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1: ROOT CANAL


PRE-MISSION

According to the timetable, the anonymous corporate jet should have been twenty-five minutes from landing in Cairo, Egypt, where its passengers were to transfer to a helicopter registered to the same corporation. The flight had started in Naples, Italy. But just before the airplane had reached the Egyptian coast near Alexandria, the copilot had called the man the other four passengers knew as Harry Tombs to the cockpit. Three minutes later, the jet banked left and started to climb.

Chief Petty Officer Frank Lucan snorted softly. He waited thirty seconds to see if the plane returned to its previous course, and when it didn’t, he looked around to see if his men had noticed.

Quartermaster’s Mate 2nd Class Beau Guisborne was slouched in his seat, leaning against the bulkhead with his eyes closed. That was no certain evidence that he was sleeping. Six four, with long arms and legs, Beau looked deceptively mild. But he was the man in the team the others would least want to meet in a dark alley . . . if they weren’t certain he was on their side.

Gunnery Mate 3rd Class Robert Rhodes was working a crossword puzzle, concentrating solely on it, as if nothing else existed in the universe. An even six feet tall and lanky, Rob seemed to fit the nicknames he had picked up ten years earlier when he’d first joined the Teams. Farmer or Farmboy: Rhodes was from Kansas but had never lived or worked on a farm. Apart from the general excellence in weapons he shared with all the members of the team, Rhodes had one extra qualification. He was the best sniper in SEAL Team Six—which had many excellent snipers.

Machinist’s Mate 1st Class Ike Jensen had noticed the change in course. He had been staring out the window on the other side of the cabin, then turned to meet the chiefs gaze.

“Somebody changed the itinerary,” Ike said, just loud enough for Frank to make out the words. At five feet eight inches tall, Ike was nearly as short as the chief.

“That’s what it looks like,” Frank agreed.

“You suppose they called off the operation?” Ike asked.

Frank shrugged. “If they did, we’ll find out soon enough. Don’t sweat it.” Ike was the rookie on the team. He had been a SEAL less than three years, and had spent more than half of that time going through various training programs, alone and with other members of the platoon.

“Yeah, don’t sweat it, kid,” Beau said, opening his eyes just a slit. He spoke very slowly, taking care to make each word distinct. That habit had started in boot training, when an instructor had screamed that he couldn’t understand Guisborne’s thick Creole accent and threatened dire consequences if the recruit didn’t start speaking English. Even though the instructor had been forty pounds lighter than Beau, the veteran had intimidated the youngster from New Orleans’ French Quarter. “The pay is all the same.”

Another ten minutes passed—with the plane remaining firmly on a northerly heading—before they learned anything more. Harry Tombs came back into the cabin from the cockpit, and said, “Listen up.”

The four SEALs all looked at the spook standing in the aisle, his hands on seat backs on either side to balance him. Rob Rhodes capped his pen and closed the crossword book around it. Beau straightened up in his seat.

“Something’s come up,” Tombs said, “something we have to take care of before we get on with our main mission.” His shrug looked awkward because of the way he was standing. Short and thin, Tombs would look anonymous in a crowd of three. None of the SEALs had ever seen Tombs in action. He was a manager, a controller. None of the SEALs knew anything of his background. “No one else is close enough to handle this quickly, and the word from back home is that it has to be handled tonight.”

Just tell us what we have to do, Frank thought. We can do without the pep talk.

THE BRIEFING

“An American has been kidnapped by one of the radical groups operating in Lebanon. The group that kidnapped him is not one of the major groups we’re targeting, but operates locally under the suffrage of Hezbollah. More like a neighborhood gang. The hostage is being held in a coastal village just outside Beirut. We expect that he will be moved tomorrow, early, perhaps before first light. The U.S. does not want another long, drawn-out hostage affair in Lebanon, so our orders are to go in and retrieve the hostage tonight.”

He paused, but only for an instant. “There are two important constraints. First, this has to be done with total secrecy. No one is to know you’ve been in and out. Get in, rescue the hostage and neutralize his captors, quietly, if possible, then get out without any hue and cry. The second constraint is that you don’t leave the prisoner under the control of the terrorists, no matter what. We want to rescue him, but if that isn’t possible, your job is to make certain that he can’t be pumped for whatever information he might have.”

“One of your people?” Jensen asked. The implications of what Tombs had said about not leaving the hostage alive and in control of the terrorists did not faze him. This was the sort of mission that the team had trained for. Even among the elite SEALs, they were an elite—specialists in counter-terrorist measures.

Tombs stared at Jensen for a moment before he answered. “For now, let’s just say that it is someone with knowledge that could compromise our primary mission to undermine the upcoming summit meeting of terrorist organizations in Sudan. His identification, if he still has it, is in the name Carl Smith. There will be photographs of the hostage, maps, and other necessary information waiting for us when we land at Incirlik.”

“That’s an Air Force base in Turkey, just outside Adana, for any of you who might not know,” Frank said in something of a stage whisper.

“Carl Smith?” Rob Rhodes asked, under his breath. “We run out of John Smiths?” No one responded to his remark.

“We’ll be met by a Navy helicopter at Incirlik and ferried out to a waiting submarine, which will take you in as close to the beach as its commander deems safe, and wait to retrieve you.”

“What’s the size of the opposition?” Frank asked.

After a habitual hesitation, Tombs said, “Not large. According to witnesses, there were only three men involved in the snatch. Maybe two or three additional men were already in the house where they took him. We don’t expect more than that because both the Lebanese government and the Israelis have been making life too difficult for these splinter groups lately, forcing them into tighter cell operations. And we don’t have any information that there might be more assets available. It will be tomorrow, according to what we do know, before they can move the hostage to friendlier ground—to the Bekah valley, at least—perhaps all the way to Syria. Like I said, it was a small local group that got lucky and grabbed more than they were expecting. They’ll use them to improve their own standing with the big boys, just as quickly as they can turn him over.”

“Anything unusual in the way of weapons?” Rob asked.

Tombs shook his head, not too slowly. “Not that we know of Rifles, pistols, grenades, maybe one or two Russian-made SAMs. The missiles shouldn’t be a threat. You won’t be going in by air.”

THE TARGET FOLDER

There was a full target folder waiting for the team when they landed at Incirlik. It was in a heavy envelope carried inside a briefcase that was handcuffed to the courier who delivered it to Harry Tombs as soon as the five men disembarked from their jet. Tombs signed a receipt and the courier left. Tombs and the SEALs walked a few feet to the helicopter that was waiting for him, ready to take off.

Frank almost allowed himself to be impressed by how thorough the mission briefing papers that accompanied the operational order were on such short notice—especially since he’d assumed it had been coordinated by CIA rather than Naval Intelligence. He was neither bothered nor amused by the code names strewn through the cover document for the target folder. He had long ago decided that those names were chosen by people who had failed psychological screening for any worthwhile occupation in the defense establishment.

There were several photographs of the hostage in the package, along with a detailed physical description and an identification code. There were satellite photographs of the village and the surrounding countryside, right down to the beach where the SEALs would go ashore. There were navigation charts for the area and a topographical map of the land area. There was also a list of the gear available for their use on the submarine, along with a few small cases they carried with them.

Harry Tombs left the Navy men to themselves. He sat off by himself paying only casual attention to them as they started to prepare themselves for the mission.

[image: image]

The SEALs studied all of the briefing material on the helicopter, passing the sheets around one at a time. Frank made a few comments as he handed off the papers. “Memorize the map of the village and the terrain down to the water,” was the instruction he considered most important. “The house where the hostage is supposedly being held is the one with the red X on it. We can’t carry the map with us or call Traveler’s Aid.” Frank had a special gift with maps. He could study a simple map—like the one that showed the village—for a few minutes and duplicate it from memory, if necessary.

After everyone had had a chance to look over each of the papers in the target folder, the four SEALs moved closer together to study the map together.

“We’ll put the boat in here, at the mouth of this dry wadi,” Frank said, stabbing at the paper with his finger. “Work up along that wash as close in as we can get.”

“Looks like they got this scoped out pretty well,” Ike said, as Frank collected the material and stuck it back in the folder. Jensen seemed relieved.

“Assuming it worth a damn,” Guisborne said after a grunt. “Maybe it is, maybe ain’t.”

“Most of the time it is,” Frank said, not wanting to spook the team’s junior member too much. “And even if it isn’t, we’ll deal with whatever we find.”

THE PREPARATION

The SEALs had only ninety minutes aboard the fast-attack submarine. As soon as it picked them up, fifty miles off the coast of Lebanon, it submerged and started a high-speed run toward the insertion point. Their gear had come aboard with them, in three aluminum crates. The last three weeks had been much the same for Frank and his men—they were always in a rush. The team had been alerted for action, then moved immediately from their barracks at Dam Neck, Virginia, to a facility maintained by Central Intelligence. There had been refresher training on tactics, the usual daily calisthenics and running, weapons practice, and a series of briefings on the coming operation. Then there had been rather circuitous transportation, taking the men to New York and London, and then on to Naples. They had seen little of their surroundings in any of those cities.

Aboard the submarine, the SEALs were given the use of one of the cabins normally occupied by crewmen—the usual residents warned to stay clear while the SEALs were there. Frank and his men changed from their civilian traveling clothes into camouflage BDUs—battle dress uniforms—and boots, put on their black and dark green camouflage make-up, then checked out their weapons and other gear. The BDUs were standard jungle camouflage. At night, that would serve better than desert camouflage or even all-black clothing.

Although the team wanted this mission to proceed silently, without alarm, they intended to go in prepared for a fight, which in this case meant an M16 rifle.

The M16 series of weapons was the first small-caliber, high-velocity weapon fielded by the U.S. military. Intended for use by Special Forces, it was designed to carry light, consisting primarily of aluminum alloy and plastic parts, with steel used only where necessary for strength. Early models were known to cause almost explosive-effect wounds due to the intentional instability of the projectile; later designs were more accurate but less destructive. The light weight of the weapon and ammunition made it unpopular with traditional military commanders, but the men who actually carry and fight with them have always found them dependable—as long as they kept them clean. And the SEALs made sure they kept their weapons clean and ready. Being ready included a KAC blast suppressor and 100-round C-mag double-drum magazine. If more ammunition was needed, each man had six standard 30-round magazines in pouches on his web belt.
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M-16 

Each SEAL also carried a pistol and knife, as well as three hand grenades—two high explosive, one smoke. The pistols, .45 caliber H&K Mark 23s, were also equipped with suppressors—silencers. Frank and Beau each carried a second knife in a boot. The load of weapons and ammunition was heavy, but no one would carry any unnecessary gear on this mission, no field packs or rations. They had crammed in a quick meal aboard the submarine. That would have to hold them until they returned.

“Just keep cool, kid,” Frank advised Ike while the four men were getting ready. “You’ve never been on an op quite like this. The rest of us have. Remember your training and keep your head. We’ll get you back in one piece if you don’t screw up.”

Jensen swallowed and nodded. He had started to think about what might be coming.

“I hope the intel is right,” Rhodes said. “We won’t have time to bust into every house in that village looking for our man.” Rob and Frank had been together on several snatch operations. One, during Operation Desert Storm, had almost been a disaster. They had been assigned to hit a house in southeastern Iraq to grab a division commander in the elite Republican Guard, and he had not been there, but in the next building over. He had decided to change beds in the middle of the night.

“In and out and leave nothing behind,” Frank said. “If the poop is bad, we still get ourselves out. We run into trouble, we use all the firepower we carry and disappear before the locals can react.”

“It’s what we do,” Guisborne said softly, as much to himself as to the others.

THE MISSION

The few feet of sail that the submarine showed as it deployed the SEAL team were pointed directly at the coast—three nautical miles away. With a new moon and scattered clouds, there was almost no light. That made no difference to the SEALs; they wore night-vision goggles. Frank Lucan and his men got an inflatable rapid penetration boat into the water, then hurriedly climbed aboard. Almost before the craft’s small outboard motor came to life, the submarine was back below the surface again, leaving only a few diminishing ripples as evidence that it had ever been there.

All four men stayed as low in the boat as they could, minimizing the silhouette. Beau handled the engine and steering. He had a diver’s compass strapped to his left wrist, and held the tiller in his right hand. Frank and Rob were in the prow of the boat, rifles at the ready, though there was little likelihood that they would need them before reaching the coast. Ike was in the middle, doing his best to avoid showing the tension he thought he alone felt. He carried the team’s radio, although if there was any need for radio communications before the men were ready to rendezvous with the sub after the mission, it would mean something had gone wrong.

The outboard motor was muffled, the exhaust directed underwater. With the throttle kept near the midpoint, it made very little noise. When the boat got closer to shore, Beau throttled back even farther, making the engine almost completely silent.

It took the team almost as long to cover three miles in the RPB as it had taken the sub to cover fifty miles. For the most part, this was dead time, little for the men to do but watch the water and—eventually—the shore. Time to think, time to worry. But patience was not merely a homey virtue for these men. It was a prerequisite. The Teams had recognized that since their early days in Vietnam, when a team might have to wait in ambush—often in canals, rivers, or rice paddies—for hours until their quarry came within reach.

Only Beau had physical activity to help pass the time. He worked the engine and tiller, watched the compass, and kept an eye on the landmark he had picked out on shore once they got within a mile of the sand. The other three had only to remain alert, watching for unexpected trouble. There was no reason to expect problems going in, but on an operation like this, you had to be ready for anything. Adrenaline helped, but training was a far more important part of the equation. If nothing else, the Teams stressed constant training. It was not just an entrance ritual, abandoned upon graduation from BUD/S, Basic Underwater Demolition School. Training continued as long as a man was in the Teams.

Each man was responsible for a specific area of the perimeter. Rhodes watched to port, Jensen to starboard. At the stern, Beau kept a somewhat less constant watch on the water behind them, glancing back over his shoulder and taking a quick scan as an interruption to his concentration on navigation. And Frank, the team leader, watched ahead.

During the last five hundred yards of the approach, Frank constantly scanned the shore with binoculars, moving his gaze from side to side, working gradually across the beach and up to the olive grove and the first buildings of the village. No people were visible, though he did spot a few goats and donkeys penned up behind mud brick houses. The village was smaller than it had once been—before the years of civil war and repeated Israeli air strikes. The site had been inhabited for at least three thousand years, one generation of buildings built over the ruins of those that had come before. Now, there was an area of rubble and partially destroyed buildings beyond the portion of the village that was still intact and inhabited. In time, these ruins would no doubt be built over again.

What Frank considered important was the fact that the layout he saw with his eyes agreed with the layout visible in the photographs and maps he had studied. So far, at least, the intelligence was good.

Two hundred yards out, Frank lowered his binoculars, then lifted his night-vision goggles. The beach was not totally dark. The sand caught and reflected what little light there was, and the trees and buildings beyond were easy silhouettes. The gentle surf rolling against the sand and rocks seemed almost phosphorescent, the water sparkling before it started to roll back toward its home. Farther north, and more to the east, Frank could see the glowing dome of light in the sky that had to mark Beirut. The city was far enough away for comfort.

A dog barked, well in the distance, its call carrying easily over the water. Beau eased the throttle back another hair, softening the already muted sound of the boat’s engine. He had been around small boats his entire life. His father and uncles had been fishermen, working the Louisiana bayous and the nearer stretches of the Gulf of Mexico, and Beau had spent his summers and many weekends helping out. If he had not chosen to enter the Navy, he would undoubtedly have still been fishing for a (meager) living. It had been the uncertainty of the family business that had sent Beau looking for something more certain.

“Ease us over toward that dry creek bed,” Frank whispered, turning toward Beau. He gestured to the right. Those were the first words any of the men had uttered since emerging from the submarine seventy minutes earlier.

Beau nodded and moved the tiller to port, edging the boat toward starboard. He glanced back. There was almost no visible trace of a wake behind the boat now. Beau picked up his rifle, balanced it across his legs, and moved the safety to the off position.

Frank leaned back into the boat, turning toward Jensen. “Kid, take a deep breath and let it out real slow. Don’t go hyper on us. You know the drill.”

Jensen nodded and did as he had been told.

“Take your right hand off your weapon. Flex the fingers,” Frank said, and again Jensen obeyed instructions.

“I’ll be okay, Chief,” Jensen said. “Once we’re ashore and moving, I’ll be okay.” He had been surprised at being asked to join this team—hand-picked by the senior chief petty officer in the platoon—and he was eager to prove himself. But three years in the Teams had taught him not to appear too eager.

Frank stared at him for a couple of seconds, then nodded once, a short, abrupt gesture. The kid should work out, he thought. Frank would never let the kid know that he had not been his own choice.

Frank turned to the front again and used the binoculars for another complete scan of the shore. The boat was within a hundred yards of the mouth of the dry river bed. By this point, he was nearly lying in the boat, little more than the top of his head visible above the inflated rubber. The camouflaged slouch hat he wore had been crumpled so many times that it presented a most irregular silhouette, and the blotches of camouflage greasepaint on his face would not present a recognizable target at any distance.

He focused on the mission at hand completely now, shutting out everything else. He trusted the men with him to do their jobs. On an op, it was all a man could do to make sure he didn’t screw up without worrying about the other guys on the team. Frank thought it was more important for him to concentrate now than it ever had been before. He was staring at his fortieth birthday, coming in less than a month. Frank was no longer quite as . . . sturdy as he had once been. He had slowed down just a step, and his endurance was no longer the same. I’ve got to use my head to make up the difference, or get out of the Teams, he often told himself. Since he did not want to leave the SEALs, he drove himself in training, and exercised on his own in addition to the usual regimen of calisthenics and running the platoon did at the base. He could still run a marathon, and even if it took him fifteen minutes longer than he had when he was a rookie, he could finish ahead of most of the others in the platoon, even the new men who had been in diapers when he’d joined the Navy.

Rob adjusted his position in the boat, anticipating, ready to get out and up onto the beach as quickly as possible as soon as the bottom of the boat touched sand. This is a long way from Kansas, he thought. It was something he would never say again, not where there was any chance anyone would hear. That was a mistake he had made for the last time four years earlier, in a bar, with a couple of dozen other men from the Teams present. Someone had said, “We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto,” in a squeaky falsetto and someone else had started singing, “We’re Off to See the Wizard,” and a half dozen others had joined in. It had been the wrong thing at the wrong time. Rob and the two men he had entered the bar with got out just before the Shore Patrol arrived to break up the melee Rob had started. In the last eight years, Rob had been back to the state he had been born and raised in only three times, twice for funerals, the other time for his brother’s wedding. If he never went back again, it would suit him just fine.

Beau eased off a little more on the throttle, until the boat was barely making headway. He wasn’t certain just how quickly the sea floor rose here, how steep the incline was, and he did not want to drive the boat too hard onto the sand. The bow was aimed directly at the middle of the indentation of the dry creek bed. Looks good, he thought—there was no trace of anyone anywhere around. They would certainly be able to get ashore and across the beach into the cover of the olive grove undetected. After that . . .

He did not finish the thought. He heard the first scraping of sand against the raft and cut the engine completely. The others were already climbing out. Beau was the last. The four men dragged the boat the last thirty feet, out of the water, and up into the rocky bed of the dry creek. At the bow, Frank looped the boat’s painter around a rock to keep it secure. The tide had not quite reached its peak yet, and they did not want the boat to float away when it started to ebb.

No one noticed wet boots and trousers. They had spent too many hours, on other occasions, standing or squatting in water up to their shoulders, or necks, for this minimal discomfort to penetrate their concentration. This water, at least, was warm.

For perhaps twenty seconds, all four men remained motionless, crouched over, rifles held in both hands, listening, looking—each man staring in a different direction. What little breeze there was came from the west, off the Mediterranean. The smells of land—and habitation—were slow to make themselves known. Frank sniffed at the air. The odor on the air was different from Virginia . . . or Panama, Grenada, or Iraq, or any of the other places he had come ashore over the years. He did not try to identify the components of the smell, beyond the glaringly obvious odor of animal waste.

Finally satisfied with what he saw and heard—or didn’t see and hear—Frank made a minimal gesture with his right hand and started moving along the dry creek bed, wadi, toward the village. Landing at its mouth had added almost three hundred yards to the distance they would have to travel each way, but it offered a much better chance of remaining unobserved. Farther north, near the shortest route from shore to village, there were a few fishing boats drawn up on the beach, and where there were boats, there might be people.

For Ike, the transition from boat to foot was almost like an electrical shock, marked by a palpable physical change. It was something he had never truly experienced before. There was a recognition that danger was now imminent, that they were in “Indian country”—as some of the older men in the Teams, with a total disregard for political correctness, still put it. For the few seconds that everyone had stood still, Ike had felt a considerable increase in his tension, a feeling that if he brought a hand near his face, he would get a static shock. The hair on his arms felt as if it were standing at attention, or trying to escape the skin that held it prisoner. He took a deep breath, then blinked once. But as soon as he started moving, following the chief, his tension, his nervousness, seemed to melt away. He could concentrate on doing his job, no doubts left.

There wasn’t room.

The four men moved like the well-trained team they were, scarcely conscious of the movements of one another, but responding as they needed to, instinctively, staying relatively close, dividing the responsibility of watching the terrain around them without needing discussion or orders. Frank led; point was where he felt most at ease, despite the dangers of that position. Rob was next, and a little to Frank’s left, covering mainly the left side. Because of that, Ike concentrated mostly—but never exclusively—on the right flank. Beau watched the rear without losing his place in the procession.

They moved in almost total silence, the only sound the occasional crunch of a stone moving underfoot, too soft to be heard more than a few yards away, lost in environmental noises—water washing against the shore behind them, distant animal sounds from livestock in the village and night-flying birds, the rustle of leaves in the olive grove ahead of them.

The beach, and the wadi, climbed quickly away from the water, the gradient generally near twenty-five percent. By the time the land started to level out, the SEALs were sixty yards from the water’s edge. The wadi became shallower about the same time. Frank paused again, crouching lower, as soon as he could see the plain above the beach—the olive grove flanking the dry creek bed directly in front, the more distant shapes of the buildings and ruins in the village off to the left.

Frank scanned the olive grove very closely. It was all too easy to see phantoms among the gnarled trunks and branches, to imagine people—armed men—waiting in ambush. He looked and listened until he was certain that he was seeing only trees and hearing their leaves. The phantoms vanished. The other men stopped almost simultaneously behind their leader, no more than a single step late. They froze in position, waiting, each man scanning his area of the perimeter, overlapping. Finally satisfied, Frank turned just long enough to spot his men behind him. He nodded, the turned back and started moving again.

Once within the grove, the men scrambled out of the wadi one at a time, each man moving to cover behind one of the scraggly trees, kneeling or prone, however he was most comfortable, ready to react instantly to any threat that might appear.

The nearest buildings of the village were less than two hundred yards away. Even Frank could feel his heart rate increasing slightly as they drew closer to the target. Every step they took now, the chance of discovery would increase. If they were spotted before they were ready to break into the house that was supposed to hold the hostage they had come to rescue, the success of the mission—not to mention their lives—might be in extreme danger.

When they started moving again, the four men scurried from shadow to shadow, pausing each time they reached another fragment of cover, staying low, pacing their breathing as best they could. For Frank, the feeling now was almost like the “runner’s high” he had heard distance runners talk about, but had never felt himself, even during a marathon—a heady, preternatural awareness, a feeling almost of invulnerability. Almost. He never let the feeling take full control of him. Training, experience—and his own nature—would not let him surrender that control. He would not go fey like some ancient Viking warrior. Survival was part of the mission.

For Rob, it was the feeling of being a hunter again. He had hunted pheasant, deer, and various small animals in company with his father, two uncles, and several cousins while he was growing up in Kansas. It was there that he had honed his marksmanship, learning early that he could bring down prey at far greater distances than the others with him would even attempt. By his first year in high school, though, he had started opting out of the fall and winter excursions whenever he could. They had lost their earlier allure. Operating as a SEAL was not nearly the same, but the memories were there, below the surface, adding a slight coloring to his perception of what happened. He had hunted in Kuwait and Iraq, and in other places he dared not talk about.

Beau had memories of hunting as well, but a far different kind. Growing up in New Orleans, there had been gang fights, teenagers hunting teenagers through the streets and alleys. Many of the groups—and most of the enmity—were racist. Unlike some of his friends, he had never tried to hide or deny his Creole heritage and his mixed ancestry. When necessary, he had fought—as hard and ruthless as he had to be. He had not found it necessary to fight that kind of battle since joining the Navy.

The olive grove did not run all of the way to the buildings in the village. There was clear ground between, ranging from thirty to nearly a hundred yards. Still within the cover of the grove, the four men went to ground again, spread out more than they had been on the move. There were some things that the photographs and maps could never tell them—especially about the presence of lookouts or armed sentries, and whether the animals were restless, liable to make a ruckus at the intrusion of outsiders.

The men took their time with these observations, lying prone, weapons loosely pointed in the direction of the objective, staying nearly motionless. Eyes scanned. Heads turned only minimally. There were both goats and donkeys in pens behind some of the houses, not many, rarely more than two or three animals in each enclosure. A couple of minutes after the SEALs had taken up their positions, a lone dog trotted along the center of the village’s lone street, moving away from the intruders, its tail low, intent on whatever goal lay ahead of it.

It was the dog that gave Frank and his companions their first indication of a watcher within the village. The dog started, then took a couple of steps to its left—while looking right—before it resumed its course.

Frank’s soft grunt was inaudible, even to the men near him. There was a sentry—at least a person—near the side of the street, outside. That was the easy guess. It was also a shred of evidence that there was something out of the ordinary going on in the village, that the intelligence might be correct about a hostage being held there. What other reason could there be for a watcher there?

Cautiously, Frank crawled over to Beau. The two men looked at each other. Frank pointed into the village, then made a clichéd motion drawing a finger across his throat. Beau understood the order. He nodded, then started moving.

Beau had noticed the change in the dog’s movement as well, and had understood what it had to mean. He had already picked a path for himself to the buildings. He stayed low, but did not try to crawl the entire distance. Now that he had some idea where the sentry was, it was easy to keep buildings between him and that point.

It took Beau little more than two minutes to work his way to the second building in the village, next to the house where the hostage was supposedly being held. He came in behind the animal pen, moving very slowly, watching the three goats in it closely, ready to stop moving altogether if any of them started to stir.

At the corner of the building, Beau was very slow and deliberate about exposing himself. He looked carefully between the two houses, but the sentry was not visible. He had to be either in front of the next house or on the far side of it.

Beau slung his rifle and pulled his knife. This had to be done silently, not just because the mission called for stealth. If the sentry had time to raise an alarm, any other guards inside would be alerted—and might kill the hostage rather than risk his rescue. Although Beau could not spare even a second to turn and look for his comrades, he knew where they were supposed to go. He trusted that they would be moving into position to support him if necessary.

After a few seconds of standing motionless, listening, a new smell made itself known against the backdrop of animal dung. Tobacco smoke. Beau was unaware of the slight smile that crossed his face when he recognized the aroma. The sentry was obviously not paying full attention to his duties.

Nothing would be gained by waiting longer.

Beau had picked out his path while he was waiting, scanning the narrow passageway between the two houses for any obstructions that might make noise. He knew where to put his feet. He crossed the six-foot gap and pressed against the wall of the house that he assumed held the hostage. Although he moved quickly, it was with extreme care. He was more deliberate about moving toward the front of the house. Beau had his knife in his left hand, away from the building, to avoid any chance of scraping it against the mud bricks.

At this stage, there was a huge chance that things could go wrong, and go wrong fast. The sentry might pace down to the corner and look between the houses—too far away for Beau to silence him before he could raise an alarm. Maybe.

It was difficult to remember not to hold his breath. Beau breathed shallowly, quietly. It was not distracting that he could hear, or feel, each beat of his heart now. That was just part of the environment, a metronome. He glanced at the ground before taking each step. He paused between them, listening for any sound from the sentry in front.

How far from the corner is he? Beau wondered. It might be necessary to make a circuit of the house to approach from the other side if the sentry was too far away from this corner. Which way will he be looking? It was a game of odds and evens, with the stakes as high as they could possibly be.

For an instant, Beau hesitated. Even with the silencer attached, a gunshot from his pistol would not be totally silent. If anyone was awake inside the house, he might recognize the coughing noise for what it was. But the pistol would be a more certain tool for eliminating the sentry.

The knife—if possible. Otherwise, the pistol. Don’t take stupid chances.

Beau edged closer to the comer, moving with almost infinite slowness and care. He flattened himself against the wall, listening with impossible concentration. After a few seconds, he heard the scraping of shoe on dirt, soft, lasting no more than a few seconds, as if the unseen person were grinding out a cigarette.

Now, Beau thought, as he eased his head closer, glancing past the corner, ready to move in any direction. When he saw the sentry—eight feet away, turned slightly away from him, getting ready to light another cigarette, AK-47 rifle slung on his shoulder, Beau moved quickly. Two long steps and a lunge closed the gap. Beau’s right arm went around the sentry’s head, his hand covering the man’s mouth, pulling back, exposing the man’s neck. At the same time, Beau brought his knife around and slit the man’s throat, cutting deep enough that he heard the scrape of steel against bone. Blood gushed out over the knife blade and Beau’s hand, seeping up his arm under the sleeve of his BDU. Beau held on even when the man went limp, then lowered him carefully to the ground, getting his body on top of the man to still the involuntary thrashing of approaching death. Only when the man stopped moving completely did Beau get back to his feet, looking around to make certain that he had not been discovered.

He needed a few seconds to get his breathing under control. The heady rush of adrenaline that had come during the attack was not ready to fade, but Beau remained alert. He wiped the blade of his knife on the dead man’s khaki shirt, then sheathed it and wiped his bloody left hand as best he could before he took his M-16 from his shoulder. He looked around. There was a single window as well as the door in the front of the house. The window was shuttered, as the one he had seen on the rear of the house was. There had been neither window nor door on the side he had come along.

There was no sound audible from inside the house. Nor was there any hint of light around the door or window.

Then Frank was at Beau’s side, a hand on his shoulder to get his attention. Frank nodded, an appreciation of the job Beau had done. Beau looked over his shoulder. Ike was at the corner of the building, his attention on the street and the house fronts across the way. Rob would be at the rear of the target house, ready to prevent anyone from escaping through the rear window—and ready to force open the shutter to add his firepower to the operation if that became necessary.

Frank mouthed the word Ready? without sound. Beau nodded, sucking in a deep breath while he did. Still, Frank waited, giving his team mate and friend a few more seconds to recover. They had no need for discussion. Although they had no way to know the precise layout of the house’s interior, nor any certain knowledge of how many people might be inside—or where—this was a bread-and-butter operation for them, something they had trained at routinely, from the beginning of their varied tenures in Team Six. And they had discussed the specifics of how they would handle this job on the submarine. No chances had been the consensus. They would use their rifles to put down any opposition inside. Between noise suppressors on the weapons and the thick mud brick walls, there was every chance that they would not wake people even in the neighboring houses if they didn’t give the opposition a chance to fire unsuppressed weapons.

At the comer of the house, Ike kept glancing toward Frank and Beau, waiting for them to enter. As soon as they did, he would move to the doorway behind them, ready to add to the offense, to help pull the hostage out, or to stand off any reinforcements who might attempt to enter the fray—whatever the situation called for. He glanced at the dead man twice, and the second time he had to force himself to look away. He had bled considerably. Now he lay on his back, head tilted at an unnatural angle, the slit throat a second—gaping—mouth frozen in a silent scream.

Frank and Beau took their positions at either side of the door—Beau on the latch side, the right. If they had to break the door down, it would be up to Beau to kick it. He was considerably heavier than the chief.

The two exchanged a final glance. Frank used his left hand to try the handle on the door. The handle turned, and he pushed the door just enough to assure himself that it was not locked. Frank pulled his hand back just as Beau hurled himself against the door. Beau followed the door into the room, moving across the opening, his rifle looking for targets as Frank crossed behind him to the other side.

Two men had been sleeping on blankets on the floor. The noise of the door slamming against the wall woke them. One almost managed to get his hands on the rifle lying at his side. The other barely got his eyes open. As soon as Beau was certain that neither of these men was the hostage, he took care of both of them, his rifle stuttering out two three-shot bursts. One of the men on the floor managed a long gasp of agony as his body jerked under the impact of the bullets. The other man died in silence, his body moving as if shocked by a defibrillator.

Frank was already moving past those two, toward one of the two doorways at the rear of the room, leading—he assumed—to the only other chambers in the house. He took the one on the right, leaving the other to Beau. There were no doors in these openings, just unadorned curtains to give some privacy to the occupants.

The room Frank had taken proved to be the kitchen, and there was no one in it. A quick scan. Frank saw boxes of ammunition on a small table set against the wall. There were minimal supplies on open shelves above it, a two-burner stove, a small sink. He went back to the doorway. Ike was across the room, watching the street outside. Beau was moving through the curtain into the final room. Frank hurried to back him up.

Assuming that anyone in this final room might have heard and recognized gunshots, Beau went in low, diving through, under the curtain, and rolled to the left.

A muzzle flashed a staccato light show. The sound of the rifle seemed unbearably loud in the confined room. The slugs went well over Beau’s head, and the strobing light at the weapon’s muzzle gave him a perfect target. He fired another three-shot burst and the other rifle stopped. It clattered to the floor an instant ahead of the man who had been carrying it.

Frank came into the room, scanning quickly over the barrel of his rifle, his motions a little jerky now as he tried to see the entire room at once. “There,” he said, gesturing toward the wall on the left side of the room. “On the bed.”

Beau was already getting to his knees. He used the side of the bed to help him get to his feet. The hostage was lying there, eyes open no more than a slit, wrists and ankles tied to the frame of the bed. He showed no reaction to the noise.

Frank was at the man’s side quickly, feeling the side of his neck for a pulse. The hostage was alive, but his heart rate was low. “Cut his feet free,” Frank said, while drawing his knife to cut the ropes tying the hostage’s wrists.

Carl Smith—whatever his real name might have been—showed no sign that he was aware of anything going on around him. Frank took a small flashlight from his belt to get a better look at the hostage’s face. It was bruised badly. One eye was swollen shut. Running the light along the man’s body, Frank saw more signs that he had taken a considerable beating—blood on clothing that had been ripped several times. His left ankle was also swollen and bruised, at least badly sprained, more likely broken.

“We gonna have ta carry him,” Beau noted.

There was a soft whistle from the other room before Frank could answer. He moved to the doorway.

“Company coming,” Ike said. He had moved into the house and had the front door partially closed. “About a half dozen men moving this way from the east end of the village. At a jog. They’ve got weapons.”

“Hold on a second, I’ll be right there,” Frank told him. Then he turned to Beau. “Get Smith out the back window. You go with him. I want you and the Farmer ready to cover Ike and me. We’ll slow them down.”

He didn’t wait for a reply.

Out by the front door, it took Frank four seconds to tell Ike what they were going to do. “Pop out and down. Spray ’em. Then back in and out the back window.”

Frank glanced out the door, then muttered, “On three. One, two, three.”

He shoved the door open all the way and Ike went down on his stomach, landing with just his head, shoulders, and rifle outside. Frank stayed over him, in the doorway, firing left-handed. Neither man worried about being conservative with ammunition. So far, very little had been expended. They worked their aim back and forth across the street, getting the range almost instantly.

The split second of surprise was all they needed. At least four of the approaching locals went down hard, hit in the first volley of automatic fire. The others went down, too, but Frank wasn’t certain that they had become casualties. In any case, they would be in no great hurry to come closer. And there had been no return fire. Yet.

“Let’s go, kid,” Frank said. “Pull yourself in while I keep them down.”

Ike scrambled backward as quickly as if there had been a viper wanting to get intimate with his ear. Frank loosed another two long bursts at the figures lying in the dirt street, then retreated behind Ike, satisfied that he had scored more hits—needed or not. Jensen went through the glassless window head first, rolling as he hit the ground, coming back to his feet almost gracefully, quickly ready to use his rifle or run, whatever the situation might demand.

Frank was not quite so adventurous in his exit. He hoisted himself up onto the window sill, swung his legs out, and hopped down. “You’ve been watching too many kung fu movies, kid,” he said as he moved past Ike. “You and Beau carry Smith down to the boat. The Farmer and I will provide cover.”

Jensen and Guisborne slung their rifles and got the still unconscious Carl Smith between them in an upright carry, holding his arms over their shoulders. They started back toward the olive grove and wadi, moving as quickly as they could.

“We’ll stick close until we hit the trees,” Frank told Rob, once the others had covered the first twenty yards, “then hold back a bit.”

“Not too far back, I hope,” Rob said. “The locals might head straight for the beach and come around in front of us.”

Frank nodded. “Not too far,” he agreed.

Even carrying the limp 180-pound man between them, Ike and Beau made good time. Since the locals knew someone was around, they were no longer quite so intent on stealth. Speed was more important, and the sooner they were on their boat and well out to sea, the happier they would be. It was likely that their little boat would be able to outrun anything the villagers might have to chase them with.

Rob and Frank leapfrogged each other, one moving while the other kept his attention on the village, watching for any sign of pursuit. The shooting had startled the livestock. The animals were all milling around their pens. There was some bleating and braying. Several dogs were howling.

The two men slid down into the wadi and turned to look back over the bank, rifles ready for action as they scanned the terrain north of them.

“Maybe we should have blown their boats,” Rhodes said. “They might chase us right out to the sub.”

“Their funeral if they do,” Frank said, and then he was up and moving again. There was no sign of direct pursuit.

By the time he and Rob reached the beach, the others had Smith in the boat and the boat out in the water. Beau already had the engine idling, ready. As soon as the last two members of the team were aboard, he opened the throttle.

“See what you can do for our guest,” Frank said, nudging Rob. “We got him this far. Let’s try to make sure he’s still alive when we deliver him. Ike, arm the pinger and trail it over the side. Make sure the bus knows we’re coming.”

The submarine rose furtively, scarcely disturbing the surface of the Mediterranean as it came up to retrieve the men and their rubber boat. Carl Smith was hoisted aboard in a basket stretcher and passed below for the pharmacist’s mate to treat.

Frank was the last member of the team to slip through the hatch into the submarine. He glanced at his watch on the way down the ladder. It was 0103 hours.

POST-MISSION

Harry Tombs had “borrowed” the submarine’s wardroom, where Frank and his men had shed their working gear and taken a couple of minutes to clean up. Then Frank gave a terse report of what they had done. The CIA man sat at the head of the table and listened. He did not make notes.

“You did what you had to do,” he said when Frank finished his quick narrative. “A good job.”

“What about Smith?” Rob asked. “He gonna be okay?”

“Looks like,” Tombs said. “He’s still unconscious, or semiconscious. He took one hell of a beating, and apparently he had been drugged at the end, I guess to make sure he didn’t try to escape during the night. He’ll be airlifted to the Eisenhower before dawn, then be taken from the flattop
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