

your urine, come see me during sick call tomorrow."

    Holt slammed into the  bar next to MacKenzie.  "Damn it, Big  Mac,

ain't you gonna help?"

    "I am helping," MacKenzie replied. He took a sip, then lowered his

glass. "I'm not putting you all  on report for fighting. Oh-oh,  watch

it there."

    A few feet  away a Marine  grabbed Fernandez from  behind and  was

trying to hit  him with  a bottle.  Holt roared,  the sound  startling

enough that the Marine dropped the bottle just as Holt lunged forward,

tackling both men and driving them to the deck.

    And suddenly, it was very, very quiet in Samelli's.

    "Clear!" Boomer called, standing astride a limp Marine.

    "Clear!" Holt said.

    "Clear!"

    "Clear!"

    "Clear here!"

    "And clear!" The other SEALs chimed  in from various parts of  the

bar, and MacKenzie did a quick  head count. Six SEALS, still on  their

feet. Counting him, seven. Twelve Marines down. Very down.

    MacKenzie sighed, then  reached down  and turned the  head of  one

unconscious Marine so he wouldn't drown in a puddle of spilled  liquor

on the deck. Straightening up again, he reached for the wallet in  his

hip pocket. "Awfully  sorry for the  mess, Pete," he  said, handing  a

fifty and  five tens  across the  counter to  the owner.  "That  cover

things?"

    Samelli glanced around the room.  The actual breakage wasn't  bad.

The men had been surprisingly  restrained this time. Only the  Marines

had stooped to throwing furniture around.

    "That'll be  fine, Mac.  Thanks. Better  scoot, though.  The  boys

called the SPs when it started getting rough."

    "On our way.  He gathered  his SEALs  with a  glance. "C'mon,  you

heroes. E & E, on the double."

    "Aw, Chief," Doc said. He was  already back in his booth with  his

arms around the two girls. "I was just getting to the good part!"

    "Move your ass, Doc. Unless you want to spend your liberty in  the

brig. Move it! Hop 'n' pop!"

    "Prowl 'n' growl!"

    "Shoot 'n' loot!"

    It was more of a victorious saunter out of the bar than a retreat.

They scrambled into the  pair of cars they'd  come in and roared  back

onto Virginia Creek Drive before the wailing sirens drew close.

    The new lieutenant  was supposed  to show  up tomorrow,  MacKenzie

thought as they raced east toward Little Creek. Maybe that was  excuse

enough to go ahead and make tonight a real celebration. In  Lieutenant

Cotter's memory,  of course.  Because it  was one  sure-fire  definite

affirmative that the new guy, whoever  he was, would never be able  to

take the L-T's place. "C'mon, guys," he yelled over the roar of  Doc's

Chevy. They were in the lead. "Let's reconnoiter. Left at the light."

    "Now you're talkin',  Boss!" Roselli  called from  the back  seat.

"Hell, I thought you'd lost it for a minute there!"

    The Chevy turned sharply, and Holt's car followed.

    It was going to be a long night for the citizens of Norfolk's east

side.

    Saturday, 14 May

    0900 hours (Zulu -5) Headquarters,  SEAL Team Seven Little  Creek,

Virginia

    "Lieutenant Murdock reporting for duty, sir."

    "At ease, Lieutenant. Hand 'em over."

    Murdock handed his  sheaf of  transfer and travel  orders and  his

personnel record folder across the  desk to the lean, bronzed  captain

sitting there.

    "Okay ... Murdock,"  the captain said,  leafing through the  first

few pages.  "I'm Captain  Coburn, commanding  officer of  SEAL  Seven.

Welcome aboard."

    "Thank you, sir."

    He indicated a battered gray-painted  metal chair nearby. "Grab  a

seat. Drop anchor."

    "Thank you, sir."

    "Coffee?"

    "No, thank you, sir."

    Coburn leaned back in his chair, studying Murdock with a  critical

eye. "So, Lieutenant. How much do you know about SEAL Seven?"

    "Not all that much, sir. I tried  to look up its history before  I

left Coronado, but there's not much to be found."

    "Figures. Some of that is the usual SEAL secrecy, of course. SEALs

don't say nothing to nobody when they don't have to, and they say even

less to people who  aren't in the  Teams. But SEAL  Seven is new,  and

it's a new idea. A lot of the people you'll be meeting around here are

plank owners, including myself."

    Plank owners--personnel aboard for the first cruise of a new ship,

or who'd been in on the mustering  of a new command. It was a  special

distinction, one worn with quite a bit of pride. Of course, the  SEALs

had expanded a lot during the  eighties, from two Teams to seven,  and

with new Special Warfare bases appearing from Japan to Puerto Rico  to

Scotland, so there were plenty of  plank owners still about. But  from

what Murdock  had gathered  so  far, SEAL  Seven was  brand-new,  only

recently brought on-line.

    "SEAL Seven has been operational now for about six months," Coburn

said, confirming  Murdock's thoughts.  "It was  created as  our  first

rapid-deployment SEAL combat team."

    "I thought all  SEAL Teams were  expected to be  rapid-deployment,

sir."

    Coburn's mouth twisted in a wry grin. "They're supposed to be, and

they are. Still, the logistical tail tends to slow things down quite a

bit. That's  where  the  Army's  Delta Force  has  been  running  into

trouble, as  I'm sure  you know.  All the  super-sophisticated  sci-fi

hardware in  the world  won't help  you  when you  can't deploy  to  a

trouble spot halfway around the globe in less than forty-eight  hours.

Tell me what you know about SEAL Six."

    Murdock blinked at the sudden  shift in the topic. "Um,  organized

in 1980 as  the Navy's  response to the  hostage crisis  in Iran.  Put

together by a  guy named  Marcinko. Something of  a nonconformist,  if

what I've read is true."

    "That doesn't say the half of it. Go on."

    "He conceived of  SEAL Six  as a special  anti-terrorist unit.  Go

anywhere, do anything. Dress as civilians and blend in with the  local

population. Hit the terrs  on their own home  turf. They took part  in

the Achille Lauro incident, didn't they?"

    "That's affirmative. One  of the men  in your platoon  used to  be

with SEAL  Six,  and  he was  at  Sigonella  when it  all  went  down.

MacKenzie, a master chief. He'll be able to tell you some stories."

    "I should imagine."

    "Okay, you know the basic layout of the SEALS, the Teams' TO as it

was developed in the eighties. Two Navy Special Warfare Groups,  Group

One on the West Coast, Group  Two headquartered here at Little  Creek.

Teams One, Three,  and Five at  Coronado. Teams Two,  Four, and  Eight

here. And SEAL Six is  still located across the  way at Dam Neck,  but

they answer directly to the Joint Chiefs.

    "While we've tried to keep  the SEALs flexible overall, a  certain

amount of  specialization has  crept  in over  the years.  Units  grow

larger, acquire more equipment. They become more difficult to move  on

short notice. SEAL Two, for  instance, runs Navy Special Warfare  Unit

Number Two out of an advance SEAL deployment base at Machrihanish,  in

Scotland. They  do a  lot of  training with  people like  the SAS  and

GSG-9, and if something goes down in northern Europe or the North Sea,

they're the ones who'll go. SEAL Four works with Special Warfare  Unit

Three, down at Roosey Roads, in  Puerto Rico. They handle things  that

come up in the Caribbean.

    "SEAL Seven is basically an experimental concept, like the  Army's

light infantry, a Team that can be deployed anywhere in the world on a

few hours' notice.  We can  draw on  equipment stashed  at other  SEAL

prepositioning sites, of course, but the key to making the notion work

is mobility. In  fact, we're  not even  tied down  to the  traditional

Group  One  and  Group  Two  theaters  of  responsibility.  Seven  was

originally slated to set up shop in Coronado, which is why we got  the

odd number. The  Pentagon decided they  wanted us closer  at hand,  at

least to begin with, especially with  things so bad in Europe and  the

Middle East right now."

    "So the idea is we could be sent anywhere in the world."

    "Right. If  a crisis  goes down  in Iraq,  let's say  ... some  UN

weapons site inspectors are being held hostage, for example ... a SEAL

platoon from Seven can be on-site  within twenty-four hours to act  as

forward controllers for air strikes,  gather intelligence for a  major

military operation to follow, or  if the opportunity presents  itself,

grab the hostages and beat it for home."

    Murdock had  looked up  sharply at  the mention  of Iraq.  Now  he

smiled slowly. "Are you saying, sir, that that 'Special Forces' op  in

Basra the other day was us?"

    "More than that, Lieutenant. It was your new platoon."

    The news stunned Murdock. He'd not seen that one coming. "I'll  be

God damned."

    "Hours after Iraqi  ground troops  blocked the takeoff  of the  UN

transport, fourteen men under the command of Lieutenant Vincent Cotter

inserted by parasail into  Hawr al-Hammar, crossed several  kilometers

of salt marsh and swamp, assaulted Republican Guard elements  guarding

the aircraft and Basra airport, and extracted all of the UN  personnel

by helicopter. A textbook operation, well planned, well executed.  The

platoon suffered one KIA Lieutenant Cotter."

    "Damn." Murdock closed his eyes. "I'm sorry to hear that, sir."

    "Cotter was a good officer. One of the best. You're going to  have

to hit the deck running just to keep up with his shadow."

    "You know, I had the impression that My transfer was something  of

a hurry-up affair," Murdock said. "They tagged me smack in the  middle

of a BUD/S class in Phase One."

    "Our replacement  pools  have been  run  down with  the  personnel

cutbacks recently," Coburn explained. "And the established Teams  have

priority for replacements and material. You'll find Seven is still  in

the process  of learning  how to  fit into  the scheme  of things  out

here."

    "I understand, sir."

    "You know, back in the eighties,  SEAL Six was notorious with  the

rest of the  SEALs because  they always got  the best  and hottest  of

everything. The hot new toys, the nifty James Bond gadgets,  unlimited

funding. Not to mention the sexy, covert missions. There was a lot  of

jealousy among the Teams over  that." Coburn grinned suddenly.  "Well,

at Seven it runs the other way. We're like the Marines here,  Murdock.

We make do  with what  we have,  travel light,  and count  on the  men

instead of the gadgets.

    "And speaking  of  men, you've  got  some  of the  best  in  Third

Platoon. Your two senior CPOs are Ben Kosciuszko and George MacKenzie.

I told you about MacKenzie. He's the guy who was with Six for a couple

of years. Kos  came in with  the UDT,  so you know  he's been  kicking

around for a while."

    Murdock nodded.  The  SEALs  had  been an  outgrowth  of  the  old

Underwater Demolition Teams, which had  formally been swallowed up  by

the SEALs in 1983.

    "You can rely on them,"  Coburn continued. "I suppose you'll  want

to meet the  rest of your  people yourself.  You want me  to walk  you

over?"

    "Mat's okay,  sir.  I think  I'd  just as  soon  drop in  on  them

unannounced and see just what I have to deal with."

    "Well, they know you're getting in sometime today. God knows  what

you'll find waiting for you. They're a high-spirited bunch."

    "I'll take my chances, sir."

    "Fine. We have an office for  you in this building, just down  the

hall. The BOQ is just down the road. Anything you need, let me know."

    It was clearly  the end  of the interview.  Murdock stood.  "Thank

you, sir."

    "Glad to have you with the Team."

    0915 hours (Zulu -5) Norfolk City Jail Norfolk, Virginia

    "Aw, c'mon, Ray,"  MacKenzie said.  "I'm sure the  boys were  just

blowing' off a bit of steam. You know how it is!"

    "Blowing off steam,  huh?" Captain  Raymond Nagel  of the  Norfolk

Police favored MacKenzie with  as dark a glower  as the SEAL had  ever

seen as  he  tapped  a stack  of  reports  on his  desk  with  a  bony

forefinger. "Look,  Mac. I've  got thirty-seven  complaints here  from

various parts of Norfolk's east side. Your boys were busy last night."

    MacKenzie was  already tallying  up the  possible damages  in  his

head. Thank God that the  cop on at the duty  desk was an old  friend.

He'd known Ray Nagel back in Vietnam--he'd been Gunnery Sergeant Nagel

of the U.S. Marines then--and since MacKenzie had been transferred  to

Little Creek, he'd more than once had official dealings with Nagel  as

representative of the Norfolk City Police Department.

    "Are you sure it was my people, Ray? I heard some Marines went off

half cocked and-"

    "It's your people we've  got back there in  the tank, Mac."  Nagel

picked up another sheet  of paper and  studied it judiciously.  "Chief

Machinist's Mate Thomas Roselli. Radioman First Class Ronald Holt." He

glanced up. "They are yours?"

    MacKenzie sighed. "They're mine."

    "Just wanted to keep the record straight. Okay, at nine-forty last

night we got a call  from a bar that a  fight was in progress. We  get

there just behind the Shore Patrol  and find twelve Marines that  look

like they'd  had  a run-in  with  a  steamroller. No  one'd  say  what

happened, but these  little tiffs  between gyrenes and  the SEALs  are

getting kinda routine, ain't they, Mac?"

    MacKenzie spread his hands. "Ray, I can't even say for sure it was

my guys who did it. Were they at that bar?"

    "You don't know?"

    "Hey, I'm asking you, right?"

    "Yeah, okay. Fine. At ten-fifteen last night, we get another  call

from the Night's Rest Hotel up on Ocean View. Seems several guys  were

seen climbing up the outside of the hotel. Five stories, straight  up.

Some of the guests thought the place was being burglarized and  called

the police. There were also  complaints about an unusually loud  party

on the fifth floor, and reports  of several young ladies running  down

the  corridor  naked,  rather  loudly  pursued  by  several  naked  or

indecently exposed men.

    "By the time the police arrived twenty minutes later, we'd already

received another call,  this one  from hotel security.  They said  the

hotel manager'd gone up  to a room on  five in response to  complaints

about the party. When the police  reached the fifth floor, they  about

tripped over a man and a woman copulating in the hall in front of  the

elevator. Four more men were in a  room registered to a 'Mr. Smith,  '

threatening to throw  the manager  out of the  fifth-story window  and

into the  hotel swimming  pool below.  Your man  Holt had  him by  the

ankles and was  dangling him  out of  the window  upside down.  That's

assault, Mac. It's damned serious."

    MacKenzie groaned. After the dustup at Samelli's the night before,

they'd hit a bar or two more  before Garcia passed out, dead drunk  on

the sidewalk. MacKenzie  had driven  him back  to the  base. This  new

round of fun  and games must  have started after  he'd left. Damn  it,

he'd told them ...

    "What's my boys' story, Ray?"

    The police captain  made a  face. "That  they were  just having  a

quiet little get-together  with some,  ah, friends,  that the  manager

used abusive and threatening language, and that they were just  trying

to reason with him."

    "Uh-huh. That sounds about right."

    "The room was  a shambles. The  bed frame had  collapsed, and  the

thing was  disassembled  and stacked  in  one corner  along  with  the

mattresses, which I suppose explains why  that couple was going at  it

out in the  hall. The  bathtub had  been filled  with something  later

identified as  liquid  lime Jello.  And  there were  colored  balloons

hanging from  the  ceiling  panels  that turned  out  to  be  inflated

condoms. 'Mr.  Smith' was  identified  by the  manager as  your  Chief

Roselli. The arresting  officers took Holt  and Roselli into  custody.

Both men were under the influence and resisted arrest."

    "Uh-oh. How badly did they resist?"

    "One of my men may have a  broken wrist, Mac. Four others have  an

assortment of bruises and contusions."

    "That's a relief. Shit, Ray, you know  as well as I do that if  my

boys had really been resisting arrest-"

    "They also broke  five nightsticks with  karate blows and  chucked

two revolvers, a pair of handcuffs, and one of my men into the Jello."

    MacKenzie sighed. "You sent five men to answer that call?"

    "Eight. Hell, the dispatcher called in a 10-34, Mac. That's  'riot

in progress." We finally managed to  subdue Roselli and Holt, but  the

other three got away.  The one in  the hall slipped  out a window  and

climbed down the outside of the  building. The other two went  through

the open window  in the  hotel room. They  dove--dove, mind  you--five

stories into the hotel  pool. Damned lucky for  them the deep end  was

beneath their window. But one older lady ended up in the hospital."

    "My God. They landed on her?"

    "No. Just  shock. The  guests  at the  poolside were  rather,  ah,

startled, shall we  say, by  the sudden  appearance of  two naked  men

landing in the water."

    "Is the woman okay?"

    "Yeah. No thanks to your SEALS.  The ones that got away were  last

seen barreling across the hotel's golf  course in a '91 Chevy,  taking

out a  palm tree  and an  ornamental  fence on  the way.  The  hotel's

tallied up a bill of, let's see," Nagel consulted another paper on his

desk. "Two thousand, three hundred ninety-five dollars. Damage to  the

bed, the grounds, the tree, the fence. Christ, Mac, this really is the

final  straw.  We  could  hit  your  people  with  assault,   unlawful

restraint, resisting arrest, malicious destruction of property-"

    "Ray, I'll give it to you straight. These boys just came back  off

a mission. A  real mission.  And they  lost their  CO. I  mean it.  It

really hit 'em hard."

    Nagel's eyes widened. "No shit?"

    "Ray, you know I wouldn't shit you. We lost a good man."

    "Where was it, Mac? Iraq?"

    "You also know I can't tell you anything."

    Nagel took a deep breath. "Look Mac, I understand, and I wanna  do

you a favor, you  know I do. But  this is a decent  town, and I  can't

have your boys trashing the place just because they need to cut loose.

I've covered for your SEALs before, but ..."

    "Have you filed charges yet, Ray?"

    "No, but-"

    "Is the hotel manager pressing charges?"

    Nagel glowered, then shook his head, almost reluctantly. "If  they

get paid, they won't file. I think the manager was so relieved to  get

them out of his place he, well, sorta forgot."

    MacKenzie pulled out his checkbook  and began writing. The  senior

chiefs at Little  Creek maintained a  discretionary fund against  just

such emergencies. Roselli, Holt,  Doc, Fernandez, and Nicholson  would

be encouraged to  "contribute" to  that fund, as  they had  a time  or

three in the past. He filled in the amount for three thousand, tore it

off, and passed it to Nagel. "That's for the damages, Ray. If  there's

any change left over, maybe the Policemen's Fund?"

    Nagel accepted  the  check  and  tucked it  into  a  desk  drawer.

"Thanks, Mac. The boys appreciate it. But I can't keep sweeping up the

mess your SEALs leave behind them.

    The lecture that followed was rough, but not as rough as MacKenzie

had feared. At least this time around there would be no civil  charges

against his men, and he thought he could handle the military end of it

informally, through extra duty and that "contribution" to the  chief's

fund. Of course, if they wanted  a captain's mast, he'd let them  have

one.

    He wondered, though, what the new CO would make of all this. Maybe

it was better that he never know.

    They brought Roselli and  Holt out to him,  both men showing  some

nasty blotches around puffy eyes. "You two," he said ominously,  "have

a shitload of  explaining to do."  Damn, what was  the new  lieutenant

going to think?

    0945 hours (Zulu -5) Headquarters,  SEAL Team Seven Little  Creek,

Virginia

    Murdock stood appalled inside the barracks wing set aside for SEAL

Seven personnel. There were going to  be some changes made here if  he

had anything to say about it.

    Not all of the men of  Third Platoon "lived aboard" at the  Navy's

Little Creek  Amphibious  Base.  Kosciuszko and  MacKenzie  were  both

married, Murdock had  noted while  going through their  records a  few

minutes earlier,  and lived  off  base. Brown  and Frazier  were  also

married and lived in base housing, while Lieutenant j.g. DeWitt stayed

in the Bachelor Officers' Quarters, the BOQ Coburn had mentioned.

    The rest of the Third Platoon, however, was quartered here in  the

barracks, a large, two-story cinder-block affair painted a  depressing

olive drab and overlooking the dumpsters arrayed along the back of the

enlisted mess  across  a  dusty  street.  Large  signs  decorated  the

bulkhead outside the  door "To  err is human.  To forgive  is not  our

policy." "SEALs have nerves. They  just ignore them." There was  trash

on the floor, several beer cans  and a plastic Diet Coke bottle.  More

alarming was the white  bra dangling like a  pennant from an  overhead

light, and the sheer panties on the deck just inside the door.

    Otherwise, the  place  was  similar  to  other  enlisted  barracks

Murdock had seen. A fair amount of  ingenuity had been used to turn  a

spartan and utilitarian open barracks into living quarters offering  a

semblance of privacy.  The original dormitory  space had been  divided

into "cubes" by plyboard partitions, each with two racks in a bunk-bed

arrangement,  plus  gray,  upright   lockers,  a  table  or   battered

government-issue desk, and occasional human touches like a guitar case

or a stereo  or a  nude centerfold taped  to bulkhead  or open  locker

door. Each cube was  separated from the  world by improvised  curtains

hanging across its entrance, old sheets or blankets.

    There were beer cans  scattered about the  barracks deck, and  one

body, a man  clad in boxer  shorts and a  T-shirt. Murdock stooped  to

check the guy's breathing; he appeared to be sleeping off a hinge, and

didn't move when Murdock nudged him twice. He was clutching a  woman's

bra, a lacy black one, in his right fist.

    Murdock stood  as another  man entered  the passageway,  a  short,

dark-skinned Latino  with a  thin, black  mustache. He  was wearing  a

towel and shower clogs and carried a bar of soap.

    "What's your name?" Murdock asked.

    "Boomer. Ah ... Garcia. Sir."

    "I could be mistaken, Garcia," Murdock said slowly, "but I thought

the usual procedure was to shout  'Attention on deck' when an  officer

walked in."

    Garcia stiffened, hands at his sides. "Attention on deck!"

    Murdock nudged the body with the toe of his shoe. "What's this?"

    "That's Doc," Garcia said. "Uh, HM2 Ellsworth. Sir."

    "He always rack out in the passageway?"

    "No, Sir. We, ah, we had a bit of a party last night, sir."

    Murdock looked at  the woman's undergarment  in Ellsworth's  hand.

"So I see."

    Two more men stumbled from behind two of the curtained-off  cubes,

one wearing  civilian  clothing,  the other  in  boxer  shorts.  Their

reactions were definitely  running a  bit on  the slow  side. It  took

several beats  for them  to  realize that  Murdock  was there  and  to

shuffle into  a position  approximating attention  in front  of  their

cubes.

    "Names?"

    "Torpedoman's Mate Second Nicholson, Sir."  He was the one in  his

underwear. He had  the hard-muscled  body of a  SEAL and  a face  that

looked too young to shave.

    "Gunner's  Mate  First  Class  Fernandez.  Sir."  Another  Latino,

stocky, heavier than Garcia,  with black hair  beginning to curl  over

his ears.

    "And this is that crack SEAL platoon I've been hearing about?"  He

crossed his arms  and shook his  head in mock  exasperation. "I  don't

believe it!"

    "Sir," Nicholson said. "It's Saturday."

    "I know what day it is, Nicholson. Thank you. Next time the Iraqis

decide to  take hostages,  you can  pass 'em  the word  that we  won't

attack until regular working hours.

    "In the meantime, and before the Norfolk City Department of Health

comes in and closes  this establishment down,  you're going to  square

this shithouse away. Understood? I said, 'Understood? '"

    "Yes, Sir!" the three chorused. "Garcia!"

    "Yes, Sir."

    "Lose the face fuzz."

    "But-"

    "You're a SEAL, Garcia.  You know that facial  hair can break  the

seal on a swim mask."

    "But Lieutenant Cotter said-"

    "I don't give a shit what Lieutenant Cotter said! Strip the lip!"

    "Aye, aye, Sir."

    Murdock heard the resentment in Garcia's voice. "Fernandez?"

    "Yes, Sir."

    "Haircut."

    Fernandez looked startled. "Aye, aye, Sir."

    "Just in  case there  was  any question,  ladies,  I am  your  new

platoon leader, and we will be seeing a lot of each other in the  next

few days. Where's the rest of the platoon?"

    The men  traded uneasy,  sidelong glances.  "I ain't  sure,  Sir,"

Garcia said. "Maybe they left early."

    Murdock glanced at his watch. It was almost 1000 hours. "When  you

see them,  you can  tell them  I will  be holding  inspection of  this

barracks tomorrow afternoon. I will  expect the flotsam cleared  away,

the contraband  off  the  bulkheads and  lockers,  the  personal  gear

stowed, and  the deck  waxed and  shined." He  looked meaningfully  at

Nicholson. "And I don't give a  shit if tomorrow is Sunday.  Beginning

Monday, I will begin  talking to each of  you individually. I want  to

get to know you, find out what the hell makes you think you're  decent

SEAL material. And ..." He stopped, and nudged Ellsworth again.  "Will

two of you  pick this up  and get it  to its rack?  I have this  thing

about gear adrift. That is all."

    Murdock turned to make a dignified exit and nearly collided with a

familiar figure in civilian  clothes who was  just coming through  the

door, a big, olive-green sea-bag balanced on one shoulder.

    "Uh ... Third  Platoon?" the newcomer  asked uncertainly,  looking

around.

    "Jaybird!" Murdock said, taking a  step back and smiling.  "You're

just in time!"

    Sterling's eyes widened. "Oh, no!"

    The SEALs stared  after the  lieutenant for  several long  moments

after he'd gone.

    "What the fuck was that?" Fernandez wanted to know.

    "A prick." Garcia replied. "Mickey Mouse himself with delusions of

grandeur."

    "You  guys   notice   his   hand?"  Nicholson   asked.   "He's   a

ring-knocker."

    "No shit?" Garcia said. "An Academy grad?"

    "I don't care if he's John Wayne in drag," Fernandez said.  "We're

SEALS. We don't hafta' take that shit."

    "Scuttlebutt is he's from  Coronado," Nicholson added. "A  fuckin'

BUD/S instructor."

    "He is," Jaybird put in. "I flew out from California with him last

night."

    "Aw, man," Garcia said, disgusted. "I  did my hard time in  BUD/S.

What is this shit anyway?"

    "Yeah," Fernandez added. "I wonder  if that dude's always so  full

of sweetness and light,  man." He pointed at  Jaybird. "I thought  you

California SEALs were 'sposed to be laid back and mellow, man."

    "Hey, don't blame me," Jaybird said. "I hardly know the guy."

    "Obviously,"  Nicholson  pointed  out,  "he's  an  officer  an'  a

gentleman. Far above us  enlisted pukes. Say, how'd  you get a  handle

like Jaybird anyway?"

    On the deck, Ellsworth gave a mournful groan. "Hey," Garcia  said.

"Couple a' you guys gimme a hand here."

    Together, they got Doc to his rack.

    For a long time  after that, they  discussed the new  lieutenant's

manner, bearing, attitude, and  probable ancestry, comparing it  point

by point with those of Lieutenant  Cotter. So far, the new guy  didn't

measure up well at all.

    Wednesday, 18 May

    1145 hours (Zulu +3) Freighter Yuduki Maru Indian Ocean, south  of

Mauritius

    The sun glared with brassy heat from the flat swells of the Indian

Ocean, as  two ships,  the  Yuduki Maru  and her  escort,  Shikishima,

plowed steadily eastward  at eighteen  knots. Twenty days  out of  the

French military port at Cherbourg, she had another four weeks'  voyage

ahead of her. Her course lay  due east across the Indian Ocean,  south

of Australia and New Zealand. then turning northwest, passing  through

Micronesia and  the empty  waters  of the  western Pacific  until  she

entered her home port of Tokai, ninety miles northeast of Tokyo.

    Yuduki Maru's  long-way-around voyage  had  been dictated  by  the

volatile   rumblings    of   international    politics.   Like    some

twentieth-century Flying Dutchman, she was pledged to remain always at

least two  hundred nautical  miles from  land. Forbidden  outright  to

enter the waters of  South Africa, Indonesia,  Chile, or Malaysia  she

had a  sharply limited  choice  of courses.  The Straits  of  Mulacca,

twenty-three miles wide at their narrowest, and the South China Sea, a

den of modern-day pirates, both had been closed to her.

    In the interests of  secrecy, her final course  had been set  only

days before she'd left Cherbourg. Not that secrecy remained  absolute.

The Greenpeace vessel Beluga had dogged the tiny flotilla since  their

sailing, remaining  just over  the horizon,  making certain  that  the

Japanese ships did not break their international quarantine.

    Captain Chuichi Koga, Yuduki  Maru's master, was unconcerned  with

the Beluga,  as he  was with  the quarantine  and with  the crowds  of

protestors who'd  mobbed the  fences at  the naval  base perimeter  at

Cherbourg. The total  voyage, Cherbourg  to Tokai,  should take  seven

weeks.  Koga,  a  professional,  confident,  and  supremely  competent

officer of the  merchant marine who  demanded absolute punctuality  of

himself and of  his crew,  had no  doubts whatsoever  that they  would

arrive in port on schedule.

    Yuduki Maru was small for so long a voyage, with a length  overall

of 119 meters, a  beam of less than  eighteen meters, and a  full-load

draft of just over six meters. She had a displacement of 7,600 tons.

    Nevertheless, she was an impressive vessel. Like her sister  ship,

the Akatsuki Maru, she had been an American cargo ship--sailing  under

the name Atlantic Crane--before her  conversion to her new and  highly

specialized task.  She'd  been  refined in  a  Belfast  shipyard,  her

hatches strengthened, her  huge, forward deck  crane removed, and  her

electronics suite upgraded and modernized. Large sections of her cargo

hold had been  sealed off  and converted  to carry  extra reserves  of

diesel fuel so  she could manage  her forty-thousand-kilometer  voyage

without refueling. Some  of her  cargo space had  also been  converted

into accommodations. Besides her usual crew of forty-five, the  Yuduki

Maru carried thirty armed guards.

    And,  of  course,  there  was  the  comforting  presence  of   the

Shikishima a  kilometer  to  port.  Captain Koga,  like  most  of  his

superiors, would have been  far happier if a  couple of Japanese  Navy

destroyers could  have  escorted  Yuduki Maru  on  her  long  passage.

Unfortunately, Japan's  postwar constitution  specifically  prohibited

any of  her  125-odd  military vessels  from  being  deployed  outside

Japanese waters. For that  reason, escort duties  had been assumed  by

the Kaijo Hoancho, an organization analogous to the U.S. Coast  Guard.

Shikishima had been specially built for this task at a cost of  twenty

billion yen, a 6,500-ton cutter armed with machine guns and one of the

American Phalanx close-in  point-defense systems. She  also carried  a

Kawasaki-Bell 212 helicopter on her fantail landing platform.

    The Americans had been involved with planning for the security  of

these voyages from the beginning. They were, naturally enough,  keenly

interested in the security of Yuduki Maru's precious and deadly cargo.

    Two tons of plutonium, after all, was prize enough to attract  the

eye of dozens  of governments, political  factions, terrorist  groups,

environmental activists, and outright criminals all over the world.

    It was enough  to provoke a  war, and more  than enough to  finish

one. It was also a symbol of Japan's national honor.

    Japan's interest in plutonium was strictly peaceful and  economic.

Ever since  the 1960s,  the country  had been  committed to  achieving

energy self-sufficiency  through an  aggressive and  high-tech  atomic

power program. In particular they'd sought the promise of fast-breeder

nuclear reactors.

    There were  already forty-one  conventional nuclear  power  plants

fueled by uranium in the Japanese  home islands. For years, the  spent

nuclear fuel  from these  reactors had  been shipped  to  reprocessing

plants in Europe,  notably the  French company  Cogema, in  Cap de  la

Hague, Normandy, and  a British plant  in Sellafield, Cumbria.  There,

high-grade plutonium was extracted from the radioactive ash left  over

from the conventional nuclear plants;  a special type of power  plant,

the so-called fast breeder, generated  power from plutonium and, in  a

process that seemed to defy the normal laws concerning something  from

nothing, actually  generated  more nuclear  fuel  as an  end  product.

Ultimately, Japan could be completely self-sufficient, generating  all

of its own power needs, even exporting power to other nations.

    It was a worthwhile  goal, given that  Japan was currently  almost

entirely dependent on  outside sources  for energy, and  she had  some

grand and  energy-intensive  plans for  future  technological  growth.

Unfortunately, there were some serious drawbacks as well.

    First and foremost,  plutonium is without  question the  deadliest

substance known. Quite apart from its high levels of radioactivity, it

is so toxic that a microscopic amount can kill a man, while a gram  or

two in a water reservoir can wipe out an entire city. And, of  course,

there is the  nuclear genie; the  hardest part of  building an  atomic

bomb is processing the uranium in the first place, or getting hold  of

enough plutonium  to  provide  the fissionable  material.  Just  eight

kilograms  of  plutonium   is  enough   for  the   manufacture  of   a

quick-and-dirty nuclear device as powerful as the one that burned  the

heart out of Nagasaki.

    Too, there  were the  political problems  that buzzed  around  the

stuff like flies over  garbage. A sizable  percentage of Japan's  home

population resisted any  manifestation of nuclear  power, for  obvious

reasons,  and  the  outcry  from  environmentalists  and  anti-nuclear

activists around the  world had been  startling. Transporting so  much

plutonium was  perceived  as  an unacceptable  risk,  one  threatening

thousands, even millions of people, should something go wrong.

    Nor was  breeder technology  proven.  Monju, a  prototype  breeder

reactor, was still  a year away  from producing electricity.  America,

France, Great Britain, and the other major industrial powers had  long

ago abandoned the breeder concept as too risky for commercial use.

    The creation  of so  much  plutonium had  proven  to be  a  public

relations nightmare for  Tokyo, but  there was  no other  way for  the

country to  achieve  its  goals. Suggestions  from  the  international

community that Japan  use plutonium extracted  from the post-Cold  War

world's nuclear stockpiles instead of  shipping it halfway around  the

world was no  solution at all,  since something still  had to be  done

about all that plutonium  piling up in  Europe. Besides, the  Japanese

public insisted, understandably  if somewhat  irrationally, that  only

plutonium that had never been  used in nuclear weapons was  acceptable

as a power source at home.

    Fears of what would happen if Japan's plutonium stockpiles at home

or abroad fell into the wrong  hands dogged the nation like a  shadow.

Anti-nuclear groups  were swift  to  point out  that while  a  serious

malfunction in a conventional reactor  could lead to meltdown and  the

release of radiation, a disaster in a breeder plant could result in  a

very large bang indeed.

    Since the  United States  had sold  the original  nuclear fuel  to

Japan,   Washington,   under   the    provisions   of   the    nuclear

nonproliferation treaty, maintained a say over what happened to it and

how it was handled.  Unfortunately, the U.S.  government was far  more

sensitive to pressure from the environmentalists Japan than Japan was.

A 1989 plan to fly the plutonium  back to had been vetoed outright  by

the U.S., which dreaded the political, ecological, and literal fallout

of a plane crash.

    The ideal,  of course,  would have  been to  process the  original

spent fuel cores at  home, in Japan, but  the first such  reprocessing

plant, now being constructed at  Rokkasho, in northern Japan, was  not

due to begin operation  until 1997, and would  only have an output  of

five tons of plutonium a year. Besides, Britain and France had already

served notice that they would not store Japan's accumulating stores of

plutonium indefinitely. The stuff was difficult to keep, took up a lot

of space, and provided a dazzling target for terrorists and  activists

of any of several political persuasions.

    And so, the only alternative for Japan, hedged in by a bewildering

array of political threats, treaty and constitutional obligations, and

public relations problems, had been to transport the stuff back to the

home islands  by  sea. Tokyo  had  consulted with  Washington  on  the

operation and  accepted the  American directives  regarding  security.

These had  included the  structural upgrades  to the  freighters,  the

addition of  an  onboard  security  force, and  the  building  of  the

Shikishima herself, since Japanese naval  vessels were not allowed  to

leave their home waters.

    The first shipment of 1.7 tons had left Cherbourg early in October

of 1992, arriving  without incident in  Tokai fifty-eight days  later.

Several shipments had made the passage since, the start of the biggest

sea lift of plutonium in history. The timetable ultimately called  for

a total of some ninety tons of plutonium to be shipped from Europe  to

Japan by the year 2010. Koga wondered if his government was tempted by

so much plutonium  to abandon  its stance  of nearly  fifty years  and

become a nuclear power. The idea didn't bother Koga as it did many  of

his countrymen;  he didn't  remember Hiroshima,  and as  Japan  became

increasingly isolated in a  hostile world, it would  have to learn  to

protect itself, without  relying on the  vacillations of a  fragmented

and unreliable West.

    In the meantime, it was enough to carry out his duty, which was to

deliver two tons of plutonium safely to port in Tokai.

    Raising his binoculars to  his eyes, he  scanned an empty  horizon

for a moment, then turned them on the lean, white hull of  Shikishima,

still maintaining station to  the north. The  Kaijo Hoancho emblem,  a

triple blue  stripe on  the  hull forward,  like a  squared-off  Roman

letter S lying  on its back  reaching from scupper  to waterline,  was

clearly visible, as were  the sailors lounging in  the gun tub on  the

forward deck. They  seemed unconcerned about  the proximity of  Yuduki

Maru's cargo.

    And in fact, there was little to worry about. The cargo was safely

stowed in hundreds of individual  lead pigs in the freighter's  holds,

divided into  carefully measured  and  separated quantities  to  avoid

critical mass and a chain reaction. So far as any external threat  was

concerned, Yuduki Maru and Shikishima  were alone on that wide,  empty

ocean. The  nearest  land  at  the moment  was  the  southern  tip  of

Madagascar, one thousand kilometers to  the north, and the weather,  a

serious concern  during the  initial planning,  was exceptionally  and

spectacularly calm.

    Koga turned  his attention  to the  Yuduki Maru's  deck below  the

bridge. The freighter was designed along the lines of a tanker or bulk

carrier, with  the  blocky, white  superstructure  far aft,  and  hold

access through deck hatches in the long forward deck. A number of  men

were visible at  the moment,  mostly off-duty crewmen  basking in  the

sun. One man, a galley worker,  was perched bare-legged on one of  the

hatch covers, dutifully slicing up vegetables, which he removed one by

one from a large sack at his  side, and dropping the pieces in a  bowl

in his lap.

    Also visible  were five  of the  ship's security  people,  wearing

brown uniforms  and carrying  Beretta submachine  guns. Yuduki  Maru's

security force  had been  drawn  from one  of Tokyo's  Police  Special

Action Units,  again  to avoid  the  restrictions of  Japan's  postwar

constitution.  They  were   the  best  there   was,  however,   tough,

disciplined men  who had  trained extensively  with the  British  SAS,

Germany's GSG-9, and Israeli paratroopers.

    There was simply no  way any enemy could  get at the plutonium  in

Yuduki Maru's hold. Koga allowed a  rare smile to crease his lips.  It

promised to be an extraordinarily boring voyage.

    "Captain!" the helmsman shouted, pointing to port. "Look!"

    Koga looked,  and had  trouble  absorbing what  he was  seeing.  A

column of water hung suspended at Shikishima's side, descending across

her deck  like a  blanketing mist.  In the  next instant,  the  escort

vessel seemed  to arch  from  the water  like  a stretching  cat;  the

thunder of  the  detonation reached  Yuduki  Maru a  second  later,  a

piercing roar that  assaulted the ears  and rattled the  glass in  the

bridge windows. Shikishima dropped  with nightmare slowness back  into

the sea, her  back snapping  as she  struck, mingled  black smoke  and

orange flame mushrooming into the sky above her deck.

    Koga  watched,   transfixed,   horrified.  What   was   happening?

Contradictory thoughts  chased  one  another  through  his  head.  The

Shikishima's boilers had blown up. She  had struck an old mine  adrift

since some long-ago war. She  had been torpedoed. Torpedoed! A  second

blast tore through Shikishima's stern quarter, hurling fragments--boat

davits, life rafts,  stanchions, men--hundreds of  meters through  the

air. The Safety  Agency's escort  could not possibly  have struck  two

mines. Somewhere in that empty  sea, a submarine was firing  torpedoes

at the flotilla!

    "Captain!" the helmsman wailed. "What should we do?"

    Do? If they stopped to pick  up survivors, the next torpedo  might

well slam into Yuduki Maru's hull, with disastrous results. Indeed,  a

torpedo might  already be  on  the way,  streaking unseen  toward  the

freighter beneath the ocean waves.

    "Speed ... more  speed!" Koga  said. He reached  for the  intercom

microphone hanging on its hook beneath the forward bridge window,  and

froze, hand extended,  as he saw  the drama unfolding  on the  forward

deck.

    The five security men down there had raced as one to Yuduki Maru's

port railing, staring at the stricken Shikishima, pointing and calling

excitedly to one another. At  their backs, unnoticed, the lone  galley

hand had reached into the burlap bag of vegetables and was  extracting

the gleaming black length of an AKM assault rifle.

    Before Koga  could  react,  before  he  could  think  of  shouting

warning, the crewman  opened fire on  full automatic from  a range  of

less than  five meters.  Security personnel  jerked and  twisted.  One

lurched forward and fell over the side, as the others groped for slung

weapons, dropped twitching to the deck, and died.

    The intercom forgotten, Koga reached instead for the ship's  alarm

button. He slapped it,  and the raucous blast  of the emergency  alarm

blared from the bridge speakers and throughout the ship. The  security

off icer stationed  on the bridge  unholstered his pistol  and took  a

step forward. "Captain," he  said, and then one  of the doors  leading

onto the bridge from  aft burst open, and  two wild-eyed men  exploded

from the passageway behind it. One held an Israeli-made Uzi submachine

gun, the other an AKM. The one with the Uzi triggered the weapon,  and

9mm slugs tore half  the security officer's  skull away, pitching  him

against the bridge window  in a spray of  blood and shattering  glass.

The other ignored the rest of the bridge crew, but hurried to the door

leading to the ship's communications center.

    "Come out! Come out!" he  shouted, but the communications  officer

and those standing watch with him  must not have moved quickly  enough

to suit him, for  almost immediately the AK  opened fire, a  hammering

fusillade that was deafening in the confines of the bridge. There  was

a long, drawn-out scream, a second  burst of automatic fire, and  then

only the rasp of the ship's emergency alarm.

    "Kill that noise," the man with  the Uzi growled, and he held  the

weapon's muzzle a few centimeters from Koga's head.

    Koga complied instantly. He had  no doubt that these madmen  would

kill everyone on the bridge if they showed the slightest resistance.

    It dawned on Koga,  belatedly, that the man  with the Uzi was  his

own fourth officer,  Tetsuo Kurebayashi.  The gunman  emerging with  a

sadist's grin from the communications center was Shigeru Yoshitomi,  a

lowly cargo handler.

    "Chikusho!" Koga said as the  alarm strangled into silence.  "Damn

you!" It  seemed inconceivable,  impossible. Terrorists  on his  ship,

members of his own crew! "What is it you want?"

    "Silence!" Kurebayashi snapped. His face was twisted with  mingled

joy and battle-lust, and looking into those eyes, Koga was  terrified.

"Hands up! And the  rest of you!  Get down on  your knees! Hands  over

your heads! Now!"

    Koga dropped to his knees with  the rest of the bridge  personnel.

From where he kneeled on the deck, he could just glimpse  Shikishima's

final death throes above the bridge window sill. Fire boiled from  the

sea, and only the bow  and part of the  helicopter pad on the  fantail

were visible, jutting at sharp angles from the sea and separated by  a

sea of burning oil. Black smoke stained the cloudless sky.

    In the distance, somewhere below decks, he could hear the  muffled

pounding of automatic  gunfire. God? how  many terrorists were  there?

How had they infiltrated his crew? Koga was filled with a sudden,  sad

foreboding.

    Despite all of his care  and professionalism, Yuduki Maru and  her

deadly cargo were not going to make her scheduled port of call.

    1520 hours (Zulu  +3) Motor  yacht Beluga Indian  Ocean, south  of

Mauritius

    Though she desperately wanted to acquire the casual  international

sophistication of her German friends Gertrude and Helga, Jean Brandeis

still felt uncomfortable going topless in front of the men aboard  the

Beluga, even  if one  of  them was  her  husband. Her  modesty,  she'd

decided, was a last, conservative  vestige of her Midwestern  American

upbringing, one she'd  not been able  to shake after  years of  living

both in Los  Angeles and  in France. Throughout  Beluga's long  cruise

from Cherbourg down  the Atlantic coast  of Europe, she'd  compromised

each time Gertie and Helga stripped down for sunbathing by lying  face

down on a towel spread out on the deck, and always with her bikini top

within easy reach.

    By the time Beluga  had entered African waters  at the end of  the

first week of the cruise, she was so badly sunburned that she'd had  a

decent excuse to cover up. Then, during the passage around the Cape of

Good  Hope,  there'd  been  a  stiff,  cold  wind,  with  weather  and

temperatures appropriate to November in northern latitudes.

    Eventually, though,  about  the  time  Beluga  again  crossed  the

thirtieth parallel  somewhere south  of  Madagascar, Jean's  burn  had

darkened to a delicious California-girl  tan, and the days had  warmed

enough that Helga and Gertrude had  begun their daily regimen of  nude

or  half-nude  sunbathing   again.  Afraid  of   seeming  prudish   or

provincially unsophisticated,  and encouraged  by her  husband,  she'd

joined them. She wanted so much to make a good impression on their new

friends.

    Jean Brandeis had considered herself to be a liberal activist ever

since she'd  married  her  husband, Paul,  five  years  earlier.  Paul

Brandeis, a Hollywood  producer who'd won  international acclaim  with

his films on  a variety  of ecological and  animal-rights causes,  had

swept her into a whole new world of celebrities, parties, and  popular

activism. Encouraged by a well-known French producer, both of them had

joined Greenpeace International two years earlier.

    That was  when they'd  met Karl  and Helga  Schmidt and  Rudi  and

Gertrude Kohler, all long-time members of both Greenpeace and Europe's

International Green Party. Karl had had a hand in organizing the  huge

protest in  Cherbourg;  the  yacht  Beluga  was  Rudi's,  though  he'd

registered it as belonging  to Greenpeace. Jean  had been thrilled  by

the urbane sophistication  of Paul's  new friends and  excited by  the

Prospect of  activist work,  a  cause she  could fight  for.  Somehow,

though, she'd  never  expected  that  work to  carry  her  across  ten

thousand miles  of  open  ocean,  dogging  the  heels  of  a  Japanese

freighter. Focusing world media attention  on the threat presented  by

the Yuduki Maru and  her cargo was a  worthwhile cause certainly,  but

the voyage had rapidly degenerated into an unending tedium dragging on

for day after day after  sun-baked day. Quarters aboard were  cramped;

Beluga was a forty-meter, two-masted schooner, a millionaire's  yacht,

but after three weeks with ten  people aboard--the six of them plus  a

four-man crew--her  dimensions  had  somehow  shrunk  to  those  of  a

twenty-foot day sailer. Helga  and Gertrude, who  three weeks ago  had

seemed so  witty and  smart and  vivacious, were  revealed as  shallow

gossips who talked of little but sex, celebrities, and themselves.

    To make matters worse, lately Karl had started hitting on her, his

casual and friendly flirtations becoming more insistent, more open. It

seemed to  Jean  that when  he  bumped  into her  in  Beluga's  narrow

passageways, the contact was deliberate,  and more lingering than  was

strictly necessary to get by.

    And Paul wasn't making it any easier on her either, damn him, with

his fiercely whispered admonitions  that she should  be nice to  their

hosts. She knew he saw Karl and  Rudi both as contacts who could  open

some important doors in the  European entertainment industry, but  she

wondered if he had any idea what Karl's idea of nice might be.

    She wished  this cruise  were  over. More  than that,  she  wished

something would happen. It was so  boring, plodding along in the  wake

of that damned, unseen Japanese ship, day following day, each day  the

same.

    A cry from  the bow  snapped her from  the warm  lassitude of  her

thoughts. Karl and two  of the crewmen were  running forward, and  she

could  feel  the  pitch  of  Beluga's  diesel  engine  change  in  the

ever-present  throb  transmitted  through  her  deck.  Something   was

happening ... something that had the yacht's crew excited.

    Karl ran aft  again, heading  toward Beluga's  wheel. "Karl!"  she

called as he passed. "What is it?"

    "I'm not  sure, honey,"  he said.  "Viktor thinks  it could  be  a

shipwreck."

    A shipwreck, hundreds of miles from the nearest land? That made no

sense. Forgetting her partial  nudity, she scrambled  to her feet  and

hurried forward. A small crowd was gathering at the starboard  railing

near the foremast, chattering to each other in German and gesturing at

the water. Viktor,  the Beluga's  mate, was studying  the water  ahead

through binoculars.

    "What is happening?" Helga asked,  coming up behind her. "What  do

they see?"

    Peering past Viktor's shoulder, Jean could see a darkening on  the

sea a hundred yards  off. An oil slick,  probably. She knew about  oil

slicks ... but there was lots of floating debris as well.

    Helga screamed, pointing.

    The man was  floating face-up twenty  feet off Beluga's  starboard

side. Despite the burns on his  face, he was clearly Oriental. He  was

also clearly dead.

    Paul was  beside  her,  a  Geiger counter  in  his  hand,  a  grim

expression on his face  as he swept the  instrument back and forth  in

the air.

    "Is it ... was it ..."

    "No radiation," Paul Brandeis replied curtly. "I don't know if  it

was the Yuduki Maru or not. It could have been her escort." He  turned

to Viktor. "We'd better call this in."

    "Ja, Herr Brandeis."

    Jean  folded  her  arms  across  her  breasts  and  shivered.  Her

wish--that something would happen--had been granted.

    Somehow, though, this wasn't quite what she'd had in mind.

    Thursday, 19 May

    1512 hours (Zulu -5) NAVSPECWARGRU-Two Briefing Room Little Creek,

Virginia

    Captain Paul Mason  strode into the  briefing room, back  straight

and almost pain-free. It had been several years now since he'd  needed

a cane to  walk, and he  continued to skirmish  with the Navy  doctors

who'd originally predicted that he'd  be driving a wheelchair for  the

rest of his life.

    Someday, Mason knew, he would not only walk, but he would jump out

of airplanes again as well, don the heavy tanks of a SCUBA  apparatus,

and even pull  a five-miles-plus endurance  swim with fins.  He was  a

SEAL.

    Waiting in the room were several of the important ops-level people

in the Norfolk SEAL Community; the  skippers of SEAL Teams Two,  Four,

Seven, and  Eight;  Captain Kenneth  Friedman,  commanding  Helicopter

Attack Squadron  Light  Four,  the  Red  Wolves;  and  several  staff,

logistics,   and   support   officers.   Rear   Admiral    Bainbridge,

CONAVSPECWARGRU-Two, was  there as  well, chewing  on the  stem of  an

unlit pipe and looking  distinctly unhappy as he  reviewed a sheaf  of

computer printouts just handed to  him by his meteorological  officer.

Also present was Rear Admiral Kerrigan of MIDEASTFOR. The Middle  East

Force, under the operational umbrella of  the Sixth Fleet in the  Med,

was headquartered in Bahrain, but Kerrigan served as staff liaison  to

the   various   naval   commands    based   in   Norfolk,    including

NAVSPECWARGRU-Two.

    And at the end of the table, isolated by his civilian clothes, was

the suit from Langley. Brian  Hadley didn't look like a  spook--small,

rumpled, and nearsighted, with the  frizzy white hair of a  university

professor--but he was supposed to be  one of the best analysts in  the

CIA's Intelligence Directorate, head Of the Office of Global Issues.

    Hadley  had  arrived,  Mason  knew,  only  moments  ago  from  the

Executive Office Building, where  the National Security Council  staff

had been meeting round the clock since this current crisis had  broken

loose.

    Mason walked to  the end of  the long mahogany  table, taking  his

place behind the podium there. The other men in the room, most of whom

he knew well, watched him attentively.

    "Very well,  gentlemen," Mason  said, gripping  the sides  of  the

podium. "You've all  been following  the situation, and  you know  why

we're here. For  the past  twenty-four hours,  the Japanese  plutonium

ship Yuduki Maru, with two tons of weapons-grade plutonium aboard, has

been off  course.  She is  out  of radio  contact  and, until  we  can

determine otherwise, we are assuming that this is a terrorist incident

and are classifying it as a Broken Arrow."

    The men around the table  shifted uncomfortably. Broken Arrow  was

the code phrase  for any accident  with nuclear  weapons--specifically

with U.S. weapons  accidentally launched  or jettisoned,  such as  had

happened back  in  the sixties  with  the  crash of  a  U.S.  aircraft

carrying nuclear weapons off the coast of Spain.

    The provisions for calling a Broken Arrow alert, however, included

the theft or loss of any nuclear weapon or radiological component,  or

any situation where  there was a  real or implied  public hazard  from

that component. The fine points had been debated in both the  Pentagon

and the  White House  already; the  plutonium aboard  the Yuduki  Maru

belonged to Japan and  was not the direct  responsibility of the  U.S.

government.  Still,  the  United   States  had  assumed  an   indirect

responsibility for the plutonium. American firms had sold the original

uranium to Japan in  the first place, and  perhaps more to the  point,

two tons of radioactive plutonium represented a terrific danger,  both

to American  interests  and to  America's  allies. If  terrorists  had

indeed  hijacked  the  Yuduki  Maru,  they  were  not  likely  to   be

sympathetic to U.S. interests.

    Reinforcing this, Mason went on to discuss the evidence that  this

was the act of terrorists. "The Shikishima," he said, "the freighter's

Maritime Safety Agency escort, has been confirmed sunk. At about  1530

hours yesterday local  time, the Greenpeace  yacht Beluga  encountered

the oil slick and  some floating bodies. Beluga  and other vessels  in

the area have been alerted  to keep an eye  out for survivors, but  at

this point we are not hopeful.

    "We were able to pinpoint Yuduki Maru immediately and confirm that

she is now  cruising almost due  north at eighteen  knots. As of  1300

hours  our  time  today,  she   was  two  hundred  miles  off   Pointe

Itaperina--that's  the   southeastern   corner  of   Madagascar.   Our

intelligence on the  situation so far  is limited. There  has been  no

communication from her  crew, and  attempts to contact  her have  been

ignored. We have no idea who  is in command now, what group,  faction,

or government is responsible, or what the freighter's new  destination

might be."

    "How the hell was the escort sunk?" Captain Whittier, of SEAL Two,

wanted to know. "Sabotage?"

    "Possibly, though  security  was  extraordinarily  tight  on  both

vessels before they left Yokohama.  At the moment, we're operating  on

another, rather disturbing  possibility." Mason  opened his  briefcase

and  removed   a  folder   stamped  Top   Secret.  Inside   were   two

eight-by-ten-inch black-and-white photographs, which he passed  around

to the other men at the table.

    "As you  can see  from the  inscription," Mason  continued,  "both

photographs are of the Iranian  naval facility at Bandar Abbas,  right

on the Straight of Hormuz. The first one was taken on 4 May. Note  the

two submarines in the upper left."

    "Kilos," Captain  Harrison,  the  CO of  SEAL  Eight,  said,  "The

Iranian Kilos."

    In 1992, amid considerable  international controversy, Russia  had

delivered to the Republic of  Iran two conventional attack  submarines

of the  type  known  in  the  West  as  Kilo.  Displacing  2,900  tons

submerged, with a top  underwater speed of  twenty knots, they'd  been

designed by the old Soviet Union primarily as a commodity for  export.

Algeria, Poland, Romania, and India all had Kilos in their fleets, and

possibly CSCUBA and Libya  as well. Each was  armed with twelve  533mm

torpedoes.

    "The second photograph was  taken by a KH-  12 satellite two  days

later, on  6  May. One  of  the submarines,  note,  is gone.  We  have

identified the missing boat as the Enghelab-i Eslami. That's Farsi for

the Islamic Revolution."

    "Let me  get this  straight,  Captain," Admiral  Bainbridge  said.

"You're saying that the goddamn Iranians could be behind this?"

    Mason faced  him squarely.  "There  is no  hard evidence  to  that

effect, Admiral.  At  least  not  yet. But  one  possibility  we  must

consider is that  an Iranian submarine  torpedoed the Shikishima,  and

that at  the same  time, a  terrorist component  aboard the  plutonium

freighter seized the ship. The Yuduki Maru's new course is  consistent

with a port in Iran."

    "And this Iranian boat has been missing all this time?" Bainbridge

asked, "Almost two weeks?"

    "You know it's  never as  easy as it  looks in  the movies,  Tom,"

Admiral Kerrigan told him.

    Bainbridge scowled. "I thought  we had subs  in the Gulf  watching

the sons of bitches?"

    "We did," Kerrigan said.  "We've had an  attack boat stationed  in

Bahrain ever  since  the Iranians  took  delivery of  those  boats,  a

blanket warning to them not to get cute with shipping n the Gulf.  But

tracking  a  submarine  in  the  open  ocean's  tough,  especially   a

conventional boat. They're  quieter than nukes.  No cooling pumps  for

the reactors. Our sub, the Sturgeon-class attack boat Cavalla,  headed

out after the Revolution as soon  as we realized the Iranian boat  was

gone. We also  have other attack  subs converging on  that area,  but,

well, it's a big ocean. Remember the flap a few years back, when  that

North Korean  freighter  carrying  missile  parts  to  the  Gulf  just

disappeared? And that was with subs searching for her, satellites, the

whole nine yards."

    "Yeah, but I have  a sneaky suspicion you'll  find the bastard  if

you concentrate on the area  around that Japanese freighter,"  Captain

Whittier observed.

    "I must stress  again that  Iranian involvement at  this point  is

strictly hypothetical," Mason said. "We did not see the actual sinking

of the Shikishima! and our tracking of the Yuduki Maru so far has been

through strictly electronic means."

    "Electronic means?" Captain Friedman,  the helo squadron  skipper,

asked. "What, radar?"

    "An electronic transponder built into her superstructure,"  Hadley

said. His speech, the way he  said "transpondah," had the nasal  twang

of upper-class  Massachusetts. "We  used the  same trick  back in  the

eighties, tracking  a  load of  fifty-five-gallon  drums of  ether  we

thought might lead us to a secret cocaine cartel lab in the  Colombian

jungle. The transponder's small, the size of a book, but it puts out a

steady signal that can be pinpointed  by an ELINT satellite in  orbit.

It was the change in position  registered by our satellite that  first

told us yesterday something was wrong."

    "My God," Bainbridge  said slowly.  "Didn't we have  any spy  sats

following that tub? We should have been watching that ship twenty-four

hours a day!"

    "Our technical assets  are limited, Admiral,"  Hadley said.  "More

than most people  realize. We  never have  been able  to provide  full

twenty-four-hour coverage of any one potential target."

    "But damn it, this is the Jap plutonium ship!"

    "We can still only watch the  thing when our satellites are  above

the horizon, Admiral, and frankly, there just aren't enough satellites

to go around. For the past few  days, most of our watch time had  been

allotted to southern Iraq, following up on the aftermath of Blue Sky.

    "Now,  on   the  direction   of   the  President,   the   National

Reconnaissance people have shifted the bulk of our observation time to

the Yuduki  Maru.  I'd  estimate  that we  have  about  forty  percent

coverage now."

    "In other words, we  can see her  two hours out  of five, is  that

it?"

    "Essentially, Admiral, yes."

    "Damn." Bainbridge glowered  a moment  more, then  glanced up  the

table to where Mason was  waiting. "Sorry, Captain," he said.  "Please

continue."

    Shepherding  one  of  these  high-level  briefings  was  always  a

challenge, Mason thought. The admirals were used to running their  own

shows ... while the  SEAL commanders had less  than the usual  respect

for rank,  privilege, or  decorum. It  made for  some lively  sessions

sometimes.

    "Thank you,  Admiral," he  said. "Okay,  judging from  the  Yuduki

Maru's transponder track and where it departs her scheduled course, we

believe that the raid took place at approximately noon yesterday, Zulu

plus three, about 0400 hours  our time. The National Security  Council

has been in almost constant  session since we received news  yesterday

morning of Yuduki Maru's possible capture.

    "This morning,  the  President  gave the  authorization  to  begin

working on ways to get that ship  back. Since it's a ship and it's  at

sea, gentlemen, it looks like this one's going to be a SEAL op."

    There was a stir around the  table at his words, though  obviously

the news was not a complete surprise.  Mason saw a smile or two  among

the SEAL skippers. Only Kerrigan and some of his staff officers looked

displeased. Kerrigan, Mason remembered, was  not a fan of  special-ops

forces. Well, there were plenty  in the military community who  agreed

with him--the usefulness of  elite units like the  SEALs and the  Army

Special  Forces  was  still  being  hotly  debated,  as  the   ongoing

Congressional hearings on SEAL  funding proved--but there wasn't  much

choice this time around. Only the SEALs could reach Yuduki Maru before

she got close to a populated coast. Sure, a submarine or an air-strike

from a carrier would  stop that freighter in  her tracks. But at  what

terrible cost?

    "All SEAL commands will be responsible for drawing up  preliminary

plans for  the  operation. Assume  a  ship-boarding action,  aimed  at

securing the ship and holding it for the arrival of a NEST team."  The

Nuclear Emergency Search Team was one of America's most secret  units.

Operating under the  Department of  Energy, it  had the  sophisticated

equipment  necessary  for  finding,   handling,  and  safing   nuclear

material.

    "The code name assigned to the mission will be Sun Hammer,"  Mason

continued. "My staff will  provide you with whatever  you need in  the

way of background  intel. I  also want your  assessments, your  honest

assessments, of each of your  Teams' readiness and capabilities.  Some

of you are stretched damned thin  right now. Two, most of your  people

are in Germany right now, aren't they?"

    "Hell, Captain," Whittier replied easily, "that just means they're

halfway to the Indian Ocean already."

    "This isn't a competition. I know all of you want to  participate,

but the final decision  will be based  on who is  best able to  handle

this. Let me have a preliminary work-up by 0900 tomorrow.

    "Now, we  have one  potential  wild card  in the  picture,"  Mason

continued. Opening the folder again, he extracted another  photograph.

It was a file  photo of a  battered-looking vessel, rust-streaked  and

decrepit, tied up to  a crumbling pier. Her  forward well deck was  so

low it seemed  a fair-sized wave  might swamp her.  The number 43  was

painted on her bow beneath her high forecastle deck.

    "Looks like  one  of  our old  yard  oilers,"  Admiral  Bainbridge

observed.

    "She is," Mason  said. "She  used to  be the  YO-247. Launched  in

1956, and turned over to Iran under the old U.S. Military Air Program.

I'm not  sure  of the  year,  but  pre-1979 obviously.  Not  really  a

seagoing vessel at all,  but the Iranians  have modified her  heavily.

She's the Hormuz now.  One hundred seventy-four  feet long. Top  speed

nine or ten knots. Cargo capacity of about nine hundred tons."

    "Modified her for what?"

    "Under  the  Shah  she  was  a  fleet  oiler.  Since  the  Iranian

Revolution, she's been laid up at  Bandar Abbas most of the time,  but

there's evidence  they've  been  upgrading her  for  long-range  work.

Possibly as a Milchekuh." The word,  German for "milk cow," was  drawn

from the Germans' use of  disguised ships for at-sea replenishment  of

their submarines in World War II.

    "Which is  how that  Kilo  could operate  so  far out  of  Iranian

waters," a staff officer observed.

    "Exactly," Mason agreed.  "And it  could be  coincidence, but  the

Hormuz left Bandar Abbas late last month. We haven't found her yet."

    "We're looking, of  course," Bainbridge said,  turning to the  CIA

man.

    "Of course," Hadley replied. "Although in her case, we don't  have

the advantage of  a transponder. But  if we find  the Hormuz  anywhere

between Socotra and Madagascar, we'll have a pretty good idea of  what

happened to the  Shikishima. And we'll  know that Iran  is behind  the

hijacking."

    "We are also concerned,"  Mason added, "about  whether or not  the

Yuduki Maru  could  rendezvous  with  the  Hormuz.  Right  now,  we're

probably  dealing  with  a  relatively  small  number  of  terrorists,

presumably members of the freighter's crew.  If she meets up with  the

Hormuz, though, the terrorists could  be reinforced by troops.  Worse,

all or some of Yuduki Maru's cargo could be transferred to the ship."

    "Is that likely, Captain?"  Admiral Kerrigan asked. "The  Japanese

freighter has twice the  speed of the  Hormuz and is a  hell of a  lot

more seaworthy to boot. The Iranians  wouldn't be crazy enough to  put

the cargo in ..." He  let the thought trail  off as he considered  the

possibilities.

    "As you've just guessed, Admiral,"  Mason said with a grim  smile,

"we don't have the  faintest idea what the  Iranians are going to  do.

Maybe they wouldn't care  if the plutonium  was scattered across  half

the Indian Ocean. Maybe that's the  whole point of this operation,  to

call attention to some political  grievance they'll announce over  the

course of the next few days. Or maybe they figure we won't dare attack

because any damage  to the  vessel would cause  the very  eco-disaster

we're trying to  prevent. The  surface currents  in that  part of  the

Indian Ocean all run east to west, toward the East African coast, then

down the Mozambique Channel. Huge  areas of the coast, from  Mogadishu

to Cape Town, could be contaminated if the Yuduki Maru sank or  caught

fire.

    "As you SEAL Team COs work up your operations drafts, keep in mind

that we may have to deal with both the Yuduki Maru and the Hormuz,  as

well as the possible presence of an Iranian Kilo.

    "But--and I can't stress this enough--we still don't have any hard

proof that the Iranians  are behind this  incident. That's strictly  a

worst-case scenario. Shikishima  could have  been blown up  by a  bomb

somehow planted on  board in  Japan. The  absence of  both Hormuz  and

Enghelab-i Eslami  from  Bandar Abbas  could  be coincidence.  If  the

Iranians are  not  involved,  we're probably  looking  at  a  strictly

terrorist act, probably by something like the old Japanese Red Army."

    "They've been  out of  the picture  for a  good many  years  now,"

Hadley pointed out.

    "One of  their leaders  formally  renounced the  use of  force  in

1981," Mason said. "But they maintained a headquarters in a PFLP  camp

outside of Beirut throughout the eighties. They could have decided  to

become active  again. Or  we could  be dealing  with another  Japanese

terrorist organization, an offshoot, or some group we haven't heard of

yet."

    "Lovely thought," one of Bainbridge's staff officers muttered.

    "My people will provide all of  you with everything we know  about

the JRA and  other terrorist  groups that  could be  involved. And  of

course, if  we have  any  communication with  the  hijackers--demands,

threats, whatever--we'll set up an intel conduit to keep all pertinent

material flowing your way."

    "So," Eight's Captain  Harrison said  thoughtfully. "We're  basing

out of Diego Garcia, I suppose."

    Diego Garcia was  the tiny  coral atoll, some  one thousand  miles

south of the southern tip of India, which was the United States Navy's

sole outpost in the vastness of the Indian Ocean.

    "We're already putting our  transport assets together toward  that

end," Bainbridge said. "Air Force C-5s will carry your helicopters and

whatever other gear you  need to the island.  The State Department  is

also in touch with the Sultan of Oman, trying to get permission to use

Masirah as a staging area."

    An island located just off the  Omani coast, Masirah was close  to

the  southern  approaches  to  the   Strait  of  Hormuz.  Though   the

traditionally touchy Arab sensibilities objected to American troops on

their territory, Masirah had been used in the past, beginning with the

Iranian hostage-rescue attempt  in 1980. Obtaining  permission to  use

the former British base there would probably not be difficult, so long

as the Americans kept a low profile.

    Which SEALs were very good at doing.

    "That's all  I have  at this  time, gentlemen,"  Mason  concluded.

"Other questions?"

    There were none.

    "Okay." He scanned the faces of the group until his eyes met those

of Captain Coburn, of SEAL Seven. "Phil?" he said. "Don't leave."

    In small  groups, already  discussing  the operation,  the  others

filed from the room. Phillip Coburn remained.

    "What do you think, Phil?" Mason asked.

    "Could be hot,  Paul." Alone,  they reverted to  first names.  "If

those terrorists planted explosives around the ship, there may not  be

any way to get at them with any kind of reasonable chance of success."

    "Gambling on the odds will be up to the politicians," Mason  said.

"How's Seven fixed right now?"

    "Second and Fourth  Platoons are in  the Caribbean," Coburn  said.

"Training deployment to Vieques  with the Marines.  One and Three  are

here. They could be ready to leave on twenty-four hours' notice."

    Unlike the  other  SEAL Teams,  SEAL  Seven, brand-new  and  still

growing, had only four platoons.

    "How would you handle the deployment? Just in rough."

    "Two platoons,"  Coburn said  without hesitation.  "I'd put  Third

Platoon in the lead, with one squad for the Yuduki Maru, a second  for

the Hormuz. They're my most  experienced people, with the most  actual

combat experience. They'd go in and secure both vessels at once,  then

hold 'em for  the NEST  guys. First  Platoon in  reserve, probably  at

Masirah. As backup to Three in case something goes wrong."

    "Third Platoon just got back from Iraq."

    "Right. And they just  got kicked in  the gut too.  I need to  put

them back in ASAR."

    "This is too damned important a mission for you to use it to build

up your people's morale, Phil."

    "They can handle it, Paul. They're  the best people I have.  There

was fire in his eyes and in his voice as he said the words, and  Mason

could feel his excitement.

    "Well, the final decision hasn't  come through yet, but there's  a

good chance we're going to have to use Seven on this one. I had to  go

through the motions with the others, but Two, Four, and Eight are  all

pretty well committed elsewhere right now."

    "What about Six?"

    Mason smiled as he  shook his head.  "That's USSOC territory,  and

outside my bailiwick. But Six is under a cloud right now, and I have a

feeling the Joint Chiefs aren't going to want to use them. The size of

the appropriations for their toys are  part of the reason Congress  is

looking so hard at the SEALS just now.

    "In any case, we're still looking  at the Seven concept of a  unit

that can deploy outside of established operational areas. And  Seven's

pre-positioned gear is still handy at Bahrain. Unlike SEAL Six."

    "That's right,"  Coburn said  eagerly. "Like  I said,  twenty-four

hours. All you have to ship are my boys."

    "Draw up your plan, Phil. Have it on my desk tomorrow morning."

    "Aye, aye, Captain!" He looked as delighted as a kid at Christmas.

    Mason sighed. He just wished that he could be going along.

    Friday, 20 May

    1330 hours  (Zulu  -5) NAVSPECWARGRU-Two  Training  Center  Little

Creek, Virginia

    Lieutenant Murdock  stood  with  the  men  of  Blue  Squad,  Third

Platoon. "Okay, people," he said, his voice devoid of emotion. "Hit it

again. Four-man entry, door center, buttonhook."

    They were standing outside the NSWG building variously called  the

"fun house" and the "killing house,"  part of the SEALS' Little  Creek

training facilities. They  were tired,  all of them,  and their  faces

were coated with greasepaint and  gunpowder. Their bodies seemed  bent

beneath the  weight of  their gear,  combat blacks  and full  harness,

Kevlar vests, safety  helmets, and tactical  radios. Murdock had  been

running  the  platoon  since  daybreak,  literally  and  figuratively.

Gunfire banged and crackled in the distance--First Platoon  practicing

on the outdoor firing range.  It had been a  long day already, and  it

would not be ending at five o'clock.

    "First four up," Murdock  continued. "Let's have Roselli,  Garcia,

Higgins, and Brown."

    "Aw, man, Lieutenant," Brown said. "I'm a sniper, not a God damned

door kicker."

    "You heard the  lieutenant," MacKenzie said  softly. There was  no

threat or anger in his voice, but the men complied immediately, filing

into place  beside  the  fun  house South  wall,  where  a  couple  of

construction ratings were  hammering the wooden  framework of  another

practice door into place.

    The subtleties of MacKenzie's line  had not escaped Murdock.  He'd

noted that the men,  when they referred to  Cotter, called him  "L-T,"

while Murdock  was  still  "the  lieutenant."  The  distinction  spoke

volumes of the gulf between him and his men.

    Or am I just being paranoid? Murdock wondered. He'd not yet worked

up the courage to actually discuss the situation with MacKenzie.

    He was  in  a  hell  of  a  tough  position.  In  the  SEAL  Teams

especially, the differences between  enlisted and officer were  almost

nonexistent. The men followed the officer  not so much because of  his

rank, but because they knew  he'd been through everything they'd  been

through, Hell Week included,  and that he  was as good  a man as  they

were. He had to earn their respect, not demand it as a right.

    There was  an almost  overwhelming  tendency for  new  lieutenants

joining a platoon to try winning that respect by familiarity, by being

"one of the guys,"  but that approach was  dead wrong from the  start.

The platoon's survival could hinge on whether or not the unit had  one

absolute leader; he had  to be obeyed  instantly, without argument  or

discussion. "Respect" in this context did not mean "like."

    He'd held inspection on Sunday,  as promised, and been pleased  to

see the barracks had been cleaned up, as ordered. He'd also noted  the

fading bruises on  the faces of  Holt and Roselli  but refrained  from

commenting on them. Keeping  order in the  ranks was MacKenzie's  job,

and Murdock had already decided to  let the master chief keep  running

the platoon his own way. If any serious deficiencies cropped up, well,

that would be the time to pounce. Not now ...

    He knew they didn't  like him, and after  five days he still  felt

like he was wrestling with Cotter's ghost. But if he drilled them hard

enough, by God,  the respect would  come. If it  didn't, they'd  never

survive as a team.

    The workers had finished with the door and stepped back out of the

way. The killing house, constructed  of plywood, Kevlar, and  concrete

blocks, was designed  to allow rapid  reconfiguration for any  desired

room layout, with or  without windows, with one  or multiple doors  in

any location, with or without interior partitions. Except for Higgins,

who was carrying a shotgun, all of the men carried Beretta 92M pistols

loaded with Glaser safety slugs, frangible rounds that would not punch

through walls and kill someone half  a mile away ... or ricochet  from

concrete and kill someone in the room.

    Safety rounds  or  not,  SEALs took  their  training  with  deadly

seriousness. Men had died  in this exercise.  MacKenzie had told  them

all about the time he'd actually seen a kid shot and killed in the fun

house when the guy behind him tripped going through the door.

    "Right," Murdock said. He held up his clipboard and read the notes

he'd scrawled there. "The situation is three suspected terrorists  and

at least one hostage. Nothing known about position or disposition.  Go

in, take 'em down, and  try not to shoot  the hostages or each  other.

Ready?"

    There were some murmured assents.

    "I said, 'Ready? '"

    "Hoo yah!" The old  SEAL battle cry seemed  to draw the tired  men

together, to  focus  them. But  God,  Murdock thought,  they're  still

operating at the ragged edge. Are they going to be ready in time?

    He'd learned about  Operation Sun Hammer  only that morning,  when

he'd first seen the wall-sized blueprints and detailed scale models of

the Yuduki Maru that the team  would be using for their briefings.  He

was at once excited by the prospect, and scared. Was the platoon ready

so soon after Cotter's death? Could it be made ready? He still  didn't

know.

    The four men  took their  positions, careful to  stay outside  the

possible fire zone through  the door. Roselli was  to the left of  the

door, with Higgins and the shotgun next to him and a step out from the

wall. Brown and Garcia were to the right, squeezed up against the wall

with Brown in the lead.

    Room entries provided  a special  tactical challenge  for a  small

assault team. Only one  or, at the  most, two men  could go through  a

door at a time, and while they  were in the doorway they were  trapped

in what was  known as the  "fatal funnel," where  gunmen inside had  a

clear shot at them  while they were still  processing what their  eyes

and ears told them as they burst through the door. Their decisions had

to be both immediate and correct. A misstep or a momentary  hesitation

could result in two men getting tangled up in the doorway or  tripping

over an unexpected piece of furniture. A bad call could get a  hostage

killed or  give the  bad guys  time to  open fire.  Room entries  were

carefully  choreographed,   with   different  dances   for   different

situations, and each was rehearsed  time after time after time,  until

the decision-making and the movements were all automatic.

    Murdock checked the men's positions,  nodded, then said, "See  you

inside." Opening the  plywood door,  which was centered  in the  south

wall of the structure, he stepped into the killing house.

    The dummies had  already been  positioned by  the range  captains.

Each was a fairly lifelike mannequin similar to those in a  department

store, though all showed  signs of wear and  tear and roughly  patched

bullet  holes.  The   sitting  figures  slumped   with  the   peculiar

lifelessness  of  propped-up  store  dummies;  the  standing  figures,

suspended on thin  wires from  the rafters overhead,  swayed a  little

with the air currents in the  room. The lighting had been arranged  so

that  it  would  be   in  the  assault  team's   eyes,  and  it   cast

larger-than-life shadows against the bare, chipped walls.

    A male  mannequin  in civilian  clothes  sat on  a  battered  sofa

directly opposite the door, his  wrists handcuffed behind him. At  his

back, standing behind the sofa, was a female figure, also in  civilian

clothes and  distinguishable  as a  terrorist  only by  the  automatic

pistol taped to  her hand  and resting inconspicuously  on the  sofa's

back. To  the right,  near  the northeast  corner, were  two  standing

figures, a woman in jeans and  sweater, her hands fastened behind  her

back, and a man holding an AK-47 behind her, positioned in such a  way

that he was partly  blocked by the hostage  from the vantage point  of

someone coming  through  the door.  A  third terrorist,  wearing  army

fatigues, hung from the ceiling in the southeast corner; and  finally,

by the west wall, a single uniformed male terrorist sat slumped behind

a card table, an AK propped up next to him.

    Murdock took a quick look  around to make certain that  everything

was ready. As a final touch, he quietly picked up the low coffee table

from its place in front of the sofa and positioned it carefully  about

two feet  from the  door. Then  he  took his  place in  the  northwest

corner--well out of the line of  fire, he hoped--took out a  stopwatch

with one black-gloved hand, and switched on his radio.

    "Okay, MacKenzie. Ready."

    "Yes, sir.  Blue  Squad  Stand  ready ...  go!"  Murdock  hit  the

stopwatch timer button.  Almost simultaneous  with the  word "go,"  he

heard the  deep-throated  boom  of Higgins's  Remington  shotgun,  the

snick-snack  of  a  manually  pumped  round,  and  a  second  boom  as

thunderous as  the first.  The door's  hinges, impacted  by  one-ounce

slugs, disintegrated into bits of metal, loose screws, and  splinters,

and the door  smashed back into  the room an  instant later. A  small,

black object  the size  and  shape of  a cardboard  toilet-paper  tube

bounced across the floor, then gave off a loud crack, a simulation  of

the flash-bang grenade that would have stunned and blinded everyone in

the room if it had been real.

    The SEALs came through before the simulator's echoes in the  small

room had died. Roselli was first, "button-hooking," or rolling  around

the door frame to the right, toward the southwest corner; Brown was  a

split second behind  him, button-hooking left  as Garcia came  through

the center, vaulting  both the coffee  table and the  wreckage of  the

door as lightly as any  world-class gymnast. Gunfire crashed in  tight

groups of  three, so  quickly triggered  they sounded  like  full-auto

shots. The terrorist in  the southeast corner jerked  and spun on  his

wire, half of  his head  blown away by  three fast  shots from  Brown;

Garcia, far enough into the room to see past the female hostage,  took

down the  man with  the AK,  while Brown  pivoted into  the  southeast

corner, aimed across the  room, and put three  rounds into the  female

terrorist behind  the  sofa. Roselli  shot  the terrorist  behind  the

table, spun, and put  three more rounds into  the female terrorist  an

instant  behind  Brown's  shots,  blasting  the  mannequin's  head  to

fragments and severed  it from its  wire. A piece  of the  mannequin's

head, a  clump  of  curly  yellow hair  still  attached,  bounced  off

Murdock's flak vest. Garcia leaped across the sofa, checking behind it

for any nasty surprises--a hidden  terrorist, say--then spun with  his

Beretta still extended  rigidly in  front of his  body, shifting  from

corner to corner of the room. "Clear!" he yelled.

    "Clear!"

    "Clear!" Brown and Roselli chorused in almost perfect unison.

    Higgins, crouched  in the  doorway behind  the coffee  table,  his

shotgun covering everyone in the room, joined in. "Clear!"

    Murdock's thumb came down on the stopwatch button.

    "Five-point-one-eight seconds," he said, reading the numerals  off

the watch. "That's still  slow, people. Damned slow.  We can do it  in

four and a half easy!"

    Collectively, the SEALs sagged as they came down off their  combat

high. Thumbs dropped half-loaded magazines into gloved hands, and then

slides were ratcheted back, expending chambered rounds that clinked on

the concrete floor.  MacKenzie and  Ellsworth stepped  into the  room,

squeezing past Higgins and the ruin of the door.

    "Assessment," Murdock snapped. He walked over to where the  female

hostage was slowly turning  on her wire. Her  right shoulder had  been

neatly popped  from  its socket,  and  a  bullet hole  showed  in  her

sweater. "Let's take a  look at what went  wrong. Garcia, I think  you

cut it a little close on this  one. You killed the tango but you  also

crippled his hostage."

    "I was a little rushed, Lieutenant. I was a bit off balance  after

jumping that fucking table, and I triggered while I was still bringing

my aim up."

    "I also noticed you turn away from Tilly the Terrorist over  there

behind the couch. Didn't you see her?"

    "I saw her, Sir," Boomer said. "But I thought the guy with the AK,

coming in behind  the girl,  was the bigger  threat. His  gun was  up,

Tilly's was down. Besides, she had a hand gun while he had an  assault

rifle."

    "She was also right next to a hostage and she was the last one  to

die. How could you have taken her down faster?"

    The analysis  went  on for  several  more seconds  before  it  was

interrupted by a sharp,  steady beeping. Murdock  reached down to  his

harness and thumbed  off the  pager. "Excuse me,  people. Duty  calls.

Master Chief, walk them through again, will you?"

    "Aye, aye, sir."

    Making his way out of the killing house, Murdock walked across the

barren dirt outside to a small  command center, where a telephone  had

been set up. Punching in  a number, he held  the receiver to his  ear.

"Murdock."

    "This is Doubleday in HQ," a voice said. "Sir, you have a  visitor

here."

    "Who? Oh, never mind. I'll be  right up." He sighed as he  cradled

the receiver. Probably  Captain Mason and  someone from the  Pentagon,

with the final word on Sun Hammer. What was he going to tell him, that

the men were ready?  That they could  take down a  ship at sea  loaded

with two tons of the deadliest poison known to man?

    Ten minutes  later, he  walked  through the  front doors  of  SEAL

Seven's headquarters, his boondockers tracking the recently mopped and

waxed linoleum deck. He felt sweaty, grimy, and tired, and if this was

some bigwig from Fort Fumble, as the Pentagon was sometimes called, he

hoped he wasn't being graded for neatness.

    He recognized his  visitor's back as  soon as he  walked into  the

officers' lounge,  and felt  a sharp  twist in  his gut.  This was  no

Pentagon VIP.

    The man, an  old, white-haired, craggy-faced  version of  Murdock,

turned, his back  as ramrod stiff,  as unyielding as  the younger  man

remembered. "Hello, son."

    "Father! What the hell are you doing here?"

    "I heard you'd been transferred. I thought I'd come down and  look

you up."  He  looked around  the  lounge,  at its  peeling  paint  and

shop-worn, fifth-hand furniture, nodding as  though it met all of  his

expectations. "This is where you work now, eh?"

    Murdock's  lips  compressed  into  a  tight  white  line.  "I  was

seriously wondering if you had anything  to do with this. They  yanked

me out of the middle  of a Phase One class  in Coronado, had me  about

bust a gut to get out here."

    "And you thought I arranged it to get you back to the East Coast?"

The older  man shook  his head.  "I'm afraid  not. I  could arrange  a

transfer, you know.

    "We've been over that ground, Father. You know how I feel."

    "Yes. You seem to  have this idealistic  notion about your  career

path. Damn  it,  Blake,  didn't  anybody  ever  tell  you  that  these

special-forces units like the SEALs are a dead end career-wise?"

    "It's what I want. I'm very good at what I do. Sir."

    "Um. I daresay you  are." He looked Murdock  up and down.  "You're

looking fit enough. Nice southern California tan."

    "What did you want to see me  for, Father? My platoon has a  heavy

training schedule today."

    "Well, actually, I heard you might be going overseas soon. On, ah,

business."

    Murdock  glanced  about  the  empty   room.  Even  here  in   SEAL

headquarters there were things that  weren't openly discussed. And  he

wasn't sure what his father's security clearance was.

    Hell, the man was a member of Congress, for God's sake, and on the

House Military Affairs Committee to boot. Still, the reserve that  had

built up between the two men,  an impenetrable wall for the past  five

years, remained. Murdock did not immediately reply.

    "Look, Blake," the older Murdock said. He spread his hands, as  if

to demonstrate that he was unarmed. "I  know this must be a bad  time.

But I wanted ... I wanted to see you once, before you left."

    "I don't know that  I'm leaving, sir." He  was dying to know  what

his father knew ... and unwilling to be the one to ask.

    "Son, this  mission  coming  up  is going  to  be  dangerous.  And

thankless.          Definitely           a           case           of

damned-if-you-do-and-damned-if-you-don't."

    "How the hell do you know about this?"

    "The Joint Chiefs have been keeping Congress informed, of  course.

Some of us, at any rate. I'm on the mailing list."

    "What about Farnum?"

    The older Murdock cracked an uneasy smile. "My esteemed  colleague

from California has, ah,  such a pressing schedule,  I believe it  was

decided that it was unnecessary to add to his work load."

    Murdock  knew  how  it  worked.  Notification  of  Congress  about

upcoming military  operations  had  long  been a  sore  point  in  the

tug-of-politics between Capitol Hill and the Pentagon. The actions  of

some congressmen during the debate over Nicaragua during the  eighties

had, in Murdock's view, been  nothing less than treasonous. More  than

once, covert operations had been given away to Managua by left-leaning

representatives, and American advisors and other personnel had died as

a result.

    The elder Murdock appeared to read his son's thoughts. "I know how

you feel about some of my  colleagues. There are quite a few  powerful

men and women on the Hill who are no friends of the military. But  you

can't lump me in with men like Farnum."

    "Of course not. You've  been doing your bit  to keep the  bastards

from disemboweling the armed forces. And I appreciate that. All I want

is to be able to live my own life. All I have lined up for my  'career

path, ' as you call it, is to do  what I want to do. I'm not going  to

be some  politician's trained,  uniformed poodle,  okay? I  happen  to

think the SEALs are important, that they're needed."

    "I understand that, Blake. I don't think you realize it, but I  do

understand. And I'm trying to tell you that the SEALs have some pretty

powerful enemies, and  not just  on the  Hill. I'm  talking about  the

Pentagon, here."

    "Nothing I  haven't heard  before." A  substantial number  of  the

decision-makers and  policy-setters in  the military  still  disagreed

with  the  whole  idea  of   elite  special  forces.  General   Norman

Schwarzkopf, the strategic mastermind of  Desert Storm, had been  well

known for his mistrust of units like Delta or the SEALS. Most military

commanders disliked them for the simple fact that they skimmed off the

best troops from conventional forces and often got priority  treatment

when it came to funding and special equipment.

    People actually within the  Special Warfare community, of  course,

had a different perspective on the problem.

    "Well, it looks like the hammer's  going to come down pretty  hard

in my committee," the congressman said. "Farnum and some of the others

have latched onto the  SEALs like bulldogs, and  they aren't going  to

let go.  And I'm  damned worried  about this  business in  the  Indian

Ocean.

    "Uh, I really don't think it's a  good idea to talk about some  of

this stuff. Not here."

    "Maybe you're right.  But look  at it from  my point  of view  for

once, Blake, okay? I'm  on a committee that  is examining the role  of

Navy special forces. Now, a crisis comes up where those forces have  a

chance to do what they've been trained to do, and it just happens that

the son of one of those committee members is leading the team. If  you

succeed, it's going  to look like  the whole operation  was set up  to

give me support. I won't have a power base I can rely on. What I  have

to say up there will be discounted. Follow?"

    "I think so."

    "But if what I hear is true, your chances of succeeding are, well,

they're not good. Like  damned near impossible.  What happens to  your

precious SEALs if  the son of  a congressman on  the Military  Affairs

Committee comes back a corpse?"

    "I don't think-"

    "What  happens   if  half   of  Africa   gets  contaminated   with

radioactivity because  the SEAL  son of  the congressman  screwed  up?

It'll mean the end of everything you say you believe in, Blake, not to

mention my own political career."

    "Not to mention your son."

    "Well, yes. Of course. I didn't mean to imply that-"

    "The hell with your politics, Father,  and the hell with you.  The

SEALs have a damned important role to play, more so than ever with the

world falling apart the way it is." He looked down at his dirty combat

blacks, then wiped at  the greasepaint smeared  on his face.  "They're

not interested in appearances or tact or appropriate social  behavior.

They're concerned with the way the world really works. I'm a SEAL. I'm

going to carry out my orders to  the best of my ability and I'm  going

to do what I've been trained to do for as long as the Navy will let me

do it. And I am not going to  let you or Mother or anyone else not  in

my immediate chain of command tell me what to do with my life. Not any

more. Clear?"

    Murdock sighed. "Clear. Speaking of your mother, Blake, she  sends

her best."

    "I'm sure she does."

    "You really ought to  bury the past, son.  She does love you,  you

know, and you've managed to break  her heart. All she ever wanted  was

what's best for you. As I do."

    "Then stay out of  my life. Sir.  Even if you  manage to kill  the

SEALS, I  will set  my own  course. I  will not  accept a  nice,  safe

posting to some congressional staff because I am not a lap-dog, and  I

most  certainly  will  not  refuse  a  mission  because  it  might  be

politically inconvenient  for  you. Now,  sir,  I have  that  training

schedule to complete. If there's nothing more?"

    When there was no answer, Blake Murdock turned crisply on his heel

and strode from the room.

    He had to  struggle to maintain  his composure. Obviously,  things

had not changed between him and his father. The congressman was  still

looking to get him into some nice, safe niche inside the Beltway, some

place with a political future for the their to the Murdock dynasty.

    Outside the  headquarters building,  he checked  his watch.  Yeah,

there was  still  time.  He  wanted  to  put  himself  on  a  four-man

break-and-enter team  and run  through the  killing house  a few  more

times before breaking for chow.

    It might help him burn off some  of his anger. He knew one  thing,

though, if he knew nothing else.  He was more determined now to  carry

out Sun Hammer than he'd been before, if only because of his  father's

opposition. Damn the man ...

    Saturday, 21 May

    0215 hours (Zulu +3) Yuduki Maru Off the Madagascar coast

    Tetsuo Kurebayashi  had bow  lookout this  night. He  enjoyed  the

night watches, for the ship was  silent and still, empty save for  the

pounding of the big  freighter's screws churning  up the wake  astern.

When he stood on the foredeck, with his back to the light from  Yuduki

Maru's towering white bridge  and with the night  air in his face  and

darkness all around, it was like stepping into another universe, where

he was alone, a solitary Mind and Will in a dark and eternal cosmos.

    Craning back his  head, he  stared up into  the star-glorious  sky

overhead. Here,  well beyond  the circle  of light  spilling from  the

Yuduki Maru's bridge windows, the night was a wondrous immensity.  The

Milky Way  arced  overhead  from  horizon  to  horizon,  diamond  dust

gleaming against black velvet. Alpha Centauri shone like a beacon high

up, near  the  zenith, while  other  stars,  alien to  men  raised  in

northern latitudes, burned in the south. Kurebayashi's eyes traced out

constellations unknown in Honshu but  familiar to mariners who  sailed

the southern seas Centaurus; Vela; the four, tightly clumped jewels of

Crux.

    He  searched  for   Orion  and  the   Martyr's  stars,  but   that

constellation had long since set in the west.

    No matter. The spirits of  the Junkyosha, the Martyrs, were  here,

as much a part of this operation as were Kurebayashi and his comrades.

He thought about how close he and his brothers were to their goal,  to

final victory, and excitement quickened within.

    So far,  everything had  gone perfectly  according to  Isamusama's

plan. The most difficult aspect of Operation Yoake had been  smuggling

eight of  the brothers  aboard,  disguised as  members of  the  Police

Special Action force  assigned to Yuduki  Maru's security  contingent,

and two more as members of her crew. The Tokyo organization had  taken

care of all  the details. Rumor  had it that  they had people  planted

inside the  police  personnel  office  who'd  been  able  to  reassign

security force members, plant false  IDs and fingerprint records,  and

even buy some  of the  officers of  the government-subsidized  company

that owned  Yuduki Maru  and her  cargo.  It was  the old,  old  story

playing itself  out  once  more  The  technology,  the  planning,  the

security  arrangements  themselves  might  all  be  perfect,  but  the

strongest walls  were always  exactly  as strong  as the  weakest  men

guarding them. When Yuduki  Maru had set sail  from Cherbourg, ten  of

the seventy-five men  aboard had  been members  of Eikyuni  Shinananai

Tori.

    It had been more than enough. The other twenty-three security  men

aboard had  been killed  within seconds  of Shikishima's  destruction,

those on  duty gunned  down by  their supposed  comrades from  behind,

those off duty  below deck killed  by poison gas  and gunfire as  they

slept. Five members of the ship's crew had also been shot, but so far,

at least, the rest  were cooperating with  Yuduki Maru's new  masters.

The officers had  been separated from  the men, and  both groups  were

kept locked in carefully searched  compartments below, released a  few

at a  time under  close guard  to carry  out their  shipboard  duties.

They'd been promised their lives if they cooperated.

    Kurebayashi wondered  how many  of  them seriously  believed  they

would be allowed to live once Yuduki Maru made landfall. The stakes in

this game were  so fantastically  high since the  takeover, there  had

been only one significant  threat to Yuduki Maru.  For the past  three

days they'd been  steaming steadily on  a heading of  012, almost  due

north. The coast of  Madagascar, however, slants from  south-southwest

to north-northeast,  so  the  plutonium freighter  had  been  steadily

drawing closer and closer to the huge island's eastern shore. At  this

moment she was just 150 miles southeast of Cape Masoala, and  needless

to say, her abrupt change of course had not gone unnoticed.

    Ever since they'd left Cherbourg, the Greenpeace vessel Beluga had

dogged the freighter's  northbound wake. Perhaps  because they  hadn't

been sure whether  the course  change was  according to  plan or  not,

Greenpeace had  made no  immediate announcement  about the  change  in

course, but  as the  Yuduki Maru  had steadily  neared the  Madagascar

coast, violating her pledge not to approach any coastline by less than

two hundred miles, Beluga had radioed the news to the world.

    As expected, once  the news  had gone out,  governments along  the

Yuduki Maru's new course had panicked. The 235-ton coastal patrol boat

Malaika, largest  ship  of  the Malagasy  Republic's  tiny  navy,  had

attempted to rendezvous  with the freighter  late on Friday  afternoon

but had been scared off by  warnings broadcast over the radio. In  two

more days, they would be  passing through the Seychelles and  Amirante

Islands, a  thousand kilometers  northeast  of Madagascar,  and  there

would almost certainly be another attempt then.

    Well, Kurebayashi and his comrades were ready. He hefted his  AKM,

comforted by its reassuring bulk.

    Nothing, he thought, not all the navies of the world, can possibly

stop us now!

    0720 hours  (Zulu  -5)  Headquarters,  SEAL  Seven  Little  Creek,

Virginia

    Maps of various scales of the western Indian Ocean had been tacked

up on every wall of SEAL Seven's briefing room, mingled with  blown-up

black-and-white aerial photos of two ships. KH-12 satellites had  been

tracking the Yuduki Maru almost  continually since Thursday; holes  in

the spy sat observation time had been filled in by relays of Air Force

high-altitude Aurora reconnaissance aircraft.

    Things had been moving  quickly since the  Broken Arrow alert  had

gone out.  Most of  SEAL  Seven's energies  had been  directed  toward

gathering intelligence.  Early  Friday--Friday  afternoon,  Madagascar

time--the  missing  Iranian  oiler  Hormuz  had  been  picked  up  and

photographed as  well,  less  than  six hundred  miles  north  of  the

Japanese freighter and plodding south  on an intercept course.  During

the past twenty-four hours, the two ships had closed the gap to a  few

dozen miles. By  now, everyone  assigned to Operation  Sun Hammer  was

working on  the  assumption  that  the Iranians  must  be  behind  the

hijacking of the Yuduki Maru. Iran, of course, had denied the charges.

    There were orbital snapshots of  other vessels as well, the  motor

sailing ketch Beluga, registered with Greenpeace, and a small Malagasy

Republic coastal patrol boat, Malaika.  Word had gotten out about  the

plutonium ship's change of course yesterday, and that, naturally,  had

complicated everything. "Plutonium Ship  Off Course!" were the  Friday

morning  headlines  on   half  the   world's  newspapers.   "Hijacking

Suspected!"

    Later, the hijacking theory  had been all  but confirmed when  the

Yuduki Maru had  warned off  the Malaika, proving  that those  aboard,

whoever they  were, were  less than  friendly. All  of the  publicity,

however, made Operation Sun Hammer far more difficult. SEALs preferred

operations set well out of the glare of media notice.

    Master Chief MacKenzie leaned against the plot table with his arms

folded, listening  to the  new lieutenant  lay out  the mission  plan.

Everyone in Third  Platoon was  there, gathered in  the briefing  room

that was part  of the CO's  suite in headquarters.  Also present  were

Captain Friedman  of  the  Red Wolves  light  helo  squadron,  Captain

Coburn, and their tactical staffs.

    "Our overall plan has been approved by Admiral Bainbridge and  his

staff," Murdock was saying. "However,  there's plenty of room yet  for

creativity  in  this  thing.  In  particular,  I  want  to  hear  your

suggestions. After all, you guys're going to be in the water too."

    Good, MacKenzie thought.  Draw them out  and give them  a say.  No

military organization can afford to be a democracy, but the men, these

men, responded well to an officer who cared what they thought.

    The excitement in the room was rising, thick enough to cut with  a

SEAL's K-bar. First and  Third Platoons had  been notified early  that

morning that they  were going  after the  hijacked Japanese  plutonium

ship.

    Now they were working out just how they were going to pull it off.

    "Well,  I  have   to  say  I'm   concerned  about  the   approach,

Lieutenant," Roselli  said. "I'm  wondering why  we're doing  it  with

CRRCs. If the objective keeps  to that eighteen-knot speed, we're  not

going to have any leeway."

    CRRCs--Combat Rubber Raiding Craft--were slightly larger  versions

of the  traditional  IBS.  They  could be  dropped  from  aircraft  by

parachute or released by a submerged  submarine, as was called for  by

the Sun Hammer op plan, and were powered by a silenced outboard motor.

They had a top speed of about twelve knots, which meant that the  SEAL

assault force wouldn't  be able to  catch up with  the target if  they

missed on their first try and it passed them by.

    "What would you suggest instead, Chief?" Murdock asked.

    "Come in astern  by helo.  Fast-rope onto the  fantail. Short  and

sweet."

    "And if the bad guys hear the helicopters' approach? We could find

ourselves coming in over a damned hot LZ."

    "Suppressive fire from an escorting  gunship. Sir. Clear the  deck

with gas, small-arms fire, and buckshot so we don't risk breaching the

cargo or hitting the hostages."

    Roselli did have  a point.  Freighters like the  Yuduki Maru  were

noisy  enough  astern  that  a  helicopter,  especially  a   silenced,

covert-ops bird like the Model 500MG Defender 11, could slip up  their

wake without being heard aboard.

    "I agree  that would  make our  approach easier,  Chief,"  Murdock

said. "Unfortunately,  we  can't guarantee  the  bad guys  won't  have

lookouts on their fantail. Making the approach on the surface at least

gives us a chance of getting aboard before they know we're there.  And

gentlemen, it's critical that we do just that. It'll let us take  down

some of the tangos silently, and maybe  we can make some of them  tell

us where  the hostages  are being  held and  how many  guys they  have

aboard. I think  we'd all  rather not have  to fight  our way  aboard.

Right, Chief?"

    "Yes, sir," Roselli said.

    "Other questions? Suggestions? Bitches?"

    There were none.

    "Okay, let's go over the approach again."

    Sun Hammer's success  depended on catching  and boarding both  the

Yuduki Maru and the Hormuz in  an ocean where Western assets were  few

and far  between.  While Murdock  had  considered staging  the  SEALs'

assault out  of  Diego Garcia,  the  plutonium ship  was  expected  to

approach no  closer  to  that  island  than  thirteen  hundred  miles,

probably sometime around noon  local time on Sunday  as it passed  the

Seychelles Islands. Thirteen hundred miles was well outside the  range

of any  but the  largest, midair-refueling-capable  choppers like  the

Super Stallion.

    The final decision had  been to deploy the  team from an  American

Los Angeles-class  attack sub  on  station in  the Indian  Ocean,  the

U.S.S.  Santa  Fe.  Helicopter  support  would  come  from  a   Marine

Expeditionary Force now transiting the Red Sea; the U.S.S. Nassau, the

MEF's amphibious assault  ship, would provide  a mobile landing  field

for the SEAL helos, but it would take a couple of days yet to get them

into position off  the Horn  of Africa. The  Indian Ocean  was a  very

large and empty battlefield.

    "What about the Greenpeacers,  Lieutenant?" Magic wondered.  "They

see something going' down, they might decide to get close. And get  in

the way."

    During the  past  few  days,  the  Beluga  had  closed  to  within

thirty-five miles of the Japanese ship, though so far she'd not  dared

to come any nearer. That  civilian ship could cause endless  mischief,

however, deliberately or  accidentally, especially if  they spotted  a

military  operation  unfolding  and  decided  that  the  risk  to  the

freighter's cargo outweighed all other considerations.

    "Good point. Captain Friedman, you've got our perimeter security."

The helicopter squadron, operating off of Nassau's flight deck,  would

be available to provide airborne firepower and, of course, to bring in

NEST personnel once the two ships  had been secured. "Think you  could

block that Greenpeace ship if she started to get too close?"

    Friedman grinned. "You just tell me where the line is, Lieutenant,

and we'll dare  them to step  across. My boys  won't have any  trouble

stopping a damned bed-sheet sailer."

    "Question answered, Brown?"

    "Affirmative, Sir."

    "Good. Now,  let's take  a  look at  our  deployment once  we  get

aboard."

    Lieutenant Murdock, MacKenzie decided, was doing a pretty fair job

leading the platoon through the briefing.  Every one of them was  with

him, following along, making decent suggestions or asking  intelligent

questions, and  no one  was dragging  his heels.  Murdock could  still

stand to loosen up  a bit, though. MacKenzie  had the impression  that

the new lieutenant was pushing, pushing, trying to prove something  to

himself, or possibly to someone else, and while he was running himself

into the ground, there  was a very  real danger that  he would do  the

same to the platoon. MacKenzie did not want to see that happen.

    "Okay," Murdock said.  "Once we're aboard  the freighter, we  have

two main worries. We have to take down the terrorists, and we have  to

make certain the plutonium  is secure. That  means checking the  stuff

for booby traps and  bombs, tampering by  idiots, and outright  theft.

The NEST people  will be  concerned with stolen  plutonium and  subtle

leakage. But we'll have to check  for quick and dirty bombs.  Needless

to say, we'll want our best people on this. One slip and-"

    "Shine on, shine on, Evening Moon," Doc Ellsworth sang, completing

the thought. Most of the SEALs laughed at his gallows humor.  "Evening

Moon" was a literal  translation of the poetic  term "Yuduki," and  if

even one of those  plutonium canisters in her  hold was ruptured,  she

most certainly would, in a manner of speaking at least, "shine."

    "That's right," Kosciuszko added. "We won't need a flare to  bring

in our follow-up,  'cause we're  going to  be goddamn  glowing in  the

dark."

    2335 hours (Zulu -1) U.S. Air  Force C-130 En route to the  Indian

Ocean

    Lieutenant Murdock  leaned back  in the  C-130 Hercules's  red-lit

cargo deck,  feeling the  steady beat  of the  transport's four  great

engines, feeling  his own  excitement  building, the  pressure  rising

until he could scarcely contain it.  Combat! He was going into  combat

again. The heady adrenaline  rush was like a  jolt from some  powerful

drug, sharpening  the  senses  until every  sound,  every  smell,  the

slightest detail of the men around  him and their equipment stood  out

in his awareness with crystalline, supernatural clarity.

    They were rigged out for an airdrop at sea, wearing wet suits  and

SCUBA tanks.  Their  personal  combat gear  was  stowed  in  tethered,

waterproof rucksacks resting  on the  deck between  their feet,  while

their CRRCs  and heavier  stuff were  in a  separate paradrop  package

lying on a pallet near the C-130's cargo bay door.

    Murdock studied each man carefully,  without being too obvious  in

his appraisals. Thirteen men, thirteen different ways of dealing  with

the stress  and the  emotions that  everyone felt  as they  approached

combat. Bill Higgins, the  Professor, had his  legs stretched out  and

his ankles crossed atop his rucksack. He was holding a pencil flash in

one hand and a paperback  translation of Sun Tse's  The Art of War  in

the other. Doc Ellsworth was also  reading; he'd laid a wide strip  of

masking tape across the masthead of a recent issue of Penthouse,  then

used a magic marker to print in the title Gray's Anatomy. Bearcat Holt

was sound asleep,  his head back  against the bulkhead  and his  mouth

hanging wide open. Rattler and Boomer were talking quietly together in

Spanish. Frazier was working a  fist-sized lump of plastic  explosives

in his hands, kneading it like  clay. Roselli and Nicholson both  were

stripping and cleaning their HKs. Magic  Brown had a 9mm round in  one

hand and was turning  it end over end  between his fingers, almost  as

though it were a rosary or some kind of talisman. His eyes were  fixed

on something unseen beyond the  Hercules's bulkhead. Jaybird was  also

staring into  space, but  with his  arms crossed  over his  chest,  an

almost belligerent display.  DeWitt, Kos,  and Mac  were all  forward,

talking together in tones drowned out by the C-130's engine noise.

    They were good men, every one of them. He'd been pushing them  all

damned hard this week,  and they'd responded well.  If any men in  the

world could carry out this mission, these men could.

    He just hoped  that he  was sharp  enough to  lead them.  Usually,

especially before  combat,  Murdock  felt  the  supreme,  egotistical,

almost arrogant confidence  of the athlete  who knows he  is ready  to

perform. This time, though, he felt ... unsure of himself, despite the

pre-combat excitement.  It was  an unfamiliar  sensation. Was  it  his

father's visit that  had done  this? Or  was he  simply nervous  about

jumping into action with thirteen  men who were still  near-strangers?

He didn't know, and he didn't know  how he could go about finding  out

... except, possibly, by surviving these next few hours.

    "Lieutenant?"

    He started. MacKenzie was  standing over him,  huge in his  combat

harness and rig. "Yeah, Mac?"

    "Can I talk to you for a second?"

    Rising, Murdock followed MacKenzie forward, to a place where  they

could talk without being overheard by the rest of the platoon.

    "What's on your mind, Master Chief?"

    MacKenzie's  teeth  gleamed  briefly  in  the  cargo  hold's   red

lighting. "I  just wanted  to say,  sir, that  I think  you've done  a

pretty fair job of  pulling the guys together  this last week.  You've

worked their tails off, and there's  some of them that think you're  a

son of a bitch. But  you're their son of  a bitch, and they're  pretty

proud of that."

    Murdock nodded. "Thanks,  Mac. The hardest  thing about this  job,

you know, is competing with Lieutenant Cotter. If the men don't follow

me instead of him, this platoon doesn't have a chance in hell."

    "Roger that, sir." He  hesitated. "I, uh, just  wanted to say  one

thing more."

    "Spit it out, Master Chief. Off the record."

    "These guys are  not raw  recruits, sir. Except  for Jaybird,  who

hasn't pinned on  his trident yet,  they've paid their  dues and  they

know their shit. Every man except Jaybird has been in combat."

    "You're telling me to  get off their backs  and let them do  their

jobs."

    MacKenzie's eyes widened slightly. "Well ... yes, sir."

    "Don't worry, Mac. I'd already  reached the same conclusion.  When

we jump tonight, I'm not going out that door leading this platoon."

    "No, sir?"

    "Nope. I'm going out as part of the platoon. Part of the team."

    "And the Teams." MacKenzie grinned. "Yes, sir!"

    Hours later, the C-130  neared the planned  drop site. The  U.S.S.

Santa Fe, motionless on the surface  in a slight swell, signaled  with

an IR-beacon, and the Hercules pilot replied in kind. They were  going

in at eight  thousand feet  so that they  wouldn't need  high-altitude

breathing gear.  The  pressure on  the  cargo deck  had  already  been

adjusted to match the air pressure outside.

    The Hercules crew chief passed the word that the sub was in  sight

and that the pilot was circling in toward the drop zone. Five minutes.

    "Stand up!" Murdock called.

    As one, the platoon  stood up, looped swim  fins over their  right

arms, gathered up  their rucksacks, and  made their way  in two  lines

toward the rear  of the  aircraft, bunched up  on either  side of  the

paradrop package.  There,  the  cargo  ramp was  coming  down  with  a

grumbling whine; beyond that opening,  the night was darkness and  the

shrill thunder of  wind and engines.  Murdock felt the  bite of  cold,

surprising this close to the equator.

    "Check equipment!"

    The equipment  check was  carried out  in three  phases. Each  man

checked his own gear,  making sure buckles  were fastened, straps  and

weapons secure, equipment snug. Next, he  checked the gear of the  man

in front of him in line, and finally he turned around and checked  the

man behind him. "Sound off for equipment check!"

    "One okay!"  Kosciuszko  called from  the  head of  the  port-side

stick.

    "Two okay!"

    And so it went down the paired lines, until Murdock completed  the

litany with "Fourteen okay! This is it, SEALS. Stand in the door."

    The  Hercules's  rear  door  was  gaping  wide  now.  Stars   gave

illumination enough  that the  waves  a mile  and  a half  below  were

intermittently visible, a glint of  pale illumination in the  darkness

below the arc of the Milky  Way. Murdock's heart hammered beneath  his

rebreather pack. It always pounded like this before a jump. Like  more

than one guy had said on similar occasions, jumping out of a perfectly

good airplane is neither a sane nor a natural act.

    A light on the forward bulkhead flashed from red to green.

    "Go!"

    As one, the  two lines of  men grasped the  equipment package  and

slid it aft  on the  cargo rollers  set into  the deck.  With a  heavy

rumble, it slid down the ramp and into space, its static cord  popping

its drogue almost  at once,  the main chute  appearing seconds  later,

then vanishing into the night.

    Almost the moment the cargo  was clear, Third Platoon rushed  down

the ramp after it, plunging headfirst into space. The mob rush allowed

the platoon  to  free-fall  close  together,  enabling  them  to  stay

together for the descent and splash down in a tight group.

    The excitement  that had  been  building inside  Murdock  exploded

behind his eyes like a magnesium  flare. The wind blasted at his  face

and wet suit  as he  spread his  arms and  legs and  arched his  back,

assuming the classic free-fall position that actually let him turn his

body into  an  airfoil  and fly  ...  at  least for  a  few  precious,

fantastic moments. In  the darkness,  his companions  were visible  as

mere shadows, sensed more than seen as their bodies occluded the stars

around  him.  Free-fall  was   glorious,  a  buoyant   weightlessness,

transformed to literal and  ecstatic flight by the  lack of any  fixed

reference point save his own body suspended in space.

    Together, they fell through the night until the luminous dials  of

their wrist altimeters read five hundred feet. Then they pulled  their

rip-cords; Murdock could hear the pops and cracks of the other  chutes

around him an instant  before his own  parasail deployed, yanking  him

upright with a sensation that felt  like he was heading straight  back

into the star-strewn sky.

    His chute clear, he  released his rucksack,  letting it dangle  at

the end of its tether. Hauling  on his risers, he guided the  parasail

into a gentle turn against the wind, killing his forward momentum.  He

could see the submarine now, a long, black shadow against the luminous

sea.

    He prepared  for  the landing,  loosening  the left  side  of  his

reserve chute, donning his swim  fins, and readying his quick  release

by turning it to the unlocked  position and removing the safety  clip.

One hundred feet above the water, he steadied his chute with his  face

into the wind and  put his fingers over  his Capewell Releases,  which

secured the parachute straps to his harness at his shoulders.

    Moments later, he splashed into the water, pressing the  left-side

Capewell  Release  and  releasing  the  chute  before  he  was   fully

submerged. Underwater, he released the  second Capewell, then hit  the

quick-release box  to free  the  leg straps.  The harness  fell  away,

leaving him free in the ocean.

    The Santa Fe rose like a black steel cliff from the sea, less than

fifty yards away. Pushing his rucksack  before him like a swim  board,

Murdock headed  toward  the  sub.  Around him,  he  heard  the  gentle

splashes of other members of the unit. Third Platoon, SEAL Seven,  had

arrived.

    Sunday, 22 May

    2220 hours  (Zulu +3)  U.S.S.  Santa Fe  North of  the  Seychelles

islands

    For nearly eight hours after the  SEALs had been plucked from  the

water off the coast  of Somalia, the Los  Angeles attack sub Santa  Fe

had been running south at her maximum speed of better than thirty-five

knots. Her goal was a place on  the charts, a featureless spot in  the

ocean where, if Yuduki Maru continued on her steady, northward course,

submarine and freighter would meet.

    The SEALs spent most of that time in the Santa Fe's torpedo  room,

which had been vacated by the  regular crew. The space was cramped  to

the point of  claustrophobia, and  the passage  was monotonous.  Santa

Fe's crew seemed to draw apart from the visitors, recognizing them  as

fellow professionals but unwilling to  cross the wall of reserve  that

separated one group from the other. Submarine crews, like SEALS,  were

well known for their silence around people not their own.

    For the last several hours of the passage, Murdock and DeWitt were

guests of the Captain  in the control  room. Commander George  Halleck

was a lean,  taciturn man, all  creases and sharp  edges. It was  well

past sunset on  Sunday, though  the only  indication of  day or  night

beyond the sub's steel bulkheads was the fact that the compartment was

red-lit, a measure that preserved  the officers' night vision  against

the need to use the periscopes or to surface.

    "We have sonar contact with your target, gentlemen," Halleck said.

The three of  them, plus  Lieutenant Commander Ed  Bagley, the  boat's

Executive Officer, were  leaning over the  control room's plot  table,

where a back-lit chart of  the area rested under transparent  plastic.

The Santa Fe's skipper  tapped the end of  a south-to-north line  with

his grease pencil. "About here. Course unchanged, still  zero-one-two.

Speed eighteen knots."

    "They're making it easy for us,"  the boat's XO said with a  grin.

He was taller  than the  Captain, and heavier,  with thick  eyeglasses

that gave him an owlishly unmartial appearance.

    "How far?" Murdock asked.

    "Approximately thirty miles," Halleck replied. "Exact range  can't

be determined by  passive sonar, of  course, but my  best people  have

their ears on, and they're pretty sure of the number."

    Passive sonar--listening for the  engine noise of the  target--was

preferable to the more accurate and informative active sonar,  because

it didn't give away the sub's presence.

    "Has anybody else tried approaching them?" DeWitt wanted to know.

    "About the time we were fishing you boys out of the water," Bagley

said, "they skirted  within thirty  nautical miles  of the  Seychelles

Islands. Half  the Seychellan  navy  turned out--three  patrol  boats,

actually--but they didn't come  closer than a couple  of miles and  no

shots were fired. It was more like  an escort than an attempt to  stop

them."

    "There's  also  this,"  the   Captain  said,  handing  Murdock   a

black-and-white photograph. "That was  transmitted to us by  satellite

an hour ago.  The time  stamp says it  happened about  an hour  before

that."

    "Still after sunset," Murdock observed.

    "Affirmative."

    The "photograph" had actually been taken in radar, so details like

hull numbers  and  slender  masts  were not  visible  and  the  water,

daylight-bright, had  the  look of  wrinkled  metal. Still,  the  shot

showed a remarkably detailed image of a ship, smaller than Yuduki Maru

and riding lower in  the water. Something like  a white bed sheet  had

been stretched above her deck. "That's Hormuz," Murdock said.

    "So the Iranians rendezvoused with them?" DeWitt added.

    "Actually, we don't know that for sure. If they did rendezvous, it

was at a point where we had no satellite coverage, and our AWACS radar

simply didn't have the  resolution to be certain.  They at least  came

very close, certainly within a mile  or two. Hormuz is now five  miles

off Yuduki Maru's starboard beam, traveling parallel to her course but

quickly falling  behind. She  can only  make nine  or ten  knots,  top

speed."

    "I guess that confirms the Iranian connection, though, doesn't it,

Lieutenant?" DeWitt said.

    "I damn  well guess  it does."  Murdock tapped  the sheet  in  the

photograph. "What's this? A tarp?"

    "Probably," Halleck  said, rubbing  his chin.  "A tarp  or  canvas

rigged as  an awning.  Whatever  they're doing,  they don't  want  our

satellites or recon planes to get a good look."

    "The question,  then,  is  whether  they used  that  hole  in  our

satellite coverage  to transfer  part of  Yuduki Maru's  cargo to  the

Hormuz."

    "Or if they moved  soldiers from the Hormuz  to the Yuduki  Maru,"

DeWitt pointed  out. "We'll  have to  assume both,"  Murdock  decided.

"It'll be Plan Alfa." In  their planning sessions, they'd allowed  for

the possibility  that  Hormuz  might  rendezvous  with  the  plutonium

freighter before the SEALs  could deploy. Plan  Bravo would have  sent

Blue Squad aboard the  Yuduki Maru, with Gold  Squad waiting in  their

CRRCs as a  backup. Alfa  called for Blue  to take  the Japanese  ship

while Gold Squad boarded the Iranian  Hormuz. It meant there would  be

no immediate backup for either team  once they boarded the ships.  The

Fourth Platoon was now  deploying to Masirah,  just in case  something

went wrong in Third Platoon's assault.

    Murdock suppressed the thought, and  the surge of adrenaline  that

accompanied it. If something went wrong,  the mission would be in  the

hands of Lieutenant Mancuso and Fourth Platoon.

    It also meant that, in all likelihood, he and his teammates  would

be dead.

    "We have one other  joker in the deck,"  Halleck said. "Sonar  has

picked  up  another  contact  pacing  the  Yuduki  Maru.  It  may   be

submerged."

    "The Iranian Kilo."

    "Looks that way. The sonar profile looks like a conventional  sub.

Stealthy, no reactor coolant pump noise or anything like that. She may

be trailing the plutonium ship by another four or five miles."

    "Have they heard us?"

    "Not so far as we can tell.  There's been no change in her  course

or speed since we picked her up."

    "How big a problem is she for you, Captain?"

    Halleck grimaced, then shrugged. "For us, not much. The big danger

is whether she's there as escort, or as insurance."

    "What do you mean, Captain?" DeWitt asked.

    "He means  that if  we board  the Yuduki  Maru and  take down  the

tangos before she  reaches port, the  Iranians might decide  to put  a

fish into her."

    "That's about the size of it," Bagley said. "Washington would have

the devil of a time  proving the ship hadn't been  blown up by us,  on

purpose or by accident."

    "And we  get blamed  for contaminating  half the  African  coast,"

DeWitt said. "Cute."

    "Will you be able to take her out?" Murdock asked.

    "We won't, no," Halleck replied. "Not without letting those people

aboard the freighter  know we're  out here.  But the  Newport News  is

already getting into position. They'll take care of the Kilo when  you

go aboard."

    "Good." Murdock nodded. "How much longer to drop-off?"

    Halleck consulted the large clock  mounted on the bulkhead at  the

forward end of the  control room. "I'd say  another twenty minutes  to

get into position. We'll keep running ahead of them then, and you  can

leave any time after that."

    "Can't be too much  longer, or the  separation between Hormuz  and

the Yuduki Maru will become too  great. We'd better get ready to  swim

then. If you'll excuse us, Captain?"

    "Of course."

    The platoon had been preparing for their swim for the past several

hours, going over their rebreather apparatus, weapons, and other  gear

with the loving care and attention that had long been the hallmark  of

the SEALS. Each man was wearing a  black wet suit and SCUBA gear,  and

his face had been completely blackened with waterproof paint.  Weapons

had been sealed, and explosive  charges and detonators were stored  in

waterproof pouches.  While they  didn't  want to  sink either  of  the

target ships, the theory was that  if they couldn't capture them,  the

SEALs might at  least slow  them by  damaging some  critical piece  of

machinery.

    That, at least, was the idea. The gap between theory and practice,

however, was often turned  into a yawning abyss  by Murphy's Law.  All

the SEALs could do was try to  be prepared for anything that might  go

wrong ... and stay  flexible enough to meet  the problems they  simply

could not anticipate.

    There are several ways to egress a submarine. Simplest would  have

been for Halleck to bring  the Santa Fe up until  just the top of  her

sail was  above water,  with  the SEALs  going  out through  the  sail

cockpit. Yuduki Maru had radar, however, and it was possible that even

so small a target as that would be  picked up at a range of less  than

ten miles,  so the  platoon egressed,  as planned,  through the  after

lockout compartment.

    Because  of  the  positioning  of  their  water  intakes,   modern

submarines  cannot  rest  on  the   bottom  as  their  World  War   II

predecessors could. Besides, the ocean  here was deep; they were  over

the  Somali  Basin,  which  plunged  to  better  than  five   thousand

meters--over three miles  straight down. The  Santa Fe, now  traveling

north some eight miles  ahead of the Yuduki  Maru and about ten  miles

ahead of the Hormuz, slowed to a crawl, maintaining just speed  enough

to maintain way,  her conning  tower scraping along  just beneath  the

surface.

    Two by two, because the chamber was too small for more, the men of

SEAL Seven,  Third Platoon,  began locking  out of  the escape  trunk.

Murdock was last out, giving each  man's gear a final check before  he

climbed the  ladder into  the  narrow cylinder  that was  a  floodable

extension of  the sub's  pressure hull.  He went  out with  MacKenzie,

squeezing into  the  chamber opposite  the  big Texan  and  using  the

intercom, called a 31-MC, to alert the sub's crew that they were ready

to go. Turning a valve flooded  the chamber; when the water was  above

the side door, they pushed it open, emerging in a recess in the  Santa

Fe's afterdeck. The other twelve men  had already broken out the  gear

that had been stored  there after their  paradrop; four Combat  Rubber

Raiding Craft from  the C-130's  pallet canister had  been rolled  up,

lashed together, and stowed in the deck compartment between the  sub's

outer and  pressure hulls,  along with  the boat's  engines and  other

necessary gear.

    They worked swiftly and surely, in an almost total, inky  darkness

penetrated only incompletely by the small lights the men carried. Both

the Santa Fe and the SEALs  were still moving slowly forward, and  the

water pressure as  the current  boiled aft past  the sail  was like  a

stiff wind. Air bubbles  tinkled and burbled in  the darkness as  they

rose from SCUBA regulators. SCUBA gear was being used for this mission

rather than rebreathers  because the  final approach would  be on  the

surface, rather than underwater, and there  would be no danger of  the

bubbles giving away the divers' positions.

    In moments,  the  CRRCs  were freed  and  inflated  from  pressure

bottles, rising  to  the  surface  accompanied  by  their  retinue  of

frogmen. Their lights were extinguished as they rode the rubber  rafts

toward the  surface. In  minutes, the  four rafts  were bobbing  on  a

gentle swell on the surface. Stars peeped from among scattered  clouds

overhead. The horizon, visible only where the stars ended, was empty.

    The SEALs  rolled  aboard their  CRRCs  and began  unshipping  the

engines and securing their gear. SCUBA tanks, masks, and flippers were

removed and stowed.  Flak jackets  and combat harnesses  went on  over

wet-suit tops; radio headsets were slipped into place and plugged into

belt Motorola units. They wore the SEALs' usual mix of headgear floppy

boonie hats, woolen balaclavas,  or a dark green  scarf folded into  a

triangle and worn over the head like a bandana. Under their swim fins,

they  wore  thick-soled,  rubber-cleated  boots,  specially   designed

footwear for climbing slippery steel. No words were spoken during  the

entire process, and radio silence  was strictly observed save for  the

brief clicks of the  necessary radio checks;  each movement, each  act

had been practiced countless  times by every man  in the team. A  hand

signal, barely visible in the night, a thumbs-up, and the two sets  of

rafts began drawing apart, propelled by silenced engines that gave off

little noise above a soft purr. The plan called for them to split into

two groups of two, Murdock's group heading due South to intercept  the

Yuduki Maru, DeWitt's squad bearing to the southeast to close with the

more distant Hormuz.

    The Blue  Squad  rafts traveled  side  by side  at  twelve  knots,

meeting and breasting  each swell. Murdock  cradled a hand-held  radar

unit, intermittently sending out a pulse to check on the Yuduki Maru's

position. The signal, deliberately tailored  to mimic that put out  by

aircraft search radars, would probably not be picked up at all by  the

freighter; if it was, it would be dismissed as another of the aircraft

that had been prowling  the skies around  the hijacked plutonium  ship

for the past several days.

    For the next  fifteen minutes,  Yuduki Maru  remained steadily  on

course. Soon, the  SEALs could  actually see her,  bow-on, her  bridge

brilliantly illuminated and with running lights to port and starboard,

at her prow and at her  masthead. Evidently, the hijackers were  doing

nothing to hide her presence. It was almost as though they were daring

the SEALs to attack.

    The lights  provided  the  SEALs with  one  tremendous  advantage,

however. Guards on her deck would  ruin their night vision every  time

they looked inboard;  the SEALS,  black-faced, in  black garb,  aboard

black CRRCs, were all  but invisible on the  black water. The  chances

that shipboard guards would notice the approach of the SEAL boats were

sharply reduced.

    Three hundred  yards from  the Yuduki  Maru's bow,  the two  CRRCs

began to separate. MacKenzie, Garcia, and Higgins in one boat  steered

for the  freighter's  starboard  side. Murdock,  Roselli,  Brown,  and

Ellsworth made for  the port. Stretched  between the two  rafts was  a

two-football-field length of  light-weight, slender,  but very  strong

wire rope; the  CRRCs drew  apart until  they were  two hundred  yards

apart and the cable was stretched taut between them. The range to  the

plutonium ship closed, more gradually  now as the cable's drag  slowed

the CRRCs. The swell  was growing worse, sending  the rubber boats  up

each gentle but irresistibly passing mound of water, then sending them

sliding man-deep into the trough that followed.

    The Yuduki Maru loomed  out of the night,  her bow wake a  ghostly

white mustache  shining  in  the  darkness, her  hull  a  black  cliff

towering over  the  rafts, her  superstructure  a bulky  white  castle

riding the sky above the aft  third of the ship. The freighter  passed

squarely between the two CRRCs, the  throb of its engines booming  out

of the silence of the night.

    Murdock killed the CRRC's engine as the wire rope snagged  against

the huge  ship's  bow. With  a  jerk,  the rubber  boat's  course  was

reversed; the SEALs clung  to handholds set into  the gunwales as  the

Yuduki Maru  began  dragging  them relentlessly  forward  at  eighteen

knots, a sleigh  ride that carried  them up and  down the ocean  swell

with enough velocity to send a  cascade of spray over the CRRC's  bow.

Inexorably, the raft was swung toward the freighter's side. The  SEALs

were ready  as the  rubber  side thumped  heavily against  the  ship's

massive steel cliff, fending off the big ship with gloved hands. Brown

secured the raft in place with a limpet magnet and a length of  strong

line. Wake and ocean  swell combined to send  the CRRC bobbing up  and

down  at  the  Yuduki  Maru's  side.  Swiftly,  Ellsworth  dropped   a

hydrophone cable over the side; Roselli was already extending a  long,

telescoping aluminum pole with a hook on the end.

    Fully extended, the climbing pole reached thirty feet, high enough

that Roselli, supported upright by the others in the boat, was able to

snag a deck stanchion with the rubberized tip.

    "Solid," Roselli said, giving the  pole a hard, downward tug.  The

rise and fall of the raft at the ship's side threatened to knock  both

SEAL and  extension pole  into the  sea, but  he hung  on, riding  the

motion with practiced skill. The  Yuduki Maru's stern was only  twenty

yards astern, and the turning of her twin screws filled the air with a

deep-throated throbbing.

    Murdock nodded, then reached for  the trigger for the  hydrophone.

This was a compact, battery-powered  device designed to transmit  data

via a burst  of high-frequency sound.  Swiftly, he punched  in a  code

group, three  numbers  that,  transmitted through  the  water  to  the

submerged Santa Fe, indicated that the SEALs had made contact with the

Yuduki Maru and were going aboard.

    On the other side of the freighter, MacKenzie and his people ought

to be going through the same motions, but Murdock and the SEALs in his

CRRC would  operate  as  though  they were  alone.  With  the  message

transmitted and their gear ready, Murdock slapped Roselli twice on the

shoulder and jabbed his thumb skyward. The chief nodded, then set  one

rubber-cleated sole against the  Yuduki Maru's hull,  took a boost  as

the CRRC rose  sharply beneath  him with  the next  wave, and  started

walking up the ship's side, pulling his way along the climbing pole as

though it  were  a  rope  and the  sheer,  steel-plated  side  of  the

freighter were simply a glossy black wall of rock.

    As Murdock watched Roselli climb,  he unslung his HK subgun,  then

strapped it into  position on  the front of  his combat  web gear.  He

pulled the mud plug from the  muzzle and breach, then racked back  the

charging lever to  chamber the first  round. One way  or another,  the

issue was about to be settled.

    2311 hours (Zulu +3) Freighter Yuduki Maru

    Step by step,  Roselli ascended  the side  of the  Yuduki Maru,  a

human fly walking the sheer black cliff of the Japanese freighter.

    His position was precarious, for  the freighter's side bulged  out

over the raft, and as Roselli climbed the rigid extension pole, he was

actually slightly head-down for  part of the  trip. Water slapped  and

boiled along the ship's side beneath him, and the first few feet  were

treacherously slick with a layer of  slime. Once he was onto the  part

of the hull high  enough above the  water to be more  or less dry,  he

still had to watch each step,  for the steel plates were studded  with

rivets and  made dizzyingly  uncertain by  the rise  and fall  of  the

vessel itself. Fortunately, the  huge ship's motion  in the water  was

far less than  that of the  raft at its  side. Had the  sea been  much

rougher,  however,  they  would  have  been  forced  to  come  in   by

helicopter, as he had suggested back at Little Creek. An assault  from

the sea would have been out of the question.

    All in all, however, Roselli had made more difficult climbs during

training, scrambling hand-over-hand up  dangling lines as  instructors

and other  trainees played  blasts of  water from  fire-hoses at  him.

Reaching the freighter's afterdeck, he paused to snap a hook  attached

to his web-gear harness to the  stanchion rising just above his  head.

Then, swinging freely at the vessel's scuppers, he was able to use his

hands to grab the edge and chin himself up.

    As the  new  lieutenant had  feared,  there  was a  guard  on  the

freighter's fantail  ...  no, two  guards.  They carried  AKM  assault

rifles, and leaning against the  superstructure but within easy  reach

was the long, twin-handled tube of  an RPG rocket launcher. There  was

light enough from the superstructure at their backs to illuminate both

men. They were swarthy, one with a bushy, black beard, the other  with

at least  a week's  stubble showing  on his  face. They  were  wearing

uniforms of some sort, nondescript  brown or olive-drab clothing  that

could have belonged  to almost any  army in the  world. One thing  was

clear. These two  were not Japanese,  which could only  mean they  had

arrived off the Hormuz.

    One, evidently, had just reached the fantail. Unslinging his  AKM,

he set  it against  the bench  on  which the  other man  was  sitting.

"Salaam," the first man said. He  reached for his left breast  pocket.

"Segar mayl dareed?"

    "Teshakor  meekonam,"  the  seated  man  replied.  He  accepted  a

cigarette from the other. "Kebreet dareed?"

    "Baleh. Eenjaw."

    Roselli felt a small, inner  chill. If they'd made their  approach

by helicopter, the bad guys would have been waiting for them. A single

RPG round would have blown a helo  right out of the sky as easily,  as

efficiently, as an American Stinger surface-to-air missile.

    Not for the first time, Roselli wished he spoke Arabic ... no, not

Arabic. These men were Iranians and would be speaking Farsi.  Whatever

they were saying, it  sounded like small  talk. They appeared  relaxed

and slightly bored as they smoked  and chatted, though both from  time

to time  cast  glances out  beyond  the railing  and  stanchions  that

circled the fantail. Once the seated  man seemed to stare straight  at

Roselli, but the SEAL's blackened  face and black balaclava, his  eyes

narrowed to slits  to hide  the whites  and his  motionlessness as  he

clung to the harness strap, all served to cloak him in invisibility.

    He was  careful not  to  meet the  Iranian's eyes,  however,  even

through narrowed  eyes.  The phenomenon  had  never been  accepted  by

science, but Roselli,  a combat  veteran, was well  aware that  people

could often feel, with what could only be described as a sixth  sense,

when another person was staring at  them. Roselli had no idea  whether

or not this represented some kind  of awareness beyond the usual  five

senses, or was simply a stress-induced heightening of hearing or smell

to a  near-magical degree,  but  he'd experienced  it more  than  once

himself. After his first  quick appraisal, he  kept his eyes  lowered,

staring at the  deck close to  the Iranians' feet  rather than at  the

soldiers themselves.

    He  was  not  seen.  The  night-blind  Iranians  continued   their

conversation, puffing away at cigarettes  that stank as powerfully  as

the mingled bilge-water stench and diesel fumes rising from the Yuduki

Maru's vents.

    With one hand still  clinging to the belaying  strap, he used  the

other to unholster his sound-suppressed Hush Puppy pistol. Bracing the

long barrel  on  the edge  of  the deck,  he  aimed carefully  at  the

standing man first,  then squeezed  the trigger three  times in  rapid

succession.

    The chuff-chuff-chuff  of the  weapon,  barely audible  above  the

rumble of the engines,  stuttered as sharply as  a burst of  full-auto

fire, and the triplet of 9mm  slugs caught the Iranian with a  closely

grouped volley  that  tore open  his  throat and  crushed  his  skull,

pitching him back and to the  side as a startling pinwheel of  scarlet

arced from  his  head. Without  pausing  to confirm  the  first  kill,

Roselli shifted aim  to the other  man, who remained  seated, the  lit

cigarette dangling from half-open lips, his expression still blank and

uncomprehending. The  SEAL fired  three more  rounds, and  these  were

mingled with a trio of silenced shots from the Yuduki Maru's starboard

side.

    The Iranian,  pinned  between volleys  from  opposite  directions,

lurched up high on his toes, groped with one clawed hand for the  face

that had vanished in a raw mask of blood, then crumpled to the deck  a

scant second after the first. An AKM clattered beside the bodies, then

skidded to a halt. For a  long second, there was neither movement  nor

sound beyond the throb of the freighter's engines.

    Holstering his Hush Puppy, Roselli unsnapped a pouch at his  belt,

extracting a three-pronged grappling hook attached to a tightly rolled

caving ladder.  Securing the  hook to  another stanchion,  he let  the

caving ladder unroll into the darkness below.

    In a moment, he sensed the tug of someone climbing the ladder  and

knew the others in the CRRC were on their way up to join him.

    2315 hours (1515 hours Zulu  -5) Joint Special Operations  Command

Center The Pentagon

    In Washington it  was mid-afternoon,  but the  overhead lights  in

JSOCCOMCENT had been turned off,  giving the windowless room the  feel

of  night.  The   only  illumination  came   from  the   green-glowing

phosphorescence of a large television monitor.

    Congressman Charles Fitzhugh Murdock leaned forward, studying  the

monitor with keen interest. The image  on the screen, an oblique  view

of the Japanese  freighter Yuduki  Maru glowing  in pale,  green-white

light, was real-time, an infrared  image transmitted from a  satellite

passing south over the Indian  Ocean. The camera angle slowly  changed

as he watched.

    "What is it?" he asked. Ten other men were in the room,  civilians

and high-ranking officers of several military services, clustered with

him about the monitor. "What did I just see?"

    A slender  civilian  first  introduced to  Murdock  only  as  "Mr.

Carter" pointed at ghost figures  now slipping over the Yuduki  Maru's

taffrail.  "Those   tiny  flashes   of   light  were   gunshots,   Mr.

Congressman," he said. He was holding a telephone receiver in his hand

and had been whispering  into the mouthpiece  at intervals ever  since

the drama had begun unfolding.

    "Two terrs are down," a Navy captain, Paul Mason, said. "The  rest

of our people are climbing on board now."

    Murdock suppressed the churn of acid fear in his belly those words

raised. It was a  lot worse standing in  this room ten thousand  miles

away, watching  the action  unfold  on a  television screen  like  the

make-believe gunplay of some computer game.

    General Bradley, the big, bluff Air Force officer who appeared  to

be in charge  of this room,  pointed at the  screen. "Damn," he  said,

chewing on the end of an unlit  cigar. "Can't we get a better view  on

this thing?"

    Carter spoke  quietly into  a telephone,  and Congressman  Murdock

realized  he  must  be  in  direct  communication  with  whoever   was

controlling the spy satellite. A moment  later, the image of the  ship

expanded, the  view zeroing  in on  the  aft third  of the  ship.  The

glowing ghost figures of nine men, two of them prone on the deck, were

barely distinguishable against the heat-glow  of the ship itself.  The

imagery remained clear, but the satellite's motion was more  apparent.

The view kept slipping to the right, forcing the unseen controller  to

shift the camera angle left in compensation.

    It had, Murdock reflected, taken all but an act of Congress to get

him  here,  into  this  shielded,  buried  room  within  the  Pentagon

labyrinth, impregnable  behind  four  separate  security  checkpoints.

Captain  Granger  had   been  his  passport   into  this   underground

shadow-world, and he'd had to do a fair amount of arm-twisting to pull

it off. "Look," he'd  told Granger the day  before. "The SEALs need  a

friend on the HMAC, someone who's  willing to slug it out with  Farnum

and his kill-the-military cronies, and I'm it! But damn it, you've got

to give  me some  cooperation  on this.  Let me  see  what it  is  I'm

supposed to be defending."

    Even yet, Murdock wasn't certain  what strings Granger had had  to

pull to get him  into this room.  The very existence  of this type  of

high-detail, real-time satellite imagery was still, three years  after

the collapse of the Soviet Union, a jealously guarded secret, one that

most members of  Congress were not  privy to. The  pictures were  like

magic,  the  freighter  a  ghost  ship  of  green  and  white   light,

illuminated by her own heat. Moments before, he'd watched the approach

of two tiny  rafts to  their far larger  target, the  heat from  their

laboring engines shining in the infrared image like tiny stars.

    My son's  down  there,  he  thought, feeling  as  though  he  were

watching  from  the  satellite's  vantage  point  hundreds  of   miles

overhead. My son's  in one of  those rafts,  and I can't  do a  damned

thing about it.

    He wasn't even certain that his son was leading this raid. Admiral

Bainbridge had refused point-blank  to disclose the  names of the  men

assigned to the raid, and the  source of his information, a  mid-level

staffer on  NAVSPECWARGRU-Two's planning  staff,  had been  unable  to

provide confirmation. When he'd confronted Blake, two days ago at  the

SEAL base in Little Creek, he'd  been bluffing, hoping to get his  son

to admit  to things  the  congressman had  heard  but been  unable  to

verify.

    But somehow, it was easier for him to assume that Blake was aboard

one of those rafts. It was the uncertainty, the not knowing, that made

the waiting hell.

    He turned to Captain Granger, stiff and starched in his Navy dress

whites. "I just want you to know, Ben, that whatever happens now,  I'm

grateful."

    Granger glanced at him  but said nothing,  and Murdock sensed  the

resentment the former SEAL must  still feel at the strong-arm  tactics

the congressman had employed to  gain entrance to this inner  sanctum.

Granger, no doubt, had been forced to spend some political capital  of

his own to win this privilege  for a mere congressional VIP. I  really

called in all my markers on this  one, Murdock thought. I just hope  I

can provide  value for  value next  week when  it comes  time for  the

HMAC's vote.

    An electronic peep sounded from a speaker somewhere in the  room's

ceiling, startling in its intensity.  "Foreman, Hammer Alfa," a  voice

whispered, and Murdock had his confirmation. Even through the hiss  of

static, he recognized his son's voice. "Sierra-Charlie. Moving."

    "They're all aboard," Mason  said, probably for Murdock's  benefit

since everyone else  in the room  apparently knew what  was going  on.

"We're  Foreman.  Hammer  Alfa  is   the  Yuduki  Maru  strike   team.

Sierra-Charlie is the code phrase meaning everything's on sched."

    "How much longer we got on this bird?" Bradley asked.

    "Three minutes, General," Carter replied. "It's going to be damned

tight."

    "KH-twelve-slash-nine  will  be  over  the  horizon  in   fourteen

minutes," a technician added. "There'll only be an eleven-minute  hole

in the coverage."

    "Maybe so," Mason said. "But a hell of a lot can happen in  eleven

minutes."

    "We'll still have voice communications, through our AWACS Sentry,"

Admiral Bainbridge said. He cast a hard glance at Murdock, then looked

away. "Being able to see wouldn't help that much anyway."

    He resents me, too, Murdock thought.  The hell with him. The  hell

with all of them.  I just want my  son to come out  of this alive.  He

turned his full attention  to the video-game  action unfolding on  the

screen.

    2316 hours (Zulu +3) Freighter Yuduki Maru

    Lieutenant  Blake  Murdock  unhooked  his  harness,  then  chinned

himself gently  over  the edge  of  the  deck. Shadows  moved  on  the

starboard side of the fantail, forty feet away. MacKenzie materialized

like a shadow  out of  darkness, an  HK MP5  clenched in  black-gloved

hands. Murdock signaled  with a  thumbs up, then  unharnessed his  own

subgun. He could  hear voices  in the distance  coming from  somewhere

forward, and a harsh bark of laughter. From elsewhere, higher up, came

the metallic rattle of  booted feet descending  a ship's ladder,  then

the clump  of  a fast  walk  across  a steel  deck.  "Hajibaba!  Kojaw

meetavawnam jak paydaw konam?"

    Still, no excitement in the other  voices, no sign that the  SEALs

had been spotted yet.

    The two bodies and their weapons went over the stern, the splashes

lost in the churning of the freighter's wake. Blood streaked the deck,

but in  the near-darkness  it  looked black,  like grease  or  spilled

coffee.

    Murdock crouched alongside  the superstructure, his  HK aiming  up

the covered port-side walkway that led past the bridge  superstructure

and toward  the  forward deck.  More  shadows slipped  onto  the  deck

alongside; Magic,  Doc, and  Roselli.  MacKenzie, the  Professor,  and

Boomer were all aboard to starboard.

    Lightly, Murdock touched  Roselli's shoulder  and gestured  toward

the ship's  bow. Weapon  at the  ready, Roselli  nodded, then  started

forward along the walkway.

    2317 hours (Zulu +3) Oiler Hormuz

    Jaybird  rose   above  the   sentry,   a  K-bar   knife   gleaming

scarlet-black in the half-light,  the guard lying on  the deck with  a

six-inch gash through throat and windpipe, jugular and carotid.  There

was a very great deal of blood, but no one could have heard the  man's

muffled gurglings as Jaybird had lowered him to the deck.

    The  SEAL  felt  the  first  tremors  of  reaction  and  viciously

suppressed  them.  With  all  his   training,  with  all  his   mental

preparation, the Iranian lying at his feet was the first man he'd ever

killed, and for a trembling moment, the shock threatened to  overwhelm

him.

    Then training reasserted itself.  The man was  an enemy who  would

have sounded the alarm if he'd heard Jaybird's stealthy approach  from

behind. Now he was a dead enemy; Jaybird's long hours of  hand-to-hand

had made the stealthy approach,  the snatch, reach, and slash,  almost

instinctive. The  SEAL wiped  his K-bar  on the  man's pants  leg  and

sheathed it. Behind him, Kosciuszko  and Nicholson slithered over  the

ship's gunwales and onto her rusty deck.

    The first thing Jaybird noticed about the ship was her stench. The

Hormuz stank, a  repulsive mix  of diesel  oil, dead  fish vomit,  and

unwashed bodies.  Next he  noticed the  peculiar twist  to her  motion

underfoot. Jaybird wondered if the ancient vessel's owners had  really

spent much  effort making  her seaworthy.  The old,  low-slung  tanker

wallowed in the  worsening seas,  and each swell  threatened to  break

over the exposed quarterdeck and swamp her.

    Gold Squad had approached Hormuz according to plan, with a  length

of lightweight wire rope  snagging the vessel's  prow and drawing  the

two CRRCs together roughly amidships. Now they were aboard, facing  an

unknown number of Iranian troops, possibly army, possibly  navshurawn,

as their  marines were  called.  "Hammer Bravo,"  Lieutenant  DeWitt's

voice whispered over his radio headset. "Go!"

    That was  the signal  for the  Hormuz assault  team to  move  out.

Holding his HK shoulder-high  and probing the  darkness to his  front,

Jaybird moved with  cautious, toe-first steps,  flowing like a  shadow

against  the  rust   streaks  and  flaking   paint  of  the   tanker's

superstructure. Thirty  steps  forward  took  him  to  a  safety-roped

monkey-walk and the top of a ladder. Below was the Hormuz's well deck,

picturesquely called no-man's-land  aboard a  merchantman because  its

low freeboard shipped water in  heavy weather. The area was  cluttered

with carelessly piled hills  of hempen rope,  rusty cable, a  sloppily

stowed derrick, and cargo pallets and crates. Hatches in the deck were

propped open, revealing shafts of oily light from below; to his right,

the railed walkway ran across the front of the ship's  superstructure.

A soldier in fatigues and a helmet leaned against the railing, staring

across the well deck, his AKM slung muzzle-down across his back.

    "Hammer Bravo-six, this is Bravo-three," he whispered into his lip

mike, drawing  back  behind the  corner  of the  superstructure.  "One

tango, 0-1 deck forward."

    "Take him down," came the answer.

    "Rog."

    Bracing the  HK  high, Jaybird  took  a deep  breath,  then  swung

sharply around the corner of  the superstructure, drawing down on  the

target's center of mass and squeezing the trigger simultaneously.

    He'd deliberately  set the  weapon  for semi-automatic  fire;  the

sound-suppressed weapon hissed and spat with each tug of the  trigger,

slamming round  after round  into the  Iranian, who  staggered back  a

step, reached for his assault rifle, then collapsed onto the deck. His

helmet hit the superstructure with a metallic clunk. Jaybird held  his

position, scanning left and right,  watching for some reaction to  the

sudden sound.

    Nothing.  "Three,"  he   snapped,  identifying  himself.   "Clear.

Moving."

    A door in the superstructure four feet from the body opened onto a

companionway with ladders leading up and down. Jaybird took the  steps

leading up, treading softly to the next deck ... then continued beyond

to the deck  above that.  The squad's meticulous  studies of  Hormuz's

deck plans  back  in  Little  Creek  were  paying  off.  Jaybird  knew

precisely where this companionway led, and what lay beyond it. At  his

back, Nicholson followed him up, covering his advance up the ladder.

    At the 0-3  deck, three  levels above  the main  deck, the  ladder

ended at a passageway  and a door leading  forward. Jaybird was  still

halfway up the  companionway when the  door opened and  a bearded  man

stepped through.

    He was  not wearing  an army  uniform, but  a blue  jacket over  a

striped T-shirt. He took  two steps into the  passageway and then  saw

Jaybird.

    The SEAL's appearance--black-clad, with a dark bandana tight  over

his head and his face a horror of cold eyes staring from mingled green

and black paint--bought Jaybird a full second of gape-mouthed silence.

The Iranian's eyes widened, his mouth hung open ...

    And then Jaybird shot him,  the reflex automatic, unthinking.  Two

coughs from his HK drilled twin holes in the surprised Iranian's head,

one above his left eye, the other through the bridge of his nose.  The

SEAL sprinted the  last five  steps, reaching the  body scant  seconds

after it collapsed to the deck.

    "Awn cheest?" a voice asked from beyond the half-closed door.

    "Namedawnam," someone answered, and  the door swung open.  Another

ship's officer took one step through ...

    Jaybird was on  him in an  instant, left hand  grasping the  man's

naval jacket with his forearm rammed against the windpipe, right  hand

wielding the HK,  the long,  heavy muzzle roughly  jammed against  the

Iranian's forehead.

    "Tasleem shaveed!" Jaybird  barked. Those SEALs  who didn't  speak

Farsi  had   memorized  useful   key  phrases   before  the   mission.

"Surrender!"

    The man's eyes bulged in terror. "Nazaneed! Nazaneed!"

    Jaybird shoved the man back  into the compartment from which  he'd

just emerged. It  was the  ship's bridge, a  wide area  beneath a  low

overhead cluttered with  pipes and conduits.  Two other officers  were

there, one at  the wheel,  the other  leaning above  the bridge  radar

scope. Jaybird pushed  his prisoner  to the deck,  then gestured  with

black-faced menace with his submachine gun.

    "Dahstahraw  boland  koneed!"  he  ordered.  The  bridge  officers

complied, raising their hands over  their heads. Nicholson came in  at

Jaybird's back, checking the radio  shack and the captain's  day-room,

both empty.

    "This is  Nickle," Nicholson  said over  his radio,  returning  to

Jaybird's side. "Bridge secure. Three prisoners."

    Jaybird moved  to the  opposite side  of the  bridge, keeping  the

prisoners covered as the other SEAL snapped several fast questions  at

the Iranian on the deck. That man was the oldest of the three and  had

the most gold braid on  his cap and jacket--almost certainly  Hormuz's

captain. After a brief exchange, Nicholson looked across at Jaybird.

    "He says  there's  a crew  of  fourteen aboard,"  Nicholson  said.

"Claims the ship's a merchantman in international waters, that they're

carrying a shipment  of copra,  timber, and kapok  from Madagascar  to

Bandar Abbas, and that we're pirates."

    With deliberate slowness, Jaybird raised  his subgun until it  was

aiming directly at the merchant captain's face, then gradually tracked

the muzzle down the length  of the man's body  until it was aiming  at

his groin. He allowed himself  a smile, bared teeth startlingly  white

behind the  grease paint.  With  a dramatic  flourish, he  flexed  his

forefinger over the trigger.  "Na! Na!" the  captain cried, eyes  wild

and staring,  sweat  glistening on  his  forehead and  in  his  beard.

"Nazaneed! Kahesh meekonam! I speak!  I speak!" Haltingly, in  mingled

bursts of  Farsi  and thickly  accented  English, the  ship's  captain

admitted that  there were  ten  soldiers aboard,  members of  a  naval

infantry brigade belonging to the Pasdaran, Iran's elite Revolutionary

Guard. He knew of the Japanese plutonium ship, but insisted that  none

of the cargo had been transferred  to the Hormuz. "Just soldier!  Just

soldier!" he insisted, looking from Jaybird to Nickle and back  again.

"We send soldier, other ship!"

    "Chand ast sarbawz?" Nickle demanded. "How many soldiers?"

    "Chehe!"

    Nicholson blinked, then looked across  at Jaybird. "Shit. He  says

forty."

    "What, they  put forty  troops aboard  the Yuduki  Maru?"  Jaybird

licked his lips. "We thought they might have reinforced the terrorists

over there," Nicholson said. "But forty soldiers is a fucking army!"

    "Yeah," Jaybird said. "And our guys are walking into a trap!"

    2318 hours (Zulu +3) Freighter Yuduki Maru

    They'd been aboard the Japanese ship for less than seven  minutes,

splitting up and padding with cat's-stealth silence along the vessel's

alleys and walkways. One by  one, the Iranian guards they  encountered

were eliminated, silently  and efficiently.  So far,  there'd been  no

sign of either Japanese terrorists or the Yuduki Maru's original crew,

but the ship seemed  to be crawling with  armed Iranian soldiers.  The

brown-fatigued soldiers  were everywhere,  lounging in  small  groups,

standing lone watch  in passageways,  manning a pair  of machine  guns

that had been  mounted high  up above  the deck  on the  wings of  the

bridge. Crouching  in  the  shadows  on  the  ship's  starboard  side,

MacKenzie  and  Higgins  studied  the  forward  deck  from  beneath  a

white-painted deck ladder. By the light spilling from the bridge  some

thirty feet above his head, MacKenzie could make out at least a  dozen

armed men lounging on the ship's long forward deck.

    "Hammer Alfa-six," he whispered over his mike, using Murdock's  op

call sign. "This  is Alfa-one.  I'm starboard  side, aft  of the  main

deck. I've got  twelve tangos in  sight, and  I can hear  more of  'em

moving around above me. What the hell's going down?"

    "Wait one."

    "Rog." Murdock  sounded  tense.  He  must  have  just  encountered

another Iranian guard.

    Damn, how  many troops  had  boarded the  plutonium ship  off  the

Hormuz? Half, at least,  must be asleep below  decks, probably in  the

new quarters constructed for Yuduki Maru's security contingent. Others

were on watch throughout the  vessel's interior. And there were  still

the original Japanese terrorists to  consider. MacKenzie added up  the

likely numbers and arrived at a figure of between forty and fifty  bad

guys ... not very good odds.

    Still, the SEAL squad  had the advantage  of surprise, and  they'd

already whittled  down the  enemy strength  somewhat. In  Vietnam,  he

knew, it had been commonly claimed  that five or ten SEALs could  take

on as many as two  hundred enemy troops and  expect to win, thanks  to

surprise, superior training, and superior technology.

    He didn't savor  challenging those  kinds of  odds here,  however.

Vietnam had been a different kind of war, with room for the SEAL teams

to pick  and  choose their  ambush  sites, their  battles,  and  their

targets. Here, the SEALs were at a distinct disadvantage, hemmed in by

the narrow confines of the ship.

    And in  Vietnam,  they  hadn't  been worried  about  two  tons  of

plutonium stored below decks either.

    He glanced up, as though he could see through the overhead to  the

bridge wing thirty feet above his head. If someone could get to  those

machine guns, they might be able to command the deck below.

    "Mac, Six.  Looks  like  we've  stepped  into  a  nest  of  them."

Murdock's voice in his headset was so  low Mac had to strain to  catch

the words. There was a pause, and MacKenzie could almost hear the  new

lieutenant measuring the odds. "Okay,  guys. This thing's too big  not

to give it a damned  good try. Mac, you and  your people get below  to

the engine room. Rest of you with me."

    "Roger that. Moving."  MacKenzie gestured to  Higgins and  started

aft.

    A sound, footsteps on steel, made him look up. An Iranian  soldier

was on the ladder eight feet above him, clattering carelessly down the

steps. The  man  wore a  helmet  and carried  an  AKM slung  over  his

shoulder. He was watching his own feet, but before he'd taken  another

step, he glanced up and his eyes locked with MacKenzie's.

    The Texan was already in motion, bringing up his HK, triggering  a

single, sound-suppressed shot that punched brutally into the Iranian's

jaw and up through  his brain. The man's  boots flew out from  beneath

him and he pitched back against the ladder, his helmet hitting a  step

with the clang of something heavy and metallic striking steel.

    2319 hours (Zulu +3) Freighter Yuduki Maru

    Tetsuo Kurebayashi stood atop one of the low deckhouses on  Yuduki

Maru's weather deck, striving to regain  the peace he'd felt with  the

universe in the days  before the Iranians had  come aboard. The  stars

were the same, including  the Milky Way, though  their full glory  was

masked by a  layer of broken  clouds slowly moving  in from the  east.

Still, he felt uneasy, about the mission, about the Eikyuni Shinananai

Tori's new allies, even knowing that this reinforcement by the Iranian

troops had been planned a full year ago, as Operation Yoake had  first

begun to take shape in Tehran and in the training camps in Syria.

    The Iranians were barbarians, all of them, stinking with sweat and

filth and the sharp spices in their food, distracted constantly by the

demands of their  religion, careless  in their  manners and  courtesy.

Their leader, a colonel in  their Pasdaran outfit named Sayyed  Hamid,

was a member of one  of Iran's most powerful  families, and he was  no

better than the rest, a great pig  of a man who cared nothing for  the

Ohtori or  its goals,  who  treated Kurebayashi  and his  brothers  as

hirelings, as mercenaries, useful  now so long as  they stayed out  of

the way.

    He didn't like the Iranians, and he wondered why Isamu Takeda, the

Ohtori leader who'd conceived and engineered Yoake-Go from the group's

base in Syria, had deigned to work with them at all. Other nations  in

that same part of the  world would have paid  any price for the  cargo

riding beneath the Yuduki Maru's deck.

    Kurebayashi heard a  sound, a  loud, metallic  clang. Curious,  he

turned, staring aft  across the freighter's  tanker-like foredeck  and

the Iranians lying asleep  or squatting in  small groups. He  couldn't

see any--No! There! On  a ladder on the  ship's starboard side,  close

against the superstructure, one shadow grabbed another and dragged  it

down. For a shock-frozen instant,  Kurebayashi wasn't sure of  exactly

what had happened, but as he played it back in his head, he was pretty

sure he'd seen an Iranian  soldier sprawling back against the  ladder,

and another figure dressed in black grabbing him. Commandos! It  could

be nothing else.

    "Abunai!" he screamed in warning. Then he realized that not one in

twenty of the Iranians aboard spoke a word of Japanese, so he snatched

up his AKM, aimed it across the deck at the shadows moving next to the

superstructure, and clamped down on the trigger.

    Gunfire, urgent,  insistent,  and painfully  loud,  shattered  the

serenity of the night.

    2319 hours (Zulu +3) Weather deck Freighter Yuduki Maru

    Bullets sparked and shrieked off  the steel plating of the  ship's

superstructure as  MacKenzie, Garcia,  and  Higgins dropped  to  their

bellies. Mac could  see the flicker  of the muzzle  flash against  the

darkness  blanketing  the   ship's  forward  deck,   could  hear   the

characteristic flat crack  of an  AK on  full-auto. On  the well  deck

between MacKenzie  and the  gunman, Iranian  troops were  stirring,  a

hornet's nest awakened by the sudden, savage volley. "Hammer Six!" Mac

called. "This is One! It's going down!"

    "Rog. I copy. Charlie Mike."

    Charlie Mike continue mission. Another burst of automatic  gunfire

screamed off the  ladder four  feet above  MacKenzie's head.  Levering

himself up over the Iranian soldier's corpse, he aimed at the wink  of

the muzzle flash and triggered three quick bursts. The range was  long

for a subgun, even for an HK. The hostile fire ceased, however, though

there was no  way to tell  whether the  enemy gunman had  been hit  or

simply driven to cover.

    "Let's move out," he snapped. Higgins and Garcia backed away  from

the  ladder,   then   vanished  through   an   open  door   into   the

superstructure.

    Gunfire barked  from the  freighter's  forward deck,  as  Iranians

yelled at one another in urgent Farsi. MacKenzie switched to full-auto

and loosed  a  long,  sweeping  burst, a  pointed  invitation  to  the

hostiles to keep their heads down. Then he followed the others.

    Inside the  door, a  companionway  led down  and aft,  toward  the

Yuduki Maru's engine room.

    2320 hours (Zulu +3) Bridge access Freighter Yuduki Maru

    Murdock was already  on an  interior ladder leading  from the  0-2

deck to  the 0-3  deck,  with Yuduki  Maru's  bridge just  ahead.  The

chatter and crackle of automatic  weapons fire was muffled inside  the

ship's  superstructure,  but  still   audible.  Murdock  signaled   to

Ellsworth, Brown, and Roselli. Follow me!

    The door leading to the bridge  was closed and unguarded. With  no

information on what was going on inside, Murdock silently signaled the

others, having them take up positions on either side of the  entryway.

Reaching  into  one  of  his  combat  vest  pouches,  he  extracted  a

flash-bang, grasped the arming pin, and nodded to Roselli.

    The SEAL chief  tried the lever  on the door,  which swung  inward

easily at  his  touch. Murdock  yanked  the flash-bang's  cotter  pin,

flipped off  the arming  lever,  and tossed  the grenade  through  the

opening.

    An intense pulse of light, a rattling string of eight  thunderclap

detonations assaulted the  senses as  the flash-bang went  off on  the

bridge. Roselli was through  the door while  the bulkheads were  still

ringing from the final  blast, entering left to  right with his HK  at

the ready.

    Murdock was immediately behind him, entering right to left.  Smoke

from the  expended  flash-bang  wreathed  the  compartment.  A  shadow

against the  smoke resolved  itself into  an Iranian  soldier  leaning

against a line  of printers, his  hands over his  eyes, blood  running

from one ear. Murdock fired, a single round fired from chest-high that

snapped through the man's throat, then punched a neat hole through the

glass of the large bridge window  at his back. Murdock fired again  as

the soldier collapsed, then swung to the right, weapon all the way  up

to his  shoulder  now.  A  second Iranian,  rising  from  one  of  the

track-mounted, sliding bridge chairs, staggered as a triplet of rounds

from Roselli's HK  slammed him out  of the chair  and into the  bridge

console, arms flailing before  he slumped to the  deck in a  spreading

pool of blood. A Japanese seaman was kneeling behind the ship's  wheel

at the  main  control console,  head  turned  to look  back  over  his

shoulder, his  nose  bloodied and  his  dark eyes  wide  with  terror.

Murdock  had   just  dismissed   the   man  as   unarmed--a   probable

hostage--when another  Japanese  merchant  sailor  leaped  behind  the

seaman, crouched, threw an arm around  the man's throat, and held  the

muzzle of a SIG-Sauer P-220 automatic pistol against the man's skull.

    "Tomare! Atoe sare!"

    There  was  no  time  for  negotiations.  Clearly,  the   Japanese

terrorist was unacquainted with  SEAL marksmanship, a skill  practiced

constantly  with  a  variety  of  weapons  and  from  every   position

imaginable. More than enough of the terrorist's head was visible as he

sheltered behind the hostage's body; Murdock shifted the aim of his HK

slightly and  squeezed  the trigger.  The  side of  the  tango's  head

exploded in a  fine spray of  blood and bone;  the P-220 dropped  from

nerveless fingers and the terrorist  slumped to the deck. The  hostage

let out a piercing scream and covered his eyes.

    Movement behind the  glass of  the door leading  to the  starboard

bridge wing  caught Murdock's  attention.  Firing above  the  kneeling

helmsman's head,  he  put  three  rounds through  the  glass  and  was

rewarded by  the  sight of  an  Iranian twisting  away,  then  falling

against the outside  of the  door, leaving a  smear of  scarlet as  he

slumped below the bullet-holed  window. Murdock heard the  hard-voiced

snap of sound-suppressed shots at  his back. Ellsworth had just  fired

through the port wing  door from his position  at the entrance to  the

bridge, taking out the Iranian posted there.

    Brown, coming in behind Roselli,  had reached the bridge  entrance

to the communications shack. "Clear!" he yelled.

    "Clear!" Roselli barked, standing astride the second dead Iranian.

    "Clear!" Ellsworth called from the open door.

    Murdock nudged the body of the first man he'd shot. The eyes  were

open, staring  sightlessly at  the overhead.  "Clear! Roselli!  Brown!

Take the wings!"

    Glass shattered in the forward bridge windows, and bullets  whined

and thudded among the overhead  piping and wire conduits. Iranians  on

the forward deck could see the SEALs on the well-lit bridge easily and

were firing at them as they rushed aft.

    Then the machine gun mounted on  the starboard wing of the  bridge

opened up,  a long,  raucous yammer  shockingly loud  after the  harsh

whisperings of  the  sound-suppressed  HKs.  Brown  was  wielding  the

weapon, a Type 62 GPMG on a pintel mount, sweeping the muzzle back and

forth in broad arcs that lashed the forward deck with screaming  lead.

An instant later, Roselli opened up with the port machine gun, and the

Iranians on the deck found themselves in a devastating, plunging cross

fire. The  wild shooting  from the  deck ceased,  as a  dozen  Iranian

soldiers scrambled for cover behind  piles of wood, coiled cable,  and

any other cover they could find.

    Murdock knelt beside the  terrified Japanese helmsman. "You  speak

English?"

    The man blinked at him, uncomprehending. "Utsu na! Utsu na!"

    "Great," Murdock told him. "You're  going to be all right,  fella.

Stay down."

    The merchant sailor might  not have understood  the words, but  he

seemed to understand Murdock's tone and  gestures. He lay flat on  the

deck. Murdock stepped behind him and, stooping down, dropped his  knee

into the small of  the man's back, then  grabbed his wrists. From  the

deck, the helmsman  barked something, surprise  mingled with hurt  and

anger in his voice,  but Murdock swiftly  secured the hostage's  hands

behind his back with  a strip of white  plastic that could be  removed

only with scissors or  a knife. Each SEAL  carried twenty-four of  the

disposable handcuffs  in a  vest pouch;  standard operating  procedure

required them to cuff  every non-SEAL they  didn't kill. The  helmsman

was almost  certainly a  legitimate crew  member of  the Yuduki  Maru,

forced to  steer the  ship by  his captors,  but the  short and  sharp

encounter with the tango holding a pistol to the guy's head could have

been a charade,  a way of  planting one terrorist  at least among  the

SEALS. Besides, with his hands tied,  the guy was less likely to  jump

up at an inopportune moment and run into someone's line of fire.

    "Sorry,  fella,"  Murdock  said  gently,  patting  the   hostage's

shoulder and rising.  "Until we  can check your  driver's license,  we

can't risk having you run loose."

    Gunfire banged from the  deck, was answered  by a full-auto  salvo

from the starboard bridge wing.

    "I don't  know,  Lieutenant,"  Ellsworth said.  "Seems  to  me  we

weren't supposed to  run into  a fucking  army on  this tub."  Another

burst of gunfire from the deck punctuated his comment. Four more holes

appeared in one of the slanted bridge windows, centered in small halos

of crazed glass.

    "You  know   what  they   say  about   Naval  Intelligence,   Doc.

Contradiction in  terms." He  switched  to the  Pentagon's  frequency.

"Foreman, Foreman, this is Hammer Alfa."

    Outside the bridge, gunfire flared and cracked in the night.

    2321 hours (1521 hours Zulu  -5) Joint Special Operations  Command

Center The Pentagon

    "What is it?" Congressman Murdock said. "What's going on?"

    None of the others with him  in the room replied immediately.  The

atmosphere was charged with  tension, and to  make matters worse,  the

magic camera-in-the-sky pictures were gone  now, the images lost  when

the satellite transmitting  them had slipped  below the horizon  three

minutes earlier.  Murdock had  only a  hazy idea  of how  such  things

worked, but  a staffer  had patiently  explained to  him that  morning

that, while satellites could  to a certain  extent be repositioned  in

their orbits, those orbits were  nonetheless dictated by certain  laws

of physics  that  not even  Congress  could rewrite.  Once  the  KH-12

satellite transmitting those scenes had passed over the horizon at 318

P. m.  Washington time,  there  would be  an eleven-minute  gap  until

329--when the only information coming to the Pentagon from the  events

unfolding  aboard  the  Yuduki  Maru  would  be  the  voice  channels,

monitored by an AWACS E-3A Sentry aircraft circling well to the  north

and relayed by communication satellite to Washington.

    "Damn it," Congressman Murdock said again. "Someone tell me what's

happening!"

    General Bradley looked at him, and the corner of his mouth  pulled

back in a hard, quick,  and humorless half smile. "Apparently,  Hormuz

was able to rendezvous with the Yuduki Maru sometime earlier today."

    "Worst-case scenario,"  Mason  added. "There  are  Iranian  troops

aboard that freighter. According to Hammer Bravo, it might be as  many

as forty men."

    "Oh, God. Are we going to have to abort?"

    "We'd rather not, Congressman," Admiral Bainbridge said, his voice

cold. "We've gone to a hell of a lot of trouble to get our people onto

those ships. Let's give them a chance, shall we?"

    Though the air  in the  climate-controlled room  was cool,  almost

chilly, Murdock found that he was sweating.

    2323 hours (Zulu +3) Bridge Freighter Yuduki Maru

    Bending over low to stay out of the line of fire, Murdock moved to

the main bridge  console, studying  the array  of computer  terminals,

instruments, and consoles.

    The bridge arrangement  of modern merchant  ships had become  more

and more complex over the past decade, until they resembled  something

out of a science-fiction movie, but Murdock had been carefully briefed

on the control systems  layout of Yuduki Maru's  main console. At  the

extreme right  of  the main  panel,  next to  a  machinery  monitoring

station,  was  a   terminal  and  display   screen,  the   freighter's

cargo-monitoring console. He checked to  see that the display was  on,

entered some  memorized commands  on the  keyboard, then  studied  the

glowing display of characters and graphics that filled the screen.

    The characters were Japanese ideographs, but he'd been shown  what

to look for on the graphics, and what he saw was immensely reassuring.

Yuduki Maru's cargo, stored  in holds one and  two, was still  secure.

Radiation levels in the hold were normal. there was no indication that

the automated wash-down foam had been triggered, and all of the  cargo

hold seals were listed as intact. Apparently, no one had even tried to

enter the  cargo  holds,  and  that lifted  an  enormous  weight  from

Murdock's shoulders.  One of  several worst-case  scenarios  discussed

back at Little Creek was the possibility that the terrorists had mined

or booby-trapped the cargo.

    If they  hadn't  been into  the  cargo hold,  they  couldn't  have

tampered with the plutonium.

    But Murdock  was taking  no  chances. Still  working by  rote,  he

entered another  string  of  keyboard commands,  and  watched  as  the

characters on the  screen shifted  from Kanji  characters to  English.

With the  United States  insisting on  a say  in the  security of  the

plutonium, the freighter's computer security had been programmed  with

both Japanese and  English access, and  the SEALs had  been given  the

appropriate codes before the mission. He  waited as a new screen  came

up, then began typing in a series of memorized commands.

    After another  pause, the  results of  his work  flashed onto  the

screen and he nodded  his satisfaction. The  plutonium holds were  now

under an emergency lock-down.  Only a password  that Murdock had  just

typed into the  security system--Jaybird--would allow  access. If  the

SEAL squad was  wiped out  in the next  few moments  and the  Iranians

regained control of the bridge, they  would be unable to get past  the

security overrides. Eventually, they might be able to break the  code,

bypass the security lock-down, or cut their way in through the weather

deck and rifle  the cargo by  brute force, but  all of those  attempts

would take both time and special  equipment not available out here  in

the middle of the Indian  Ocean. "Lieutenant?" Ellsworth said. He  was

crouched by the door at the back of the bridge through which the SEALs

had burst moments before. "I think we're about to have company."

    "On my way." He  switched off the  computer monitor, then  hurried

across the deck to where Doc was waiting.

    Now everything was up to MacKenzie down in the engineering room.

    2324 hours (Zulu +3) Engine room access Freighter Yuduki Maru

    MacKenzie had led Garcia and Higgins down two levels, to what on a

Navy vessel would have been called the third deck, somewhere close  to

the freighter's waterline. The passageway  led fore and aft;  forward,

according to the deck plans and  model the SEALs had studied, lay  the

cargo holds that--please  God! --should be  locked and secured.  That,

however, was  the Lieutenant's  responsibility.  Three men  could  not

secure Yuduki Maru's cargo, but Murdock  ought to be able to check  it

and lock it down from the bridge.

    Instead, Mac led the way aft, toward the freighter's engine  room.

Somewhere ahead, a steel door clanged open. A moment later, a Japanese

merchant sailor appeared, wearing shorts and a white T-shirt,  running

blindly down the passageway. An instant  later he caught sight of  the

SEALS, of their black faces, menacing garb, and weapons, and he nearly

collided with a bulkhead trying to stop.

    "Tomare!" Higgins called. "Halt!" Several of the SEALs were fluent

in more  than one  other language,  but he  was the  only one  in  the

platoon who spoke Japanese. The seaman took a step back.

    "Chikayore!" Higgins snapped. "Come forward." Reluctantly, the man

complied.

    In seconds, they  had the seaman  on his face,  his wrists  cuffed

with plastic ties behind his  back, his ankles tied together.  Higgins

spoke to him, his voice coaxing. The hostage answered back,  gesturing

back down the passageway with his head and with rolling eyes.  "What's

he say, Prof?"

    "Okay, he says he's just a  member of the crew," Higgins  replied.

"Says there's always a couple of Iranians on guard in the engine room.

He also says something's got 'em pretty well stirred up right now.  He

decided to git while the gittin' was good."

    MacKenzie nodded curtly. "Let's put 'em down then."

    Leaving the seaman lying in  the passageway, the SEALs headed  for

the engine room. The door was closed but unlocked, opening to Garcia's

push.

    Inside,  a  railed   platform  overlooked  the   engine  room,   a

claustrophobic compartment  filled  with  monstrous  shapes  reduction

gears,  condensers,  generators,  and  massive  steam  turbines   like

green-painted prehistoric monsters  embedded in  the ribbed,  gleaming

steel decks.

    An Iranian soldier shouted warning as MacKenzie burst through  the

open door. The SEAL chief triggered a short burst from his HK and  the

man went down, his AKM clattering  off one of the engine housings  and

onto the deck. Another soldier lunged for cover, shouting something in

Farsi. Garcia leaned into  the railing and fired  once ... twice.  The

Iranian clawed  at his  back, then  dropped to  the deck.  For a  long

moment, MacKenzie held his position, swinging his HK's muzzle left and

right, searching for further movement. Nothing.

    "Secure the door," MacKenzie told Garcia. "Prof, you're with me."

    A steep  metal ladder  led  from the  platform  down to  the  main

engineering deck. MacKenzie,  his HK strapped  to his combat  harness,

grabbed the railings and  rode them twelve feet  to the steel  grating

below. The engine room throbbed with the pulse of confined power,  and

in the distance aft,  connecting with the turbines,  he could see  the

ponderous revolutions  of the  reduction gears  turning Yuduki  Maru's

paired propeller shafts.

    Mac and Prof carried out a lightning inspection of the engineering

deck, checking the bodies and searching for tangos missed during their

entry. They  found no  more  terrorists, but  they did  discover  four

terrified Japanese crewmen hiding behind a massive generator mounting.

MacKenzie covered them while  Higgins tied their  wrists, led them  to

the forward end  of the  compartment, where  he tied  their ankles  as

well, and then began questioning them.

    "Shit, Mac," Higgins said, joining him again after a few  moments.

"These people all say there's forty  or fifty bad guys on board!  Some

Japanese tangos, plus a shitload of Iranians!"

    "I was beginning to get that idea." MacKenzie looked forward, past

the humming hulks of the freighter's turbines. There were three  doors

in the forward bulkhead, two high up  and to either side, and a  third

in the middle and on the  same level as the engineering deck,  leading

forward to the  boiler room. Garcia  was still on  the starboard  side

platform, guarding the  door and  watching over the  engine room.  The

four civilians, tied hand and foot, lay on the deck next to the boiler

room door.

    Tactically, the SEALs simply could not now continue the mission as

originally planned. Though  SEALs liked  to boast of  a ten-to-one  or

better kill ratio in combat, there was no way, realistically, that the

seven of them could  face an unknown but  very large force of  heavily

armed Iranians--now thoroughly aroused and hostile Iranians--and  win.

Despite the popular fictional image of SEALs as Rainboesque  commandos

who routinely  took on  impossible odds,  the Teams  were not  suicide

squads and they  did not  attempt hopeless  missions. Their  training,

their experience, and their hard-won skills were too valuable to throw

away in  empty, heroic  gestures. "Hammer  Six," he  called. "This  is

One."

    "One, Six. Copy."

    "Echo Romeo  secure. But  Skipper, it's  not gonna  be secure  for

long. I've got some locals here  who tell me we've just stepped  smack

in the cow patty big time."

    "Roger that." There was a moment's hesitation, and MacKenzie could

almost hear the wheels turning as Murdock considered his next order.

    "Okay, Chief," Murdock's voice said. "Set for Kneecap, but do  not

initiate. Do you copy?"

    "Roger. Set Kneecap, do not initiate."

    "Keep me posted."

    "Rog."

    Kneecap was the code word for  one of the SEAL team's  contingency

plans, a  last-ditch,  we've-got-to-get-out-of-Dodge measure  to  keep

Yuduki Maru's cargo  out of  Iranian hands. Two  satchel charges,  one

apiece for each of the  freighter's propeller shafts, would be  enough

to disable the Yuduki  Maru, leaving her dead  in the water. A  second

assault would then be  mounted, as soon as  additional SEAL or  Marine

forces could be mustered.

    A final, more drastic option  remained if Kneecap didn't work.  If

worst  came  to  worst,  the  team  could  execute  Headshot,  blowing

precisely placed holes in the freighter's sides and sending her to the

bottom. In theory,  specialized submarine recovery  vehicles would  be

able to salvage  the freighter's  cargo before  seawater corroded  the

cylinders containing  the plutonium,  contaminating the  local  waters

with radioactivity.

    That was definitely a last-ditch option, however. No one wanted to

risk breaching  or  scattering  the  containment  cylinders,  for  the

scenario describing the  spread of  radioactive contamination  through

ocean currents from the  Seychelles to Cape Town  was too dreadful  to

easily contemplate.

    "Prof!" he called. "It's  Kneecap! You take  the port shaft.  I'll

take the starboard."

    Yuduki Maru's two  propeller shafts ran  from the reduction  gears

connecting them with the turbines, vanishing through watertight  seals

and bearings  into the  shaft alleys  in the  aft hull.  An  explosive

charge positioned  over the  shaft bearings  would break  or bend  the

propeller shafts, rendering them  useless, irreparable anywhere  short

of a major dry-dock overhaul.

    MacKenzie reached into one of his waterproof satchels, pulling out

a cable-cutting charge, a U-shaped pouch containing a half kilo of C-6

plastic explosive,  multiple  detonators,  and  an  electronic  firing

trigger with a keypad for entering  any time, in seconds, from one  to

9,999.

    He was  halfway  to the  shaft  bearing when  the  Iranians  burst

through the engine room's port-side entryway.

    "Cover!" Garcia shouted from his perch on the starboard side.  His

HK spat flame, striking  sparks and shrill pings  from the open  door,

then slashing into the first Iranian soldier in line and toppling  him

over the platform railing and onto a generator housing below. The next

Iranian got off  one brief,  wild burst  from his  AK before  Garcia's

enfilade fire  sent him  tumbling  in a  bloody  heap down  the  steel

ladder. A  confused  babble  of Farsi,  shouted  orders  and  queries,

sounded from the passageway beyond.

    MacKenzie dove  for cover,  crouching behind  a massive  reduction

gear housing alongside one  of the throbbing  turbines. "Six, this  is

One! It's going down now. Hard!"

    "Copy, One. What's your sit?"

    MacKenzie  could  hear  the  hammer  of  a  heavy  weapon  in  the

background as Murdock spoke. "Not  good! Not good!" MacKenzie  shouted

over the tactical  channel. "We  need backup,  and we  need it  fast!"

Another burst  of AK  fire sang  through the  engine room.  Sooner  or

later, overwhelming Iranian forces would  root them out of here,  with

gunfire, grenades, or gas.

    And then it would be all over.

    MacKenzie dropped an  empty magazine,  then slapped  home a  fresh

one. A single burst of AK fire snapped from the door, wild again,  the

rounds shrieking  off steel.  He  guessed, judging  by the  yells  and

shouting voices outside, that  the Iranians must  be getting ready  to

try a rush.

    The original plan to blow  Yuduki Maru's propeller shafts was  out

now. It would take minutes to plant the charges ... and the SEALs  now

had only seconds. What the hell was going on up on the bridge?

    2326 hours (Zulu +3) Bridge Freighter Yuduki Maru

    "I hear 'em on the ladder," Ellsworth said. "They're coming up the

companionway."

    "Flash-bangs," Murdock  said,  reaching  for his  combat  vest  as

Ellsworth nodded  and did  the  same. The  metallic thumpings  on  the

stairway behind  the  bridge were  louder  now, punctuated  by  shrill

voices. The two SEALs yanked the pins on their stun grenades,  paused,

then tossed them in perfect arcs through the bridge door and into  the

square pit of the companionway outside.

    Seconds later, the darkened corridors lit with pulsing flashes  of

dazzling  light  reflected  from  white-painted  bulkheads,  and   the

ear-hammering blasts of  multiple concussions. When  his ears  stopped

ringing, Murdock  could hear  the  low groans  and cries  of  stunned,

wounded men.

    "Together," he  told  Doc, and  together  they broke  from  cover,

racing to the companionway and  thrusting their HKs over the  railing.

Two decks  down, and  scattered  halfway up  the  steps, a  tangle  of

khaki-clad bodies  was writhing  in the  uncertain illumination  of  a

fallen emergency  lantern, Iranian  troops, the  blood streaming  from

noses, mouths, and ears  looking garishly black  in the yellow  light.

Murdock flicked his selector switch to semi-auto and began  triggering

round after aimed round into the  helpless targets. Doc joined in  the

slaughter until, seconds later, there was no more movement.

    "Stay here," he told Ellsworth. "Yell if any more come."

    "Will do, Skipper."

    Murdock ducked back onto the bridge, ducking again as more bullets

slammed through  the  shattered  bridge windows,  tunneling  into  the

overhead soundproofing, spilling more shards of glass across the  deck

of the bridge. He crouched in the shelter of the console, as the  Type

62 machine guns thundered from both wings.

    Clearly, Operation  Sun  Hammer  had gone  badly  sour.  The  four

Americans on the  bridge had  stopped the Iranian  thrust through  the

superstructure, and they had the  Iranians on the forward deck  pinned

down for the moment, but others would be on their way soon, and  there

simply weren't  enough SEALs  aboard to  neutralize the  entire  enemy

force.

    He switched  channels on  his tactical  radio. "Foreman,  Foreman,

this is Hammer One. Do you copy?"

    Somewhere to the north, the  orbiting E-3A Sentry aircraft  picked

up his words, passing them along  to the anxiously waiting men in  the

bowels of the Pentagon.

    "Hammer One, Foreman copies" came the reply a moment later.

    "Sheet metal," Murdock  said, using the  code phrase meaning  that

Hammer had just tried driving a nail into steel instead of soft wood.

    For a long moment, Murdock heard only static. Outside, the gunfire

had died down,  but he could  still hear the  Iranians calling to  one

another in the darkness.

    He had just told the mission  directors back in the Pentagon  that

the mission, as originally planned,  could not be completed, and  what

he was waiting to hear now was the code phrase "Alfa Bravo," the order

to abort.

    But what, he  wondered, should  he do  if he  heard Charlie  Mike,

ordering him to continue? Long before sunup, he and his men would  all

be dead or prisoners, and  beyond executing Kneecap, they wouldn't  be

able to accomplish a damned thing.

    Shit. If they ordered the SEALs  to stay, there was a damned  good

possibility that  he  was  going  to  develop  serious  communications

problems. He was supposed to have operational control on site, not the

REMFs in Washington, but that wouldn't  count for much if he ended  up

disobeying a direct order. Come on! Come on!

    2328 hours (1528 hours Zulu  -5) joint Special Operations  Command

Center The Pentagon

    "Damn it," General Bradley said, chewing at his cigar. "They can't

just jump ship! We'll  have video back in  another minute. They  can't

pull out now!"

    To Congressman Murdock,  it sounded  as though  Bradley were  more

concerned about not  being able to  see what was  going on ...  almost

like a child told that he couldn't watch his favorite cartoon.

    "Doesn't sound like we have  much choice, General," Captain  Mason

replied. He gestured at the main  viewing screen, which showed a  test

pattern at the moment.  "Murdock is our  man on the  scene. He has  to

make the call, one way or the other. And we have to back him."

    There, it had  been said.  His son was  in charge  of Sun  Hammer.

Congressman Murdock closed his eyes, riding out a tremor of fear  that

rippled up his spine. "In any case," Bainbridge said, "we have to give

them our answer. Now."

    Captain Granger laughed. "You gentlemen realize that there's not a

lot we can do  to enforce whatever  order we give  them? It really  is

their call."

    "Tell them Alfa Bravo," Bainbridge  said. His eyes glittered  like

ice in the phosphor light from the test pattern on the screen.

    Mason picked up a telephone and began speaking into it rapidly.

    As he was talking, another telephone on a console near the  screen

buzzed, and Carter picked it up. "Yeah ... uh-huh." There was a pause.

"Okay. We're  ready." He  kept the  receiver in  his hand,  as he  had

before. "KH-twelve-five is coming over  the horizon now," he told  the

others. "They're  putting  the feed  through  from NPIC  now."  Carter

pronounced the acronym "en-pick," a  word that stood for the  National

Photographic Interpretation Center, a joint CIA-NSA department located

in Washington, D.C., that carried the responsibility for receiving and

distributing all military satellite imagery.

    The test pattern flickered out  and was replaced by a  slow-moving

emptiness of  rugged,  black  ripple  patterns.  It  took  Congressman

Murdock a moment to recognize what he was looking at as the surface of

the ocean. Under the control of  unseen hands at some distant  control

center, the view slewed abruptly to  one side, focusing once again  on

the Yuduki Maru. The angle was different this time, flatter, and  from

farther off. It was moving more quickly too, which meant, Murdock  had

been told, that the satellite shooting this was traveling in a  lower,

faster orbit.

    Again, the Yuduki Maru was illuminated in soft-glowing greens  and

whites, an oblique view that picked out the flashes of gunfire on  her

long, forward deck in sharp pinpricks  of light. It seemed strange  to

see the shots flickering in absolute silence.

    "That's it," Bradley  said, pointing. "A  firefight. God, how  are

they going to get out of that?"

    "What about  the other  group?" Murdock  asked. "The  ones on  the

Hormuz?"

    "Normally," Mason said, "they  would have been  the backup to  the

strike on the  plutonium ship.  But they  have their  hands full  with

their own  prisoners.  The helos  are  still inbound.  Another  thirty

minutes before they arrive at least." He shook his head. "I don't  see

that Hammer One has a choice. They have to get out."

    "If," Bainbridge said quietly, "the Iranians let them."

    2329 hours (Zulu +3) Bridge Freighter Yuduki Maru

    "Hammer One, Foreman. Alfa Bravo. Repeat, Alfa Bravo. Confirm."

    "Foreman, Hammer  One  confirms  Alfa  Bravo,  Alfa  Bravo.  Out."

Murdock cut the channel. "That's it, people!" he yelled to the  others

on the bridge. "We're outa here!" Switching to the tactical frequency,

he patched through to MacKenzie  again. "Hammer One-one, this is  Six.

One-one, Six! Get  out of  there, Mac! We've  got an  abort and  we're

going over the side!"

    2329 hours (Zulu +3) Engine room Freighter Yuduki Maru

    "Roger that,  Six. One  copies."  MacKenzie signaled  Higgins  and

Garcia with a vigorous  pumping of his fist.  "Right, boys and  girls!

Time to get out of Dodge!"

    Damn. With  the Iranians  pressing them,  they'd not  had time  or

opportunity to  plant  the charges  that  would cripple  the  Japanese

freighter. Still, he might manage to  salvage a portion of Kneecap  at

least. Murdock  hadn't given  any orders  about that  one way  or  the

other, or even asked how far along they were planting their charges.

    That left things pretty  much up to  MacKenzie. Rising from  cover

behind a reduction gear housing, he loosed a long, full-auto burst  at

the open door, forcing the Iranian troops at the port-side doorway  to

duck for cover. Higgins took  the opportunity afforded by  MacKenzie's

covering fire to bolt  for the starboard-side  ladder and scramble  up

the rungs to where Garcia  was crouched astride the watertight  door's

combing.

    "Cover me!" MacKenzie shouted.

    From his perch on the railed, overhead platform, Higgins responded

with a  three-round  burst  that  sparked and  sang  off  the  doorway

opposite his position. MacKenzie pulled  out the timer on his  satchel

charge, stabbed the numeral nine twice, punched the start button, then

tucked the  canvas  bag  into  the pistoning  motion  of  a  starboard

reduction gear housing. He now had about a minute and a half.

    "Moving!" he yelled, and with the word he was racing down a narrow

passage between the hulking mountains of painted steel.

    At the base of the ladder, he paused long enough to stoop next  to

the four Japanese enginemen who were still lying facedown on the  deck

next to the aft bulkhead. Swiftly, he used his diver's knife to  slice

through the plastic restraints on  their wrists. Pointing fiercely  at

the center door, he shouted one  of his few words of Japanese  "Isoge!

Hurry!"

    The crewmen needed no  further encouragement. Scrambling to  their

feet, they dove  for the  passageway leading to  Yuduki Maru's  boiler

room. Lying flat on the deck, they probably would have been safe  from

the detonation of half a kilo of plastic explosives, but bits of metal

and  broken  machinery  would  make  a  devastating  shrapnel.  Worse,

MacKenzie had no  idea what the  Iranians might do  to their  hostages

when they found them tied  up and abandoned by  the Navy SEALS, but  a

distinct possibility would  be a  mindless venting of  their anger  on

helpless, trussed-up civilians. This way, at least, they would have  a

chance.

    "God damn it, Mac," Garcia yelled from overhead. "Move your ass!"

    MacKenzie swarmed up the engine-room ladder, joining the other two

SEALS. By his watch, only seconds remained of the minute and a half on

the timer.

    "Go!" he snapped. "Go! Go!"

    After dogging  the  watertight  door shut,  they  raced  down  the

passageway outside, retracing their steps. They were ten feet from the

door when  a  loud  crack  echoed off  steel  bulkheads  behind  them,

accompanied by the metallic clang of hurtling fragments. Instantly  he

felt  a  strange  new  sensation,  an  uncomfortable,  uneven  shudder

transmitted through the deck plating.

    "Feels like you rigged up the works real good, Mac," Garcia said.

    "Yeah, but we  only knocked out  one screw." They  stopped in  the

passageway next  to  the  Japanese  crewman  they'd  caught  and  tied

earlier. As  Garcia and  MacKenzie  watched the  corridor  approaches,

Higgins cut the man free, speaking quietly to him in Japanese.

    MacKenzie opened his  tactical channel. "Hammer  Six, Hammer  Six!

This is One."

    "Six. Go ahead."

    "Okay, Lieutenant. The bad guys are back in Echo Romeo, in  force.

We managed half a Kneecap before we split."

    "Copy that, Mac. How badly is she hurt?"

    "Can't say for sure, Lieutenant. But my guess is her port shaft is

bent to hell."

    "Rog. I can  feel the cavitation  up here. Okay,  Mac. Good  work.

Make your  way  topside for  EE.  Hold  the boarding  zone  for  three

minutes. If we're not there by then, you're on your own."

    EE--Escape and Evasion.  MacKenzie scowled at  that sour  thought.

The mission had gone bad, a  real clusterfuck. They would have to  run

...

    "Yessir. Copy that." He glanced  back at Higgins, who was  helping

the Japanese crewman to his feet. "Uh, Lieutenant? We have one of  the

hostages here."

    "Good," Murdock's voice replied. "Bring him along if you can."

    "That's what  I was  thinking." Questioning  the Japanese  crewman

could reveal useful details about  Yuduki Maru's hijackers and  might,

possibly, give them a second shot at the freighter.

    "Let's get  the hell  out  of here,"  he  growled at  the  others.

Together, they started up another ladder toward the main deck.

    2331 hours (Zulu +3) Bridge Freighter Yuduki Maru

    Murdock looked at  the terrified Japanese  crewman still lying  on

the deck,  hands bound  behind him  and his  back dusted  with  broken

glass. Blood streaked  his forehead where  he'd been cut  by a  flying

shard.  Murdock  didn't  want  the  SEAL  force  burdened  by  rescued

hostages, but he also doubted  that the terrorists or Iranians  aboard

would be lenient with  anyone who had helped  the U.S. intruders.  Mac

had one hostage already. Good enough. He would bring another.

    "Doc!" he snapped. "You help this guy. We're taking him with us."

    Ellsworth snicked a fresh magazine into his HK. "Aye, Skipper."

    Roselli and Brown joined them a moment later. "Port MG is  spiked,

Skipper," Roselli told him. "I yanked  the operating rod and the  bolt

and chucked 'em over the side."

    "Same on the starboard wing," Magic added.

    "Okay,  gentlemen."   Murdock  took   a  last   look  around   the

glass-littered, blood-splattered bridge.  Was he forgetting  anything?

"Let's get the hell out of here."

    2332 hours (Zulu +3) Freighter Yuduki Maru

    Tetsuo Kurebayashi poked  his head above  the deck hatch,  staring

aft toward the ship's superstructure. It was difficult to see much; it

was dark  and most  of  the superstructure  lights had  been  smashed,

including the lights on the bridge.

    In fact, the bridge looked empty, the large, out-slanting  windows

eye-socket-empty and lifeless. The machine guns to either side, on the

wings, were silent as well. Had the American commandos been killed?

    Kurebayashi was too  much the  professional to  assume that.  More

likely, the attackers had withdrawn.

    But what had  they come  here to  accomplish in  the first  place?

Kurebayashi had assumed their intent was to recapture the Yuduki Maru,

but they'd  seized  the bridge  and,  according to  the  wild  reports

brought to him by the Iranians, other parts of the ship as well,  then

simply abandoned them.

    Where had they gone ... and why?

    Cautiously, Kurebayashi rose, half expecting a sniper's shot  from

some darkened section  of the  bridge to slam  him down,  but no  shot

came. "Tsuite koi!"  he called  to the  men crouched  in the  darkness

around him. "Follow me!" When no  one responded, he shifted to one  of

his fragments of badly accented Farsi. "Akabeh man biaweed!"

    He started forward, his  AKM thrusting ahead  as he moved.  Often,

he'd been taught at the training camps in Syria and Libya, heroism  in

battle consisted of nothing more than keeping your wits about you when

it counted  and in  acting when  others about  you were  reacting.  At

first, none of  the Pasdaran hiding  in the shadows  moved, but as  he

continued his  lone march  toward  the Yuduki  Maru's  superstructure,

others, first singly, then in small groups, began following.  "Isoge!"

he snapped,  lapsing  back into  Japanese  as  he broke  into  a  run.

"Hurry!"

    2333 hours (Zulu +3) Port-side catwalk Freighter Yuduki Maru

    The rescued hostage  was less  than eager to  maintain the  SEALs'

rapid pace, and twice Murdock had to tell Ellsworth to snap it up,  to

make the  man hurry.  He'd sent  Magic  Brown on  ahead to  flush  any

would-be  ambushers,  and  ordered  Roselli  to  bring  up  the  rear,

protecting their flanks from the Iranian and terrorist gunmen sure  to

be close on their heels. He stayed with Doc and the prisoner,  pushing

aft along the  open walkway between  Yuduki Maru's superstructure  and

the side of the ship.

    When Brown  reached  the fantail,  Murdock  gestured Doc  and  the

hostage on, then doubled  back to join  Roselli. "Anything?" he  asked

the lanky SEAL.

    "They're on our tail, Lieutenant," Roselli replied. "At least  ten

of 'em."

    "Let's discourage them until the others get away."

    "A pleasure." Crouched against the superstructure, Roselli  raised

his HK, aiming into the darkness forward. Murdock stood behind, aiming

over the other SEAL's head. Shadows moved against the darkness.

    "Now!" Murdock  rasped, and  he squeezed  the trigger,  loosing  a

hissing, full-auto burst at the half-glimpsed attackers. A shrill  cry

wailed from the forward deck. Gunfire barked and flashed in reply, and

a bullet howled off  steel a foot above  Murdock's head. "Shit,  we're

gonna get murdered here!" Roselli said.

    "Just so they don't murder our guys in the water. Keep firing!"

    He spent the last of his magazine, dropped the empty, and  slapped

in a new one, his  last full mag. Thirty rounds  ... and then he'd  be

down to pistol and knife. He threw the selector switch to semi-auto.

    A scream  echoed  from astern.  Looking  back over  his  shoulder,

Murdock glimpsed one of the  Japanese hostages flying through the  air

and into the phosphorescent glow  of the ship's wake. Apparently,  Doc

had been forced to  convince the guy to  abandon ship; a black  shadow

followed the crewman--Doc--in a perfect dive twenty feet into the  sea

below.

    "Skipper!" Brown's voice sounded in his earphone. "We're in!"

    "Our side's  wet too,"  MacKenzie added.  "You guys  want to  stay

aboard and play with your new friends by yourselves?"

    "Cast off!" Murdock replied. "Razor and me're right behind you!

    He snapped off several quick shots against targets felt more  than

seen. Murdock could almost feel the irresistible tug of the sea.  From

the beginning, SEAL  training emphasizes  that the sea  is the  SEAL's

home, his advantage, his  place of refuge, the  place to go where  the

enemy cannot follow. "Okay, Razor," he called. "Over the side!"

    "Right, Skipper! I'm--shit!" The  deck lurched beneath their  feet

before Razor  could finish  the reply,  and a  dull, two-part  ba-BOOM

thundered in the night astern of the Yuduki Maru. Turning and  staring

aft, Murdock could just make out  something like a vast wall of  white

spray, a geyser made dimly luminous by the faint luminosity of the sea

itself, rising against the night.

    "What in Jesus' name was that?" Roselli asked, his voice betraying

his awe. "Offhand," Murdock said, "I'd say it's that Iranian Kilo."

    A second explosion thundered out  of the darkness, accompanying  a

second towering geyser.

    "Mat'll hold our  playmates' attention for  a bit," Murdock  said.

"Let's go!"

    Together, they took  three swift, running  steps across the  deck,

catapulted over the railing, and dove head-first into the sea.

    Monday, 23 May

    1345 hours (Zulu -5) NAVSPECWARGRU-Two Briefing Room Little Creek,

Virginia

    "Once the order  was given  to abort Sun  Hammer," Captain  Coburn

said, addressing the other officers in the room from the podium at the

head of the table,  "our people returned to  their boats in the  water

and cut loose  from the  freighter. Lieutenant  Murdock reported  some

shots fired  from the  ship's  deck, but  that the  hostiles  probably

couldn't see much,  if anything, on  the dark water.  Both CRRCs  drew

away from the Yuduki Maru, lowered a sonar transponder into the water,

and awaited pickup by the attack sub Santa Fe."

    Captain Paul Mason shifted  uncomfortably against the hard  wooden

seat of his chair. His back was hurting badly already, and the session

had just begun.

    Most of  the senior  officers in  the NAVSPECWARGRU-Two  community

were present for the briefing, along with Brian Hadley--the CIA  spook

from the National  Security Council--and Kerrigan  and his  MIDEASTFOR

staff. Kerrigan, Mason thought, would be sure to take the  opportunity

to scold the SEAL command for its failure yesterday, but it was  clear

that the SEALs  were going  to have  a further  part to  play in  this

drama. Otherwise, Kerrigan would never have bothered calling them  all

together again to keep them up to speed on events in the Indian Ocean.

    "At approximately  the  same  time," Coburn  continued,  "at  2335

hours, the Iranian attack sub Islamic Revolution was destroyed by  two

wire-guided torpedoes launched some four minutes earlier by the U.S.S.

Newport News. Our  attack subs in  the area had  detected the  Islamic

Revolution closing  on  the  Yuduki  Maru. It  is  possible  that  the

Iranians detected our  operation, possibly  by picking  up the  noises

made by our  SEALs while they  were in the  water." Coburn glanced  up

from his podium notes at Admiral  Kerrigan. "The decision to sink  the

Islamic Revolution was made when the Newport News picked up the sounds

of her outer torpedo doors  opening, presumably in preparation for  an

attack against  the Yuduki  Maru. The  attack was  authorized by  Vice

Admiral Winston, CO-MIDEASTFOR, in Naples, after consultation with the

National Security Council and the Joint Chiefs.

    "As for SEAL Seven,  the Hormuz Assault  Team remained aboard  the

Iranian oiler until relieved  by U.S. Marines  flown in by  helicopter

off the U.S.S. Nassau. They returned by helo to the Nassau, where they

are now. The Yuduki Maru Assault Team transferred to a Navy helicopter

from the deck of the Santa Fe early this morning and were flown to the

Nassau. With them were those two  Japanese crewmen, who were flown  to

the  Nassau,  where  they  could  be  immediately  debriefed  by   our

intelligence people.

    "So our current force disposition has all of our SEALs back aboard

the Nassau, with II MEF. Their  current position is some ninety  miles

off Ras  Asir--that's the  northeastern tip  of Somalia,  the Horn  of

Africa. The  Hormuz and  her crew  are under  Marine control  and  are

heading north  toward  Socotra at  nine  knots. The  Yuduki  Maru,  of

course, remains in Iranian hands." He glanced at the faces of the  men

around the room, then nodded to Admiral Kerrigan. "Admiral?"

    Kerrigan smiled as he took his place at the briefing room  podium.

He looked, Mason thought, like the  proverbial cat that had eaten  the

proverbial  canary,  fat,  sleek,  and  contemptuously  pleased   with

himself. SEAL Seven's failure yesterday had  let him score big in  his

campaign against Navy Special Warfare.

    "Gentlemen," the  Norfolk  staff  CO  for  MIDEASTFOR  said.  "The

President has informed  us through the  National Security Council  and

the Joint  Chiefs that  the  United States  will act  immediately  and

unilaterally to resolve the current crisis in the Indian Ocean. He has

directed General Vonnegut  of II MEF  to prepare a  plan for a  Marine

amphibious operation in order to seize the Yuduki Maru and restore her

cargo to Japan  before, ah,  hostile radical forces  can off-load  it.

This operation, code-named Deadly Weapon, will utilize the full assets

of 11 MEF,  which, as Captain  Coburn has just  told us, is  currently

positioned off the Horn of Africa.

    "The failure of the  Navy SEAL Team deployed  to seize the  Yuduki

Maru demonstrates, I think, the  necessity of relying on  conventional

military forces  in  situations  bearing  such  serious  international

consequences as the hijacking of two-ton cargoes of plutonium."

    Right, Mason thought, a little bitterly. And it was the SEALs  who

bought you the time to mount your amphibious operation. The guess  now

is that the Yuduki Maru won't reach port in Iran before next Saturday.

    "As  of   zero-nine-hundred   hours  our   time   this   morning,"

MIDEASTFOR's liaison  continued,  "Yuduki  Maru  was  maintaining  her

original course at a reduced speed of about ten knots. She crossed the

equator last night and is now  eleven thousand kilometers due east  of

Mogadishu. Her destination still appears to be the Gulf.

    "Iran has not yet made any public announcement about any of  this.

She has not admitted to the loss of one of her submarines, nor has she

made any statement yet about the capture of the Hormuz. One notion  we

are still  investigating  is  the possibility  that  the  Yuduki  Maru

hijacking was carried out by an as yet unnamed dissident group  within

the Iranian military.

    "One further  disturbing  development  has been  detected  by  our

satellites. Five hours ago,  well before dawn in  the Persian Gulf,  a

large  flotilla  left  Bandar  Abbas,  heading  south.  This  flotilla

consists of one guided-missile destroyer, the Damavand, two  frigates,

Alborz and Sahand, and four  Combattante II-class patrol boats.  Since

this represents a considerable fraction  of iran's total naval  force,

we can only assume that Tehran is taking current events in the  Indian

Ocean very seriously indeed. What we  do not yet know is whether  this

flotilla has been deployed  to support the Yuduki  Maru, or to  combat

the dissident forces that have hijacked her. From our perspective,  it

doesn't really matter which.  It is the  NSC's consensus that  neither

Iran nor an Iranian splinter group  can be permitted access to  Yuduki

Maru's cargo.

    "In any case, the crewmen brought back by the SEALs may be able to

shed new light on the situation. At this point in the proceedings, I'd

like to turn the  podium over to Mr.  Hadley, who has some  additional

intelligence for us. Mr. Hadley?"

    The CIA  man took  Kerrigan's  place at  the podium.  "Thank  you,

Admiral. I have little to add at this point, except for an interesting

development  that  was  telexed  back  to  Langley  from  intelligence

officers aboard the U.S.S. Nassau.

    "It turns  out  that one  of  the Japanese  crewmen  retrieved  by

Lieutenant  Murdock's  people  is,  in  fact,  one  of  the   original

terrorists who seized the Yuduki Maru."

    A stir ran through  the listeners in the  room. This was new,  and

unexpected.

    "The man Murdock  rescued from  the freighter's bridge  is who  he

claims to be, Jiro Kurosawa, a merchant marine employee of the company

running the Yuduki Maru.

    "The other man, however, who was intercepted near the  freighter's

engine room by, um, Chief MacKenzie, has been positively identified by

Kurosawa as  one of  the new  merchant seamen  who produced  concealed

weapons last Wednesday and seized the ship.

    "While the  prisoner has  not yet  talked, his  fingerprints  were

faxed to Langley, where they were matched with those of Shigeru Ota, a

low-ranking member, a soldier really, of the Japanese Ohtori."

    "Ohtori?" Kerrigan asked, interrupting. "What the hell's that?"

    "A new and radical offshoot of the old Japanese Red Army. 'Ohtori'

corresponds roughly to the West's 'phoenix."'

    "The fabulous  bird reborn  from its  own ashes,"  Mason said.  He

spoke softly, more  to himself than  to anyone else  in the room,  but

Hadley heard him  and nodded. "Exactly.  The JRA was  one of the  more

extremist terrorist groups of the seventies. They were behind a number

of terrorist incidents but  are probably best  remembered for the  Lod

Airport Massacre  in  Israel in  1972,  where they  killed  twenty-six

people. In the  early eighties  their leader renounced  violence as  a

political weapon, but they  reportedly are still  based in the  Middle

East. Ohtori  may be  a  pro-violence splinter  group with  their  own

agenda."

    "One working with the Iranians?" Admiral Bainbridge asked.

    "Either with the  Iranians, or  with an  Iranian faction,"  Hadley

replied. "The JRA has  reportedly been based in  the Middle East  ever

since the early  seventies, with  training camps in  Libya and  Syria.

Though they've been more  closely associated with  the PFLP and  other

Palestinian groups, it is possible that they've taken up the cause  of

the international Shiite revolution sponsored by Iran." Hadley ran one

hand through his untidy fringe  of white hair. "Whatever their  goals,

we can be certain  that they are inimical  to Western interests.  They

are anti-Israel,  anti-American,  and  in favor  of  overthrowing  the

established order  by  armed  revolution. It  could  be  that  they've

decided to provide some additional arms to the revolution in the guise

of the two tons of plutonium on that ship."

    "What about  the Greenpeace  schooner," Admiral  Bainbridge  asked

him. "What's her name? Beluga."

    "We've not  been  devoting satellite  time  to them,  of  course,"

Hadley told  him. "But  our AWACS  radar surveillance  pinpoints  them

still on Yuduki Maru's tail, about twenty to thirty miles astern."

    "Someone should warn them off,"  Captain Coburn pointed out.  "I'd

hate to see more civilians mixed up in this."

    "Actually, they've been quite useful  so far," Hadley said.  "They

called in the original report  after Shikishima was sunk, and  they've

been filing position reports daily ever since."

    "Sure, but we have satellites to  tell us where the freighter  is.

And these people are  going to draw a  lot of unwanted publicity  onto

our operation."

    "Actually," Hadley said, "while there was some legitimate  concern

over media publicity during Operation Sun Hammer, the Security Council

has decided that Beluga's presence in the area can become an asset."

    "Christ," Mason said. "How?"

    "First off," Hadley replied, "the negative publicity if we move in

and order Beluga out  of there could  generate adverse world  opinion.

Beluga is  registered to  Greenpeace, but  her owner  of record  is  a

German millionaire named Rudi Kohler. He's one of the top eight or ten

people in the Green Party movement, a prominent anti-nuclear  activist

and he's a  big name in  the European  news media. Owns  half a  dozen

major papers  and news  magazines in  Germany, France,  and Italy.  We

barge in and order him out of there, and I guarantee that we're  going

to be  accused  of  censorship,  police-state  tactics,  and  probably

wife-beating as well.

    "On the other  hand, if Kohler  is present when  the U.S.  Marines

seize the Yuduki Maru  and prevent an eco-disaster,  our role in  this

affair will be seen in a positive light."

    "And what happens," Admiral Bainbridge said slowly, "if  something

goes wrong in  front of these  people? If the  terrorists blow up  the

freighter, for  example, and  end up  contaminating half  of the  East

African coast?"

    Hadley gave him a  humorless smile. "In  that event, Admiral,  I'm

afraid all of the public relations in the world won't help. And  we'll

have more to worry about than Rudi Kohler's newspaper syndicate.

    "That's all that  I have at  the moment, if  there are no  further

questions. I will,  of course,  pass on further  developments as  they

become  available."  He  stepped   back  from  the  podium.   "Admiral

Kerrigan?"

    "Thank you, Brian." Kerrigan again changed places with the  Agency

man. "Okay, gentlemen.  I'm sure you're  all eager to  know just  what

part the Navy Special Warfare community is going to play in  Operation

Deadly Weapon."

    Here it comes,  Mason thought.  He had the  distinct feeling  that

Kerrigan was setting up the SEALs as  part of his own power play.  The

way he'd phrased it, "is going to play," suggested that NAVSPECWAR was

now, at last, right where he wanted it.

    "Since SEAL Seven's  Third Platoon is  already aboard the  Nassau,

they will be  temporarily assigned  to II  MEF, under  the command  of

General Vonnegut. They'll be pretty busy for the next few days as they

undergo their  mission  debriefs. I  will  pass the  word  to  Admiral

Winston and General Vonnegut  that they will  be available for  Deadly

Weapon, if  the site  commanders deem  their participation  advisable.

Yes, Admiral?"

    "Ah, Admiral Kerrigan," Bainbridge said. "Wouldn't it be advisable

to deploy additional  Special Warfare  groups to  the region?  Captain

Coburn could have the rest of SEAL Seven in place by-"

    "No, Admiral,  it would  not," Kerrigan  said. "The  Marines  have

their own special recon units, of  course, and I very much doubt  that

your people could add much to the overall force picture. My staff will

advise you of further developments. That is all."

    With a gesture of  his head, he gathered  in his retinue of  aides

and staffers and vanished  from the room. For  several moments, a  low

buzz of conversation rumbled among the SEAL personnel who remained.

    Kerrigan, it  was clear,  had  just scored  the victory  over  the

Special Warfare community that he'd been searching for for years; SEAL

Seven's failure aboard the Yuduki Maru  had given him the leverage  he

needed to all but exclude the SEALs from Deadly Weapon.

    Mason thought  about the  hearings on  the U.S.  Navy SEALs  still

going on  up in  Washington and  wondered how  much weight  Kerrigan's

faction now carried on Capitol Hill.

    The entire future of the SEALs  might have just been settled  once

and for all, and settled with all  of the finality of a door  slamming

shut.

    2310 hours (Zulu +3) U.S.S. Nassau Off Ras Asir, Somalia

    "Hey, Skipper?"

    "Hello, Mac. Whatcha got?"

    Murdock was  standing on  Nassau's port-side  elevator, which  had

been lowered to  the hangar deck  position. At his  back, through  the

cavernous maw opened in Nassau's  sheer, vertical side, lights  glared

from the  overhead  over a  tangle  of helicopters  and  AV-8  Harrier

jump-jets. The aircraft were packed so closely that their order  could

have made sense only to the ship's "Mangler," the officer in charge of

moving aircraft about the interior of the huge amphibious assault ship

and up the elevators to the flight deck above. The sense of chaos  was

heightened by  the men  serving the  machines, and  by the  dozens  of

low-slung "mules," vehicles  that served  as shipboard  jeeps and  tow

trucks, skittering among the shadows.

    It was more  peaceful out here,  Murdock thought, leaning  against

the elevator platform's safety railings beyond the spill of light from

the glaring cavern of Nassau's  interior. Twenty feet above the  dimly

seen froth of  the LHA's wake,  he could  hear the hiss  of the  water

against the  assault ship's  hull, the  powerful throb  of her  screws

astern.

    "I don't  mean to  disturb you,  Lieutenant," MacKenzie  said.  He

sounded hesitant.

    "No problem, Chief. Come on out and enjoy the view."

    The view was spectacular, and  one Murdock never tired of.  Though

the ship itself cut off  half of the sky,  the other half, visible  to

port, was a  glory of stars  undimmed by city  smog or street  lights.

Aft, half a mile astern in Nassau's wake, the running lights of LPD 4,

the U.S.S. Austin, added  red, green, and  white exclamation marks  to

the Milky Way's glowing message.

    "Thanks, Lieutenant," MacKenzie said, walking up and delivering  a

salute that Murdock returned. He  was wearing a chief's khaki  uniform

and flat black-billed cap with  a CPO's anchor-and-USN insignia,  both

acquired at the  ship's store  just that  afternoon. "I  got the  guys

bedded down. Weapons  stripped and  cleaned, gear  stowed. The  ship's

store was able to provide dungarees or khakis for everyone."

    "That's  good."   Murdock  plucked   at   his  own   new   khakis,

distinguished by the railroad ties on the collar, and by the officer's

eagle,  shield,  and  crossed-anchor  insignia  on  the  cap.  "I  was

beginning to think we were going to be running around in our wet suits

for the rest of the cruise."

    Mac looked off into the darkness astern. "Hey, maybe you can  tell

me. Scuttlebutt says one  of those slants we  scooped up was a  tango.

Know anything about that?"

    "Sorry, Chief. They haven't told me a damned thing."

    It was true.  Murdock had  heard the same  stories, spreading  now

among the enlisted men and junior  officers aboard the Nassau, but  no

one  had  been  able  to  confirm  them,  and  when  he'd  asked   the

intelligence officers they'd simply smiled and politely told him  that

their investigations were continuing, and that he would be informed if

there was anything about the rescued men he should know.

    "I get the impression we've been sent to Coventry, Sir."

    "It's possible, Chief. I wouldn't worry about it, though. You  and

the men all  did everything that  was expected of  you, and more."  He

grinned, though  he  didn't  know  whether  MacKenzie  could  see  his

expression in the  poor light.  "If anyone gets  the axe  for the  Sun

Hammer screw-up, it'll be me."

    "Screw-up, Sir?"

    "Hell, yeah, screw-up. We didn't get the freighter, did we?"

    "We locked up the  Jap computer and we  fucked up their  starboard

propeller shaft.  That counts  for something,  Sir, don't  it? And  we

brought back those two slants. Even  if neither one's a tango,  that's

bound to give G-2 some pretty solid intel on what's happening on  that

ship."

    "Maybe. But  we failed  to  carry out  our orders,  Chief.  That's

something CO-NAVSPECWARGRU-Two and CO-MIDEASTFOR  don't like to  hear.

Especially with so much riding on it."

    He'd spent most of the past twenty minutes watching the stars  and

the ship's wake and wondering how this was all going to shake out. His

father, conceivably, could use the episode as additional ammunition to

force him  out of  the  SEALS, if  only  because a  congressman's  son

couldn't be permitted  to embarrass his  father; hell, Captain  Coburn

might be under pressure from  half a dozen different directions  right

now, all  urging  him to  dump  Blake  Murdock. Unless  G-2  had  more

questions for him  and the team  tomorrow, he expected  they'd all  be

heading back to CONUS by  sometime tomorrow afternoon. From what  he'd

heard from the  Marine officers  aboard the  Nassau, II  MEF would  be

handling things from here on out.

    "Well, if you ask me, Lieutenant," MacKenzie said, "you did a hell

of a job out there. The guys think so too, all of 'em. I just  thought

you should  know that."  He saluted  again, turned  on his  heel,  and

strode back  onto  Nassau's hangar  deck,  leaving a  stunned  Murdock

saluting empty air.

    MacKenzie's respect, and  the respect  of the other  SEALs of  the

platoon, meant more to him right now than an official commendation and

"well done" from Admiral Bainbridge himself.

    It was time, he decided, to stop thinking about his own future and

make sure his men knew his feelings about them.

    Turning away  from  the night,  he  followed MacKenzie  back  into

Nassau's brightly lit belly.

    Wednesday, 25 May

    1610 hours (Zulu +3)  Motor yacht Beluga  Indian Ocean, 380  miles

southeast of Socotra

    They'd crossed the  equator in  the wee  hours of  the morning  on

Tuesday, some thirty-six hours earlier.  As they kept motoring  north,

sails furled, Jean  had continued  to hammer  at Paul  about what  was

happening, but neither Paul  nor their hosts seemed  to have any  idea

about what was really going on.

    "It must be terrorists," Karl had  said time after time. "It  Must

be terrorists."  But beyond  the mute  and tragic  testimony of  those

bodies adrift  in  the  oil  slick a  week  before,  there'd  been  no

announcement, no  official  word of  any  kind except  for  continuing

stories over the news networks  about Yuduki Maru's mysterious  change

of course. Other news bulletins,  from Madagascar and the  Seychelles,

had reassured Beluga's crew that it was indeed the plutonium ship they

were still tracking on their radar,  but the only solid reporting  had

been what they themselves had called in.

    And Jean  knew just  how  thin that  information really  was.  For

several days  now,  Paul,  Rudi,  and  Karl  had  been  arguing  among

themselves about  whether  or not  to  take  Beluga in  close  to  the

Japanese freighter  in order  to  give her  a visual  inspection  and,

possibly, hail her crew.  Paul and Karl were  afraid that if the  ship

had been hijacked,  they would  be putting  Beluga and  all aboard  at

risk.  One  burst  of  machine-gun  fire,  and  the  yacht  would   be

transformed into a sinking wreck, with everyone aboard her dead.  Rudi

continued to argue that  terrorists wanted nothing  more than a  forum

where they  could air  their political  grievances and  who better  to

provide such  a forum  than Rudi  Kohler? Although  Rudi was  Beluga's

master, however, he'd held back from simply deciding to take them  in.

Jean thought that, despite his reporter's zeal, he too was  frightened

of what they'd stumbled into.

    The women,  for  the  most  part, kept  out  of  it,  though  they

speculated  among  themselves   endlessly.  The  sunbathing   sessions

continued, though for short  periods only and never  in the middle  of

the day. In  late May,  the sun  this close  to the  equator could  be

ferocious.

    Terrorists. Jean wanted  nothing to  do with  terrorists. She  was

still certain that she'd heard gunfire on Monday night, and the memory

haunted her.  Rudi  insisted that  she  couldn't possibly  have  heard

anything across thirty  miles of  open ocean.  She'd heard  something,

though, just before  midnight, a  low, dull,  double boom  out of  the

north that might have  been thunder ... except  that the sky had  been

perfectly clear.

    The final decision  had been  to get  closer, but  not too  close.

According to the latest news reports--overflights by aircraft  bearing

the world's top  news personalities  were now  daily, almost  constant

events--Yuduki Maru had suffered  some kind of  damage to her  engines

and was limping along now at about ten knots. During the night, Beluga

had easily closed some  of the distance between  the two vessels,  and

the Yuduki Maru was  now periodically visible as  a dark speck on  the

northern horizon. According to Viktor,  they were less than ten  miles

away.

    "Jean!" Helga waved to her from the beach blanket she was  sharing

with Gertrude on Beluga's sun deck. "Jean, come join us!"

    Waving back, she climbed the short ladder to the sun deck. She was

wearing bikini briefs and nothing else; somehow, during these past few

days, she'd lost the shyness that had tormented her through the  first

couple of weeks of the cruise.

    Was it the  vague sense of  danger focused on  the plutonium  ship

that had  changed her?  Or had  the uncertainty  simply let  her  grow

closer  to  the  others,  until  they  were  more  like  family   than

acquaintances? Dropping cross-legged  onto the towel,  she accepted  a

bottle of sun block from Gertrude and began lathering it on.

    "So what's the word?" Helga wanted to know. "Anything?"

    Jean had just come from Beluga's tiny radio shack, their sole link

to the outside world via the sat-comm antenna atop the mainmast.

    "CNN just broke a story that American commandos tried to board the

plutonium ship the other day and failed," Jean replied. "The  Pentagon

is denying it."

    "What about ...  them?" Gertrude  asked, jerking  a thumb  forward

toward the  distant  freighter. By  now,  everyone aboard  Beluga  was

assuming that the Yuduki Maru had been hijacked by terrorists, but  no

one was  quite  willing  to  speak of  that  possibility  openly.  The

faceless hijackers,  whoever  they  were, remained  "them"  or  "those

people."

    "Nothing," Jean said.  "Though there was  one interesting  related

tidbit. It seems Iran is accusing  the United States of hijacking  one

of its navy ships. An oiler named Hormuz."

    "Ach," Helga said, disgusted. "Who is terrorizing who?"

    "The White House and the Pentagon have both denied the incident."

    "Of course." Gertrude  made a  face. "Militarists!"  She gave  the

word, which meant the same in German as in English, the full,  throaty

force of its German pronunciation, turning it into a swear word. "When

is your  country  going to  learn  that the  Cold  War is  over,  that

militarism is a thing of the past?"

    Jean nodded toward the distant freighter. "Maybe when those people

learn it doesn't pay to use terror as a political weapon."

    "But what could be the point of capturing an Iranian ship?"  Helga

wondered. "Did they get the wrong target, perhaps?"

    Jean shook her head. "I wish I knew. None of it makes much  sense.

She was staring  thoughtfully toward  the north,  where something  was

moving against the ultramarine surface of the sea.

    "Jean?" Helga asked. "What is it?"

    It was a ship ... no ... it was too small and much too fast to  be

a ship. It was bow-on, driving  the white mustache of a sweeping  wake

before it as  it slap-slapped across  the waves toward  the Beluga  at

high speed.  In moments,  however, it  grew  from a  toy to  a  sleek,

shark-lean craft at least twenty feet longer than the Beluga, with the

huge, white sphere of a radar housing perched atop its deckhouse,  and

with  a  single   turret  on   the  foredeck  sporting   a  long   and

wicked-looking cannon.  A  flag  with three  horizontal  bars,  green,

white, and red from top to bottom, fluttered at the masthead--the flag

of revolutionary Iran.

    The women stared at the patrol boat, stunned by the suddenness  of

its appearance. The men remained  motionless as well, all but  Viktor,

who dashed for the companionway going down to Beluga's lower decks. By

the time  he reappeared,  moments later,  a bolt-action  rifle in  his

hands, the Iranian craft  had circled about and  was drawing close  to

Beluga's starboard side.

    Soldiers, heavily  armed and  wearing  khaki uniforms,  lined  the

patrol boat's rail. When  Viktor stepped onto  the afterdeck with  the

rifle, a sharp  burst of  machine gun  fire rattled  from the  craft's

bridge, a warning volley that knocked splinters from Beluga's mainmast

and boom.

    "Her auf damn!" an amplified voice barked from the Iranian  craft.

"Drop the weapon!"

    Reluctantly, Viktor  let  the  rifle  clatter  to  the  afterdeck.

Iranian soldiers were already vaulting  the rail, boarding the  Beluga

both aft and forward in a rush of shouting, gun-waving men.

    Jean screamed as  a soldier  grabbed her shoulder  and shoved  her

roughly toward the well deck aft. "Get your hands off me!"

    She was  answered with  a  stinging slap  across her  back.  "Akab

behraveed!"

    She didn't  understand, but  the meaning  was clear.  She  allowed

herself to be dragged along. The  yacht's entire crew was herded  aft.

Resistance, even verbal protest, was met with savage blows from  fists

or rifle butts. Helga  struggled in the grip  of two soldiers, one  of

whom was clutching at her naked  breasts, and Karl lurched toward  his

wife and her attackers, fists clenched. "Bastard! Nicht doch!"

    A single gunshot barked, propelling Karl forward. Blood splattered

the white paint  of Beluga's  deckhouse as  he crumpled  to the  deck.

"Karl! Nein!" Helga tried to reach her husband, but her captors forced

her into line with the others. Karl scrabbled weakly on the deck for a

few more moments, clutching the wound in his chest, then lay still.

    Jean and the other civilians  all were in shock,  uncomprehending,

automatons shoved this way  and that by the  soldiers. Several of  the

boarders gathered around the women,  leering at them and making  jokes

among themselves. Viktor tried to fight back when someone shoved  him,

and was clubbed to the deck with a blow from a rifle butt.

    The man who'd shot  Karl was tall and  muscular, sporting a  thick

black mustache that hid his mouth. He gestured at all of them with the

automatic handgun in  his fist.  "Kneel! All  of you!"  he snapped  in

English. "Here, in row! Hands on heads!"

    Terrified, the prisoners obeyed as the soldiers prodded them  into

line on  the deck.  Jean  found herself  kneeling between  a  weeping,

desperate Helga and  one of  Beluga's crewmen  as the  black-mustached

man, obviously the Iranians' leader, strode down the line,  inspecting

each of  them in  turn.  With him,  startlingly,  was a  Japanese  man

wearing olive-drab shorts and a short-sleeved floral-print shirt,  and

carrying an assault rifle as though he knew how to use it. A  Japanese

... one of  the plutonium  freighter's crew?  What in  God's name  was

going on here?

    The Iranian commander stopped in front of Gertrude. "American?" he

asked.

    "Nein," she said. "kh bin ein Deutscher." She stopped, licked  her

lips, then tried again  in English. "I am  ... German. My passport  is

in-"

    The dark man cut her off with a sharp gesture, then continued down

the  line.  He  stopped   again  at  Helga,   who  was  still   crying

uncontrollably, but said nothing. Instead, he looked her up and  down,

then turned and stared at Jean.  She began trembling violently as  she

felt his eyes on her, and her legs grew so weak she could hardly  hold

her position. When he smiled at her,  there was no humor in his  eyes.

"You," he said, moving in front of her. "You are certainly American."

    How does he know? she wondered. Jerkily, she nodded.

    Reaching out,  he  lightly  brushed her  bare,  lotion-slick  left

breast with  the  backs of  his  fingers.  She jerked  back  from  the

repulsive touch  and nearly  fell. Several  of the  watching  soldiers

chuckled unpleasantly.

    "You Western  woman really  should learn  modesty," the  commander

said thoughtfully.  His English  was excellent,  though it  carried  a

heavy accent. "By exposing  your bodies in  this shameful manner,  you

disgrace yourselves  and  your  male relatives.  You  also  present  a

considerable temptation for my men,  who tend to regard such  displays

of female flesh as an indication  of your moral character. Or lack  of

it."

    The Japanese civilian  whispered something to  the commander,  who

nodded. Turning suddenly, the  Iranian barked an  order in Farsi.  The

soldiers advanced then,  laughing, grabbing the  women from the  line,

herding them forward toward the yacht's cabins. Rough hands groped and

fondled Jean as  she was  propelled down  the steps,  grabbing at  her

breasts, buttocks, and thighs, tugging at the knots in the strings  of

her bikini  bottom, then  ripping the  scrap of  cloth away  entirely.

Gertrude screamed  as a  laughing Iranian  soldier pranced  about  the

galley, waving  her briefs  as trophy.  Helga's bikini  bottom had  no

ties, and they pinned  her to the  deck while one  of them peeled  the

bottom off her thrashing legs.

    Oh, Christ, they're going  to rape us! she  thought, but then  the

three naked women were  shoved into a cabin  and the door was  slammed

and locked behind them.  The soldiers had  already been here,  rifling

dresser drawers and smashing bottles of whiskey and gin discovered  in

the room's tiny bar.

    Outside, she heard  them shouting  in Farsi and  laughing as  they

went through the Beluga, smashing open  every locked door in a  joyful

quest for loot. The Iranian officer was haranguing the male members of

the crew,  but she  couldn't catch  the words.  Oh, God,  what was  he

saying? What was he going to do to Paul?

    Gertrude lay on the deck, trembling, trying to cover herself  with

her arms as  she sank into  shock. Helga, after  a long moment,  began

stumbling about the cramped room, no  longer crying but with a  glazed

expression fixed  on  her  face  as she  began  picking  up  torn  and

discarded articles of  clothing and  bits of broken  glass. The  room,

Jean realized, had  been the one  occupied by Helga  and her  husband.

"Karl," she mumbled half-aloud, "Karl doesn't like the mess. Poor Karl

..."

    Numb with terror,  battling the  shock that  threatened to  engulf

her, Jean Brandeis sat on the bunk, her eyes fixed on the locked door.

She had no illusions that any of them would be released, not after  an

incident that was  nothing less than  piracy on the  high seas.  There

would be no phone call to the American embassy, no news report to  the

West save, possibly, a curt announcement to the effect that Beluga and

her crew had been lost at sea.

    She wondered how much longer they would be permitted to live,  and

what humiliation they would be forced  to endure in whatever time  was

left.

    1635 hours (Zulu +3)  Motor yacht Beluga  Indian Ocean, 380  miles

southeast of Socotra

    Tetsuo  Kurebayashi  listened  impassively  as  Pasdaran   Colonel

Ruholia Aghasi continued shouting  at the men  kneeling before him  on

the  deck.  Kurebayashi  spoke  English--that  language  was  how   he

communicated with the Iranians who spoke no Nihongo--but the colonel's

words were too rapid for  him to follow more than  a word or two,  and

Aghasi  kept  alternating  between   English  and  German,  of   which

Kurebayashi spoke not a word.

    Unlike Sayyed Hamid, however, that  fat pig of a Pasdaran  colonel

in charge of the Iranians aboard the Yuduki Maru, Aghasi was clearly a

man of keen intelligence, who knew what  he was doing and how best  to

achieve results. Though  he couldn't  understand the  speech, he  knew

what Aghasi was saying, because Kurebayashi had come up with the  idea

and convinced the Iranian leader to try it just hours ago. Aghasi  was

the commander of a contingent of troops just arrived with the  Iranian

naval squadron;  Kurebayashi  had  approached  him,  rather  than  the

unimaginative Hamid, with his idea of seizing the Greenpeace  schooner

that had been dogging Yuduki Maru's wake for the past three weeks.

    The speech  was  having the  desired  effect. Aghasi,  the  Ohtori

leader noted, was playing the game well, waving the confiscated scraps

of the  women's bathing  suits in  front of  the male  prisoners  with

evident relish, gesturing frequently toward the cabin where the  women

had been taken, and at  those of his men  who were lounging about  the

well deck now with weapons very much in evidence. Through threats  and

bullying, the colonel had already gotten two of the prisoners to admit

that two of the women were their wives; the dead man, apparently,  had

been husband to the third. A pity  that he had been the one chosen  by

Heaven to serve as an example to the others ... Still, those two would

be enough.

    Kurebayashi was  a  longtime  student  of  American  tactics.  The

Yankees had already tried a  covert operation, slipping a small  squad

of commandos aboard  the Yuduki  Maru in  an attempt  to surprise  her

captors. That  attempt had  failed ...  though eighteen  of the  forty

Iranian troops aboard had been  killed or seriously wounded, and  poor

Shigeru Ota, one of Kurebayashi's  Ohtori, had vanished in the  fight.

Their next move, he  was certain, would be  either another attempt  to

negotiate or  an  overwhelming  show of  force.  Iranian  sources  had

already reported the gathering of a sizable American naval task  force

south of  the  Arabian peninsula,  between  the Yuduki  Maru  and  her

destination; his guess was that they would try a frontal assault next,

possibly behind the screen of a professional negotiator.

    The Iranians, with  their entire pathetic  little navy, could  not

possibly hope to match  the Americans ship for  ship and gun for  gun.

The little Beluga  and her  activist passengers were  the best  weapon

they could have to meet the Yankees' challenge, to force them to  back

down. All that was needed was some cooperation from the prisoners.

    That part would be easy.  Kurebayashi had studied in America,  two

years at UCLA.  He knew Western  men, and he  knew something of  their

illogical ways of thinking, especially about women and sex. Kohler and

Brandeis, he was sure, would do anything, anything to keep their wives

from being gang-raped and tortured one by one before their eyes. Since

it was Kohler's help they needed most, they would start with the  dead

German's wife, then move on to the American, saving Kohler's wife  for

last. The only real problem was that the process would take time,  and

Kurebayashi very much  doubted that  they had  more than  a few  hours

before the Americans struck.

    But then, it was possible that  the threat alone would be  enough.

He studied  the  prisoners through  narrowed  eyes. Yes  ...  Aghasi's

little speech was definitely having the desired effect. The  American,

Brandeis, was pale  and sweating, on  the verge of  passing out  right

there on  the deck.  Kohler's  eyes were  squeezed  shut, and  he  was

moaning something to himself over and  over in German. These men  were

already broken,  Kurebayashi thought,  clay to  be molded  in any  way

their captors saw fit.

    Aghasi barked  a  question  at  the  American.  Slowly,  a  little

jerkily, the man nodded, his hands  still clasped on top of his  head.

Excellent. They had one  ally, even if he  was an unwilling one.  Then

Kohler agreed too, nodding his  head enthusiastically as tears  rolled

down his cheeks.

    Success ...

    Thursday, 26 May

    1945 hours (Zulu +3) Indian Ocean, seventy miles east of Socotra

    It was  evening, but  the sun  was still  well above  the  western

horizon when  the  first flight  of  four Marine  SuperCobra  gunships

clattered in toward the  Yuduki Maru. They came  in low, skimming  the

waves, approaching out of  the west so  that the enemy's  gunners--and

their heat-seeking anti-air weapons, if they had any--would be blinded

by the sun.  Half a mile  behind the gunships,  three big CH-53  Super

Stallions of the 2nd Marine Aircraft Wing came in at higher  altitude,

each carrying a full load of fifty-five Marine combat troops.

    Captain Ron  Dilmore was  strapped into  the rear  seat of  Pickax

One-three, one of the SuperCobras sliding into attack position west of

the Iranian squadron.  His gunner/copilot,  in the front  seat, was  a

skinny, blond kid from Kansas, Lieutenant Charles Mobely.

    "So what's  it gonna  be," Mobely  was saying  over the  ICS,  the

Cobra's intercom system. "Peace or war?"

    "Aw,  the  Iranies  are  chicken-shit,  Mobe,"  Dilmore   replied.

"They'll take one look at us and-"

    "Pickax One,  Pickax One"  sounded over  Dilmore's helmet  phones.

"This is Rolling Prairie.  Deploy in attack  formation, but hold  your

fire. Repeat, deploy for attack but do not fire."

    Rolling Prairie was the  call sign for  II MEF's Tactical  Command

Team, buried away in'the combat center aboard the Nassau.

    "There they are," Mobely  said. "I got the  freighter and two  ...

no, three warships. Looks like a destroyer has the freighter in tow."

    "I see it, Mobe. Pick your targets. I'm gonna buzz the Maru."

    The SuperCobra held its approach,  now less than fifty feet  above

the water, its rotor blast raising  a wind-lashed fog of spray in  its

wake. Ahead, the Japanese freighter Yuduki Maru was wallowing  forward

in moderate seas, a long length  of heavy towing cable stretched  from

the  fantail  of  the  destroyer   to  the  freighter's  bow   chocks.

Red-white-and-green flags flew from the mastheads of both vessels.

    "Hey, Skipper!" Mobely called. "The Maru's flying an Iranie flag!"

    "I see it,  Mobe." He  put the SuperCobra  into a  gentle turn  to

port, circling the two vessels at  a distance. So far there'd been  no

fire from either ship, though he could see armed men gathered on their

decks. According to Prairie  Fire's mission briefing,  a team of  Navy

SEALs had managed to get on board the freighter and damage one of  its

screws, but had  been forced to  back off. How  many Iranian  soldiers

were aboard? It looked like hundreds,  though he didn't have time  for

an accurate count. Enough, certainly, to  fight off a SEAL squad,  and

enough to make an airborne descent  from helos, if not impossible,  at

least a very bloody business indeed.

    "You getting all this, Mobe?"

    "We're  rolling,  Skipper."   The  gunner/copilot   was  using   a

sophisticated camera mounted in the Cobra's chin turret to record  the

scene.

    Damn. If the Iranians  had raised their own  flag over the  Yuduki

Maru, this could get  real sticky, real fast.  With that Iranian  flag

flying from her truck, the Japanese freighter was now, technically  at

least, Iranian  property, and  the American  rescue mission  could  be

construed as an  invasion. Wryly  wondering what the  brass hats  were

going to make of this one, he opened a channel to Rolling Prairie  and

called in his report.

    The  other   gunships   began   circling  as   well,   while   the

troop-carrying Sea  Stallions  remained  at  a  safe  distance.  After

informing Nassau about the  flags and tow cable,  Dilmore was told  to

keep orbiting the freighter but to take no threatening action.

    No   threatening   action?   Add   the   SuperCobra's   M197,    a

three-barreled, high-speed rotary cannon  protruding from beneath  its

chin, to  the rocket  and minigun  pods and  TOW missiles  slung  from

hardpoints  to  port  and  starboard,  and  you  had  one   definitely

threatening aircraft,  even  when it  was  squatting motionless  on  a

flight deck. Circling its intended  prey like some bristling,  monster

dragonfly, it was bound to make the people on those ships nervous.

    The original plan, code-named Prairie Fire, called for the  Marine

helicopters to rush straight  in, suppress any  hostile fire from  the

freighter, and off-load the troops directly onto Yuduki Maru's forward

deck. It was thought that  the sudden, demoralizing appearance of  the

gunships, coupled with the casualties  the Iranian forces had  already

suffered during the SEAL raid earlier in the week, would be enough  to

force their surrender.

    The raid had been almost ready to go the day before when word  had

been received from  the Pentagon that  the Iranian warships  Damavand,

Sahand, and  Alborz  had  joined  the  plutonium  ship  and  were  now

providing close escort, together with a number of small patrol  craft.

Damavand, a World War II-era British destroyer transferred to Iran  in

the 1970s, now had the Yuduki Maru under tow.

    Delayed for  twenty-four hours  while  options were  reviewed  and

orders rewritten, Prairie Fire had  finally been launched despite  the

new intelligence, but  their mission  profile now called  for them  to

approach cautiously, to report everything they saw, to hold fire until

specifically ordered otherwise. What had begun as a terrorist incident

on the  high  seas  could  rapidly  escalate  into  a  major  military

confrontation between Iran and the United States.

    "Hey, Skipper?" Mobely called over  the ICS. "We've got  something

screwy coming in on channel four."

    "Let's hear  it."  He  flipped  the channel  select  knob  on  his

console.

    "... vessel Beluga! D-do  not attack!" The  voice was ragged  with

excitement, or  more likely,  Dilmore  thought, with  fear.  "American

forces, please, do not attack. This is Rudi Kohler, of the  Greenpeace

vessel Beluga. Soldiers and sailors  of Revolutionary Iran, acting  in

the interest of world peace,  have boarded the freighter Yuduki  Maru,

which was damaged several days ago  in a terrorist incident, and  have

taken her in tow. This is a salvage and rescue operation as  described

under the international laws of the sea. The ... the commander of  the

Iranian forces has asked me,  as a representative of the  organization

Greenpeace International, to act as a neutral observer in this matter,

to report what I see and hear to the world. American forces, please do

not attack."

    "Shit,"  Lieutenant  Dilmore  said,  switching  off.  "A   salvage

operation! Who do they think they're kidding?"

    "Pickax One, Pickax  One, this  is Rolling  Prairie" sounded  over

Dilmore's helmet phones.  "Hold fire,  repeat, hold  fire. This  one's

going up the chain. Confirm, over."

    "Rolling  Prairie,  Pickax  One,"  Dilmore  replied.  "Hold  fire,

roger." He dropped the helo into a shallow bank to starboard.

    "What do you think, Skipper?" Mobely asked. "Was that message  for

real?"

    "Hell, it sounded like he was reading from a prepared statement. I

think the poor bastard had a gun to his head."

    "Yeah. Who's this Kohler guy anyway?"

    "I don't-"

    "Ninety-nine aircraft,  ninety-nine  aircraft"  sounded  over  the

radio, interrupting.

    "Uh-oh," Mobely  said. The  call sign  "ninety-nine aircraft"  was

military shorthand for all aircraft aloft, and a general order to  all

of them probably meant an  abort. "That was a  little too fast for  my

liking."

    "Quiet," Dilmore said. "I want to hear."

    "Ninety-nine aircraft, scrub Prairie  Fire. Repeat, scrub  Prairie

Fire and RTB."

    RTB--Return to Base. The brass was calling off the attack before a

single shot had been fired.

    "Aw, shit!" Mobely  said. "They're letting  the bastards get  away

with fucking murder!"

    "Maybe they  know  something about  it  we don't,"  Dilmore  said.

"Cominright to three-five-oh. Oops. What's that?"

    "What's what?"

    "Sailboat trailing the Iranians, six, maybe eight miles back."

    "Hell, that's probably the Greenpeacers."

    "Rog. Let's have a closer look, okay?"

    "Fine. You explain digressing from the flight plan to the CO  when

we get back."

    "No problems. Hang onto your lunch."

    The Marine  SuperCobra dropped  until its  skids were  practically

skimming the  waves,  angling  south toward  the  two-masted  schooner

motoring northward  with its  sails furled.  Several men  in  civilian

clothes stood  on the  aft deck,  one of  them at  the wheel.  As  the

helicopter circled at a distance, the men waved.

    "That's the Greenpeace bunch?" Mobely asked.

    "That's them. Beluga."

    "They look okay."

    "Yeah. They could also  have a guy with  a machine gun pointed  at

'em, hiding in  that hatchway in  the deck, telling  'em to smile  and

wave."

    "Whatcha want to do?"

    "Shit. We can't land. We can't attack a boat full of hostages,  if

that's what they are. I guess we wave back."

    Circling once  more, the  SuperCobra then  peeled off  toward  the

west, following  the other  helos  of Pickax  back toward  the  U.S.S.

Nassau.

    Prairie Fire was, Dilmore thought, a total bust. The Iranians  had

just pulled a  bit of legal  chicanery that might  let them get  their

hands on the  plutonium, the operation  had the blessing  of some  guy

from Greenpeace, and Uncle Sam was going to come out of this with  egg

on his face ... again.

    Damn. Why couldn't those SEALs have done the job right when they'd

had the chance?

    1215 hours (Zulu -5) NAVSPECWARGRU-Two Briefing Room Little Creek,

Virginia

    "Is the President  aware that it  will be a  hundred times  harder

getting at the Yuduki Maru once it's in a hostile naval base?" Admiral

Bainbridge asked.  "It won't  be a  simple boarding  operation at  sea

anymore. It'll mean a full-scale invasion."

    They were  gathered once  again in  the SEAL  base briefing  room.

Captain Phillip Christopher,  a staff aide  for Admiral Kerrigan,  had

just brought the Special  Warfare Command the  news that Prairie  Fire

had been aborted. After Christopher  had said his piece, Brian  Hadley

had informed  them of  the  decision made  by  the President  and  the

National Security Council to  allow the Iranian  squadron to pass  the

American ships now gathered south of Masirah unmolested.

    "I'm sure the President has been advised of that fact by the Joint

Chiefs," Hadley  replied,  but the  CIA  liaison officer  didn't  look

happy. His once-neat gray  suit was rumpled, and  looking at the  bags

under his eyes, Paul Mason doubted that  the man had had more than  an

hour or two  of sleep in  the past forty-eight.  "For the moment,  the

military community is being asked to narrow its focus, to  concentrate

on  the  Greenpeace  vessel  Beluga,  rather  than  on  the   Japanese

freighter."

    "Just what does  Greenpeace have  to say  about all  of this,  Mr.

Hadley?" Mason asked.

    "They've not released an official statement yet," Hadley  replied.

"Privately, though, people at their European headquarters in  Brussels

have been discussing  the situation  with our  ambassador there.  They

feel that there's  a strong  possibility that their  people are  being

held hostage, that Kohler  was being forced  to make those  statements

against his will.  They do  not believe the  story that  Iran freed  a

hijacked ship any more  than we do, and  they certainly oppose  having

that plutonium diverted to  Bandar Abbas." Hadley  gave a grim  smile.

"Half of Europe  is already panicking  over what might  happen if  the

Iranians decide to use  the plutonium against  their neighbors in  the

Gulf. They wouldn't have to build  a bomb, you know. Plutonium is  the

most deadly poison known to man. Dispersing a few pounds of the  stuff

as dust in the air or sea  could render vast stretches of the  Arabian

Gulf  coast  uninhabitable,  poison   over  half  of  Saudi   Arabia's

fresh-water supply,  even  contaminate  the region's  oil  fields  for

centuries. Iran won't need to build an atomic bomb to become the power

in the region. What we haven't  been able to determine yet is  whether

this thing is being orchestrated from Tehran, or whether it's the work

of a military cabal,  a handful of military  officers seeking a  power

base to overthrow the mullahs."

    "Hell, their four largest warships were protecting the Yuduki Maru

this morning," Admiral Bainbridge pointed out. "If it's a cabal,  it's

a damned big one, one including their whole navy."

    "We can't rule that possibility out," Hadley admitted.

    "Haven't we learned  anything from questioning  the people  aboard

Hormuz?" Captain Coburn asked.

    "Nothing definite," Hadley  said. "Frankly, the  officers and  men

aboard the Hormuz simply don't know that much. Their orders came  from

the Iranian Gulf Fleet Headquarters at Bandar Abbas."

    "Who issued the orders?" Bainbridge asked.

    "An Admiral Seperh Paydarfar," Hadley replied. "The Agency's still

digging for information on  Paydarfar, but he appears  to be a  fairly

loyal senior fleet  naval officer with  good political connections  in

Tehran.  No   evidence  yet   that  he   might  be   involved  in   an

anti-government plot.

    "In any case, we think  our best chance for detailed  intelligence

is going to come from the Beluga."

    "That's a switch," Coburn said.  Several of the other officers  in

the room laughed.

    There was a long, history of,  if not outright animosity, then  at

least hostile wariness between  Greenpeace International and the  U.S.

Navy. Greenpeace  had publicly  attacked  the Navy  on more  than  one

occasion--for  deploying  nuclear  weapons   aboard  its  ships,   for

routinely dumping jet fuel at  sea during carrier landing  operations,

even--and this  one  went  back quite  a  few  years--for  purportedly

training dolphins  to  plant explosives  against  the hulls  of  enemy

ships. For  its  part,  the  Navy tried  to  maintain  a  good  public

relations profile by remaining aloof,  despite what often appeared  to

be a leftist-organized campaign against the Navy's programs. It  never

admitted either way, for instance, whether or not nuclear weapons were

stored aboard any given ship, and used simple "no comment"  statements

to avoid verbal engagements with anti-nuke protestors.

    Leftist or  not, Greenpeace  was  clearly now  being used  by  the

Iranians for reasons of their own, a situation that could not make the

organization  very  happy.  Greenpeace  had  taken  the  lead  in  the

international battle against Japan's  plutonium shipments, and now  it

seemed that the organization was actually giving its blessings to  the

diversion of two  tons of stolen  plutonium to a  nation that was  not

exactly a trustworthy member of the international arena.

    "I imagine the  people at  Greenpeace aren't  exactly happy  about

this," Hadley said. "They stand to lose a very great deal of  prestige

and credibility if the Iranians decide to use that plutonium. Even  if

Tehran just uses  the stuff  to blackmail  its neighbors,  it will  be

remembered that  one of  Greenpeace's European  spokesmen claimed  the

Iranians were just helping out."

    "It's still  possible  the Iranians  are  on the  level,"  Captain

Christopher pointed out.  "The Iranians the  SEALs encountered on  the

freighter last Sunday could have been part of a terrorist faction or a

coup, and the Iranian  force could have  regained control. They  might

still return the freighter and its cargo to the Japanese."

    "Ha!" Bainbridge said  curtly. "If that's  true, why hasn't  there

been an official announcement from  Tehran? Why haven't we heard  from

Yuduki Maru's captain? Hell, they could  have let the Maru go its  way

and taken the bad guys back to  Tehran for a big show trial. No,  this

feels like Iran might  be trying to play  both sides in this.  They're

buying time until  they can get  their real plan,  whatever it is,  in

place."

    "So where does that leave us?" Mason wanted to know.

    "It looks," Hadley said, a grin slowly spreading across his  face,

"as though Captain Coburn's people are going to get another shot."

    "All right!" Captain Coburn  said delightedly, smacking fist  into

palm. "The Yuduki Maru again?"

    Bainbridge scowled. "I thought you said the President was ordering

us to let the Iranians take the freighter into port."

    "He did," Hadley said.  "And we're not  going after the  plutonium

ship. Not yet  anyway. At  least not until  we can  clarify the  exact

political situation. And  to do that,  we're going to  need to take  a

closer look at the Beluga."

    2230 hours  (Zulu  +3  hours) Tactical  Officer's  Briefing  Room,

U.S.S. Nassau Indian Ocean, southwest of Masirah

    "Wait a minute," Murdock said. "Let me get this straight.  They're

letting the bastards pass?"

    Lieutenant Commander  Robert Fowler,  Intelligence Officer  aboard

the LHA Nassau,  fixed Murdock  with an icy  stare. "Yes,  Lieutenant.

That is exactly  what they're doing.  The order was  relayed down  the

chain of command from the President himself."

    "Ah!" Roselli said from the other side of the room. "That explains

it then."

    "Belay that," Murdock snapped.

    The current  U.S. President  was not  popular with  most  military

personnel, partly  because of  various unpopular  social changes  he'd

made in  the  armed forces  since  his inauguration,  but  partly  too

because of his  erratic course  in charting  American foreign  policy.

Nonetheless, he  was  the Commander-in-Chief.  and  American  military

personnel  were  expected  to  keep  their  political  convictions  to

themselves.  High-ranking  military  officers  had  been  broken   for

careless criticism of the President and his Administration.

    More than that,  though, the  country simply could  not afford  to

have a military  that involved itself  in politics. That  path led  to

military  dictatorship,  as  had  been  proven  time  and  time  again

elsewhere throughout the world. "Sorry, sir," Roselli said.

    "If I might be allowed to continue," Fowler went on, "the  Iranian

squadron is continuing on  course toward the  Straits of Hormuz,  with

the Yuduki  Maru in  tow. We  now believe  that they  will escort  the

Japanese ship to their naval base  at Bandar Abbas. The President  has

ordered that they be allowed to pass without interference."

    "Fuck that," MacKenzie said, the vulgarity shockingly loud in  the

silence following  the intelligence  officer's words.  Fowler and  the

SEALs in the compartment all turned and looked at him. "Ah, 'scuse me,

sir," the chief  added. "But  that's just plain  damned screwy!  Those

bastards get into Bandar Abbas, and it's gonna take nothing less  than

a Marine invasion to winkle them out!"

    "That may be," Fowler said coldly.  "Do you really want to be  the

one setting our foreign policy out here, Chief?"

    "Uh, no, sir."

    "Good. Then I  suggest you  keep your  mouth shut  and listen,  or

you'll find yourself bounced back to the States to sit this one out!"

    "Hold on there, Commander," Murdock said suddenly, rising.

    Fowler looked at Murdock, eyebrows  rising. "Huh? What is it  now,

Lieutenant?"

    "Might I have a word with the Commander, sir? In private."

    "Lieutenant, this is hardly the time-"

    "These are  my men,  sir. And  my responsibility.  I  respectfully

suggest that if  you have something  to say to  any of them  involving

order or discipline, you say it through me."

    Fowler locked eyes with Murdock for  a beat. "You're out of  line,

Lieutenant."

    "No, sir. I don't think I am. Would you care to discuss the matter

in private?"

    Fowler stared at him for another  moment, then took a deep  breath

and shook his head. "I really don't have time to discuss this  matter,

Lieutenant. Time is short and I  have other briefings to deliver."  He

turned his gaze on MacKenzie. "Chief, if I was too harsh a moment ago,

forgive me. The past few watches have been long ones."

    MacKenzie grinned. "No problem, sir."

    "Good. As I was  trying to explain,  the political situation  over

here is  highly unstable.  If  we launch  an  outright attack  on  the

Iranian squadron now, while they're claiming to be on an international

rescue mission, well, it won't  matter much whether they're  hijacking

that plutonium or not.  The United States will  be condemned all  over

the world ... for  interfering with that rescue,  for putting our  own

prestige ahead of the lives of people in that region, for  endangering

the coastlines of countries from Saudi  Arabia to South Africa if  the

Yuduki Maru is sunk, for acting like an out-of-control gunslinger when

negotiation might have resolved the situation peaceably. The list goes

on  and  on.  Whatever  you  might  think  about  his  foreign  policy

statements lately, the President doesn't really have any other  choice

on this one. The draft for a formal resolution has been placed  before

the United Nations, but until we  know for sure what's happening  over

there, our hands are pretty well tied."

    Murdock raised his hand.

    "What is it, Lieutenant?"

    "Damn it, sir, we were aboard the plutonium ship. We brought  back

a freed hostage and a prisoner. What more do we need?"

    "Frankly, Lieutenant Murdock, we need a clear picture of what  the

Iranians are  thinking  right  now.  Were  the  Iranians  your  people

encountered aboard  the  Maru  a  revolutionary  faction  allied  with

Japanese terrorists? Or were  they some kind  of special action  group

working with the knowledge and approval  of the mullahs in Tehran?  We

don't know, and until we do, our hands are tied.

    "What we really  need now, Washington  feels, is a  close look  at

what's going on aboard  that Greenpeace yacht,  the Beluga. If  Kohler

and the  others aboard  the  yacht are  telling  the truth,  then  the

Iranians have done our  job for us, taking  the Yuduki Maru back  from

the terrorists who hijacked her."

    "With respect, sir," Roselli said, "that's a load of crap."

    "That may  be,  Chief,"  Fowler said.  "Personally,  and  speaking

strictly off the record, I have to agree with you."

    The man appeared  to have  resigned himself to  comments from  his

audience. He  was not,  Murdock thought,  used to  briefing SEALS,  as

nonconformist and as non-elitist a bunch Murdock had ever known.

    "However," Fowler continued, "the Joint Chiefs have ordered a  new

mission, an intelligence-gathering operation this time. They want  you

guys to go aboard the Beluga and find out just what's going down.  The

operation will be code-named Prairie  Watch. If Kohler and the  others

are not hostages, you are to ascertain that fact and leave,  hopefully

without upsetting the diplomatic apple cart. If, as seems more  likely

from what we know now, the Iranians are holding Kohler and his  guests

prisoner, you'll proceed with a hostage rescue scenario."

    "Yeah!" Magic Brown said. "That's more like it!"

    The other men of Third Platoon sounded excited at the prospect  of

getting another shot. Murdock wasn't sure  that he liked the sound  of

this mission, though.  "What do  we know  about the  target, sir?"  he

asked. "We don't have models or-"

    "The Beluga was built by  Luxuschiff, a luxury yacht  manufacturer

headquartered  in  Hamburg,"  Fowler   said.  "Detailed  deck   plans,

including any modifications Kohler  may have had  made at the  Hamburg

boatyards, are being transmitted to us via satellite. You should  have

them within the hour."

    Murdock glanced at his watch. It was nearly 2300 hours. "And  when

do you need our plans?"

    For the first time that  evening, Fowler smiled. "Lieutenant,  I'm

afraid I'll need a  copy by zero-nine-hundred  hours tomorrow. I  know

that's stretching things tight-"

    "I don't mind a little late-night work, Commander," Murdock  said.

"But when is Prairie Watch supposed to go down?"

    "Tomorrow night," Fowler told him. "Either late Friday evening  or

early Saturday morning. We have to know which way to jump in regard to

the Maru by  Sunday. Judging from  her speed under  tow, she'll  reach

Bandar Abbas sometime around midday on  Sunday. We don't expect to  be

able to move against her before she's in port. But we must take action

before the Iranians have a chance  to remove her cargo. Your  changing

the access  code  on the  Yuduki  Maru's  computer was  a  good  move,

Lieutenant, but once they have the ship  in port, all they need to  do

is cut through the deck  hatches with a shipyard-sized cutting  torch.

I'd guess we're looking at Sunday evening, at the latest."

    "Then we'd better get busy," Murdock  said. "Sir. We don't have  a

hell of a lot of time."

    Friday, 27 May

    2315 hours (Zulu +3) Indian Ocean, 220 miles southeast of Mashirah

    Beneath a black  and overcast  sky, the Marine  CH-46E Sea  Knight

skimmed across a  black sea,  its twin fore-  and aft-rotors  pounding

against the  night.  The  transport  helicopter  was  running  without

lights,  deliberately  flying  low   to  avoid  enemy  search   radar.

Somewhere, a  few  miles  to  the south,  the  Iranian  squadron,  the

hijacked Japanese freighter, and the civilian pleasure craft were  all

making their slow way north at a speed of about eight knots.

    Aboard the Sea Knight, the men  of SEAL Seven's Third Platoon  sat

in armored seats on the red-lit cargo deck, giving their equipment and

each other a thorough final inspection. Of all the means of  insertion

into enemy territory,  Murdock liked helocasting  the least. At  least

with other types of airborne approaches, you got to use a parachute.

    "Three minutes!" the plane's crew  chief yelled, holding up  three

fingers for emphasis. The  Sea Knight's rotors made  so much noise  it

was hard to talk and be understood, and Murdock found it difficult  to

believe the enemy hadn't heard them from the moment they'd lifted  off

from the deck of  the Nassau. Of course,  helicopters from the  Marine

Expeditionary Force had been probing and circling the Iranian  force's

perimeter all day, partly  to push them  into some suitably  revealing

response, but mostly to accustom them to the sound of nearby  American

helicopters.

    Murdock nodded at the crew chief, then looked at each of the SEALs

with him in turn. There were twelve  men in all, with two men  missing

from the  group,  one from  each  squad.  Magic and  Nickle  had  been

detached to  serve as  overmatch snipers  and were  following the  big

CH-46 in a  smaller UH-1  helo trailing  somewhere astern  of the  Sea

Knight.

    All of the men in the CH-46 were outfitted for a combat insertion,

with black  Nomex  flight  suits  and hoods,  fins,  masks  and  SCUBA

rebreathers, and with  assault vests carrying  full assault  loadouts.

Their faces, the only exposed skin  on their bodies, had been  heavily

smeared with black  paint. Their  spirits, Murdock  noted, were  high;

they were all keyed up, but with the grinning, joking intensity of men

prepped for a mission and eager to see it through. Mac had seen to  it

that all of the men had had a good night's sleep. Murdock, DeWitt, and

Mac, though, were all running a  little shy on rack time. They'd  been

up most  of the  night before  drawing up  the op  plans, orders,  and

loadout checklists for  this mission. Both  of them had  caught a  few

hours that  morning, however,  and  right now  the adrenaline  in  his

system had Murdock alert and wide awake.

    The entire platoon had spent  much of that afternoon studying  the

deck-plans of  the  Beluga, until  they  knew every  companionway  and

cupboard, every  compartment and  storage  locker aboard,  until  they

could have run  through the  yacht blindfolded if  necessary. Of  even

more critical importance, they'd spent  hours memorizing the faces  of

everyone known to be aboard of the yacht's owner, Rudi Kohler, and his

wife; of the Schmidts and the American couple, Jean and Paul Brandeis;

and of the four Germans hired by Kohler as Beluga's crew. The goal was

to be  able to  recognize instantly  any of  these people,  under  any

circumstances, from any angle, under any lighting.

    They were ready.

    Murdock locked eyes with MacKenzie  across the Sea Knight's  deck.

The master chief  grinned back  in reply, his  teeth impossibly  white

against his paint-blackened face, and returned a jaunty thumbs-up.  It

was difficult  to  put his  finger  on  it, but  Murdock  sensed  that

something important had changed in his relationship with these men. He

was accepted  now, a  part of  the team.  The change  might have  been

occasioned by something  as simple--and as  complex--as shared  combat

aboard the freighter.

    Carefully, Murdock gave his weapon  a final check. For this  raid,

Gold Squad would be serving as backup, a just-in-case reserve  against

the possibility that Iranians might show up in force, perhaps from one

of those escorting patrol boats, and they were armed accordingly, with

sound-suppressed HK  MP5SD3  subguns and,  just  in case  the  platoon

needed heavy fire  support, an M-60  machine gun and  M-16s with  M203

grenade launchers attached.

    Murdock and Blue Squad, on the other hand, had the primary task of

boarding the yacht  and taking  down the  terrorists, if  any, a  role

known to  SEALs  as  VBSS,  or  Visit,  Board,  Search,  and  Seizure.

Marksmanship aboard a small and wave-tossed sailing vessel could be  a

problem even  for  the  best  shot, and  there  was  the  danger  that

high-velocity rounds that  missed their target  might punch through  a

thin, fiberglass bulkhead and kill a hostage in the next  compartment.

Though all of them  carried HK subguns strapped  to the rear of  their

assault vests  as  secondary  weapons, the  boarding  party's  primary

weapons would be their sound-suppressed  Smith & Wesson Hush  Puppies,

each mounting an under-barrel laser target designator.

    The problem was that the laser sights were relatively delicate and

had to be perfectly  aligned for them  to do any  good. The SEALs  had

checked their  sight alignments  aboard the  Nassau; now  pistols  and

attached laser sights were  cradled in black, foam-padded,  watertight

cases. Murdock  again tested  each of  his sight's  connections,  then

closed up the  case and secured  it to his  assault harness. It  would

have to ride  out a pretty  severe thump and  he didn't want  anything

coming loose along the way.

    "One minute!" the crew chief  yelled, and Murdock signaled to  the

SEALS. Together, they  stood up  and made their  way aft,  as the  Sea

Knight's cargo ramp  whined open. Because  they were helocasting  with

bundles of gear,  they would  be using the  open ramp  instead of  the

small, square  opening known  as the  "hellhole" in  the Sea  Knight's

deck.

    Chief Roselli, first in the stick, helped MacKenzie and Brown drag

the team's bundled  CRRCs to the  ramp, then stood  by, his swim  fins

looped over his arm,  silently counting down the  last few seconds  to

the jump point. The helo was traveling more slowly now; Murdock  could

sense the change in the pitch and speed of the rotors.

    "Ready ..." the crew chief warned. "Your target is now at  bearing

one-seven-four, range ten miles!"

    "One-seven-four, ten miles," Murdock repeated.

    A light at the front of the  cargo deck winked from red to  green,

and the crew chief gestured sharply with his arm. "Go!"

    MacKenzie and Roselli shoved the  first CRRC bundle off the  ramp,

then the second.  Roselli followed  them, racing into  the black  gulf

yawning beyond the open ramp.

    "Go! Go!  Go!" Murdock  called, clapping  Brown on  the  shoulder.

Garcia was  next,  then Higgins,  then  Ellsworth, each  man  slipping

smoothly into  the place  vacated  by the  man  before him,  taking  a

breath, and propelling himself into the night.

    One after the other, each of the eleven SEALs went down the  ramp,

until finally  it  was Murdock's  turn.  The  crew chief  gave  him  a

thumbs-up. "Good  luck, SEAL!"  the man  yelled, and  Murdock  nodded.

Stepping off  the ramp's  end,  he dropped  into space  and  plummeted

toward the sea.

    The Sea  Knight was  now traveling  at a  speed of  less than  ten

knots, at an altitude of about  fifteen feet. The blast from its  twin

rotors raised a  swirling, wet mist  above the surface  of the  water.

Murdock splashed into the sea  and, with practiced efficiency,  donned

and cleared his  mask, slipped on  his swim fins,  and kicked his  way

toward the surface.

    The other SEALs had already unshipped the four CRRCs and were busy

inflating them. Murdock  took his  place in the  first raiding  craft,

giving a hand  to Garcia  and Roselli  in getting  the outboard  motor

mounted.

    It took only minutes to get all four boats inflated, to remove the

SCUBA gear and fins, and to secure their equipment for the next  phase

of the mission. There was a brief delay as the engine on number  three

refused to start, but after several tries, Murdock signaled to the men

to leave it.  A CRRC could  carry seven men,  more if necessary;  they

would make the approach with  all six men of  Gold Squad on one  boat,

with Blue Squad traveling three apiece in the remaining two. Ten miles

... turning a  little east of  due south. With  their engines  purring

softly beneath the overcast night sky, the three CRRCs began traveling

south.

    2356 hours (Zulu  +3) Greenpeace  yacht Beluga  Indian Ocean,  230

miles southeast of Masirah

    Colonel Ruholla Aghasi  leaned against the  light wire railing  of

the schooner, studied the lightless sky for a moment, then produced  a

Turkish cigarette and  lit it. A  few meters away,  an Iranian  marine

stood at  the boat's  wheel,  studying the  compass binnacle  with  an

attentiveness that suggested the colonel's presence made him nervous.

    Aghasi ignored the man, staring  instead at the running lights  of

the Iranian ships  visible on  the horizon.  The Yuduki  Maru and  the

Damavand were currently  about two miles  ahead of the  Beluga and  to

starboard, while the Iranian frigates and patrol boats were  scattered

carelessly about the horizon.

    The sight of so many Iranian warships was reassuring somehow,  and

it took Aghasi a  moment to decide why.  Kurebayashi, the cold  little

Japanese terrorist,  had motored  across to  the Yuduki  Maru  several

hours before, and Aghasi, for his part, was delighted. He believed  in

this mission, believed in  the promise for his  nation resting in  the

Yuduki Maru's vast  cargo holds,  but the  Ohtori commandos  disturbed

him. Aghasi thought of  himself as a moral  man, a devout follower  of

the teachings of the Prophet, and the random, seemingly blind violence

practiced by the members of some of the more extreme terrorist groups,

such as Ohtori, sickened  him. Worse, random  terror, in his  opinion,

was counter-productive.  It  made  enemies of  potential  friends  and

squandered  the  gains  made  for  the  Revolution  by  painting   the

terrorists and their allies as barbarians.

    Ruholla Aghasi  would have  been  a lot  happier if  the  Japanese

weren't involved  in  this mission  at  all. Possessing  two  tons  of

plutonium might indeed elevate Iran  to the heady position of  supreme

military power in Southwest Asia and the Middle East, but the presence

of the  Ohtori--even if  they  had been  necessary  to carry  out  the

initial hijacking--cast a sickly shadow over the entire endeavor.

    A woman's muffled  scream floated  up from  the open  companionway

leading below deck, followed by a man's laugh. He'd been dead  serious

when he'd  lectured the  women  on their  immodest  dress a  few  days

before; none of the  nine soldiers or marines  aboard the Beluga  with

him was used  to the  casual standards of  dress so  often adopted  by

Western women--especially by  rich Western women--and  it was  proving

increasingly difficult keeping his men  under control. His request  to

Colonel Hamid,  that the  women be  removed from  the yacht  and  held

elsewhere, or else put aboard a helicopter and flown to Bandar  Abbas,

had been ignored. There'd been no serious incidents aboard the  Beluga

yet, but that, Aghasi  was convinced, was only  a matter of time.  The

women had served their purpose in providing leverage over the men, and

Aghasi was wondering if they hadn't already outlived their usefulness.

The scream sounded again, louder, more urgent.

    Angrily, he  tossed  his cigarette  over  the side.  "Keep  us  on

course," he told the helmsman, and then he stalked forward. Clattering

down the steps to the lounge and galley, he brushed past five off-duty

troops who traded knowing  grins with one another  as he passed,  then

squeezed  into  the  narrow  passageway  that  led  to  the   Beluga's

staterooms. As he'd expected, several  of his Pasdaran were  clustered

around the open  door to the  cabin where the  women were being  kept;

Corporal Mahmood Fesharaki was holding one of the women, the  American

blond, by her waist, laughing as  she beat at his chest with  flailing

fists. "Mahmood!" he snapped. "Release her!"

    "We weren't doing  anything, Colonel," the  man replied. "We  just

wanted her to dance with us."

    "I said release her!"

    Grinning, the  Iranian corporal  shoved the  woman back  into  the

cabin. Aghasi glanced at the  three female prisoners incuriously.  All

of them were  fully clothed  now, at least  after the  lax fashion  of

Westerners, in long  pants and pullover  shirts, but obviously  either

their clothing was still too revealing, or the men had already made up

their minds  about  their characters.  Their  obvious fear  and  vocal

protests counted for very little.

    "Return to your duties," he ordered.

    "But we are off-duty, Colonel," a private said.

    "Then find something else to do before  I put you on UULY! I  will

not tolerate this lax disregard for discipline and order!"

    Reluctantly, but still grinning and nudging one another, the crowd

began to break up.

    The Beluga gave a sudden lurch to port, and Aghasi braced  himself

against a bulkhead  to keep from  falling. A loud  thump sounded  from

outside, from above deck.

    Suddenly, Aghasi's eyes  widened. Something was  wrong. He  didn't

know what, but he could sense that  all was not right aboard his  tiny

command.

    2358 hours (Zulu  +3) Greenpeace  yacht Beluga  Indian Ocean,  230

miles southeast of Masirah

    They'd encountered  the Iranian  squadron right  on schedule,  and

within moments, using  AN/PVS-7 night-vision  goggles, they'd  spotted

the Beluga some distance  astern of the Yuduki  Maru and closed in  on

her from port and starboard. Since the Iranian ships were traveling at

close to the top  speed of the outboard-driven  CRRCs, the men of  the

SEAL assault team knew that they would have only one shot at this;  if

they missed, there would be  no way to turn  around and catch up  with

their target.

    Boat one, with Murdock, Roselli, and Garcia, closed on the  Beluga

from starboard  and  toward  her  stern;  boat  two,  with  MacKenzie,

Higgins, and Ellsworth, came in from  port up near the bow. The  third

boat, containing  all  of  Gold  Squad,  followed  the  starboard-side

assault team. They would  hook on with Murdock's  team, but not  board

unless they were needed.

    Lying flat across  the bow  of the pitching  rubber boat,  Murdock

studied the target carefully as they drew closer. He could see one man

at the wheel  and two others  on watch, one  beside the helmsman,  the

other on top of  the boat house, leaning  against the foremast.  There

was no way to guess how many more men were below decks; those he could

see were wearing  fatigues, evidently Iranian  army uniforms, and  the

two men on watch carried German-made G-3 assault rifles.

    Roselli, at  the CRRC's  silenced  outboard motor,  corrected  the

rubber boat's  course, gauging  the speed  and direction  of the  much

larger yacht.  There was  no need  for words.  Both the  approach  and

boarding had been  carefully planned earlier  that day, and  rehearsed

time and time again, first  with models, then with areas  representing

Beluga's deck and  compartments chalked out  on Nassau's hangar  deck.

With no wasted motion, with no noise at all save the soft purr of  the

outboard, they veered straight  in toward Beluga's starboard  quarter.

For Murdock, his face scant inches above the slap of the waves, it was

an eerie sensation; he could look  up and see the Iranian soldier  and

helmsman standing  in  Beluga's  well  deck  only  a  few  feet  away,

brilliantly  illuminated  by   his  starlight   optics,  while   they,

obviously, had not yet seen the black-garbed commandos rushing  toward

them out of the night on the breast of a black ocean. Murdock had  his

Smith & Wesson out, the laser  sighting device switched on, warmed  up

and ready. As they closed  to within a few  feet of Beluga's hull,  he

flicked over the switch that engaged the laser and took aim.

    Instantly, a dazzling pinpoint of ruby light appeared on the  side

of the sentry's  head. Riding  out the  up-and-down bump  of the  CRRC

beneath him, Murdock  squeezed the  handgun's trigger  and the  weapon

coughed, a harsh sound masked by the growl of the yacht's own engine.

    In the same moment, a second dot of light winked into existence on

the forehead of  the man at  the helm. Garcia  fired an instant  after

Murdock; both Iranians were dead instantly, and Murdock was clambering

out of the  CRRC and onto  Beluga's well  deck a scant  second or  two

behind the two  bullets. The double  thump-and-clatter of the  falling

bodies, the  metallic crack  of  the G-3  rifle hitting  the  polished

wooden deck, seemed impossibly loud in the near-silence of the  night.

Murdock took two long steps to Beluga's now-untended wheel and grabbed

it before  the yacht  could swing  about into  the wind.  He kept  the

brilliant pinpoint of his Smith &  Wesson's laser playing next to  the

companionway set  into  the  yacht's deckhouse  forward,  holding  his

breath as he waited for alarmed  Iranian soldiers to come boiling  out

onto the deck.

    Nothing. Garcia  came across  the rail,  his pistol  in his  right

hand, a  line  from  the CRRC  clutched  in  his left.  With  a  quick

movement, he secured the boat  by lashing the line  to a cleat. As  he

finished the task, Roselli scrambled up into the yacht at his side.

    Forward, the second  sentry was already  sprawled lifeless by  the

mast, as Mac, Doc, and the Professor came aboard over the bow.

    "Prairie Home," Murdock  whispered into his  microphone, "this  is

Bedsheet. We're aboard and  tucked in." They'd  made it, clearing  the

upper deck of guards in mere seconds, and with no indication that  the

alarm had been given below.

    Awn cheest!" a voice cried from below decks. "Ali! Bepaweed!"

    And then Murdock knew  that his first assessment  had been just  a

little premature.

    Saturday, 28 May

    0001 hours (Zulu  +3) Greenpeace  yacht Beluga  Indian Ocean,  230

miles southeast of Masirah

    "Ali!" Colonel Aghasi called again, and again there was no  answer

from the sergeant on guard  on Beluga's well deck. Thoroughly  alarmed

now, he drew his pistol, a big, black Colt . 45 automatic, and started

toward the deckhouse companionway. "You  men," he snapped at the  five

Pasdaran soldiers in the lounge. "With me, quickly!"

    The soldiers  were  picking  up  their  assault  rifles  when  the

commandos burst into the compartment.

    The first  two  crashed  through  the  aft  companionway,  figures

scarcely human in black garb that completely obscured their  features.

Ruler-straight, needle-slender streaks of ruby light whipped about  in

the semi-darkness of the lounge and galley, and each time they brushed

one of Aghasi's  men there was  a short, ringing  chuff of sound.  One

after another, the Pasdaran infantrymen jerked wildly with a  bullet's

impact, arms and legs flailing as they spun, twisted, or pitched  back

off their feet. There were four left ... then three ... two ...

    A thunderous explosion sounded  from forward, followed closely  by

the stink  of  burnt plastique.  One  of  the men  in  the  passageway

screamed, then collapsed  into the  galley, just  as Corporal  Mahmood

Fesharaki lunged through  the door  into the women's  cabin. Two  more

nightmare apparitions appeared at the  forward end of the  passageway,

dropping down into the yacht through a forward deck hatch blasted away

by an explosive charge.

    Chance spared Aghasi's life; he was lunging forward, the 45 in his

right hand  coming up,  when the  side of  an Iranian  soldier's  head

exploded a meter away  in a fine  mist of blood  and pieces of  skull.

Something--a fragment of bullet or bone--struck Aghasi squarely on the

inside of his wrist with the solid jolt of a hammer blow. His  fingers

went dead as the pain of a splintered bone lanced up his arm, and  the

pistol spun from his hand as though  propelled by a kick. At the  same

instant, Aghasi's face and  torso were painted by  a grisly splash  of

blood and brain. Clutching his shattered  wrist, he went to his  knees

as the last of the Iranian troops in the aft lounge died.

    Then he was smashed  down by a  stunning blow to  the back of  his

head. Blinking up from  the deck, he saw  one of the invaders  looming

over him,  the  night-vision goggles  over  his eyes  giving  him  the

glittering, black-chitin look of some monster insect. The long,  heavy

snout of a silenced automatic pistol swung toward him, and suddenly he

was half blinded by  the other-worldly dazzle of  a laser tracking  up

his face.

    "Don't ... shoot!" Aghasi gasped in English, trying to squint past

the laser's light. "Please! ..."

    "Harakat nakoneed!" the nightmare figure rasped in passable Farsi.

The gaping muzzle of the sound-suppressed pistol, the ruby sparkle  of

the laser sight, did not waver. "Don't move!"

    Gritting his teeth against the pain in his wrist, Aghasi managed a

jerky nod. "Absolutely, sir," he  replied, still in English. "I  would

not dream of moving."

    A woman  screamed  nearby,  and Aghasi  squeezed  his  eyes  shut,

certain that the sound would make the invader kill him anyway. He felt

a hot wetness spreading across his groin and realized with a burst  of

sickened shame that he'd just lost control and emptied his bladder. He

could sense the commando's finger tightening on the pistol's trigger.

    0002 hours (Zulu  +3) Greenpeace  yacht Beluga  Indian Ocean,  230

miles southeast of Masirah

    Murdock, the Smith & Wesson gripped firmly in both hands, held the

red aim-point  of  laser light  centered  squarely on  the  prisoner's

forehead. Garcia  and  Roselli  squeezed past  at  his  back.  "Galley

clear!" Roselli  called. From  the corridor  leading to  the  sleeping

compartments forward, MacKenzie answered with, "Passageway clear!"

    Turning his full attention  to the prisoner  at his feet,  Murdock

revealed his teeth, a terrifying mimicry of a smile, he knew, from his

paint-blackened, insect-eyed face. "Rawst begueed, he growled,  before

shifting to English. "Tell the truth! How many men with you?"

    "Four  and--ah,  fourteen,"  the  man  admitted.  He  was  wearing

olive-drab fatigues, but the  gold device on his  collar was the  rank

insignia for an Iranian Pasdaran colonel.  A lucky catch, if he  could

be made to cooperate. "Fourteen, plus myself! You've already some of-"

    "Mac!" Murdock said,  speaking into the  slender microphone  wired

against his cheek. "We have fifteen tangos aboard total." Reaching  up

with one hand,  he slid  the starlight goggles  up on  his face,  then

glanced about  the  room. "I  have  five  tangos down  here,  and  one

prisoner."

    "Three tangos down here," MacKenzie replied. With three more  dead

on the  upper deck,  that  made the  total  twelve. Which  left  three

unaccounted for.

    He changed  channels on  his Motorola.  "Backup, Backup,  this  is

Bedsheet," he called. "We have three tangos loose."

    0002 hours  (Zulu  +3) UH-1  helicopter  Indian Ocean,  230  miles

southeast of Masirah

    "No sweat," Magic Brown said,  squinting into the eyepiece of  his

night sight.

    "Bedsheet, Backup,  we copy  that,"  Nicholson murmured  into  his

microphone. "Magic's got one of 'em lined up now."

    They were aboard a  UH-1 helicopter off  the Nassau, hovering  150

yards off Beluga's  bow, at  an altitude  of eighty  feet. The  helo's

right door panel  had been slid  back, and the  two men were  crouched

behind an improvised firing platform on the cargo deck. Nicholson  was

serving as spotter with a  hand-held nightscope, while Brown took  aim

through the scope mounted on  his MIAI, a match-quality M-14  upgraded

for use as a SEAL-sniper primary weapon.

    From this almost-stationary vantage point, Magic could see  almost

all of the Beluga's  deck, including the still,  sprawled form of  the

dead guard beside the foremast, and two more in the well deck aft.  He

could see the  three CRRCs, two  empty and tied  alongside, the  third

occupied by Gold Squad and maintaining an overmatch position astern of

the yacht. On Beluga's starboard side, a live man's head and shoulders

were protruding from a porthole. Evidently, he was trying to escape to

the upper deck.  The port  was a tight  fit, but  a determined  wiggle

freed both arms,  and then  he was  hauling himself  through. The  two

airborne SEALs had been watching him intently for several seconds.

    "C'mon, baby," Magic said softly. "Look at Poppa."

    "I don't think  it's a  civvie," Nicholson  said. "Look!  I see  a

weapon."

    "I see it,"  Magic said.  The man  was through,  crouching on  the

wooden deck,  and someone  had  just handed  what  looked like  a  G-3

assault rifle through  the porthole.  Still, it  could be  one of  the

civilian hostages, escaping with a captured rifle from the cabin where

he'd been  held captive.  In the  greens and  grays of  the  starlight

scope, it was difficult to determine  whether or not he was wearing  a

uniform.

    Suddenly he  turned,  his  magnified face  staring  directly  into

Brown's scope, and the SEAL sniper  had a clear look at his  features.

Definitely, he was not one of the civilians whose faces he'd memorized

aboard the Nassau.  Gently, almost lovingly,  Brown caressed his  MI's

trigger. There was a single sharp report, and the upturned face in the

nightscope exploded in  a messy spray.  "Kill," Nicholson said.  "Good

shot, Magic."

    "Yeah, that's one down," Magic said. "Now where're the rest of the

bastards?"

    0002 hours (Zulu  +3) Greenpeace  yacht Beluga  Indian Ocean,  230

miles southeast of Masirah

    MacKenzie snapped off hand signals to Higgins and Ellsworth,  then

to Garcia and  Roselli. You  two, that way!  You two,  over here!  Doc

Ellsworth nodded as he crowded up against the bulkhead, his pistol  in

both hands,  muzzle high.  Luxury yacht  or no,  the Beluga's  central

passageway was  claustrophobic, especially  when  occupied by  half  a

dozen SEALs in full gear, with  weapons and combat loadout vests,  and

movement was made no  easier by the bodies  of three Iranian  soldiers

and their weapons lying on the deck.

    Beluga boasted a number of cabins and staterooms on this deck. The

owner's cabin was a large area forward, but the door was open and  Doc

had pronounced it clear when the bow team had first come in. Four more

cabins were  aligned two  by  two on  either  side of  the  passageway

leading aft to the galley, while a companionway forward dropped to the

next deck down, leading  to a forecastle cubby  for the yacht's  crew,

storage spaces, and a small engine room.

    Two of the  side-by-side cabins on  this deck were  open; one  was

filled with  radio and  computer equipment,  including the  electronic

gear necessary  for  establishing  a  satellite  communications  link.

Another room, empty when the SEALs broke in, had been occupied by  the

Iranians. The last two, opposite  one another, were closed and  locked

from the inside. As MacKenzie  gave silent, hand-sign directions,  Doc

and the Professor took up positions alongside the cabin door to  port,

while Garcia and Roselli took the cabin to starboard. Seconds  before,

Nicholson had radioed the  VBSS team about  the kill outside,  warning

them that  at least  one more  tango probably  occupied the  starboard

cabin.

    Garcia and the Professor were both equipped as assault  breachers,

with  shotguns  instead  of  HKs.  Standing  to  the  sides  of  their

respective doors, they  took aim, then  fired, the twin  booms of  the

shotguns ear-splitting in  the confined space  below decks. The  cabin

doors were lightweight, hollow-core barriers designed for privacy  and

nothing more. One-ounce slugs smashed locking mechanisms and  plywood,

then punched  through  carpeting and  fiberglass  decks as  the  doors

disintegrated into splinters and whirling sheets of wooden paneling.

    On the starboard  side, Roselli  lunged through the  door a  blink

behind the shotgun blast,  his Smith & Wesson  gripped in both  hands,

the aiming laser sweeping across the darkened room like a jewel-bright

rapier. On the far  bulkhead, a porthole had  been opened; an  Iranian

stood there, a G-3 assault rifle aimed at the door.

    The shotgun blast and  the spray of splinters  and wood chips  had

forced him  to turn  his  head, and  he was  a  split second  late  in

firing--fortunately for Roselli, since  the SEAL otherwise would  have

been dead as soon as he burst through the opening. Roselli tracked his

pistol, the  laser  painting an  unsteady  line across  the  Iranian's

chest. In the same, confused instant, one of the two other figures  in

the cabin, a big,  lanky man in a  lightweight safari jacket  suddenly

bolted toward the door.

    Roselli held his fire as the  hostage lurched between him and  the

soldier. The soldier  fired an instant  later, triggering a  full-auto

burst toward the door; the volley  had been aimed at Roselli, but  the

bullets slammed into  the bulkhead,  the overhead,  and the  hostage's

back. Roselli  triggered three  quick shots  as the  stricken  hostage

crumpled to the deck, slamming the Iranian back against the porthole.

    On the  other  side  of  the  passageway,  Doc  plunged  into  the

stateroom through the storm of  splinters loosed by Higgins's  shotgun

blast. A single  Iranian soldier  stood there, hiding  behind a  tall,

attractive blond woman in a T-shirt  and blue slacks. He had his  left

arm tight across her throat, gripping  her so tightly that her  scream

was a silent, desperate gape as  her hands clawed at his forearm;  his

right hand pressed the muzzle of a  Colt . 45 pistol against the  side

of her head.

    "Aslehetawnra  beeandawzeed!"  he  screamed,  and  the  panic  was

evident in the harsh  raggedness of his words.  "Goosh koneed va  elaw

meezanam!"

    Ellsworth wasn't  sure what  the  man had  said. He  didn't  speak

Farsi, and the few phrases he'd  memorized for this op were brief  and

strictly utilitarian. He suspected, though, that the Iranian had  just

rattled off a  couple of  those memorized phrases,  things like  "Drop

your weapons," and "obey or I'll shoot." Strictly Wild West gunslinger

stuff.

    "Take it easy, fella," he said,  his eyes glancing about the  tiny

compartment. Two more women were clinging to each other on the cabin's

single bed. "Nobody's gonna hurt you! Azyatee beh shomaw nameerasad!"

    The expression on the visible part of the Iranian's face went from

desperation to blank puzzlement. The pistol in his hand didn't  waver,

but a fraction  more of his  head was visible  now behind the  woman's

blond mane.  Doc was  holding his  Smith &  Wesson at  waist level,  a

deliberately nonthreatening  stance, but  the laser  was painting  the

wild straggle of the Iranian's hair.  He dipped the muzzle a  fraction

of a degree,  and the red  dot of  the laser aim-point  slid onto  the

guy's face.  The Iranian  flinched, probably  from the  dazzle of  the

laser, and pulled  farther behind  the woman.  Doc let  the laser  dot

drift onto her hair, which sparkled under the beam's caress.  "Tasleem

shaveed!" Doc told him. "Surrender!"

    "Eli?"

    Doc squeezed the trigger. His  pistol chuffed, punching the  round

effortlessly through the woman's hair and into the Iranian's left eye.

The soldier spun backward and fell across the bed alongside the  other

two women.  The blonde  stood motionless  on the  deck, eyes  squeezed

shut, screaming now as loud as she was able.

    "Shit," Doc said. "I didn't think my accent was that bad!"

    The blonde stopped screaming, opened her eyes, then screamed again

as soon as she'd had a good look at her rescuer.

    "It's okay,"  he  said,  raising  his  voice.  "It's  okay!  We're

Americans!"

    "Americans!" One of the women on the bed sprang forward,  grabbing

his arm. "Thank you, God! Americans!" The other two women followed  an

instant later,  and Ellsworth  found himself  surrounded. "Port  cabin

clear," he reported over his radio  as the women crowded closer.  "One

tango down."

    "One tango  down,  starboard cabin,"  Roselli  added on  the  same

channel. "And one hostage down too. Doc? We need you over here!"

    "On my way, Razor." He had to roughly disentangle himself from the

women to  get out  of  the compartment.  "Okay!  Okay! Take  it  easy,

ladies! We'll have you out of here soon."

    He could hear the thunder of the Huey outside edging closer to the

yacht.

    0008 hours (Zulu  +3) Greenpeace  yacht Beluga  Indian Ocean,  230

miles southeast of Masirah

    "Prairie Home,  Bedsheet," Murdock  called. Leaving  the  prisoner

under guard, he'd  emerged onto  Beluga's well deck  and was  standing

again in  the night,  speaking  via satellite  link with  the  command

center aboard Nassau. "Prairie Home, Bedsheet. Come in, Prairie Home."

    He waited out the silence,  listening to static. The Huey  circled

through the night,  keeping watch  against the  appearance of  Iranian

patrol boats or other unpleasant  surprises. Close by, Jaybird,  who'd

once professed to  Murdock his  experience with  sailing vessels,  had

taken over the helm, while MacKenzie, Higgins, Roselli, and  Fernandez

mounted guard on Beluga's upper deck.

    Except for the muffled  clatter of the helo,  the night was  quiet

now. The nearest Iranian vessels,  some three miles ahead now,  seemed

oblivious to the activity aboard  the Greenpeace yacht. The  continual

fly-bys and perimeter  intrusions throughout the  past hours had  paid

off; the  Huey  was certainly  registering  on the  Iranian  warships'

radar, but they'd apparently chosen to ignore it.

    They would, no doubt, continue to ignore it, at least until Beluga

showed some sign of trouble, an abrupt change of course, for  example,

or a rendezvous with an American ship.

    "Bedsheet, this is Prairie Home," a voice crackled at last in  his

earplug speaker. "Authenticate Hotel, Alfa, one-niner-one."

    "Prairie Home, roger. I authenticate Victor, India, one-one-three.

    "Roger, Bedsheet. Go ahead."

    "Prairie Home, objective  secured, repeat,  objective secured.  We

have fourteen  tangos down,  that's one-four  tangos down,  one  tango

captured, all  accounted for.  We  have one  hostage dead  during  the

takedown, one missing."

    Murdock tried to dismiss the  sour, dark burning inside he'd  felt

since he'd learned  of Paul  Brandeis's death minutes  before, but  it

wouldn't go. The SEAL  assault had gone  down with stunning  ferocity,

speed, and precision.  Forty seconds  after Murdock  had first  opened

fire on the Beluga's  helmsman, all but one  of the Iranians had  been

dead, with no casualties among the SEALS. Of the hostages aboard,  all

three women, Rudi Kohler, and four of Kohler's employees found  locked

in the crew's cubby below dec were safe.

    The single, wrenching tragedy in  the takedown had been the  death

of Paul Brandeis, the American hostage who'd blundered into  Roselli's

line of fire  and taken the  full-auto burst meant  for the SEAL.  Doc

hadn't been able to help the American, who'd probably been dead before

he hit  the deck.  Murdock  could still  hear  the wrenching  sobs  of

Brandeis's widow, even out here on Beluga's deck.

    "Bedsheet, Prairie Home. That's a major well done! Now pack up and

get the hell out of there!"

    "Copy, Prairie Home," Murdock  said. "We have  some loose ends  to

tidy up first. This is Bedsheet, out."

    Well done, right,  he thought  bitterly. The  hell of  it is,  the

mission was well done! But damn it all! We came so close to pulling it

off one hundred percent!

    There was  always a  terrible risk  in hostage  rescues, the  near

certainty that one or more of the civilians involved would get hurt or

killed. Put  one or  more desperate,  armed men  in the  company of  a

number of untrained and panicky  civilians, then throw a SEAL  assault

team into the middle of it. No matter how well trained the  attackers,

no matter  how expert  their marksmanship,  no matter  how many  hours

logged in  the fun  house back  at Little  Creek or  how advanced  the

technology of their weapons, the  chances were still better than  ever

that  someone--SEAL  or  terrorist,  it  didn't  really  matter--would

deliberately or by accident cut down  some kid or wife or husband.  In

the 1990s, the supreme example of  how a hostage rescue ought to  work

remained the stunning  Israeli raid  on Entebbe in  1976. The  Israeli

paras performed  brilliantly, but  even  there, two  of the  over  one

hundred hostages  were  killed and  seven  wounded during  the  fierce

firefight in the air terminal building between Israeli troops and  the

PFLP terrorists.

    Knowing the  odds  didn't help.  Paul  Brandeis had  panicked  and

gotten in the way during the firefight; another hostage, Karl Schmidt,

was missing--almost certainly dead, though Murdock hadn't had time yet

to question the rescued civilians about that.

    Yes, there definitely  were several  loose ends to  wrap up  here.

Turning sharply, he strode across the deck and took the steps down the

companionway two at a time.

    0025 hours (Zulu  +3) Greenpeace  yacht Beluga  Indian Ocean,  230

miles southeast of Masirah

    Murdock sat  behind  a  polished formica  table  across  from  the

Iranian prisoner,  who'd been  propped up  on one  of the  sofas  that

circled the lounge bulkheads. Doc was next to the prisoner, wrapping a

bandage around  his  broken wrist.  The  man claimed  to  be  Pasdaran

Colonel Ruholla Aghasi and insisted that he was ready to cooperate  in

any way that he could.

    Studying the  man, Murdock  was inclined  to believe  him,  though

training and common sense both urged caution. Senior officers did  not

change sides at a whim, nor were they as likely to be cowed by pain or

threat as lower-ranking men who simply did what they were told.

    None of the SEALs was feeling particularly friendly toward  Aghasi

at the moment. In choked, broken words, Gertrude Kohler had  described

the hijacking,  Karl Schmidt's  murder, and  the threatened  rape  and

torture of the  women. Doc's  hostility was  clearest of  all, a  dark

simmering behind his eyes as he  tended to Aghasi's wound. Garcia  was

sitting quietly on the other side of the lounge, mounting guard with a

sullen intensity that  was disturbing.  The rest  were either  forward

with ex-hostages or up  on deck. Casually,  Murdock gestured with  the

muzzle-heavy blackness of the  Smith & Wesson  in his hand.  "Colonel,

you say that you're willing to help us," he said quietly. "I don't see

why I should believe you."

    "Hell, I don't think you should trust him, Skipper," Doc said.  He

continued wrapping the roll of gauze bandage around Aghasi's wrist  as

he spoke, the action  strangely at odds with  the steel-hard anger  in

the SEAL's  voice.  "These  sons-a-bitches gunned  down  two  innocent

people!"

    "Take it easy, Doc. Let's hear him out."

    "I ...  regret those  deaths," the  Iranian said.  "I didn't  want

civilians to be hurt. This operation has not gone entirely to plan."

    "Suppose you tell us about  it, Colonel. Who killed Karl  Schmidt?

The Ohtori?"

    That jolted the colonel. He reacted  to the name Ohtori as  though

he'd been slapped. "N-no," he said. "One  of my men shot him when  he,

when he attacked the soldier holding his wife. I did not order it. How

... do you know of Ohtori?"

    "Never mind, Colonel. It's my turn to ask the questions. How  long

have you been working with the Japanese?"

    Aghasi swallowed. "Not  long. To be  truthful, this operation  has

been a mistake from the start. That is why I wish to cooperate."

    Ellsworth tied off  the bandage, then  slipped the Iranian's  hand

into a gauze sling. "Maybe he'd  like to cooperate from the bottom  of

the sea, Skipper. Should be safe enough. Even the sharks wouldn't want

him. What d'you say?"

    "Why don't you go check on Mrs. Brandeis, Doc?"

    "Aye, aye, sir."

    Aghasi looked pale, and he was sweating heavily. His uniform  gave

off the acrid bite  of ammonia, a mingled  stench of sweat and  urine.

"Your men are ... frightening, Lieutenant."

    "Frightening? Hell,  you don't  know what  frightening really  is.

Right now, they just dislike you. You'd better pray you never get them

really mad!" He  gestured with the  pistol again. "So.  Why don't  you

like the Ohtori? Who decided to start working with them?"

    The Iranian took a deep breath. "Do you know an Admiral Sahman? Or

General Ramazani?"

    "No. Should I?"

    "Perhaps not.  Sahman is  second-in-command of  the Iranian  naval

facilities at Bandar  Abbas. Ramazani  is one of  our senior  Pasdaran

officers, a hero of the Iraqi War."

    The "Iraqi War,"  Murdock knew,  referred to  the bloody  struggle

between Iran and Iraq from 1980  to 1988, a conflict that had  claimed

over a million dead on both sides.

    "It happens that both  Ramazani and Sahman  oppose the mullahs  in

Tehran. Since the Shah was overthrown fifteen years ago, Iran has been

held back, paralyzed. They believe, as I do, that an Islamic state can

also be a modern state.

    "in any  case, they've  kept their  opposition secret  while  they

built their  own  power  bases and  allied  with  other  revolutionary

groups. By now, they have connections with groups throughout the  Gulf

region, including the NLA."

    The NLA, the National Liberation Army, was a brigade-sized band of

Iranian rebels and  defectors, perhaps  4,500 men in  all, armed  with

captured or  stolen  equipment and  operating  out of  southern  Iraq.

Murdock had seen  the background and  pre-mission intelligence on  the

NLA when he'd taken command of Third Platoon; the SEALs who'd gone  in

on Operation Blue  Sky--the hostage rescue  at the Basra  airport--had

been briefed on the possibility that they might encounter NLA elements

in the Iraqi swamps.

    "I believe  Ramazani met  the Ohtori  through his  NLA  contacts,"

Aghasi continued.  "The  Ohtori  are  a ...  how  is  the  English?  A

splintered fraction?"

    "A faction. A splinter group."

    "Yes, a splinter  group of  the old  Japanese Red  Army. They  are

strange people, absolute fanatics."

    Murdock had  heard  plenty  of the  religious  fanaticism  of  the

Iranian Pasdaran, but he merely nodded. "Go on."

    "Apparently, Ohtori established links with  the NLA in Iraq.  Both

groups maintain training camps in  that country. Now they are  working

with a splinter group within the Iranian military. Their plan was  for

the hijacking of the Japanese plutonium ship."

    "How does that help the NLA? Or the Ohtori, for that matter?"

    "Power, of course.  Political power. It  provides the rebels  with

lever, with lever-"

    "Leverage?"

    "Precisely." Aghasi's face twisted in  a wan, nervous smile.  "The

plutonium gives Ramazani  a weapon strong  enough, dramatic enough  to

induce the rest of Iran's military to join him."

    "What weapon? An atomic bomb?"

    Aghasi's eyes  widened. "Na!"  he said,  momentarily lapsing  back

into Farsi. "No! Plutonium itself is dangerous enough!"

    Murdock nodded impatiently. "I understand all of that. But is that

what this thing is all about? A military coup? A power play by some of

your officers?"

    "It is more than a power play, Lieutenant. It is a first battle in

the war for the soul of my people."

    "Okay. So your side gets the plutonium. Your army joins your cause

and overthrows the mullahs. Then what?"

    "They install  a  military  government in  Tehran,  under  General

Ramazani. They ...  they then  have the,  how you  say, the  advantage

against our enemies in the region. Iran, Iran's people, will be secure

at long last."

    Murdock chewed on that for a long moment. He had the feeling  that

Aghasi was telling  the truth  as he understood  it. He  also had  the

impression, however, that Aghasi  was holding quite  a bit back.  That

bit about Iran being secure at last was a bit too pat, a bit too neat.

Murdock could think of several other possible outcomes to the scenario

Aghasi had just described. Iran's new rulers might decide to launch  a

preemptive strike on Iraq, for instance, using plutonium-loaded  bombs

and SCUD warheads.

    The Iran-Iraq war had not been  settled by the armistice of  1988.

Far from it, in fact. That war had been only the most recent round  in

a bloody conflict  of rival peoples  that went back  at least  fifteen

hundred years. Iraq had provided a  safe haven for the NLA, hoping  to

use it one day  to topple the  Shiite regime in  Tehran. From what  he

knew of the history  of conflict in the  region, Murdock doubted  that

the new ruling clique in Tehran would remain grateful for the help for

long. If nothing else, a holy war with apostate Iraq would help  unify

the Iranian people and take  their minds off the inevitable  shortages

and difficulties brought on by the change of governments.

    And there was worse. Operation Blue Sky had been launched  because

some UN  observers  had  discovered intelligence  relating  to  Iraq's

nascent atomic weapons program. What if Iraq was farther along  toward

an atomic  bomb than  American  intelligence believed?  Iran's  attack

using radioactive dust, possibly even  the mere knowledge that  they'd

acquired the stuff,  might be  answered by  a volley  of Iraqi  atomic

warheads.

    Nuclear war  at the  head  of the  Persian  Gulf could  kill  more

millions, not to mention contaminating half the world's oil supply for

generations to come.

    "I notice," Murdock said at last,  "that you refer to 'them'  when

you talk about Ramazani's coup, not  'us." What's your part in all  of

this? Why are you here?"

    "I was part  of it.  I suppose  I still am.  But ...  I no  longer

believe."

    "What happened?"

    The Iranian shrugged.  "Lieutenant, I needn't  remind you that  my

people have suffered a very great deal in the past fifteen years. I am

a religious man, but I cannot  honor the twisted fanatics who rule  my

country, who hold it  trapped in an earlier  century." He brought  one

long finger up to  his head, tapping at  his temple. "These eyes  have

seen the effects of their, their fanaticism. My own son, my Amin,  was

one of  thousands of  Iranian children  who marched  singing into  the

Iraqi mine-fields and  machine-gun cross fires  and mustard gas.  That

was eight years  ago. He  was thirteen then.  It was  the mullahs  who

commanded that  the  supreme  sacrifice  must be  made,  even  to  the

sacrifice of our firstborn in their war against the Iraqi. It was then

that I decided that I would do  all in my power to fight the  mullahs,

the dictatorship that grips my nation. But ..."

    "But?"

    The man sagged, and  Murdock was aware  of something behind  those

tired, tired eyes, a profound weariness. "I found myself working  with

fanatics once again, Lieutenant. It seems that I cannot escape them."

    "Who? The Ohtori?"

    He nodded. "Yes. These are men who ... I don't entirely understand

this, but I  have heard  that they believe  they will  be turned  into

stars if they die. The Prophet promises the faithful who die in  jihad

a place  in paradise,  but these  men are,  are monsters.  You have  a

saying in your language, the ends justificate the ... the ..."

    "The ends justify the means."

    "Precisely so,  yes.  For  these  men,  any  act,  no  matter  how

terrible, is justified if  it makes success for  them in the end.  The

Ohtori leader who engineered  the capture of  this sailing vessel  was

ready to kill  everyone aboard, to  order my men  to abuse the  women,

even to torture them if  it would advance his  cause. I spent a  great

deal of  time last  night wondering  about this,  wondering if  I  was

fighting on the right side. On the side of Allah."

    "And what did you decide?"

    Again an eloquent shrug. "Nothing, Lieutenant, save that there are

no easy answers  to be  found. And  then I began  to wonder  if I  was

worthy of the martyrdom promised by  Allah. That he did not permit  me

to die this night is, perhaps, an expression of his will."

    Murdock pushed back from the  table. "Colonel, I don't know  about

Allah, but I'd say that there's been enough martyrdom for one day."

    "Ensha'allah."

    Murdock knew that phrase, which could be heard in various  related

forms throughout the Islamic world. As God wills.

    "Tell me, Colonel. What  sort of radio  schedule were you  keeping

aboard this vessel? How often were you supposed to check in?"

    Aghasi pursed his  lips. "There  was no  schedule, Lieutenant.  We

were ordered to  maintain radio  silence. Unless, of  course, we  came

under attack. Then we  were to call on  a frequency of 440  megahertz,

and a patrol boat would close to render assistance."

    "And did you get that message off?"

    "No, Lieutenant. Your attack was too swift."

    Murdock stood. "Thank you, Colonel. You have been most helpful."

    "What will become of me?"

    "We'll arrange to fly you to one of our ships. Don't worry. You'll

be well  treated." As  he  spoke, though,  Murdock's mind  was  racing

ahead. If what this  Pasdaran colonel had said  was true, a  startling

opportunity existed for the Americans ... if they could get their  act

together in time.  Leaving Aghasi  in Garcia's  care, Murdock  hurried

from the cabin. He needed to  make another radio call to Prairie  Home

and, through them, to the Pentagon.

    1045 hours (Zulu -5 hours) NAVSPECWARGRU-Two Briefing Room  Little

Creek, Virginia

    "What is the single element that screws us up time and time  again

in this sort  of op?" Captain  Coburn demanded. He  looked around  the

table, moving from face to face. "Intelligence! Or rather, the lack of

reliable intelligence. I remind you that the last time we tried to  go

into  Iran,  during  Operation  Eagle's  Claw,  in  1980,  we  had  no

intelligence assets on the ground in that country at all."

    "This is  hardly a  similar  situation, Captain  Coburn,"  Admiral

Kerrigan said. "Besides, it was mechanical failure that doomed Eagle's

Claw, that  and  the collision  of  a  helicopter with  an  Air  Force

transport."

    "You're talking through your brass hat, Admiral, and you know it,"

Brian Hadley said, grinning. "I was at Langley in '80, and I remember.

The Company had been out of Iran  ever since the Shah got booted  out,

and we were desperate  to have some  eyes and ears  on the ground.  If

some young Navy officer had come up  with an idea to walk into  Tehran

and tell us what  was going on,  I'd have fallen  down and kissed  his

Corfams."

    "Hmpf! Has  anyone considered  that Murdock  might be  hot-dogging

this thing?" Admiral Kerrigan demanded. "Good God, Captain, this whole

idea reeks of romanticized John Wayne shit! Spies and traitors and the

proverbial cavalry coming over the hill just in the proverbial nick of

time!"

    "Maybe so, Admiral," Captain Mason admitted from the other side of

the table. "But the cavalry, as you put it ... or in this case, the II

MEF, is going in whether we approve Murdock's plan or not. And it does

give us a hell of a lot better chance to pull this off."

    "I,  for  one,   resent  the  implication   that  my  people   are

show-boating a  mission," Coburn  said evenly.  "These men  are  pros,

Admiral. There are no 'hot dogs' in my command."

    "Perhaps that was too strong a word, Captain," Kerrigan said. "But

how are we supposed to coordinate  a plan that your men keep  changing

in the field?"

    Coburn grinned. "Are you suggesting, Sir, that one lieutenant in a

sailboat is  about  to upset  something  as big  as  Operation  Deadly

Weapon?"

    "At this point, Captain, I'm not sure there's anything your people

can't do ... or screw up  if they put half a  mind to it." He said  it

with a wry  half smile, and  the other officers  in the briefing  room

laughed.

    Coburn felt  himself relax  a little.  He'd been  expecting a  far

bloodier battle with the  MIDEASTFOR liaison, but Kerrigan's  constant

opposition to NAVSPECWAR  operations appeared to  have eased  somewhat

since the last time he'd been in this room. Obviously he still  didn't

like the special forces concept, but  he at least was willing to  work

with the idea and  had agreed that Deadly  Weapon would lead off  with

NAVSPECWAR people. He seemed most  concerned now with the  possibility

that intelligence data routed back  from Murdock's team might force  a

last-second change in the U.S.  Marine amphibious operations about  to

commence in the Gulf.

    Today's planning session had actually been called by Brian Hadley,

who was  scheduled  to meet  with  the President's  National  Security

Advisor later that evening.  He'd wanted an  assessment by members  of

the Navy  Special Warfare  community  about whether  or not  the  idea

radioed back by Murdock had a chance of working.

    Except for Kerrigan  and his  people, of course,  everyone in  the

room had thought Murdock's plan a wizard idea. And Kerrigan's  opinion

carried  little  weight  here.  Everyone  knew  he  was  down  on  the

special-ops people, and he  was consulted on  the matter only  because

Deadly Weapon would fall under MIDEASTFOR's provenance.

    But the SEALs  were going to  be a  part of this,  no matter  what

Kerrigan had to say.

    "I suppose what  I object  to most,"  Kerrigan went  on, "is  this

sense of making things up as we  go along. Modern war can't be  fought

that way."

    "On  the  contrary,  Admiral,"  Hadley  said.  "Vietnam   demanded

flexible, adaptive battle plans, and  every military option since  has

demonstrated the need  for more  flexibility, not less.  We've got  to

know what we're getting into over there."

    "I would have thought that  the SEAL-Marine joint recon force  was

adequate to our needs."

    "Maybe so," Coburn said.  "I damn well hope  you're right. But  it

seems to me that  young Murdock is  going to be the  right man in  the

right place at the right time, and we'd be fools to yank him out  now.

This is too good an opportunity to throw away."

    A rippling murmur of approval made its way about the table. Coburn

had been as  surprised as  anyone else  in Little  Creek by  Murdock's

radio message, some  eighteen hours ago,  suggesting this  last-minute

change to Deadly  Weapon. The former  hostages, the Iranian  prisoner,

and all of the SEALs save four had been ferried by helicopter back  to

the Nassau.

    But as of the last report, Murdock and three of his men were still

aboard the Beluga, sailing in company with the Iranian squadron toward

the port of Bandar Abbas.

    It was expected  that they  would actually enter  Bandar Abbas  in

another--he looked at his watch--eighteen hours now. Just hours  ahead

of the planned Marine invasion of Iran.

    "But how  reliable  is Murdock's  information,  do you  think?"  a

captain on Kerrigan's staff  wanted to know as  the murmur died  down.

"His report  says  he got  all  of  this from  that  captured  Iranian

colonel. Couldn't all of this be some kind of elaborate setup?"

    "Up at Langley," Hadley said, "they're rating this one as a B-3."

    "What's that supposed to mean?"

    "It's how the CIA  weights the reliability  of data acquired  from

various sources.  The letter  gauges the  reliability of  the  source,

while the  number reflects  Langley's  guess as  to how  accurate  the

information might be. B means usually reliable. That's not a  put-down

of your man,  Captain Coburn. I  don't think anyone  ever gets  tagged

with an A, meaning absolute  reliability. The 3 means the  information

is possibly accurate. It's not confirmed by other sources, so it's not

a 1, and it's not possible to call something this fuzzy probably true,

so we can't give it a 2. The point, gentlemen, is that we have here  a

reliable  source  giving  us  intelligence  that  quite  possibly   is

accurate. We cannot afford to simply ignore what he says."

    "Has anyone  thought to  consult  with Congressman  Murdock  about

this?" Kerrigan asked. "That's his son  out there. I find it  shocking

that he was allowed to lead two dangerous assaults one right after the

other, first against the Yuduki Maru, and then against the Beluga, and

that now he's doing this."

    "Lieutenant  Murdock,"  Coburn  said  slowly,  "is  an   excellent

officer. He does not  allow politics, personal  feelings, or shall  we

say, family obligations to  divert him from what  he perceives as  his

duty. I am well aware of  Congressman Murdock's interest in his  son's

activities. I'm  also  aware  that  neither  Lieutenant  Murdock,  nor

myself, nor  the  President of  the  United States  himself  for  that

matter, can allow personal feelings to jeopardize this operation.  I'm

sure, sir, that the congressman would be the first to agree if he were

here."

    "So what you're all  telling me," Brian Hadley  said at last,  "is

that this sneak-and-peek  is a  good idea.  That we  should plan  this

thing knowing we're going to have SEALs on the ground, or on the water

actually, when we send in the Marines."

    "Abso-damn-lutely," Coburn said. "These people'll be able to  tell

you things your spy satellites never dreamed of."

    Hadley grinned. "I  hope so,  Captain. Because I  happen to  agree

with you. This is too God-damned  good an opportunity to throw  away!"

He began gathering up the charts and  papers on the table in front  of

him and  putting them  into his  briefcase. The  naval officers  rose,

began gathering up their own papers, and started to leave.

    "Captain Coburn?" Hadley said, looking up.

    "Sir?"

    "I wonder if I might have a word with you before you go?"

    "Of course, sir," Coburn said. He  glanced again at his watch.  "I

am on a pretty tight sched."

    "I understand you're on your way over there."

    "Yes, sir. First and  Second Platoons will be  taking part in  the

main landings."

    "I just  wanted to  hear it  from you,  your assessment  of  young

Murdock. He's been  pushing pretty  hard. Can  we push  him this  much

more?"

    Coburn considered  the  question. "If  he  wasn't up  to  it,  Mr.

Hadley, I don't think he would  have suggested it. Murdock always  has

the Team's best interests at heart, not his own."

    "Hmm. That was my assessment, based on what I've heard. You  know,

don't you, that a lot of the SEALs' future is riding on this op?"

    Coburn grinned at him. "Tell me something I don't know."

    "Right now, a  House investigative  committee is  going over  your

Murdock's after-action  report  on  the  Japanese  freighter.  They're

explaining to  each other  how they  could have  done it  better,  and

they're wondering if all the money they're giving NAVSPECWAR is  being

well spent.  There's  serious talk  of  disbanding the  SEALS,  Marine

Recon, the  Rangers,  all  of  the SPECWAR  people  except  the  Green

Beanies."

    "Give us half a  chance, Mr. Hadley. We'll  show them that we  can

deliver plenty of bang for the buck."

    "Yes. From what I've  heard about your people,  I have to  agree."

There was a knock at  the door, and Coburn  looked up. A young  second

class electrician's  mate  stood  there, his  SEAL  Budweiser  winking

brightly in the overhead fluorescent lighting. "Hey, Chucker! Come  on

in."

    "Helo's waitin'on  the  pad and  ready  to go,  sir,"  EM2  Wilson

called, gesturing with the rolled-up white hat in his hand.  "Whenever

you're ready."

    "Let's haul ass then. Ah, if you'll excuse me, Mr. Hadley?"

    "Of course." He nodded toward the enlisted SEAL. "That one of your

people, Captain?"

    "Sure is. A brand-new SEAL, just assigned to an open slot in First

Platoon. Isn't that right, Wilson?"

    "Yes, sir. Uh,  begging the  Captain's pardon, sir,  but the  helo

jockey told me that if our asses  weren't on board in five minutes  we

were gonna have to hitch a ride to Oceana."

    "Then we'd better move. Mr. Hadley?"

    "You've answered  my questions."  Hadley reached  out and  clapped

Coburn on the shoulder. "Good luck over there, Captain."

    "Thank you, sir. But believe me, it's not luck that counts in this

game." He jerked  a thumb  over his shoulder,  indicating EM2  Wilson.

"It's guys like that."

    He picked up his briefcase and headed for the door.

    Sunday, 29 May

    1612 hours (Zulu +3) Greenpeace yacht Beluga Off Bandar Abbas

    The sun was merciless, glaring down from a brassy, cloudless  sky.

The yacht Beluga was still following along in the wakes of her  larger

Iranian consorts, but by  this time she'd managed  to drop back  until

she was nearly  five miles astern  of the Yuduki  Maru, far enough  to

avoid inspection by curious soldiers  or sailors aboard the  freighter

or the other ships, close enough that it was not obvious that she  was

hanging back.

    Throughout the  run north  past Al  Masirah, zigzagging  northwest

into the  Gulf of  Oman at  the  Tropic of  Cancer, then  north  again

through the oil-blackened narrows of the Strait of Hormuz, Murdock had

noticed that the Iranian flotilla lacked almost any sense of order  or

convoy discipline.  The  Damavand continued  plowing  steadily  ahead,

towing the dead weight  of the Japanese freighter.  One or another  of

the frigates was usually  within close support  range, but the  patrol

boats scattered themselves all  over the map,  and by Sunday  morning,

two had vanished  entirely, probably  racing ahead to  safe berths  in

Bandar Abbas.

    The formation was made even more ragged by the presence of so many

civilian vessels.  The  Strait  of  Hormuz  was  always  crowded  with

commercial shipping, most of  it the monster  oil tankers bearing  the

flags of a  dozen nations.  The biggest were  VLCCs--Very Large  Crude

Carriers--steel islands as long  as four football  fields end to  end,

with dead weight tonnages of half a million tons or more. At any given

moment, one or  more of those  monsters could be  seen on the  horizon

from Beluga's deck, entering the  Persian Gulf riding high and  light,

or exiting  the passage  with full  loads that  seemed to  drag  those

leviathan bulks down until their decks were nearly awash.

    It was the seagoing traffic,  of course, that invested the  Strait

of Hormuz with its  singular strategic importance.  More than once  in

recent memory,  Iran  had  threatened to  use  its  surface-to-surface

"Silkworm" missiles  purchased  from  China to  close  the  strait  to

international shipping. So far, they'd  refrained. Iran also used  the

Strait of Hormuz for  access to the world's  oil markets. But when  it

came to splinter groups like the NLA, or bands of disaffected military

leaders who might actually welcome the political chaos such a shutdown

of the  economy might  bring,  all bets  were  off, and  anything  was

possible. General Ramazani and his fellow plotters might easily decide

to close the Strait of Hormuz permanently, leaving them free to pursue

their own military objectives without fear of Western intervention  in

the Gulf. A couple of tons of radioactive plutonium distributed  among

the warheads of  SCUD or  Silkworm missiles and  detonated across  the

shipping channel off Ra's Musandam would do just that.  Alternatively,

clouds of plutonium dust released from Iran's Gulf islands of Abu Musa

and Tunb could close  the channel and leave  the port of Bandar  Abbas

open.

    The situation might even allow Iran's new rulers to practice  some

good old-fashioned blackmail,  threatening to close  the strait or  to

poison the Saudi oil fields unless their demands were met. Murdock had

a realistic enough understanding  of modern international politics  to

know that the chances of closing ranks against such threats were  nil.

Japan and much of Europe still depended on the Gulf for nearly all  of

their oil  imports. Hell,  even the  United States,  given its  zigzag

record in foreign policy over the past couple of years, might cave  in

and pay rather than risk having  the Strait of Hormuz closed.  Murdock

was frankly amazed that the go-ahead had been given for Deadly Weapon.

    Threading their way  north past  the civilian  traffic, the  SEALs

stuck with the Yuduki Maru. The Iranian radio-silence order worked  to

their advantage, of course,  as did their  straggling. With luck,  the

SEALs would be able to sail the Beluga all the way into Bandar  Abbas,

allowing them  to provide  II MEF  with an  eyewitness report  on  the

defenses and preparedness inside the port.

    Jaybird Sterling had the  helm again. The  young SEAL trainee  did

indeed know how to handle a  pleasure craft like the Beluga, and  he'd

been standing watch-and-watch  at the  wheel with  Murdock since  he'd

volunteered to stay aboard. The  other two SEAL volunteers were  Razor

Roselli and Professor Higgins. During Saturday's early morning  hours,

the  former  hostages  had  been  bundled  up  in  life  jackets   and

transported two by  two in one  of the  SEALs' CRRCs to  a point  well

clear of the Beluga, then hoisted  aboard a hovering Sea Mustang  sent

out from the Nassau for the recovery. Colonel Aghasi had made the trip

as well, along with eight of the VBSS team SEALS.

    Murdock, Roselli, Higgins, and Sterling had remained aboard, ready

to make a quick getaway over the side with their diving gear if  their

cover was too closely  probed, but otherwise  continuing to report  on

the Iranian squadron's  position and disposition  throughout the  next

thirty-six hours. Higgins had  programmed Beluga's on-board  satellite

communications gear to  track a MILSTAR  relay satellite, giving  them

secure  and  untraceable  communications  with  both  Nassau  and  the

Pentagon.

    Now Murdock emerged from  below deck into the  baking heat of  the

Gulf sun and  walked back  to the helm.  There was  a somewhat  lonely

emptiness to the sky;  American helicopters had  continued to dog  the

Iranian squadron  day  and  night  until an  hour  earlier,  when  the

freighter had officially entered  Iranian territorial waters. Now  the

four SEALs were  alone. "Looks  like we're getting  pretty close,"  he

told Jaybird.

    "For sure, Skipper. Maybe we should get shined up and squared away

for inspection, huh?"

    "Shit, Jaybird," Roselli  called from  the top  of the  deckhouse.

"You look just fine to me!"

    "You both need haircuts," Murdock replied, and the others laughed.

None of the SEALs looked very military at the moment. All of them  had

removed their black  gear and  wet suits  and were  wearing pieces  of

uniforms scrounged from the Iranian  dead before they'd been put  over

the side Saturday  morning. Jaybird  had stripped to  the waist;  just

since yesterday,  his California-boy  tan had  darkened to  the  point

where his skin  was as  swarthy as  that of  any Iranian.  To aid  the

disguise, he kept his pale, sun-bleached blond hair covered by a black

Navy watch-cap. Roselli  and Higgins  both wore  Iranian tunics  that,

unbuttoned and with  the shirt-tails dangling,  gave them the  unkempt

appearance of a pair of modern-day pirates ... or a Pasdaran  boarding

party. Murdock had  relieved Aghasi  of his peaked  officer's cap  and

tunic, complete  with colonel's  insignia, and  aviator's sun  glasses

before packing the Iranian off aboard the helo. He hadn't had time  to

grow the  colonel's  bushy  mustache  as well,  but  to  complete  the

deception he'd smeared  his upper lip  with a finger  laden with  camo

paint. The  disguise wouldn't  fool anyone  up close,  of course,  but

through binoculars at a  range of twenty meters  or more, it ought  to

get by.  The SEALs  were  banking on  that  peculiar aspect  of  human

psychology that  allowed people  to  see what  they expected  to  see,

rather than what was actually there.

    Raising his own  binoculars to  his eyes, he  carefully swept  the

horizon from west to east.

    They were well into the northern  portion of the Strait of  Hormuz

now. That wrinkled-looking mass  of bold gray  mountain rising to  the

north was Iran. Almost due west  was the rocky, mountainous island  of

Qeshm, largest  island in  the Gulf,  with its  odd, cone-shaped  rain

reservoirs  and  impoverished-looking,  ramshackle  coastal  villages.

Through his  binoculars,  Murdock  could pick  out  the  anachronistic

intrusion of radar dishes and blockhouses marking an Iranian  Silkworm

missile battery mounted on the erosion-streaked side of a barren hill.

Camouflage tarps had been stretched between poles, shielding SAM sites

and vehicle parks from the blazing  sun ... and from the probing  eyes

of American satellites.

    Dead ahead, some fifteen miles  across the sun-dazzled water,  the

port of  Bandar  Abbas--known simply  as  Bandar to  the  locals--rose

between sea  and mountains  in  blocks and  tiers  of white  stone.  A

beneficiary of the wars, both trade and military, of the 1980s, Bandar

was a large and  modern city with a  population of just over  200,000.

Though the  typically squalid  tent cities  and slums  of most  Middle

Eastern cities cluttered Bandar's fringes, Murdock could make out  the

gleaming  facades  of  several  modern  buildings  above  the  noisome

tenement hovels of  the low-rent districts.  Every building seemed  in

need of paint, however, and the dhows, fishing boats, and motor  craft

lining the waterfront were  uniformly battered, sun-baked, and  coated

with ancient layers of filth and grime.

    Farther west,  Bandar Abbas's  airport buildings  were visible  as

gray and white blurs shimmering in the desert heat. Murdock could just

barely pick out  the shapes  of several  military aircraft  there--F-4

Phantoms and F-5E Tiger  IIs, for the most  part, sold to Iran  before

the revolution--as well as the larger bulk of an Iran Air 727.

    Returning his attention to the city's waterfront, Murdock examined

several port facilities. One fronting the downtown area was clearly  a

commercial port  and  ferry  dock; others  were  marinas  occupied  by

high-sterned, lateen-rigged  dhows and  fishing  smacks. Most  of  the

military facilities appeared to  be northwest of  the city, tucked  in

behind the lee of Qeshm Island and  the hook of the headland on  which

the city was built.

    And that,  clearly, was  where Damavand  was taking  the  Japanese

freighter. Through the binoculars, Murdock identified a small shipyard

between Bandar  Abbas and  the  port of  Dogerdan  to the  west,  with

dry-dock facilities, the looming  skeletons of hammerhead cranes,  the

squat cylinders of POL  storage tanks, and  the long, low  tent-roofed

shapes of  warehouses and  machine shops.  Numerous yard  and  service

craft lay alongside sun-bleached wharfs; larger ships, a destroyer and

a pair of  frigates, were  tied up  alongside a  fueling pier.  Patrol

boats and landing craft were everywhere, almost too numerous to count.

    Shifting the aim of his binoculars again, he studied the stern  of

the Yuduki Maru. A  large number of Iranian  soldiers were visible  on

her upper deck, and the sounds of gunfire, single shots and full-auto,

carried faintly  across the  open  water. Many  of the  soldiers  were

firing off whole  magazines into  the sky,  celebrating their  victory

over the Great Satan and his minions. It was unlikely that they'd been

told anything about the politics of their mission, other than that  it

would be a blow against the hated Americans.

    "Better get  your  celebrating done  now,  you sons  of  bitches,"

Murdock said softly. "You might not have the chance later."

    "Hey, Skipper," Roselli called from his perch atop the  deckhouse.

"What do the rules of war  say about you wearing a Pasdaran  colonel's

uniform?"

    "Oh, not a  whole lot, Chief.  The usual hearts-and-violins  stuff

about  piracy,  hanging  from  the   neck  until  dead,  drawing   and

quartering."

    "Yar!" Roselli growled. "We be pirates!"

    "Aye," Higgins  added,  clambering  up out  of  the  companionway.

"Break out the skull and crossbones!"

    "You guys're pirates, all  right," Murdock replied, continuing  to

study the Yuduki Maru  through his binoculars. It  looked like a  deck

crew forward was casting off the  tow from Damavand, though from  this

angle it was a little hard to be sure. No doubt they'd decided that it

made better propaganda for  the freighter to be  taken into her  berth

under her own steam, even if she did have to limp along on one screw.

    Higgins joined him on the well deck. "Skipper?"

    "Yeah, Prof. What's up?"

    "I'm not sure," the slightly built  SEAL replied, "but I think  it

involves us."  Higgins had  been  manning the  yacht's  communications

shack  almost  continuously  since  they'd  taken  Beluga,  not   only

transmitting intelligence, but also eavesdropping on the Iranians. The

radio-silence orders had applied to all of the ships in the  squadron,

but there'd been  plenty of traffic  coming out of  Bandar Abbas,  and

from other warships in the area.

    "Okay, you  know I  don't have  much Farsi,"  Higgins said.  "Just

Arabic. But I could follow enough to know that they've been trying  to

raise us for the past  five minutes or so. If  I had to take a  guess,

I'd say  they started  out by  telling us  where to  go, then  started

telling us to heave to."

    "Okay, Prof, thanks. It's nothing we weren't expecting."

    "Stick with the radio silence then?"

    "Absolutely. Damned thing's bust, right?"

    "Can't hear a thing, Skipper."

    "Good. Hang  tight a  sec." Pulling  a notebook  from his  pocket,

Murdock  began  writing   quickly,  filling  three   pages  with   his

observations of  the port  approaches, the  military aircraft  on  the

runway, the ships and patrol boats in the harbor, the Silkworm and SAM

batteries on Qeshm. Tearing off the  pages at last, he handed them  to

Higgins. "You read all that?"

    "Sure. No sweat."

    "Transmit that ASAP, coded burst through MILSTAR. Repeat it  until

you get an acknowledgment."

    "Aye, aye, Skipper."

    "And keep your primary ready. This'll get hot damned quick."

    "Yes, Sir." Higgins took  the papers and  descended back into  the

cool darkness of Beluga's below-deck spaces.

    Murdock glanced up at Roselli. "You  hear all that, Razor? We  may

have company soon."

    Roselli patted the captured  G-3 rifle. "Ready  to rock and  roll,

Skipper."

    Raising his binoculars again, Murdock swept the harbor. Motion  on

the water to one side of the freighter caught his attention.  "Uh-oh,"

he said, focusing on the blurry  white mustache of a high-speed  wake.

It looked like a speedboat was  coming toward them bow-on, racing  out

from the  naval facility.  "Okay,  you pirates.  Just make  sure  your

powder's dry and your cutlasses are within reach. That company's about

to pay us a visit."

    In minutes, the Iranian craft was close enough that Murdock  could

easily make out its details. During the Tanker War in the Gulf  during

the early 1980s, the Western press had consistently called these  fast

little attack craft "speedboats," implying that the grenade and rocket

attacks on the oil tankers of  various nations were being carried  out

by men in outboard-motor pleasure craft.

    That sleek, low shape was no pleasure craft, Murdock knew. It  was

a  long,  low,  dagger-lean  "Boghammer  Boat,"  one  of  some   forty

high-speed military  patrol craft  acquired by  Iran from  Sweden  for

naval operations in the Gulf. Though not originally armed, they  could

carry as many as  ten or twelve commandoes,  armed with machine  guns,

RPGs, and shoulder-fired rocket launchers. As he studied the group  of

three Iranians  standing in  the Boghammer's  enclosed pilothouse,  he

could see at least two pairs of raised binoculars staring back at him.

    He hoped none of  those men knew Aghasi  personally, for the  camo

paint on his  upper lip didn't  do much to  change the differences  in

height, weight, or age between Murdock and the Iranian.

    It only had to get them close enough.

    "Keep her steady," Murdock told  Sterling. The Boghammer cut  past

Beluga's bow,  then whipped  past the  starboard side,  throwing up  a

choppy,  froth-edged  surge  of  dirty  water  as  it  slowed.  Engine

growling, the  Iranian patrol  boat  slipped down  Beluga's  starboard

side, crossed astern,  and began  moving up  the port  side from  aft.

Murdock counted eight men aboard, two of them officers, all armed.  An

American-made M-60 machine gun had been raised on a makeshift mount in

the well deck forward of the deckhouse. One of the soldiers  nervously

fingered the blunt-snouted  tube of  an RPG-7,  a Russian-made  weapon

almost certainly captured in years past from the Iraqis. Most  Iranian

military hardware was still American-issue, weapons and gear left over

from the days of the Shah.

    One of the officers was  standing on the Boghammer's afterdeck,  a

loud-hailer in  his  hand. Raising  it  to  his lips,  he  elicited  a

piercing yowl of feedback, then began calling to Beluga's crew  across

the narrowing stretch of water.

    "What's he saying, Skipper?" Jaybird asked.

    "Haven't the  faintest  idea,"  Murdock replied.  For  answer,  he

raised an arm and waved the Boghammer closer.

    At Murdock's command, Jaybird  throttled back, bringing the  yacht

to a  near-idle. The  Iranian speedboat  drifted closer,  then  closer

still. One man stood  on the bow,  ready to leap  across with a  line.

Another lineman stood aft, while the officer with the loud-hailer took

up a position amidships.

    "Higgins? Roselli?" Murdock  asked, not  taking his  eyes off  the

Iranians. "You both ready to go?"

    "Sure are, Skipper," Higgins answered from the shadows in Beluga's

open companionway.

    "Just say the word,  Skipper," Roselli added.  He was standing  by

the  mainmast  now,  holding  the  G-3  in  a  casually  relaxed   and

non-threatening pose. From the  corner of his  eye, Murdock could  see

Jaybird's HK,  tucked safely  out of  sight below  Beluga's  port-side

gunwale. His own HK was lying on the deck at his feet.

    "Roselli," he  said, a  stage  whisper through  smiling,  clenched

teeth. "You've got the MG forward. Stand ready."

    "Az kodawm vawhed hastid?" the Iranian officer demanded,  lowering

the loud-hailer. He  sounded angry, and  his dark eyes  flashed as  he

waved it at Murdock. "Kaf kardam!"

    Smiling, Murdock shook his head, then gestured for the officer  to

come on board.  Glowering, the  Iranian stepped  onto the  Boghammer's

gunwale.

    "Now!" Murdock yelled, dropping to  the deck, scooping up his  HK,

and rolling  back  to  his knees  as  he  brought the  weapon  to  his

shoulder. By  the  mainmast,  Roselli  whipped  the  G-3  into  firing

position and triggered a short, full-auto burst that chopped into  the

Iranian behind  the  machine gun  and  punched him  back  against  the

Boghammer's pilothouse windscreen. Murdock sent three rounds  slashing

into the  officer, who  tried to  complete his  leap to  the  Beluga's

afterdeck, faltered,  then  tumbled into  the  water between  the  two

boats. Sterling put the Beluga's  wheel hard over, sending the  larger

yacht smashing into the Boghammer's side with a grinding crash.

    Murdock shifted targets smoothly, cutting down an Iranian  soldier

holding a G-3 rifle,  then another whose weapon  was still slung  over

his back. Higgins emerged from Beluga's companionway, firing into  the

Boghammer's  pilothouse,  while  Sterling,  armed  now,  advanced   to

Beluga's gunwale, firing down into the patrol boat's after well deck.

    Murdock estimated that five seconds passed between the first  shot

and the last. He and Roselli  scrambled aboard the Boghammer to  bring

it under control, checking the bodies sprawled from bow to transom for

signs of life. Two badly  wounded and unconscious men were  dispatched

with single shots through their heads.  The SEALs were in no  position

to tend to prisoners.

    "Can you run it, Chief?" Murdock  asked Roselli as he studied  the

simple controls in the pilothouse.

    "Aw, shit,  Lieutenant. I  could run  this blindfolded.  Throttle,

gearshift, and wheel ... that's all there fuckin' is to it!"

    "Good man.  I want  you to  go over  this boat  with a  magnifying

glass, okay? Find and fix anything we broke in that firefight."

    "Right, Skipper."

    Returning to the  afterdeck, Murdock crossed  back to the  Beluga,

where Sterling  was finishing  tying off  a stern  line, securing  the

Boghammer to the yacht. "Jaybird!"

    "Yeah, Skipper?"

    Murdock put one hand on Sterling's sweat-slick shoulder, and  with

the other pointed  west across the  water toward the  rugged coast  of

Qeshm. "Looks to me like we might have a beach over there at the  foot

of those hills. Think this tub has  the oomph to haul herself and  the

speedboat into the shallows?"

    "Sure thing, Skipper."

    "Do  it.  If  she's  too  sluggish,  Roselli  can  help  from  the

Boghammer. Higgins!"

    "Yessir!"

    "You 'n me just got assigned the grunt detail. Let's start hauling

our gear over to the Boghammer."

    "Aye, aye, Skipper. You get in the 'Hammer and I'll start  passing

to you, okay?"

    "Affirmative."

    In the blazing, late-afternoon heat, the two men began moving  all

of the SEAL weapons and equipment to the smaller boat.

    "Looks to me like you've got this thing pretty well thought  out,"

Higgins said,  passing  a  SEAL rebreather  across  Beluga's  rail  to

Murdock.

    "Nah," Murdock replied,  taking the  SCUBA and stowing  it in  the

Boghammer's aft well deck. "I'm making it all up as we go along."

    "Yeah," Higgins said. "I was afraid you were gonna say that."

    Murdock decided to take a  chance. "So? How do  I stack up so  far

against Lieutenant Cotter?"

    Higgins reached  for a  bundle  of swim  fins, masks,  and  weight

belts. "Well, I'll tell you, Sir. The L-T'd have had this thing scoped

out a week in advance, everything planned down to the last detail.  He

wasn't one to make it up on the fly, know what I mean?"

    "Yup." Murdock suppressed a flash of irritation. He had asked  for

the comparison.

    "But I'll tell you what,"  Higgins continued. "Whatever plan  he'd

have come up with, I guarantee you it wouldn't've been this much fun!"

    As they continued loading their gear aboard the Boghammer, Murdock

wasn't sure whether he'd just been complimented or not.

    2115 hours (Zulu +3) Boghammer  patrol boat Northeastern coast  of

Qeshm

    "Damn," Sterling said  as he leaped  off the Beluga  and onto  the

Boghammer's after well deck. "I really hate trading this sweet  beauty

for a stinkpot, skipper!"

    "I like the bed-sheet navy too, Jaybird," Murdock replied, casting

off the stern line. Beluga rested where she'd been run aground several

hours earlier, in  a shallow cove  several miles from  the village  of

Qeshm at the eastern tip of the island. "But you've gotta admit, she's

one of a kind, while  this Boghammer is going  to be one among  forty.

And right now, we can't afford to stand out in the crowd!"

    "Besides," Higgins said,  grinning, "it's  kind of nice  to be  in

something that'll give us a bit of speed!"

    "Roger  that,"  Murdock  said,  casting  a  wary  eye  toward  the

darkening sky. An Iranian helicopter droned low over the water several

miles to the  south, but  didn't appear  interested in  Qeshm. So  far

they'd been damned  lucky. The Boghammer  must have been  sent out  to

investigate when the Beluga failed to respond to instructions over the

radio; sooner or later, someone ashore  was going to realize that  the

Boghammer had never reported back, and  that the Beluga had failed  to

dock in  Bandar Abbas,  or wherever  they'd been  ordered to  go.  The

military   bureaucracy--any   military   bureaucracy--was   slow   and

cumbersome enough that it  would have trouble  tracking down a  covert

team as  small  as four  SEALs  in one  small  boat, and  the  Iranian

bureaucracy was  considerably  more  disorganized  than  most.  Still,

Iranian aircraft were bound to spot the yacht sooner or later, and any

determined search by patrol boats or helos would discover her  resting

place on Qeshm Island almost at once.

    And if they figured out which Boghammer boat was missing ...

    Jaybird and  Roselli  had taken  a  step to  further  confuse  the

Iranians. The Boghammer had a hull number painted on both sides of her

bow. It looked like the  number 10, with a  slanted "1" followed by  a

small "0," but Professor Higgins knew the Iranian numerals well enough

to translate  the number  as  15, and  he  knew that,  unlike  Iranian

script, their numerals were  read left to right.  He and Roselli  took

brushes and black  and white paint  found in a  storage locker  aboard

Beluga, mixed  up a  gray  that closely  approximated the  gray  color

scheme of  the  Boghammer,  and, standing  in  waist-deep  water,  had

carefully painted out each "0" on  her hull. They'd then replaced  the

numeral with another black "1," transforming the Boghammer from number

15 to number 11.

    The  likeliest  action  by  the  Iranian  port  authorities   once

Boghammer 15 failed to  report in, Murdock was  guessing, would be  to

send out patrols  looking for  the missing  craft. With  luck, no  one

would notice  that there  were now  two Boghammer  11s, especially  at

night and within the  bustle and confusion of  a major naval  shipyard

facility.

    "Okay, Razor," Murdock called. "Let's  get away from the scene  of

the crime. I don't want you guys to have to paint another fake  number

on our sides."

    "You got that right, Skipper," Roselli called back as he eased the

throttle forward, eliciting a deeper growl from the engine.  "Scraping

and painting's for  the real Navy.  I joined the  SEALs so I  wouldn't

have to do that shit!"

    Smoke fumed from the Boghammer's engine vents as her screw churned

the water aft  to white froth.  Veering sharply away  from the  beach,

they began moving into deeper water.

    Murdock and  Higgins  turned  to  the  task  of  testing  out  the

connections on their HST-4 sat comm and the KY-57 encryption set,  the

"C-2" communications element that  would let them  stay in touch  with

both MEF and  Washington. Before  abandoning the  Beluga, Higgins  had

transmitted a final set  of intelligence data  over the yacht's  small

sat-comm unit, including Murdock's impressions of the port  facilities

as  seen  through  binoculars  from  Qeshm.  The  island  provided  an

excellent OP, just  eleven miles  south of the  port, but  to get  the

detailed intelligence Deadly Weapon would  need, the SEALs would  have

to get a  lot closer than  that. The transmission  had been  insurance

against the  possibility  that  the  four SEALs  would  be  killed  or

captured while trying to penetrate the Iranian port.

    As darkness  fell across  the  Gulf, the  lights of  Bandar  Abbas

gleamed like  brilliant  pearls on  a  necklace stretched  across  the

northern horizon.  Once clear  of  the beach,  Roselli opened  up  the

Boghammer's throttle, the knife-pointed prow came up out of the  water

above a boiling white streak of foam, and they jolted into the passage

between Qeshm and the mainland at twenty-eight knots.

    2130 hours (Zulu +3) U.S.S. Austin In the approaches to the Strait

of Hormuz

    The Austin,  LPD  4,  was a  bulky,  hybrid-looking  vessel,  half

transport, half carrier, known officially as an Amphibious  Transport,

Dock. With a crew of four hundred and berthing facilities for nearly a

thousand  Marines,  she  was  part  of  II  MEF's  assault   transport

contingent--the backbone  of  the  Marine  Expeditionary  Force--which

included the Nassau and the helicopter carrier Iwo Jima.

    All together, II MEF comprised a Marine air-ground task force,  or

MAGTF, comprised  of  fifty ships  and  over 52,000  Navy  and  Marine

personnel, the largest and  most powerful of  all Marine task  forces.

Under the overall  command of FMFLANT-Fleet  Marine Force  Atlantic-II

MEF drew  its forces  from the  2nd Marine  Division, the  2nd  Marine

Aircraft Wing, and the 4th and 6th Marine Expeditionary Brigades.  The

force, which  had been  on maneuvers  in the  Med during  the  opening

scenes of the  Yuduki Maru  drama, had  transited the  Suez Canal  and

passed south through the Red Sea,  emerging in the Gulf of Aden  south

of the  Arabian Peninsula.  After the  abortive attempt  to reach  the

Yuduki Maru at sea, the  task force had been  routed into the Gulf  of

Oman, closely following the Iranian squadron, dogging their  formation

with helicopters, AV-8 Harriers, and  F/A-18 Homers. They were  massed

now in international waters just  outside the Strait of Hormuz,  ready

to strike with  the entire,  staggering might of  a reinforced  Marine

division.

    And the very tip of that titanic Army-Navy spear-point was now  on

Austin's well deck, preparing to get under way.

    "Captain Coburn?"

    Phillip Coburn straightened up from  the bundle of equipment  he'd

been checking. "Here!"

    A commander  in Navy  khakis approached  him across  the  crowded,

metal grating of the deck. "Commander DiAmato, Sir," the officer said,

saluting. "They said to pass this on to you."

    DiAmato handed him a sheaf of  papers. Awkward in his black  gear,

wet suit,  and full  rebreather rig,  Coburn accepted  it and  started

reading. It was  an intelligence  update, the  latest condensation  of

data from satellites, reconnaissance aircraft  ... and from the  SEALs

already in the approaches to Bandar Abbas.

    Metal clanged and  gonged in  the cavernous space  around him  and

echoed with shouts  and the  whine of overhead  hoists. Austin's  well

deck was completely  enclosed, a  vast, echoing  cave of  gray-painted

metal, overhead pipes,  and a central  well that could  be flooded  in

order to facilitate the  launch of various  vehicles and small  craft.

Normally, this was where Marine  KMS or the odd-looking, tracked  LVTs

were loaded before letting  them swim out through  the huge doors  set

into the  transport's stern.  This time,  however, the  well deck  was

occupied by several craft that made even the boxy LVTs look ordinary.

    Three were  Mark  VIII  SDVs. "SDV"  stood  for  Swimmer  Delivery

Vehicle, but SEALs referred  to the contraption as  a "bus." Each  was

twenty-one feet long, with  a beam and draft  of just over four  feet,

and looked like  a blunt, overfed  torpedo. Hatches in  the side  gave

access to the  interior; two  SDV crewmen,  a pilot  and a  navigator,

manned a  cramped compartment  forward, while  four more  SEALs  could

snuggle in aft, squeezed in side by side.

    The three SDVs were being loaded now; their twelve passengers were

the ten men of  SEAL Seven's Third Platoon  who'd returned early  that

morning from the Beluga mission plus EM2 Wilson and Captain Coburn.

    Coburn finished reading the message printout, then handed it  back

to DiAmato. "Looks like nothing much new," he said. "At least we  know

where they've stashed the damned target."

    "I'd just like to know how a captain rates getting to go out on  a

joy-ride," another voice boomed from behind.

    Turning, Coburn saw  the craggy  features of  Rear Admiral  Robert

Mitchell, the commander of the Navy component of the MEF.

    "Excuse me, Admiral,"  Coburn said, saluting.  "I didn't know  you

were aboard the Austin."

    "I just  heloed  over  from the  Nassau."  Mitchell  returned  the

salute, then extended a hand. Coburn took it. He'd known Bob  Mitchell

all the  way back  in Annapolis;  the fact  that Mitchell  was a  rear

admiral now while Coburn  was still a captain  was proof of the  adage

that special forces assignments slowed a man's Navy career track.

    "Heard you were about to go  and wanted to see you Off,"  Mitchell

continued. Planting  fists on  hips,  he stared  at the  nearest  SDV,

suspended above the  flooded well  deck from an  overhead hoist.  "You

know. I still think it's nuts for a captain to go joyriding like this.

How'd you pull that off?"

    "Ah, I told  Admiral Winston  I'd hold  my breath  until I  turned

blue," Coburn  replied easily.  "Besides, I'm  still dive-rated.  Just

because I've got four stripes doesn't  mean I'm senile. You need  flag

rank for that."

    Mitchell laughed.  "Sounds  like even  CO-MIDEASTFOR  has  trouble

managing SEALS. Housebreaking you guys must be a bitch."

    "Hey, if you want housebroken, send in the Marines. They can break

anything if they put their minds to it."

    "As a matter  of fact, we're  planning on doing  just that  little

thing." Mitchell extended his hand again. "Good luck, Phil."

    "Thanks, Admiral. See you in Bandar!"

    Minutes later, Coburn was tucked into the passenger compartment of

SDV 1. He  was rigged out  in the SEALs'  new SCUBA Mark  XV gear,  an

advanced underwater  life-support  system  that  used  a  computer  to

regulate the rebreather's gas mix. With the Mark XV, a SEAL could dive

deeper and stay deep longer  than he could with  the old Drager LAR  V

system; he wore a  full-face mask that allowed  him to communicate  by

voice, either through an intercom jack  or by radio, though the  range

of   radio   communications   was    sharply   limited   within    the

radio-wave-absorbing medium of the sea.

    Seated next  to Master  Chief  MacKenzie, and  just ahead  of  HM2

Ellsworth and HT1 Garcia, Coburn plugged his breathing system into the

boat's air supply, a  measure that would extend  the range of his  own

rebreather gear, then waited as water flooded the cramped compartment.

It was dark,  and the confines  were downright claustrophobic.  Coburn

chuckled to himself as  he thought of the  ongoing budgetary war  that

continued to keep the  Navy divided into  separate, rival camps.  Many

years earlier, the submariners, seeking to expand their control over a

portion of the Navy's  appropriations, had managed  to push through  a

rule with Congress  that established  that only they  could build  and

operate "dry" submarines, underwater craft that provided a shirtsleeve

environment for their operators. As a result, arms of the service that

could use small, covert entry  or reconnaissance craft--arms like  the

SEALs and the Marines--had to rely  on "wet" submarines like the  Mark

VIII.

    For that reason, SDV operations were sharply limited in range. The

Mark VIII could manage about six  knots on its electric batteries  and

had an endurance of six hours, so  the SDVs had to be piggy-backed  to

within eighteen nautical  miles of the  target--three hours in,  three

hours back--with the further disadvantage  that the SEALs aboard  were

going to be tired long before they even got there. That  narrow-minded

bean-counting was a  typical example of  the bureaucratic idiocy  that

plagued those military circles high enough in the Washington hierarchy

to be contaminated by the politics of that town.

    Usually in SEAL SDV  missions, ferry duty fell  to one of the  few

dry submarines  equipped to  carry SDVs  in special  hangars on  their

decks. Unfortunately, none of the subs so equipped had been  available

on such short  notice, which meant  that Austin had  been tasked  with

carrying the SEALs  in to  a drop-off  point eighteen  miles south  of

Bandar Abbas.  Austin's  captain,  Coburn  thought,  as  well  as  the

skippers of her  escorting warships,  must be  sweating bullets  about

now, wondering  if the  Iranians  were about  to launch  a  preemptive

strike against the  task force. The  Iranians had to  figure that  the

American MEF was here for more than a show of force, that they weren't

going to just stand by and watch while the Iranians rifled the  Yuduki

Maru of her cargo.

    What was their response going to be? There was no way of  telling.

All the SEALs could do was plan  it the best they could, then  Charlie

Mike.

    A few yards away,  MacKenzie stood on the  steel deck grating  and

watched Coburn talking with the admiral. He'd learned that Coburn  was

joining the platoon only a few hours earlier, when the captain had met

the team in a briefing room and explained the nature of the mission.

    MacKenzie didn't like this twist, not one bit. Captain Coburn  was

a capable officer, but damn it, the guy was getting a bit old for this

sort of thing. Coburn was fifty years old and had served in Nam. Three

hours in  a  wet  suit,  breathing  reprocessed  air,  was  incredibly

draining, especially for an old guy.

    The chief protested, of course, and he'd been slapped down. Coburn

had grinned to rob the rebuke of its sting and pointed out that if he,

Coburn, was  over the  hill, Master  Chief MacKenzie  couldn't be  far

behind.

    MacKenzie grimaced at the  thought. He was  forty-five ... but  at

least he'd been active in the Teams' diving proficiency drills and  PT

over the years. When was the last time the Old Man had swum two miles,

with fins, in seventy minutes? Or run fourteen miles in 110?

    He decided he would stick close to Coburn throughout this  mission

... just in case.

    2345 hours (Zulu  +3) Captured Boghammer  patrol craft Off  Bandar

Abbas

    With her  powerful  engine  barely  ticking  over,  the  Boghammer

growled past the huge, gray bulks  of a dozen Iranian military  craft,

most yard tenders and oilers, but a few heavily armed patrol boats  as

well. The sailors on the decks of those craft watched the sleek  craft

incuriously if at all; Boghammers were  common enough in all parts  of

the harbor that it should not excite curiosity.

    So far, the Iranian shipyard and naval facilities appeared  quiet.

No alarm  had sounded,  no  heavily armed  patrol boats  were  dashing

about. Their most serious test had come as they'd approached a massive

boom guarding the  hundred-yard-wide opening to  the shipyard's  inner

harbor. Half  expecting  to  be turned  aside  without  the  necessary

password or code, they'd motored slowly  toward the boom, only to  see

the central section slide open for them, allowing them to pass inside.

Guard towers rose on either side  of the opening; the boom floated  on

the  water's  surface  but  was  clearly  the  support  for  a   heavy

antisubmarine net.  Guards patrolled  everywhere, but  none paid  more

attention to the Boghammer than a casual wave or salute.

    Inside the harbor,  most activity seemed  lethargic. Except for  a

few armed  guards  in  evidence  ashore, the  only  men  visible  were

lounging and talking on the decks of their ships. Most of the base was

dark, save for patches of illumination cast by street lights along the

waterfront.

    The single area of intense activity appeared to be centered on the

forward deck of the  freighter Yuduki Maru, which  had been drawn  up,

port side to, at a long pier close by the shipyard's dry-dock area and

launching way. Tarpaulins had been  stretched across the forward  deck

in an  obvious  attempt to  block  out surveillance  by  American  spy

satellites, and  a construction  crew could  be seen  by the  flaring,

actinic light of cutting torches hissing on the forward deck.

    "Could be  they're running  into some  computer trouble,"  Murdock

said. All four of  the SEALs were  inside the Boghammer's  pilothouse,

peering out through the salt-encrusted  windscreen at the activity  on

the huge freighter. "Without the right password, they're not going  to

get through the cargo hatches."

    "So their only option is  cutting their way through solid  steel,"

Roselli said, standing at  the boat's wheel. "That  should take 'em  a

while, even with dockyard facilities."

    "All night at least," Higgins said.

    "That was the idea," Murdock said.

    "What the hell  is the  new password, anyway?"  Roselli wanted  to

know.

    Murdock grinned. "'Jaybird." It was  the only thing I could  think

of at the time."

    "Ha! Well, they sure won't hit on that by trial and error. It must

be giving them fits!"

    "I just hope they don't think the Japanese crewmen are giving them

the wrong information," Sterling said. "Things could go a bit hard  on

them."

    "Shit, Jaybird, you want we should go in and give them the keys to

the stuffs" Roselli asked.

    "I didn't say that."

    "Anyway, they know we were up  there on the bridge long enough  to

change the codes. They're  probably just mad as  hell they didn't  get

one of us to tell them what it was!"

    Murdock leaned over, studying the  armed men arrayed along  Yuduki

Maru's side. More soldiers were  on the pier alongside, where  workers

were preparing to sway  several bulky propane tanks  up to the  ship's

deck in a cargo net. "What would you guys say ... twelve armed  guards

on board?"

    "About that," Roselli agreed. "Twelve in sight anyway. And another

fifteen or twenty on  the dock. Ramazani  probably has every  Pasdaran

soldier he feels  he can  trust in  this burg  sitting on  top of  his

prize."

    "And they're  positioning  that  hammerhead crane  over  there  to

off-load the stuff,"  Sterling added.  "If we're  gonna do  something,

we'd better do it damned fast."

    Higgins glanced at his watch. "Patience, son. The SDVs ought to be

here in another hour."

    "If they stuck to sched," Roselli added. "Hey, Sterling?"

    "Yeah?"

    "How did you get the name Jaybird?"

    The SEAL trainee  groaned and  the other SEALs  laughed. With  her

engine set just one notch above idle, the Boghammer cruised slowly and

ever deeper into the Iranian harbor.

    Monday, 30 May

    0005 hours (Zulu +3) Freighter Yuduki Maru Bandar Abbas shipyard

    Tetsuo Kurebayashi had been unable to sleep. Despite the years  of

self-discipline and  self-denial, despite  the  rigors of  his  Ohtori

commando  training,  the   excitement,  the   overwhelming  sense   of

fulfillment  of  a  mission   accomplished  blended  with  the   heady

anticipation of another mission about to begin, left him wide awake.

    Besides, it was noisy  within the steel  confines of the  hijacked

freighter. A small army had come aboard as soon as they'd been  safely

tied up to the dock, and  the Iranian construction personnel were  now

hard  at  work,  attempting  to  cut  through  the  reinforced   steel

containment walls that surrounded Yuduki Maru's precious cargo.

    Dressing, he'd gone  up to the  vessel's bridge. Iranian  soldiers

had  finished  removing  the  machine  guns  ruined  by  the  American

commandos but  had not  replaced them.  Instead, grim-looking  Iranian

Pasdaran stood  guard with  automatic weapons.  The compartment  still

showed the signs of battle--the soundproofing tiles overhead  shredded

by hundreds  of  bullet  holes,  the  teletype  printers  and  several

consoles smoke-stained and pocked by  stray rounds, most of the  glass

in the large,  slanted bridge windows  missing. A brown  stain on  the

tile deck marked where an Iranian soldier had died.

    Glancing around  once, Kurebayashi  stepped through  the door  and

onto the open starboard wing of the bridge.

    Isamu Takeda was already there,  leaning against the railing.  "A,

Isamusama," Kurebayashi said, startled. "Sumimasen!"

    "Please, Tetsuosan,"  the  Ohtori leader  replied,  also  speaking

Japanese to  maintain  a sense  of  privacy from  the  nearby  Iranian

troops. "Join me."

    "Hai, Isamusama!" Kurebayashi gave the requisite, respectful  bow,

raising his eyes  no higher  than the collar  of Takeda's  limey-style

blouse. "You honor me."

    "We have come a long way from the streets of Sasebo, neh?"

    Clearly, Takeda was in a  reflective mood. Kurebayashi grunted  an

assent, joining his  leader against the  wing railing. It  had been  a

long time, almost fifteen years, since  they'd met one another in  the

rock-throwing riots staged to  protest the American military  presence

in the home islands. That had been at the very beginning, when  Ohtori

was first  being  born from  the  fallen  ideals and  promise  of  the

Japanese Red Army.

    It had taken that long to find a weapon suitable for bringing  the

American imperialists to their knees.

    "The general tells me it will take a little time yet to reach  our

goal," Takeda said.  He nodded  toward the activity  on Yuduki  Maru's

deck. The flare of cutting torches cast monstrous, flickering  shadows

across the steel.

    "After waiting this  long," Kurebayashi  said, "I  suppose we  can

wait a few hours more. The arrangements are made for our share?"

    "Yes. It  will be  flown to  Bangkok tomorrow  night, then  placed

aboard a ship  to be smuggled  into Yokohama." He  smiled easily.  "It

will be most poetic, don't you think? The Western devils brought  down

by the demon  they first  unleashed upon  our people  seven sevens  of

years ago."

    "Hai, Isamusama! It is justice, and partial payment as well."

    "I know how you feel about working with the Iranians,  Tetsuosan,"

Takeda went on. "But it is proper naniwabushi, neh?"

    In Japan, the practice called naniwabushi, meaning to get on  such

close personal terms with someone that he was obligated to generosity,

was basic to any  good businessman's repertoire.  Terrorism too was  a

business, sometimes even a profitable one, certainly one to be pursued

with the dedication and attention to detail of any corporate endeavor.

By planning  the  capture  of  the Yuduki  Maru,  by  penetrating  the

security measures put in place by the freighter's owners and  actually

executing the takeover, Ohtori had placed a tremendous obligation upon

Ramazani and the  other plotters within  Iran's military. As  payment,

Ramazani had promised Ohtori two hundred kilos of plutonium--one tenth

of the  cargo  locked away  in  the freighter's  hold.  This  mission,

Operation Yoake, had yet one final act to unfold, one that would  find

consummation at Yokosuka some three months hence.

    Yokosuka, just twenty-eight miles south across Tokyo Bay from  the

Japanese capital, once one of Imperial Japan's first naval bases,  had

for five decades been the largest U.S. Navy shore facility in the  Far

East, covering five hundred acres  and including the headquarters  for

COMFLEACT, the  Commander  of  Fleet  Activities,  which  oversaw  the

logistics and  maintenance for  all U.S.  Navy forces  in the  western

Pacific. Just a few kilos  of highly radioactive plutonium,  dispersed

by a remotely detonated car bomb, would be more than enough to  render

the entire area uninhabitable for the next several centuries. And that

would  be  only  the  beginning.  Two  hundred  kilos  would   provide

blast-scattered death enough  for many car  bombs, many places  around

the world. The  blast that had  shaken the World  Trade Center in  New

York City over a year ago would be utterly forgotten, a mere shadow of

the horror, blood, and lingering death that was to follow.

    It would be ... what was the American term? Payback. Yes, it would

be payback indeed for the horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. To  drive

that particular point home,  the attack was planned  for the sixth  of

August, some sixty-eight days hence.

    Kurebayashi looked away from  the dazzle of  the torches and  work

lights, staring instead at the  black water slowly rising and  falling

along Yuduki  Maru's  starboard side.  Turning  and leaning  over  the

railing to peer into the darkness aft, he saw one of the sleek Iranian

patrol boats motor slowly past the freighter's stern, at the very edge

of the illumination spread by the work lights ashore.

    All was quiet, but Kurebayashi was ill at ease. He'd been thinking

a lot lately of  the black-garbed commandos who'd  risen from the  sea

and so nearly overturned  Yoake. He was fairly  sure that they'd  been

American SEALs--though  both the  U.S. Marines  and the  Army  Special

Forces  used  SCUBA  equipment  when   necessary.  The  SEALs  had   a

well-deserved  reputation  throughout   the  world's   freedom-fighter

underground as ruthless, efficient, and implacably deadly foes.

    He didn't believe for  a moment that the  Americans were going  to

let Ohtori and the Iranians walk  away with two tons of plutonium.  If

they were going to try  again to stop the theft,  it would have to  be

now, before Yuduki Maru's steel-lined vaults were breached, before the

plutonium could be  scattered to  waiting terrorist  cells around  the

world.

    Kurebayashi felt a small chill down his spine at the thought.  "If

you agree, I will inspect our sentries," he told Takeda.

    "Of course, Tetsuosan."

    He bowed again, then  left the Ohtori leader  on the bridge  wing.

According to the schedule,  Hotsumi and Masahiko were  on duty on  the

fantail, while Seito stood guard over Yuduki Maru's crew, locked  away

now in the aft crew's quarters. Throughout the voyage north to  Bandar

Abbas, the Ohtori gunmen had maintained their own watch  independently

of the Iranians. These Pasdaran  were too lax, too ill-disciplined  to

maintain a proper military watch. And  there was a very great deal  at

stake.

    0040 hours (Zulu +3) Bandar Abbas shipyard

    Roselli had guided the Boghammer across the harbor, approaching at

last a  deserted  pier  in  a  remote  and  poorly  lit  part  of  the

waterfront. There, they'd  shut down  the engine and  tied the  patrol

boat to  a  ramshackle bollard.  One  by  one then,  with  the  others

standing watch,  they'd donned  their black  gear and  SCUBAs,  tested

them, and checked once more their weapons and equipment. At 0015 hours

precisely, they'd  rolled  over  the side  of  the  Boghammer,  moving

stealthily in the shadows  beneath the rickety  pier, donned fins  and

face masks, and  slipped beneath  the ink-black surface  of the  water

with scarcely a ripple to mark their passing.

    It was a two-hundred-meter  swim from the  pier where they'd  left

the Boghammer to the dockside construction area where Yuduki Maru  had

been moored. They navigated by compass and by counting the strokes  of

their swim fins.

    Halfway across, Murdock could hear sounds transmitted through  the

water from  the target,  the clank  of steel  on steel,  the thump  of

something heavy  being dropped.  Sound propagates  through water  much

more efficiently  than it  does in  air, and  far faster.  It felt  as

though they must be nearly on top of their target.

    They continued  swimming.  As  the  noises  grew  louder,  Murdock

cautiously moved to the surface until the upper half of his head broke

the water, rising  just enough to  give him a  frog's-eye view of  the

target. Yuduki Maru's stern rose like  a black wall against the  glare

of lights on  the dock  side. The dazzling  flare of  a cutting  torch

shone like a brilliant star.

    Submerging again, Murdock had waited  until the other three  SEALs

moved close enough that  he could signal by  touch. They were dead  on

course, and only about thirty meters short of their target.

    Moments later, they'd  swum up against  the slime-slick bottom  of

the Yuduki Maru, where she rode at her moorings in twenty-one feet  of

water. Reaching into a pocket of his loadout vest, Murdock extracted a

small metallic  case the  size of  a pack  of cigarettes,  nudged  the

transmit switch  with his  gloved thumb,  then positioned  the  device

against the freighter's hull.

    The homer was  part of  the specialized  VBSS loadout,  originally

brought along against the possibility that they would need to mark the

Beluga for a second boarding attempt. He heard nothing when he  turned

it on, of course; the highfrequency chirps emitted by the device  were

well above the human auditory range.

    But someone equipped  with the  right equipment would  be able  to

pick up the  signals, and home  on them. Murdock  and the other  SEALs

allowed themselves  to sink  to  the muck  of the  ill-defined  harbor

bottom, and waited. SEALs were very, very good at waiting.

    0052 hours (Zulu +3) SDV 1 Outside the Bandar Abbas shipyard

    With a dwindling whine of its  electric motor, the lead Mark  VIII

SDV settled gently to the muddy bottom, closely followed by the  other

two. Moving carefully in the  cramped darkness, MacKenzie switched  on

his own rebreather, then disconnected  the life-support line that  had

been feeding him off the bus's bottled air.

    The long three-hour  run north  from the drop-off  point had  been

routine. There'd been  a few tense  moments as they  cruised past  the

island of  Larak, a  few miles  east  of Qeshm.  The SDV's  pilot  had

reported  over  the  plug-in  intercom  that  sonar  had  detected   a

rotary-wing aircraft  hovering  overhead, and  moments  later,  they'd

heard the telltale throb of approaching propellers. An Iranian  patrol

boat was passing overhead.

    There was no telling what the  helicopter had seen--or even if  it

had seen anything at all in  the darkness. All three SDVs had  powered

down until they were only barely making way, traveling in near-perfect

silence; the patrol boat had passed close overhead, circled a time  or

two, then headed off toward the west.

    With sonar reporting the area clear again, the three SEAL minisubs

had continued on  their way.  The Mark VIII  featured a  sophisticated

Doppler Navigation System,  or DNS, that  allowed pinpoint  navigation

even in waters as foul  and choked with mud as  those of the Gulf.  It

also mounted an OAS,  or Obstacle-Avoidance Sonar subsystem,  allowing

the subs to keep track of  one another and to avoid  obstacles--sunken

hulks,  coral  heads,  or  the  structural  pylons  of  Gulf  drilling

rigs--even when the water was almost completely opaque.

    At 0041 hours, the SDV's pilot had alerted the passengers over the

intercom A  high-frequency sonar  signal  had been  picked up  on  the

predicted bearing. MacKenzie had allowed himself to relax a little  at

the news.  Murdock and  the others  were okay.  They'd penetrated  the

harbor, located the Yuduki Maru, and  planted the sonar homer. Now  it

was up to the rest of Third Platoon.

    MacKenzie dragged  the  passenger  compartment  hatch  back,  then

carefully extricated himself from the grounded bus. He had to  operate

almost entirely by feel; it was past midnight, and even at high  noon,

the visibility in the silty waters of  the Gulf was never more than  a

few feet.  A  shimmering  glow suffused  from  the  surface  overhead,

creating a kind of ceiling to the watery world. There were floodlights

up there, MacKenzie decided, illuminating the surface of the water  at

the harbor entrance.  By that glow  he could just  make out the  vague

shadow of a net hanging vertically in the water above him.

    The luminous dial of his depth gauge showed a depth of forty feet,

well within the safe working range for Mark XV SCUBA gear.  Carefully,

he moved aft along  the side of  the SDV and opened  the hatch to  the

cargo compartment.  Other divers  appeared in  the water  around  him.

Together, they broke  out a small  sled, a raft  stretched across  two

small pontoons, to which  their equipment and  heavy weapons had  been

lashed. It took a  moment to valve air  from the sled's ballast  tanks

until it  assumed  neutral buoyancy.  Then  Holt and  Frazier  assumed

positions to  either side  of it  and began  guiding it  with  gentle,

flippered kicks toward the net. The other SEALs followed.

    MacKenzie marked  the net  with two  red-glowing chemical  lights,

their glow too dim to reach the surface but bright enough here to  let

the SEALs see what they  were doing. Brown, Kosciuszko, and  Fernandez

produced cable  cutters,  and  together  they  went  to  work  on  the

submarine net.

    In moments, they'd cut a six-foot gap through the net, marking the

opening with the chemical lights. Leaving the three SDVs parked by the

net, the twelve SEALs one by one slipped through the opening and  into

the inner harbor.

    MacKenzie checked  the luminous  dial of  his watch.  It was  0058

hours. They were behind sched and would have to hurry. He wondered how

Coburn was holding up, but when he caught sight of the Old Man sliding

through the opening in  the net, he  looked okay. MacKenzie  assigning

himself as  the captain's  dive  buddy, touched  Coburn in  query  and

received a jaunty OK hand signal in reply. So far, so good.

    Kosciuszko was holding a black device the size of a paperback book

before him as  he swam,  studying the LED  readout on  a tiny  screen.

Sensitive to the  frequencies used by  Murdock's homer, the  hand-held

sonar would guide the SEALs to their target.

    With firm, thrusting  kicks that  felt good after  three hours  of

immobility in the SDV, MacKenzie and the others began swimming through

the  jet-black   murk.  He   thought  he   could  already   hear   the

water-transmitted clangs  and  bumps of  construction  work  somewhere

ahead.

    0112 hours  (Zulu +3)  Beneath the  freighter Yuduki  Maru  Bandar

Abbas shipyard

    In Vietnam SEALs  had learned  the art  of patience,  deliberately

assuming uncomfortable positions in order to stay awake and alert  for

hour after dragging hour while waiting  at the side of a jungle  trail

for the appearance of an enemy column.

    Such extreme measures weren't necessary here, waiting in the black

murk beneath the Yuduki Maru, though each of the four men was alert to

the signs of drowsiness in himself and in the others. Drowsiness here,

twenty feet beneath the surface, could be a Symptom Of CO2  poisoning,

due  to  malfunction,  chemical  exhaustion  in  their  Drager  LAR  V

rebreather rigs, or simply from working too hard.

    Each move they made was slow and deliberate; the bottom,  obscured

in drifting  silt,  was a  tangled,  potential deathtrap  of  concrete

blocks, discarded truck tires, broken glass, empty packing crates, and

slime-covered railroad ties,  jumbled together  in a  kind of  chaotic

obstacle course. They'd taken up a bottom watch position, the four  of

them within touching distance, resting back-to-back so that they could

see in all directions. There was  little to see. They were  underneath

the wooden pier,  close to  one of the  massive, algae-shaggy  pilings

that descended from the dim glow at the surface into the tarry muck of

the bottom, and visibility was effectively zero.

    In fact, while swaddled  in his wet suit  and dive gear, the  only

sense Murdock still had  was hearing, and he  was focusing all of  his

attention on the sounds  echoing through the  black water around  him.

The heavy-equipment noises from the Yuduki Maru's deck had ceased, but

loud thumps and  bumps continued  to transmit  themselves through  the

water at irregular intervals, and occasionally he could hear the creak

and pop of wood shifting as men  moved on the pier directly above  his

head.

    And then he heard another sound  ... one that made him reach  back

and urgently tap the other SEALS. It was a metallic, tinkling noise, a

bubbling that came in short bursts of noise, followed by silence.

    The SEALs' rebreathers  were silent,  giving off  no air  bubbles.

What they were hearing  was almost certainly a  SCUBA rig ... no,  two

rigs, judging from the  one-two, pause, one-two  rhythm of the  noise.

Iranian divers ... and they were coming toward the SEALS.

    0115 hours (Zulu +3) inside the Bandar Abbas shipyard harbor

    Coburn didn't realize  that he  was in trouble  until the  thought

struck him, with all of the impact of religious revelation, that  he'd

somehow forgotten what the mission was.

    He'd been swimming  steadily ahead through  the silt-laden  water,

checking his  wrist  compass  occasionally to  maintain  the  assigned

heading of three-two-zero  degrees, but  mostly relying  on the  dimly

sensed shadows of the  other SEALs around him.  He was working  harder

than he'd expected. His  muscles were still up  to the task the  SEALs

had set for themselves,  but Coburn found he  was having to fight  for

air as he swam harder  and harder, trying to  keep up. The effort  was

much like that of Hell Week, a demanding test of stamina and willpower

as the recruit's reserves were drained completely, then challenged  by

yet another seemingly impossible task.

    He was thinking about  Hell Week when he  realized that he'd  lost

sight of the other divers. That in itself was not surprising, the silt

in the  water had  been growing  steadily thicker  as the  team  moved

deeper into the  harbor, until the  water was so  murky that his  dive

buddy could have been six feet away and remained invisible. The  shock

came when he stopped to think about what to do next and realized  that

he didn't know why he was here. A training mission? Yes, that must  be

it ... though he had the  nagging feeling that this operation was  far

more important then the  usual SEAL qualification  dive. He shook  his

head, trying to clear it. How could he forget what he was doing in the

middle of an exercise?  There was a reason  for that, but he  couldn't

remember what it was.

    His head hurt, the pain throbbing with his accelerated  heartbeat,

and he was having  trouble clearing his ears.  The full mask  squeezed

uncomfortably against the borders of  his face. His thinking felt  ...

muddy, somehow. And God! He was feeling so tired, so sleepy.

    0115 hours  (Zulu +3)  Beneath the  freighter Yuduki  Maru  Bandar

Abbas shipyard

    Murdock strained to catch the tinkling gurgle of the enemy's SCUBA

rigs. Had the SEALs been discovered already? There was no way to tell.

Possibly the Iranians had  picked up the telltale  pings of the  sonar

homer, though the high-frequency device had been designed to avoid the

usual sound channels used by conventional sonar ears. More likely,  it

was a routine patrol, checking the  Yuduki Maru's bottom for mines  or

listening devices, or sweeping the area for any signs of enemy frogman

activity. The  bad guys  had to  be  a bit  nervous after  that  first

attempt to take the freighter back by seaborne assault.

    Silently,  Murdock   spoke   to   the  others   with   touch   and

shadow-shrouded gesture Roselli and Higgins, go that way ...  Jaybird,

come with me. Splitting into two teams of two, the SEALs circled  left

and right. It was  always difficult to tell  the source of  underwater

sounds, but the  SCUBA bubble noise  was sharp enough  that the  SEALs

could localize it to the general direction of the shore. Most  likely,

the enemy  divers  had  gone  in  near  Yuduki  Maru's  bow  and  were

approaching now along her bottom. Murdock drew his Mark II Navy  knife

and sensed Jaybird doing the same.

    The sounds were closer now and sharper. That way. Moving out  from

under the pier, Murdock scraped along inches beneath the steel ceiling

of the freighter's keel,  trying to localize what  he was now  certain

were the noises from two SCUBA  regulators. They needed to be  careful

in their identification, since it was quite possible that the two SEAL

teams could blunder into one another  by mistake. Shadows moved a  few

feet in front of him, materializing out of the drifting silt.

    Yes! Those were  no SEALS, not  with dark gray  wet suits and  the

bulky,  steel  cylinders  of  air  tanks  strapped  to  their   backs.

Evidently, they were checking Yuduki Maru's bottom, for one swam close

to the hull,  dragging his hand  across the surface,  while the  other

hung a few feet back. Both carried bangsticks, meter-long rods  tipped

with shotgun  shells,  weapons designed  to  kill sharks  but  equally

effective against men.

    Murdock touched Jaybird to make  sure he saw, then lunged  forward

with three hard kicks to his  fins. Exploding out of the muck  beneath

the ship,  he  collided  with  the lead  Iranian  frogman,  left  hand

blocking the  other's  bangstick hand,  knife  hand spearing  for  the

throat. Jaybird hit  the second  diver an instant  later, rolling  him

over and carrying him toward the bottom.

    Bubbles angrily hissed and gurgled  in the water. Murdock's  knife

slashed the rubber of the Iranian's hood, then penetrated to the flesh

below. Blood,  ink-black in  the almost  nonexistent light  formed  an

expanding cloud about both men.  The bangstick slipped from the  man's

fingers, though he continued struggling in Murdock's grasp. Gradually,

those struggles died away  ... and then the  frogman floated limp  and

unresisting in the water,  just as Roselli and  Higgins loomed out  of

the shadows from astern, knives at the ready.

    Murdock glanced up. Jaybird had  killed his man as well,  slitting

the man's throat like an expert.

    Turning the bodies  over, the  SEALs closed  the regulator  valves

shut, stopping  the  flow of  air  from the  tanks.  Men on  the  pier

following the  divers'  progress by  their  tell-tale bubbles  on  the

surface might wonder  at having lost  the bubbles ...  but they  would

wonder a lot more if the rhythmic bubble patterns turned to two steady

streams that no longer  moved. The SEALs had  just purchased a  little

more time while the  people on the surface  assumed that their  divers

had moved beneath the ship ... ten or fifteen minutes, perhaps.  After

that ...

    Damn, where were the guys off the SDVs?

    0116 hours (Zulu +3) Inside the Bandar Abbas shipyard harbor

    Coburn's breaths were coming in short, panting rasps now. The pain

in his head was almost  unendurable, and he had  to stifle an urge  to

yawn inside his mask.

    Damn this Hell Week shit. Push a guy until he's so damned tired he

doesn't know whether he's  coming or going, until  he's about to  fall

asleep on his feet. Maybe it's time  to ring the fucking bell, to  get

out now while the getting's still good.

    Compass heading  ...  what  was his  heading?  Holding  the  wrist

compass up  before  his  mask,  he tried  to  focus  on  the  numbers.

Two-three-zero ... he needed a heading of two-three-zero. Damn! He was

way off course! The next marker in the exercise was that way! How much

time had he lost?

    He had to  keep moving,  keep working.  He wasn't  going to  quit,

wasn't going to ring the damned bell. But God, he was so sleepy! ...

    A hand descended  on his arm,  yanking him to  one side.  Angrily,

Coburn turned  to fend  off this  unexpected attack  from behind.  The

other diver was much bigger than he, and stronger. Coburn reached  for

his knife ...

    ... and the move was  expertly blocked. The other SEAL  positioned

himself so that his face mask  was six inches from Coburn's. The  SEAL

captain found himself looking into MacKenzie's worried eyes.

    MacKenzie. What was he  doing here? He was  supposed to be in  the

Persian Gulf, going after that Japanese freighter.

    Then Coburn remembered where  he was, and  the realization was  at

once terrifying  and embarrassing.  He  floated there  in  MacKenzie's

grip, almost limp, as  the SEAL master chief  reached out and  snagged

another diver out of the gloom.

    Ellsworth, the  platoon's corpsman.  Coburn watched  as  MacKenzie

signaled to Ellsworth with his free hand, forming a "C", an "O,"  then

holding up two fingers.

    CO2. Coburn's symptoms of the past few minutes began to make  some

kind of sense. He'd been breathing awfully hard since they'd left  the

SDVs, partly  because  the  long  night swim  was  hard  work,  partly

because--he made himself admit the fact now--he'd been excited.  Maybe

too excited.  He'd  started breathing  so  hard that  he  hadn't  been

ventilating his lungs properly  ... or possibly  he'd simply not  been

giving his rebreather's CO absorbent time  to purge all of the  carbon

dioxide from his gas mix.

    He wanted to kick himself.

    MacKenzie pointed  toward the  surface and  Doc nodded.  The  only

treatment for carbon-dioxide poisoning was to abort the dive at  once.

Coburn felt MacKenzie  handing him  off to  Ellsworth. Together,  they

started for the surface.

    0118 hours  (Zulu +3)  Beneath the  freighter Yuduki  Maru  Bandar

Abbas shipyard

    Murdock and the other  three SEALs had dragged  the bodies of  the

two Iranians to the bottom and  wedged them securely among the  broken

concrete blocks  and discarded  rubber tires  beneath the  pier,  then

returned to their back-to-back watch position. How long before the bad

guys topside decided to come looking for their missing frogmen?

    If the SDV  team didn't  show up damned  quick, he  would have  to

start thinking about what the four of them could do on their own.

    Not that  they'd  be able  to  do a  hell  of a  lot.  A  four-man

Rambo-type assault was a  possibility, but not a  good one. SEALs  got

results by working as a team according to a carefully worked-out plan,

not by going in with guns blazing in some kind of wild, death-or-glory

banzai charge. Besides, though they were armed, they had no  grenades,

no explosives, and once  on board they would  be outnumbered at  least

ten to one. Getting themselves shot would accomplish exactly  nothing.

The smart move would probably be to return to the Boghammer and try to

raise Prairie  Rome  on the  sat  comm. Presumably,  the  air  assault

portion of Deadly Weapon was still  under way, even if the SDV  attack

had been aborted.

    Or was it? It wouldn't be  the first time that a nervous  Pentagon

or an indecisive Administration had gotten cold feet and called off  a

major attack at the last possible second. Maybe the SDV SEALs and  the

airborne assault had both been called off, but nobody had bothered  to

inform the four SEALs already in the harbor.

    It was a lonely thought.

    Then as if on cue, other  divers materialized silently out of  the

inky water, familiar shadow-shapes in  SEAL black gear vests and  Mark

XV SCUBAs.  It  was  too  dark  to  recognize  features  behind  those

full-face masks,  but MacKenzie's  big-boned lankiness  was a  welcome

sight indeed.

    Murdock counted them as they gathered around, and realized with  a

small stirring of alarm that there were only ten men in the group. The

last sat-comm transmission from Prairie Home had said that there would

be twelve. Who was missing?

    There was no time to find out. With swift, silent efficiency,  the

SEALs parceled off into  two groups. As in  the first assault  against

the freighter, they would go aboard in two groups, both of them on the

starboard side this time, to avoid being seen from the pier.

    Unpacking their gear from the  cargo sled, the SDV SEALs  extended

their hooked painter's poles and unshipped their weapons. In  moments,

the first two SEALs were on their way up the Yuduki Maru's side.

    0121 hours (Zulu +3) Inside the Bandar Abbas shipyard harbor

    Doc Ellsworth broke surface close beneath a wood-and-concrete pier

extending west from a  massive stone jetty.  Coburn surfaced a  moment

later, and Doc guided him to the algae-caked bulk of one of the pier's

bollards.

    This appeared to be a fueling pier. A Combattante II-class  patrol

boat was tied up alongside, and  the sailors aboard were passing  fuel

lines across from the jetty.

    The Combattante II was  a French-made boat,  about 155 feet  long,

weighing 249  tons, and  carrying a  complement of  about thirty  men.

Originally equipped with  harpoon missiles,  the Iranian  Combattantes

were now  armed only  with  one rapid-fire  76mm  cannon in  a  turret

forward and a 40mm  antiaircraft gun aft. Doc  was less worried  about

the patrol boat's armament  than he was about  the men working on  her

afterdeck.

    But Doc's  first thought  was  for his  patient. As  Coburn  clung

gasping to the  bollard, Ellsworth  pulled off the  SEAL's mask,  then

examined his face closely in the dim light. There was a lot of  bloody

mucus hanging in clots from Coburn's nose ... probably from a ruptured

sinus. No froth at  the nose or mouth,  which was damned good  because

then Ellsworth would have to consider the possibilities of embolism or

lung squeeze. Chances  were, Coburn  had been breathing  so hard  he'd

popped a sinus.

    Hard breathing almost certainly meant CO2 poisoning. The  symptoms

were subtle,  but  included  drowsiness  and  loss  of  concentration,

confused thinking, and sometimes the headache that might be associated

with the dilation of the arteries in the victim's brain.

    "How do you feel?" he whispered in Coburn's ear, just loud  enough

to be heard above the lapping of the water at the pier and the  voices

of the working party nearby. "Head?"

    "Head hurt like a bastard for  a while there," Coburn said.  "It's

better now."

    "Tingling in your hands? Nausea? Chest pains?"

    Coburn shook his head. "Negative."

    His speech was taut and  coherent. MacKenzie had spotted  Coburn's

trouble in time. The insidious thing  about CO2 poisoning was the  way

it crept  up on  you, robbing  you of  your concentration  and  mental

clarity, while making you  breathe harder ... which  in turn made  the

condition worse. A two percent excess of C02 in the gas mix was enough

to trigger harder breathing. Ten percent caused unconsciousness, while

fifteen brought  on  spasms  and  rigidity.  Death  was  usually  from

drowning.

    One thing  was sure.  They didn't  dare risk  letting Coburn  dive

again. Doc gestured toward  the shore, where rocks  and mud rose  from

the water at the point  where the pier met  the land. They could  take

shelter there, without having to worry about clinging to the  bollard.

They would also be able to unstrap their HKs and have them ready, just

in case. "Let's get comfortable."

    Together, they started  moving toward  the shore,  keeping to  the

shadows beneath the pier.

    0121 hours (Zulu +3) Freighter Yuduki Maru Bandar Abbas shipyard

    MacKenzie was first up the freighter's side, hauling himself  from

the water hand over hand along the painter's pole. The last time  he'd

done this had been at sea, safely shrouded by the anonymity of  night.

This time it was night ... but  the glare of lights from the  shipyard

facilities ashore and from the work area on Yuduki Maru's forward deck

was bright enough that he could imagine himself etched clearly against

the ship's side.

    In fact, his combat blacks provided camouflage enough against  the

ship's black side, and the SEALs had chosen their approach  carefully,

coming in over the quarter where  they were unlikely to be noticed  by

casual observers ashore.  Still, guards  in a passing  patrol boat  or

sailors aboard one of the other ships in the harbor could easily  look

the wrong way at the wrong  moment. They might assume that the  divers

emerging from  the water  were part  of the  "salvage work"  going  on

aboard the  Japanese  freighter ...  or  they might  sound  an  alarm.

Security lay in moving swiftly, with no waste motion and no delays  in

the open.

    As he reached the top of  his climb, hanging from the  freighter's

gunwale, he could hear voices coming from the deck above his head.

    "Dokokara kimashita ka?"

    "Ah, Osaka kara kimashita."

    Japanese. At least two of them.

    Clinging one-handed  to the  painter's  pole, MacKenzie  drew  his

Smith & Wesson Hush Puppy. The team wasn't bothering with laser sights

this time; the gadgets were too sensitive to salt-water immersion.

    This one was going to have to be quick, crude, and dirty.

    0121 hours (Zulu +3) Fueling dock Bandar Abbas shipyard

    Doc helped Coburn  in a clumsy  side-kick as they  made their  way

along from piling to piling, always staying in the shelter beneath the

pier. As  they passed  beside the  patrol boat,  they could  hear  the

voices of Iranians on the dock  and aboard the vessel, calling to  one

another in Farsi. Doc  concentrated on staying  afloat. Both men  were

burdened with weapons  and gear, and  it was a  struggle just  keeping

both of  their heads  above  water. Moments  later, they  cleared  the

patrol boat. They were less than ten yards from the shore now.

    Across the water  toward the  north, less than  one hundred  yards

away, the Yuduki Maru lay tied up to the construction pier, bathed  in

light from shore and  from her own forward  deck. As he moved  through

the water, Doc could see her  aft starboard quarter ... and two  tiny,

black figures dangling  against her  hull near the  fantail. Shit!  If

anyone on the fuel dock looked that way ...

    0121 hours (Zulu +3) Freighter Yuduki Maru Bandar Abbas shipyard

    Twelve feet to  MacKenzie's left, Kosciuszko  clung to the  second

painter's pole, pistol in hand.  MacKenzie exchanged silent nods  with

the other SEAL, wordlessly counting down with a three ... two ...  one

... now!

    Pulling themselves fully  erect, MacKenzie  and Kosciuszko  reared

over the  freighter's  fantail  gunwale,  balanced  back  against  the

gripper hooks at the tops of their poles, weapons tracking and  firing

in  a   blurred   succession   of   rapidly   triggered   shots.   The

sound-suppressed gunfire sounded like a  ragged chain of heavy  blows,

scarcely louder than the  slaps and thuds  of bullets striking  flesh.

The two Japanese  guards were  caught in intersecting  lines of  fire,

struck again and again and again before they'd even had time to  fall.

Their assault rifles clattered onto  the deck; one man crumpled  where

he stood; the other stumbled back  three steps, half turned, and  very

nearly  went  over  the  rail  before  dropping  to  his  knees,  then

collapsing onto his back, arms out-flung in a spreading pool of blood.

    MacKenzie  swung  himself  over  the  rail  and  took  a  kneeling

position, standing guard  while Kos attached  and unrolled two  caving

ladders. In seconds, two more SEALs  were on the fantail ... then  two

more. Kosciuszko and Nicholson hauled  away hand-over-hand at a  line,

dragging the  platoon's  heavy weapons  up  the ship's  side.  Moments

later, MacKenzie had  his M-60 machine  gun, a one-hundred-round  ammo

box snapped onto its receiver  and the first round already  chambered.

Kosciuszko too had a 60-gun, wielding  the massive weapon in his  huge

hands like a carbine.

    As the other SEALs came aboard, they dispersed immediately,  every

man already briefed  on his deployment.  Fernandez and Garcia  stopped

long enough to draw their M-16/M203 combos from the heavy weapon pack,

tuck some grenades into their pouches, and load up. Magic Brown picked

up his  M-21 rifle  and  nightscope, while  Scotty Frazier  grabbed  a

shotgun.  Doc's  beloved  full-auto  shotgun  remained  on  the   deck

unclaimed.

    The rest of  the SEALs  carried their standard  loadouts, HK  MP5s

with Smith & Wesson Hush Puppies as backups.

    Silently, MacKenzie willed the SEALs  to move faster. They  didn't

have much time now at all.

    0122 hours (Zulu +3) Freighter Yuduki Maru Bandar Abbas shipyard

    Murdock dropped into  a crouch  at MacKenzie's  side. "What's  the

word,  Chief?"  His  whisper  was  scarcely  audible  above  the  soft

scufflings of the moving SEALS.

    "Hey, L-T." It  was the first  time Murdock had  been called  that

since joining SEAL Seven. "Welcome aboard."

    He looked  around  at  the  silently  moving  SEALS.  "Who's  OIC?

DeWitt?"

    "You are, I guess. Coburn brought us in, but he's out of the game.

Diving casualty."

    "Aw, shit! What happened?"

    "Maybe CO2 poisoning. I'm not sure. Doc's with him."

    DeWitt joined  them, clutching  his HK  against his  chest.  "Hey,

Lieutenant," he said. "I'm damned glad to see you."

    "Glad to see you. Mac tells  me Coburn is scratched. I don't  know

the plan. You two'd better take the lead."

    MacKenzie considered  this,  then nodded.  "I  think so  too."  He

glanced at DeWitt. "Lieutenant?"

    "Affirmative. But stay with me, L-T,  huh? I'll feel a lot  better

with you at my back."

    Murdock grinned. "You'll do fine,  2IC. Where are you supposed  to

be?"

    "Bridge."

    Murdock nodded. "The bridge again. Okay, let's move it!"

    It took a few  seconds more to sort  out the last-minute  details.

Roselli and Higgins were  posted on the  fantail, guarding the  SEALs'

escape route, manning the sat comm, and providing the rest of the team

with a ready  reserve. Jaybird  would partner  with Murdock.  Tactical

radios were set  to the proper  frequencies. By the  time Murdock  was

set, the rest of the platoon  had already dispersed, leaving him,  the

three SEALs off Beluga, Lieutenant j.g. DeWitt, and Chucker Wilson  on

the fantail. DeWitt gestured forward. That way.

    0125 hours (Zulu +3) Bridge access ladder Freighter Yuduki Maru

    With his AKM slung over his  shoulder, Kurebayashi was on his  way

back up the ladder toward  the bridge. After completing an  inspecting

tour of the freighter, he still felt uneasy. The atmosphere held  that

undefinable  tension,  a  charge  that  was  nearly  electric  in  its

intensity, that often presaged a storm.

    The air was dry, however, and the sky clear. Perhaps,  Kurebayashi

told himself, it was simply his nerves.

    For A long time  now, he'd been questioning  his own motives,  and

his future. What was it he wanted from the Ohtori? What did he  expect

to accomplish?

    Martyrdom, certainly ...  but Kurebayashi  questioned the  popular

idea that he  and those with  him would be  transformed into stars  if

they successfully fulfilled  their vow  and brought  low the  American

giant. Oblivion  seemed a  likelier fate,  and Kurebayashi  had  found

himself dreading that possibility.  To be snuffed  out, never to  know

whether all of his pain and sacrifice for the cause thus far had borne

fruit ... the  very idea  was repellent now,  even though  he and  his

comrades had discussed the possibility countless times before.

    Or was  it simply  that he  was afraid?  The thought  shamed  him,

burning more than the fear of oblivion as he turned the corner on  the

landing just  below  the bridge  access  corridor. He  stopped  for  a

moment, steeling himself. Perhaps  if he spoke  again with Takeda,  he

would feel better.

    At the  top  of  the  steps, two  Iranian  Pasdaran  stood  guard,

lounging in the passageway,  their red scarves  much in evidence.  One

looked down at Kurebayashi, smirked,  then said something in Farsi  to

his companion. The other laughed unpleasantly.

    Barbarians ...

    Silenced gunshots chuffed from some unseen source above and behind

Kurebayashi's head.  The laughing  soldier's  eyes bulged  as  crimson

flowers blossomed at his throat, the bridge of his nose, his forehead.

The other was still trying to raise  his G-3 rifle when a trio of  9mm

slugs punched a three-inch triangle through his chest, centered on the

middle of his breastbone.  His mouth gaped to  shout a warning;  three

more hissing rounds slammed into his face in a wet spray of blood  and

bone.

    Kurebayashi did not wait  to identify the  attacker, did not  even

pause to  analyze what  had just  happened. Dropping  straight to  the

landing on the steps, he rolled onto his back, dragging his AKM around

as he  fell.  Shadows flitted  across  the top  of  the  companionway.

Someone was up there  in the passageway over  his head, moving  toward

the bridge.

    Carefully, he raised his rifle, waiting for a target to move  into

his line of sight.

    0126 hours  (Zulu +3)  Bridge access  passageway Freighter  Yuduki

Maru

    Chucker Wilson studied  the passageway ahead,  empty now save  for

the bodies  of the  two Iranians  sprawled on  the deck  beneath  twin

smears of scarlet  on the  bulkhead they'd been  leaning against.  The

bridge door between  them was closed,  and there'd been  no sign  that

anyone on the other side of that massive steel bulkhead had heard.

    Lieutenant   Murdock   slapped   his   shoulder;   it   had   been

swift-triggered three-round  bursts from  their HKs  that had  brought

down the guards. And now the way was clear. At their backs, Lieutenant

j.g. DeWitt and Jaybird Sterling stood up, getting ready to advance.

    Captain Coburn had been right. Wilson  knew he wasn't cut out  for

any job with the  fleet, anymore than he  was cut out for  a job as  a

civilian. It was good to  be back with the  Team again, back where  he

belonged.

    Murdock started toward the bridge door, and Wilson followed,  four

feet behind.

    Somewhere in the back  of Wilson's mind, an  alarm bell was  going

off. Something was wrong.

    0126 hours (Zulu +3) Bridge access ladder Freighter Yuduki Maru

    Kurebayashi could hear the footsteps moving across the deck,  soft

and muffled, but  identifiable nonetheless as  stealthy footsteps.  In

another two seconds, the American  commando--this must be the work  of

the Yankee SEALs--would  be visible through  the open companionway  at

the top of the steps.

    Ever so slightly, his finger tightened on his AKM's trigger.

    0126 hours  (Zulu +3)  Bridge access  passageway Freighter  Yuduki

Maru

    Wilson knew  what had  set  off the  mental  alarms. The  L-T  was

advancing toward the bridge door, his HK held stiffly in front of  him

with the muzzle covering the door and the two bodies. In a moment,  he

would step past a companionway,  the rail-guarded opening in the  deck

giving access to a ship's ladder and the next deck down.

    And Murdock's attention  was so completely  focused on the  bridge

door, he didn't appear to even be aware of the companionway. If  there

was someone down there, out of sight but ready with a weapon ...

    There was no time for finesse or even for a radioed warning.  With

the telescoping butt stock of his own HK already pressed high  against

his shoulder, Wilson lunged forward, shoving past a startled  Murdock,

pivoting sharply to face into the open companionway.

    There was  someone down  there, sprawled  on the  landing with  an

assault rifle  already  raised. Wilson  squeezed  his trigger  as  the

muzzle flash from the other weapon obscured the enemy soldier's  face.

His  HK's  sound-suppressed  burst  mingled  with  the   bone-rattling

crack-crack-crack of an  AKM; he  felt something pluck  at his  thigh,

felt something  else nudge  him hard  in  the side,  but he  held  his

stance, triggering two more quick  three-round bursts. The guy on  the

landing jerked sharply as though kicked, rolled to one side trying  to

rise, then shuddered and collapsed.  Only then did Wilson notice  that

he was Japanese.

    MacKenzie, with his big  M-60 slung around  his neck, and  Bearcat

Holt appeared on the landing moments later, probing the body for signs

of life.

    "That's a dead tango," MacKenzie  said, but the words sounded  far

away and muffled.

    Murdock helped  Wilson to  the deck.  "Son of  a bitch,  Chucker,"

Murdock whispered harshly in  his ear. "Did you  think I was going  to

leave my back open?"

    It was only then dawning on  Wilson that he'd been hit. There  was

still no  pain,  but his  side  felt numb,  as  though he'd  taken  an

injection there full of novocaine, and  his leg felt hot, sticky,  and

wet.

    "Thought ... you  weren't gonna  check your tail."  Holt knelt  at

Wilson's side and  began breaking  out a  first-aid dressing.  Gunfire

exploded in the distance.

    "That tears it," Murdock said. "We're out in the open now."

    "Okay!" DeWitt snapped.  "Let's hit the  bridge!" Wilson  wondered

why everyone sounded so very far away.

    0126 hours (Zulu +3) Forward deck Freighter Yuduki Maru

    As the first chatter of  automatic weapons fire echoed across  the

freighter's deck,  a SEAL  fire  team was  just moving  into  position

beneath the ladder on the starboard side of the ship's  superstructure

forward. Chief Ben Kosciuszko and  Rattler Fernandez just had time  to

take cover behind  a wooden crate  on the deck  when the gunfire  from

topside brought all work forward to an immediate halt.

    Someone yelled a warning in Farsi, and then soldiers with  readied

weapons were trotting aft toward  the deckhouse. Kosciuszko eased  his

M-60 around and squeezed the trigger. Full-auto thunder pounded across

the steel deck, hammering down three of the lead Pasdaran soldiers and

scattering the rest.

    Fernandez raised  his M203,  sighting at  the clutter  of  propane

tanks and cutting equipment stacked up in the center of the deck.

    "Hey, Chief,"  Fernandez yelled  above the  M-60's thunder.  "This

ship has pretty thick decks, right?"

    "Ten inches of steel, Rattler. I don't think you can hurt 'em with

your toy."

    "Let's find out, man." He triggered the 203, which loosed its 40mm

grenade with a hollow-sounding thump.  The projectile slammed into  an

acetylene tank and detonated; the entire front half of the ship lit up

in a savage, yellow glare, as white flames clawed at the sky. Men were

screaming, lying prone and  pounding on the deck  as flames ate  their

backs, or running madly to escape their own blazing clothing and skin.

    The survivors,  completely  demoralized,  ran for  cover  or  dove

headlong over the railing, preferring the  cool black of the water  to

being burned alive on deck.

    A single  automatic  rifle  barked challenge  from  the  bow,  and

Kosciuszko opened up in reply.

    0126 hours (Zulu +3) Fuel-dock Bandar Abbas shipyard

    Gunfire exploded in  the night, full-auto  bursts cracking  across

the black water  from the  direction of  the Yuduki  Maru. From  their

vantage point in the  stinking mud beneath the  shore end of the  fuel

pier dock, Coburn could see tiny figures running along the freighter's

forward deck, or on the pier at  the ship's port side. It looked  like

all hell had  broken out  aboard the Japanese  freighter, with  flames

engulfing  part  of  the  deck   halfway  between  the  bow  and   the

superstructure, accompanied by the familiar chatter of a pig, an  M-60

machine gun.

    "What's happening with the Combattante?" he asked. Cautiously, Doc

crawled out from  beneath the pier,  looking down the  line of  wooden

pilings to  the  moored patrol  boat.  "Shit," he  said.  "Looks  like

trouble."

    Coburn duck-walked through the mud to Doc's side, to a point where

he could see the patrol boat's stern alongside the massive pilings  of

the fuel pier.  Steel pipes threaded  their way across  the dock,  and

beyond them, embedded in concrete, were several storage tanks.

    The gunfire and  explosions aboard the  Yuduki Maru had  certainly

captured the  attention of  the Iranians  aboard the  gunboat.  Coburn

couldn't see the craft's forward turret,  but the open 40mm mount  was

being rapidly swung around,  as Iranian sailors  yelled at each  other

and pointed. Soldiers were trotting  across the pier now, looking  for

firing positions. Gunfire from  the patrol boat  would slash into  the

Japanese freighter's side  if the bad  guys dared open  up. And  SEALs

caught on deck would be sitting ducks...

    "You thinkin' what I'm thinkin'?" Doc asked.

    "Wouldn't be one bit surprised." Coburn fished into his black gear

and pulled out a hand grenade. Doc too produced a grenade, holding the

arming lever shut as he worked the cotter pin free.

    "Those POL tanks look good," Coburn said. POL--petroleum, oil, and

lubricants, in this case diesel  fuel--an ideal target. "A SEAL's  wet

dream," Doc said. "On my mark now, three ... two ... one ... go!"

    Together, they let fly, sending the grenades arcing high above the

pier, then bouncing  with a stony  clatter on the  concrete among  the

fuel pipes. "Bepaweed!" someone screamed, and then the night dissolved

in thunder. Diesel fuel gushed across the concrete from ruptured lines

and tanks.

    Coburn pulled out  a second  grenade, a canister  this time,  with

AN-M14 and  INCEN  TH3  stenciled  on the  side.  The  AN-M14  was  an

incendiary grenade, packed with thermite  and given a two-second  fuse

delay. He exchanged glances with Doc, pulled the pin, and let fly.

    The thermite burst amid the pooling fuel oil at 2200 degrees,  hot

enough to burn through steel. Thunder rolled again, and this time  the

sky turned to flame.

    0127 hours (Zulu +3) Bridge Freighter Yuduki Maru

    They'd waited outside the bridge  until they heard gunfire  rather

than bursting  in at  once, figuring  that the  battle might  offer  a

diversion for the bridge assault  team. Taking up positions on  either

side of the door, Murdock and  MacKenzie counted down silently as  the

gunfire built  to  a  crescendo  of  thundering  noise.  There  was  a

deck-jolting concussion--what  were the  guys  playing at  out  there?

--and then  Murdock  went  through  the  bridge  door  first,  his  HK

stuttering softly as he tracked  its muzzle across a startled  Iranian

soldier, punching the man  back against a  bank of computer  consoles.

MacKenzie was right behind him, swinging  the deadly gray bulk of  his

M-60 as lightly  as Murdock's HK,  and when his  finger closed on  the

trigger, the bridge rang with the hammering, rapid-fire detonations of

that machine gun.

    Half glimpsed  as he  swept the  bridge were  flames lighting  the

night outside--one  blaze on  Yuduki Maru's  own forward  deck,  other

greater, brighter  fires  erupting  two hundred  yards  to  starboard,

lighting the night  in an unfolding  glory of yellow  and orange  that

caught a large patrol boat in silhouette.

    Murdock didn't pause to admire the view, however. He tracked  left

and killed another man by the teletype machines, then pivoted back  to

cover Mac. Three Iranian naval officers, one with ornate gold braid on

his white uniform, tried to  scatter for cover as MacKenzie's  searing

fusillade scythed through them. One down ... two ... three ... Another

man, an army officer, grabbed for his holstered pistol, then seemed to

dissolve in red mist and fragments as MacKenzie's weapon cut him  down

as well.

    "Wheeoo! Rock and roll!" MacKenzie yelled into the sudden  silence

as his finger came off the trigger. "Just a-playin' in the band!"

    "Yeah, you left 'em dead in the aisles," Murdock replied, stepping

closer to the dead naval officers, probing them with his foot.  "Watch

it with that thing,  huh? We still  have to get this  ship out of  ...

uh-oh."

    Murdock froze, his HK  aimed at the figure  standing alone on  the

Yuduki Maru's starboard bridge wing. The man was holding a pistol, but

the muzzle was  pointed uselessly  at the overhead.  Possibly the  guy

hadn't had time to aim ... or maybe he was trying to surrender. He was

Japanese, which meant Ohtori. Another Ohtori prisoner would be a  real

bonus for the intel boys. "Easy there, guy," Murdock called. "Drop the

weapon. Ah ... buki o sutero! Drop your weapons!"

    "Put it down!" MacKenzie added, his voice sounding as loud as  the

full-auto mayhem of a moment earlier. "Now!"

    The Japanese terrorist wavered for  a moment, the pistol aimed  at

the sky  in a  trembling,  uncertain hand.  Suddenly, he  snapped  the

muzzle down against his right temple and jerked the trigger. There was

a crash and the man's head snapped over against his shoulder, the left

side of his skull suddenly gone  soft beneath a wet mat of  disarrayed

hair. The pistol fell over the  railing; the terrorist dropped to  his

knees, then fell full-length on the deck.

    "Son of a bitch!" Jaybird said, coming up behind Murdock. "Was  he

crazy?"

    "Worse," Murdock said. "He  wanted to die for  his cause. Hard  to

fight people like that."

    "Well, better them than us," MacKenzie said. "Let's make sure  the

rest of them do the same. C'mon, Jaybird. Help me set up this pig over

there."

    Together Jaybird and MacKenzie braced  the M-60 on a  smashed-open

section of the bridge window.

    There were bodies all over  the freighter's forward deck,  visible

now as the  flames dwindled. It  looked like someone  had touched  off

some propane  tanks; the  only fire  now was  from burning  scraps  of

wooden crates, but it  was bright enough to  give MacKenzie a  perfect

view of the  deck. A soldier  took aim  at the bridge  and fired,  the

bullet going wide. MacKenzie answered with  a burst that sent the  man

toppling sideways  into the  water. Wild  shots were  coming from  the

shore, but nothing coordinated or effective.

    For the  second  time,  Murdock  approached  the  bridge  computer

console, tapping  in  memorized  commands.  The  computer  was  giving

readouts in Japanese again; obviously someone had been working with it

recently, trying  to access  the  cargo locks.  Switching it  back  to

English, Murdock scrolled rapidly through various user logs and menus.

Good. His password was still in place  ... and the cargo hold had  not

been breached.

    He let go a low, heartfelt sigh of relief. This op would have been

immeasurably more complicated  if the  bastards had  managed to  break

into the hold. He keyed his Motorola. "Prof! This is Murdock!"

    "Copy, L-T," Higgins's voice replied.  "We're set up and ready  to

go."

    "Call 'em in," Murdock told him. "Tell 'em the package is safe!"

    "Roger! I'm on it!"

    The lieutenant glanced across the bridge to where Wilson was lying

on a fire blanket on the  deck. He looked unconscious. "Also tell  'em

we need medevac for a casualty."

    "Right, L-T."

    "Razor?"

    "Here, L-T."

    "Where's 'here? '"

    "On the fantail, L-T. With Prof."

    "Head on down to the engine room. I'll have Mac meet you there.  I

want you two to go  over the engines of this  tub. Find out if we  can

get her under way again."

    "Roger that, L-T. On my way."

    "Mac, you hear that?"

    "Sure did, Skipper."  The big Texan  somewhat reluctantly  yielded

his M-60 to  Holt, who'd done  all he could  for the wounded  Chucker.

Roselli's original  rating before  he'd joined  the SEALs  had been  a

machinist's mate, while  MacKenzie was  a master  chief engineman.  He

wanted his two best  snipes in the freighter's  engine room before  he

even thought about backing off from the Bandar Abbas dock. "Jaybird?"

    "Yeah, L-T."

    "You take Mac's pig for him. Holt, you're with me. I want to check

out the ship's con before we try moving her."

    "Aye, aye, Skipper."

    "Right, L-T."

    They had a busy several minutes ahead of them now.

    0130 hours (Zulu +3) Fuel-dock Bandar Abbas shipyard

    Cautiously, Doc peered past  a stack of crates  toward a vast  and

well-lit expanse  of concrete  fronting  a row  of machine  shops  and

storage  buildings.  Coburn  knelt  beside  him,  his  face  still   a

nightmarish mix of blood and greasepaint. "What's the word, Doc?"

    "I don't like it, Captain. Too open."

    Another explosion boomed in the night at their backs. The  fueling

dock was still burning  furiously, the livid  orange flames adding  to

the light  bathing  the waterfront  strip.  Hundreds of  Iranians  had

descended on the area and were fighting the blaze now. Doc and  Coburn

had hidden behind a pile of concrete pipe sections as the fire  trucks

and soldiers  hurried past,  then slipped  deeper into  the  shipyard,

putting as much  distance between  themselves and  their handiwork  as

they could.

    Now they were about  eighty yards from the  water, and still  some

two hundred yards or more from  the Yuduki Maru's pier. Doc could  see

the forward  half  of the  Japanese  freighter, revealed  in  the  gap

between two small buildings.  The fires on her  deck appeared to  have

died down.

    Damn! The ship  was still  too far for  the short  reach of  their

tactical radios. Each time Doc tried, he heard only garbled bursts  of

noise and static.

    Coburn pointed  to a  line of  military vehicles  parked beside  a

storehouse, apparently untended. "There's transport."

    "Yeah." Doc's voice sounded less than certain.

    "We've got to get to the Maru's pier," Coburn said. "In a jeep  we

can just drive up to the dock like we own the place."

    "And maybe get nailed  by our own guys  when they think we're  the

Iranian cavalry." But  Doc had  to agree  that riding  would get  them

where they needed to go faster  than by shank's mare. And though  he'd

said nothing to the  patient about it, Coburn  was not in good  shape.

The immediate  effects  of the  CO2  poisoning had  been  banished  by

getting rid of the rebreather, but the SEAL Seven commander could well

have internal injuries. Doc  wouldn't be able to  know that for  sure,

though, until he had Coburn back aboard the Nassau. Where other  ships

had a sick bay, the LHA had no less than three well-equipped hospitals

with a total of six hundred beds and all the high-tech medical  wonder

gadgets you could ask for.

    But for any of that to do any good, Doc had to get his patient off

the beach and aboard the Nassau. "Okay," he said at last. "We'll  give

it a try."

    Ellsworth and Coburn  moved together, sticking  to the shadows  at

the perimeter of the field, circling the well-lighted part until  they

reached what  appeared  to be  a  small  motor pool.  Doc  selected  a

vehicle, a  military  jeep  of obvious  American  manufacture,  handed

Coburn his HK, and slid in behind the wheel.

    "No keys," Coburn said.

    "No problem," Doc replied. Drawing his knife, he used the hilt  to

smash the face plate  off the ignition  block assembly. Selecting  two

wires, he cut and stripped them with his knife, then brought the  bare

ends together. The engine ground, then caught as Doc pumped the gas.

    Coburn watched the  process, which  took less  than five  seconds,

dubiously. "Your record says you're a country boy, Doc."

    "Yup, that's me. Just a sweet, simple country boy-"

    "-trying to  get  along  in  the big  city,  yeah,"  Coburn  said,

finishing the old line for him. "I've heard that one before. Remind me

never to trust you with my car."

    Doc gunned the engine once, put  the jeep in gear, and pulled  out

of the motor pool area. "Hey, I'm  just a laid-back kind of guy,"  Doc

replied easily. "You can trust me with your car, your money, your girl

-"

    "Yeah, you're laid back  like a rattlesnake. I  don't know if  ...

watch it!"

    Doc had seen  the danger at  the same instant,  a line of  Iranian

soldiers moving along the catwalk  atop a massive, concrete  structure

that looked  like a  dry  dock crib.  He  increased the  jeep's  speed

slightly. "Don't sweat it, Captain. We're Iranians too, remember? This

here is an oh-ficial Iranian government vehicle."

    But the men on  the catwalk evidently  were not convinced.  Muzzle

flashes popped and  stuttered as  the Pasdaran  infantry opened  fire.

Bullets sparked off the pavement and slammed into the jeep's side.

    "Right," Coburn said. Twisting  in his seat, he  aimed his HK  and

loosed a long,  full-auto burst.  "Unauthorized use  subject to  heavy

penalty!"

    Doc spun the  jeep's wheel,  sending the vehicle  hurtling down  a

narrow alley between two warehouses.  They emerged on the  waterfront,

driving along a broad, concrete  wharf. Startled Iranian soldiers  and

dock workers dove left and right, scattering from the jeep's path.

    "I hope you're a  better corpsman than you  are a driver,"  Coburn

yelled. Then a burst  of machine-gun fire slammed  into the jeep  from

the front, shattering  the windshield  and shredding  the right  front

tire. Doc felt the jeep going out of control, the rear skidding wildly

to the left,  and he fought  to keep the  vehicle from flipping  over.

Smoke exploded  front beneath  the hood,  and the  engine died.  Still

spinning now, they skidded  another ten feet and  slammed hard into  a

bollard rising from the water's edge.

    "Damn, the  pedestrians  are  getting worse  every-"  He  stopped.

Coburn was slumped over  in the passenger's  seat, fresh blood  bright

against his scalp. "Shit!"

    Half standing in  the wrecked jeep,  Doc grabbed his  HK from  the

back seat, thumbed the selector to full auto, and cut loose at a squad

of advancing Pasdaran. Two  collapsed on the  pavement and the  others

scattered. Doc glanced  back over  his shoulder; the  Yuduki Maru  was

still a good fifty yards away.

    "The sea is your friend," Doc said. He'd meant the words,  drilled

into SEAL recruits throughout their BUD/S training, to be ironic,  but

right now  he was  well aware  of the  truth behind  them. He  checked

Coburn, finding a  strong pulse.  It looked  like a  round might  have

grazed his scalp, knocking him unconscious, though Doc wanted to  give

him a thorough look-over.

    There was no  time for  that now, though.  Another bullet  slammed

into the  side  of  the  jeep. "C'mon,  Captain,"  he  said,  dragging

Coburn's limp body from the passenger's seat and draping him over  his

back in an awkward fireman's carry. "Let's us go for a swim!"

    With Coburn still over his shoulders, Doc leaped off the wharf and

into the cold, dark embrace of the harbor once more.

    0132 hours (Zulu +3) Helo Devil Dog One inbound to Bandar Abbas

    The helicopters had  launched nearly an  hour earlier, but  they'd

been orbiting over the Gulf since that time, well out in international

waters. Devil Dog flight consisted of six UH-1 Hueys, "Slicks" off the

Nassau and  the Iwo  Jima. Each  carried a  Blue/Green Team,  a  joint

SEAL/Marine Recon boarding party of fourteen men, and they came in low

and fast, close behind a flight of two Marine SuperCobras. The  Cobras

clattered across the Yuduki Maru's  deck, less than twenty feet  above

her steel  deck,  then wheeled  across  the dockyards  and  waterfront

buildings beyond.

    Automatic gunfire chattered from a dry dock; there was a  rippling

flash, and then a bundle of living flames slashed from the lead Cobra,

lighting the sky  with their  contrails. The rocket  barrage struck  a

catwalk running along  the side of  the dry dock,  flinging shards  of

metal and fragments of bodies far across the compound.

    By now,  the entire  shipyard was  in chaos.  A siren  wailed  its

mournful ululation against the crump and rumble of exploding ordnance.

Somewhere in the distance, antiaircraft batteries were going off  with

a  stolid-sounding   crump-crump-crump,  apparently   at  random   and

apparently without  actually  bothering  to  aim  at  anything.  Green

tracers drifted across the sky above the horizon.

    Over the shipyard, however, the  American forces appeared to  have

won a momentary control.  Flames continued to boil  into the sky  from

the fuel dock, which was  now blazing from one  end to the other.  The

fire had  spread to  the patrol  boat as  well, and  fresh  explosions

continued to rack the  sadly listing vessel's frame  as fuel and  ammo

stores detonated. Ashore, men were running everywhere, some armed  and

moving with purpose,  but most  scattering in desperate  bids to  find

shelter or simply  to leave, as  quickly as possible.  Very few  stood

their ground and attempted to duel with the circling Cobras. Those who

did were cut down almost at  once, by rocket salvos, or by  ratcheting

fusillades of  7.62mm minigun  rounds, sprayed  from the  helos'  chin

turrets so quickly the tri-barreled cannons sounded like chain saws.

    The lead Huey, meanwhile, circled the Yuduki Maru once, trying  to

draw fire  from her  deck or  from  the pier  alongside. When  no  one

accepted the offer, the  Slick came in at  a hover, twenty feet  above

the forward  deck, tail  low; from  its open  cargo doors,  ropes  and

black-faced men descended with stomach-wrenching drops.

    The technique was called "fast roping," and it was a quick way  of

getting from an airborne chopper to the ground ... or to the deck of a

ship. The first men thumped onto the deck and moved clear, HKs held at

the ready. More men followed, sliding down the rope on gloved hands.

    The men  hitting Yuduki  Maru's deck  now were  drawn from  Marine

Force Recon  and SEAL  Seven,  First Platoon,  and  were part  of  the

Maritime Special Purpose Force, or  MSPF Designed, in the language  of

the  Pentagon,  "to  optimize  forces  available  to  conduct   highly

sensitive and  complex  special missions,"  the  MSPF was  trained  to

conduct raids deep in enemy territory, to reinforce U.S. embassies  or

other facilities at  need, to extract  important people or  documents,

and to conduct hostage rescues. The  theory was that, more often  than

not, when a crisis situation went down it would take two or more  days

to move the Army's  Delta Force into position,  but the U.S. Navy  and

the Marines nearly  always had  units positioned  somewhere close  by,

allowing MSPF insertion at virtually a moment's notice.

    SEALs and Recon Marines had  been practicing joint MSPF  exercises

for a  number of  years now,  and though  the traditional  Navy-Marine

rivalry continued to run deep, this particular collaboration had  been

used with outstanding success on a number of occasions.

    As soon as the first fourteen men were down, the Huey cast off the

ropes, dropped its nose, and roared off into the darkness as its  prop

wash lashed the water below. The second Huey came in right behind  the

first, and fourteen more men roped their way to the freighter's deck.

    The other  Hueys deposited  their  loads of  Blue/Green  commandos

ashore, dropping them into open areas that blocked avenues of approach

to the pier from  inland. Other helos  clattered overhead, big  Marine

Super Stallions, each loaded with  fifty-five combat troops and  their

gear, bound  for LZs  along the  roads leading  from the  shipyard  to

Bandar Abbas  and other  coastal towns.  They were  protected by  AV-8

Harrier jump-jets,  wondrous aircraft  that swooped  and stooped  like

great birds of prey or slowed to a magical, helicopter-like hover.  An

Iranian armored battalion  was reported to  be somewhere near  Bandar,

and the MEF's Marine  Air contingent was  committed to stopping  those

tanks from reaching the shipyard. Meanwhile, Harriers and  SuperCobras

staged a surprise raid  at the Bandar Abbas  airport, turning a  dozen

military planes into twisted, blackened skeletons, and savaging twenty

more with shrapnel and machine-gun fire. More air support was  already

on the way, a flight of Marine F/A-18 Hornets off the Iwo Jima, rigged

for their  role  as  close  ground  support  with  cluster  bombs  and

laser-guided ordnance.

    Soon, the Yuduki Maru was an eye of relative peace in an expanding

storm of violence.

    0140 hours (Zulu +3) Freighter Yuduki Maru

    Murdock crossed the steel deck to  where one of the newcomers  was

giving orders  to his  men. There  was  no easy  way to  separate  the

Marines from the  SEALs in  the MSPF. All  wore black  gear with  full

assault loadouts;  all wore  full-head safety  helmets and  had  their

faces heavily blacked. Most  carried HK subguns,  though a few  varied

the routine with M-16/M203 combos,  or with combat shotguns. The  only

real outward difference was in their backup weapons; SEALs carried 9mm

handguns, while Marines favored the venerable . 45 Colt.

    Watching them as he approached, Murdock could tell that they  were

working as a well-rehearsed, well-practiced team.

    The officer in charge of the unit turned toward Murdock.  "Captain

Cavanaugh," he said, extending  a gloved hand.  He didn't salute,  not

when enemy snipers could be watching  the scene from the buildings  in

the distance. "U. S. Marine Corps."

    "Semper Fi," Murdock replied, taking the Marine's hand and  firmly

shaking it.  The rank  of captain  in the  Marines was  equivalent  to

Murdock's rank of Navy lieutenant. "Welcome aboard!"

    "A real pleasure. You the OIC?"

    "That's me!"

    "I was told to  report to you, Sir,"  Cavanaugh said. "We  thought

maybe you boys might need some help!"

    "Good! We could use it."  Murdock pointed toward the burning  fuel

dock. "Listen! I've got two guys  ashore. Probably back that way.  One

of them may be injured. Think you could spare some of your boys to  go

look for 'em?"

    "No problem, Sir. That fuel dock fire was their idea?"

    Murdock cocked an eyebrow. "I wouldn't be a damned bit surprised."

    He was interrupted by a loud  cheer from the top of Yuduki  Maru's

super-structure, a cheer that was taken up by the MSPF team members on

the deck. Turning and looking up, Murdock saw the American flag rising

up the freighter's main truck in  a series of short, jerky  movements,

illuminated by the lights from shore. He wondered if one of his  SEALs

had brought the flag, or if it was courtesy of the Marines.

    "Okay, make yourself  at home, Captain,"  Murdock told  Cavanaugh.

"We're seeing what we can do about getting under way."

    "Aye, aye, Sir,"  Cavanaugh said.  Then his  teeth shone  brightly

against his black face. "You guys did a real good job, Navy. Almost as

good as the Marines!"

    Murdock grinned back. "Just don't let  me hear any shit about  the

Marines always being first to hit the beach!"

    Yuduki Maru was secure. SEALS, and now Marines as well,  continued

to  move  through  the   freighter's  passageways  and   compartments,

ferreting out remaining  pockets of Iranians  or Japanese  terrorists,

but it looked as though this part of the battle had been won.  Minutes

earlier, DeWitt and Frazier had killed an Ohtori gunman standing guard

outside  the  crew's  quarters.  They'd  found  the  captive  Japanese

merchant marine  sailors and  officers  locked inside,  including  the

stolid Captain  Koga, a  prisoner  aboard his  own ship.  Murdock  had

ordered that the crew be kept locked  up, at least for the moment.  It

was safer that way, without having to worry about Ohtori gunmen hiding

among the former hostages ...  or about civilians blundering into  the

middle of a fight.

    Gunshots continued to bang and thump in the surrounding  darkness,

but for the  moment, at least,  it appeared that  the Yuduki Maru  was

firmly in American hands. A Huey Medevac chopper had touched down on a

clear stretch  of the  dock side  a few  moments before.  They'd  have

Wilson aboard and  on his way  to the Nassau  in another few  minutes.

Roselli trotted across the deck. "Hey, L-T!"

    "Whatcha got, Razor?"

    "Me'n Mac have been going over the engine room and boilers. Except

for that twist to the starboard shaft, everything's shipshape. We  can

have her up to steam and ready to move out in twenty."

    "Do it. How much trouble is that bent shaft gonna cause us?"

    "Some, especially  when  we're  maneuvering  inside  this  damned,

tight-ass harbor. Course, if you don't mind us denting some fenders on

the way out ..."

    "Dent all the fenders you want, just so we get this scrap heap  to

the Gulf of Oman."

    "I've got a good engineman in my platoon," Cavanaugh said. "I  can

have him lend a hand."

    "Outstanding."

    "L-T, this is Prof" crackled in Murdock's earphone.

    "Copy, Professor. Go ahead."

    "We've got VIPs  inbound, Skipper.  ETA two minutes.  They say  we

should clear the deck."

    "Roger. Who is it?"

    "They say it's NEST, L-T. Looks like the show's going to be  taken

out of our hands." Higgins sounded annoyed.

    "That's okay, Professor. We've done our part."

    The black, unmarked Huey dropped toward Yuduki Maru's forward deck

two minutes  later, right  to the  tick. NEST--the  Nuclear  Emergency

Search Team--was an elite and  high-tech government unit set up  under

the auspices of the Department of  Energy in 1975. Its mission was  to

search for and identify lost or stolen nuclear weapons or SNM--Special

Nuclear   Materials--and    to   respond    to   nuclear    bomb    or

radiation-dispersal  threats.  Most  of  its  activities  were  highly

secret, for obvious reasons; one  indication of the unit's  efficiency

was the very fact that few people had heard of it, though in the  past

twenty years  it had  responded to  many hundreds  of alerts.  In  the

United States, NEST teams  were based at the  Nevada Test Site and  at

Andrews AFB. Overseas,  a team was  permanently stationed at  Ramstein

Air Base in Germany; the NEST coming  in to the Yuduki Maru now  would

be a special field detachment from the Ramstein group, deployed to  II

MEF when the emergency first began.

    Murdock watched as  the helicopter  lowered itself  gently to  the

deck, its skids  just off the  steel. Twelve men  climbed out, six  of

them swaddled in bulky white antiradiation garments, anonymous  behind

the helmets that made them look like lunar astronauts. The others wore

nondescript Army fatigues,  without emblems or  rank insignia. One  of

them strode purposefully toward Murdock as the Huey lifted off with  a

roar. "You Murdock?"

    "Yes, sir."

    "Smith. Senior NEST control officer. What's the situation?"

    "As far as  we can tell,  Sir, the cargo's  intact and secure.  We

stopped the bad guys before they could breach the hold."

    "We'll be the judge  of that, Lieutenant," the  man said. "I  want

you to  keep your  people well  clear of  the cargo  area. Only  those

personnel absolutely essential to the defense of this vessel are to be

on this deck.  Your men will  stand by  until we can  tow this  vessel

clear of Iranian waters."

    "Tow, Sir?"

    "Yes. One of the  destroyers with the  Marine force offshore  will

work its way in  as soon as  the enemy batteries on  some of the  Gulf

islands are neutralized. We should rendezvous with the Recovery in the

Gulf of Oman sometime late tomorrow."

    Recovery, the ARS  43, was  a W.W.  II-era vessel  fitted out  for

diver support, salvage, and ocean tug duties.

    An explosion  thumped in  the  distance, followed  by a  burst  of

muffled gunfire.  "Pardon my  saying so,  Sir, but  that's a  dumb-ass

idea. The whole damned Iranian army's going to be all over this  place

before too much longer, and  we don't want to  risk an attack on  this

ship! We can be out of here in twenty minutes.

    The NEST officer looked startled. "The ship is ready to sail?"

    Murdock looked at his watch. "Twenty minutes, Sir."

    "But are you sure it'll make it? I was told some Navy SEALs caused

a lot of damage to its engines and it had to be towed."

    "I've got  good men  on it  down  in the  engine room  now,  Sir,"

Murdock said, a little stiffly. "We have one good screw, and the con's

all right. We'll take her out on her own steam."

    The NEST officer didn't look  happy, but he was obviously  tempted

by the idea of getting clear of Bandar Abbas in twenty minutes instead

of several hours.

    "What about  those  Iranian  gun  and  missile  batteries  on  the

islands?"

    Murdock grinned. "Sir, I imagine the SEALs and Marines are on  top

of that right now."

    He  was  guessing,  but  Murdock  was  sure  he  was  right.  He'd

participated in too many planning sessions and simulations to  believe

that the planners for Operation Deadly Weapon had failed to arrange  a

safe path clear of the enemy coast.

    "Very well," Smith said at  last. "You will make all  preparations

to get this ship under way as soon as possible."

    "Yes, sir. As soon as two of my men show up."

    "Eh? What's that? What do you mean?"

    "I've got two  men ashore,  sir. They  didn't make  it back  after

liberty. We can't sail without them."

    DeWitt, standing nearby, turned  suddenly away, stifling a  laugh.

Jaybird grinned broadly and nudged a smiling Roselli with his elbow.

    The NEST officer sputtered. "You-you  can't do that! The cargo  on

this vessel -"

    "Is of the utmost importance  and takes precedence over all  other

considerations, yes,  sir. I  wouldn't worry,  Mr. Smith.  One of  the

missing men is  my commanding  officer. The other  is one  of my  most

steadfast and dependable men. I feel sure they'll turn up soon."

    The officer gave Murdock a black  look, then spun on his heel  and

stalked toward the Yuduki Maru's deckhouse. Murdock shook his head  as

he watched him go. The plutonium shipment did have absolute  priority,

of course, and if Doc and the Old Man didn't show up fast, the  Yuduki

Maru would have to sail without them.

    But it had  been fun giving  that stiff-assed DOE  prick's tail  a

good twisting.

    Roselli stepped closer. "Still no word about Doc and the  captain,

sir?"

    "Not yet. The Marines'll keep looking, though, even if we have  to

pull out."

    "I'd like to volunteer for a  shore party, L-T. I could help  look

for 'em. I know how Doc thinks."

    Murdock gave a lopsided grin. "I  hate to break it to you,  Razor,

but they don't have bars in Iran. Alcohol's illegal here, remember?"

    "Poor Doc," DeWitt  said, shaking  his head. "We  can't leave  him

here, Skipper. He'd die of thirst!"

    "We'll leave it to the Marines,"  Murdock said. "I need you  here,

Roselli, watching those engines with Mac."

    "Yes, sir." Roselli looked crestfallen.

    "Ahoy the Maru!" a voice called from the shore. "Man in the water,

starboard side!"

    Murdock,  Roselli,  DeWitt,   and  Jaybird  all   raced  for   the

freighter's starboard rail. Murdock couldn't see anything against  the

black water ... no! There! And two heads, not just one!

    Roselli and Jaybird were already stripping off their  load-bearing

vests. Stepping  up on  the railing,  they vaulted  smoothly over  the

side, Jaybird  going  in feet-first,  Roselli  cutting a  perfect  and

strictly-against-regs  dive.  Murdock  leaned  against  the  rail  and

watched. It looked like Coburn was wounded, with a lot of blood on his

face and head  despite his  immersion in the  water. Doc  had one  arm

across the captain's chest and was  pulling him along with a slow  but

powerful sidestroke.

    In seconds,  Roselli and  Jaybird had  reached the  two  swimmers.

Jaybird took Coburn and  started hauling him  toward the shore,  while

Roselli helped  a  clearly  exhausted  Ellsworth.  Marines  and  SEALs

splashed off the side of the wharf to lend a hand, and others gathered

at the side of  the water. DeWitt was  already on his radio,  ordering

the medevac chopper to hold  up for one more.  By the time Coburn  was

hauled from the water, a couple of corpsmen had reached the dock  with

a Stokes stretcher.  It was hard  to tell from  here, but Murdock  was

sure he saw Coburn  moving his arms  as he was  fastened down. He  was

conscious, and that was a damned hopeful sign.

    Murdock had to grip  the rail to avoid  showing the weakness  that

swept through him. Coburn and Doc  were okay! Until that moment,  he'd

not realized  how worried  he'd  been about  his people.  Turning,  he

strode back toward the Yuduki Maru's deckhouse.

    Fifteen minutes later, he stood on the freighter's bridge, peering

out through paneless windows at the Blue/Green Team members ashore and

on the forward deck.  Smith glowered over his  shoulder to his  right,

while a still-damp Jaybird stood behind the wheel and Holt manned  the

engine-room telegraph. Roselli had  joined MacKenzie and several  MSPF

snipes below  in the  engine  room, but  Higgins had  transferred  his

satellite gear  to  the  freighter's  bridge  and  was  watching  with

professional interest. The other SEALS, less Doc, Chucker, and Captain

Coburn, were scattered about the ship. The medevac chopper had  lifted

those three out several minutes earlier.

    Murdock picked up a microphone  and pressed the switch. "Now  hear

this, now  hear  this,"  Murdock  said,  and  the  words  boomed  from

loudspeakers all over the ship. "Make ready to get under way."

    A rifle shot popped from somewhere ashore, but he scarcely noticed

it. The Marine  perimeter now  enclosed the entire  shipyard, and  the

last report from the air  contingent had placed the nearest  organized

Iranian forces just outside of Bandar Abbas proper, a good three miles

down the coast.

    "Cast off  forward,"  he  ordered, and  the  Marines  manning  the

forward line tossed it across to their fellows on the pier. A pair  of

SuperCobras thundered overhead, keeping watch.

    Murdock walked to the starboard bridge wing and checked aft.  With

the freighter tied port-side-to and bow-on to the shore, and with only

one engine working, maneuvering in this tight harbor would be  tricky.

He was glad it was the starboard screw that was off-line, though,  and

not the port.

    It occurred to him  that this was his  first command--at least  if

you didn't count the little Beluga or the Boghammer patrol boat.  He'd

had classes in ship handling at  Annapolis, of course, and during  his

senior year he'd conned a guided-missile destroyer out of Norfolk on a

training exercise.

    This, however, was completely different.

    "All back,"  he said,  and  Holt moved  the telegraph  handles  to

reverse. "Back her down easy. Starboard helm ... just a touch."

    Yuduki Maru's engine rumbled through the deck beneath their  feet.

Slowly, slowly,  the  freighter  moved  astern.  With  the  rudder  to

starboard, the ship's bow pressed in toward the pier, while her  stern

moved away. Moving to the port  wing, Murdock checked aft. The  ship's

stern was now five feet from the pier, the stern line stretched nearly

taut.

    He'd given the freighter room astern to maneuver. "Forward on  the

engine," he said, and Holt rammed the telegraph handle to the  forward

position. "Keep your helm starboard."

    The freighter's slow, backward drift halted, then reversed itself.

Tugging on the stern  line until the pier  gave an ominous creak,  the

Yuduki Maru started to swing, her bow moving out from the pier now  in

a tight circle. When  the still-smoldering ruin of  the fuel pier  lay

dead ahead, Murdock gave his next order. "Cast off stern lines!"

    Free now of  the shore,  Yuduki Maru slid  forward, barely  making

way. Slowly  at  first, then  faster  and with  more  confidence,  the

plutonium ship eased clear of the dock, gliding past the fuel dock and

the wreckage of a half-sunken patrol  boat. Reaching past the helm  to

the console, Murdock thumbed  a large red  button, giving a  deafening

blast from Yuduki Maru's air horns.

    And from  the Marines  watching ashore  came a  rising,  answering

growl of noise, a thunderous cheer as the Yuduki Maru put to sea  once

more.

    "Okay, gentlemen,"  Murdock said  to the  others with  him on  the

bridge. "Let's go home."

    EPILOGUE

    0950  hours  (Zulu  -5)   House  offices  The  Capitol   Building,

Washington, D.C.

    Congressman Charles Fitzhugh Murdock  read the paper,  prominently

stamped SECRET at top and bottom, for the third time, tears glistening

at the corners of his eyes. His boy was coming home.

    And the timing couldn't have  been better. Every newspaper in  the

country was cheering the recovery of the Japanese plutonium ship, even

though the whole story would probably never be made public.

    Iran was  officially  condemning  the incursion,  of  course,  but

private channels between Tehran and Washington had already established

that the entire hijacking  incident had been the  work of a  dissident

element within the Iranian military. The two ringleaders were  already

dead, Ramazani in  front of  a firing  squad only  hours ago,  Admiral

Sahman on the  bridge of  the Yuduki Maru  during the  raid. Iran  was

holding off its military forces; the last of the Marines ashore  ought

to be back aboard the ships of  II MEF within the next several  hours.

The public story  was that  terrorists had  taken the  ship to  Bandar

Abbas, and that American Marines had liberated the vessel. That  story

didn't bear too much close scrutiny,  but it would be good enough  for

now. The Administration wanted to  play down America's involvement  in

what amounted to an invasion  of another country, especially one  that

they were still trying to mend fences with. Perhaps the Iranians would

be grateful, eventually,  for the  help rendered by  the Americans  in

uncovering the coup.

    Japan was grateful, of course, for the recovery of their ship  and

its cargo, though whether that would translate as an advantage at  the

next round of trade talks remained to be seen. Murdock was well  aware

of the concept of naniwabushi, and expected that Tokyo would show  its

gratitude when  the time  came. Certainly,  they'd already  agreed  to

suspend the controversial plutonium shipments while security  policies

were reviewed and overhauled. Yuduki  Maru was officially in  Japanese

custody again now. Captain Koga had  reassumed command as soon as  his

vessel had passed the last of the Iranian-owned Gulf islands, cruising

slowly past Silkworm missile batteries now  in the hands of SEALs  and

U.S. Marines. Even  the Greenpeace  vessel Beluga  had been  recovered

from where the SEALs  had beached her on  Qeeshm Island and was  being

towed by a Navy frigate to Dahran.

    So everyone had come up winners, except for the Ohtori terrorists.

    And, of course,  the two  civilians killed aboard  the Beluga  and

their wives.  The  horrible  thing  about  terrorism  was  its  blind,

terrible randomness.

    The upshot of it all was, though, that the country was being swept

by a mad swell of flag-waving  approval for the U.S. military.  Though

the public had a  notoriously short memory,  enthusiasm for the  armed

forces always crested in the wake of a fast, successful operation like

this one, and Congressman Murdock was already planning on how to  turn

that  to  his   political  advantage.  The   House  Military   Affairs

Committee's final  debate  and  vote was  set  for  tomorrow  morning.

Murdock had no doubt now that  Farnum's attempt to kill the SEALs  and

the other Special Warfare units would be easily defeated.

    Until this week,  Congressman Murdock himself  had never  realized

how well, how smoothly the SEALs could work with other military units,

units such  as the  Marines.  While there  was duplication  among  the

services, it was impossible to select any one unit out from among  all

of the rest as  less worthwhile, less useful,  or less efficient  than

the others. And America needed those SPECWAROPs people. The pace,  the

scope, the very nature of modern warfare demanded their use, and their

support. At  this point,  Murdock would  have voted  to dismantle  the

regular military services if  it would have  meant keeping the  elite,

professional warriors of the Special Warfare forces.

    Well, that was  a bit  extreme, perhaps,  since the  point of  the

SPECWAR people was  that they  could support and  augment the  regular

forces. He sighed. Why was it America always axed her own military  as

soon as the current war was  won, as though there were no  possibility

of there ever being another one?

    But the important consideration, the only consideration right now,

was that Blake was safe, and that he was on his way home. Tensions had

been so  strained  between  them  lately.  The  elder  Murdock  wanted

desperately to close up that gulf  between them, to make things  right

again.

    He knew now that the way to accomplish that was to stop trying  to

ride Blake about his career decision, to let him go his own way.  That

was the hard part about being  a parent, of course, watching the  kids

go their own ways, watching them make mistakes.

    Or watching them do the right thing, even when Dad thought it  was

wrong. Murdock grinned. It  was obvious that  Blake Murdock had  found

his place with the SEALS.

