
        
            
                
            
        

    Annotation

    Colonel Hector Alchupa is about to launch the most daring coup the lower Americas have ever seen.

    Backed by dirty money and corrupt officials, this man who would be king assembles five of the world's premier assassins in his Amazon compound. Their mission: to collect the million-dollar bounty placed on the head of Mack Bolan, the only obstacle between Alchupa and the conquest of Brazil.

    Caught between warring mercenary armies, the Executioner turns deadly predator - and stalks his prey to Washington's corridors of power.
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   Don Pendleton's 

   Mack Bolan 

   Blood of the Lion 

  

  
   The universe is so vast and so ageless that the life of one man can only be justified by the measure of his sacrifice.

   Pilot Officer V. A. Rosewarne 1916-1940

  

  
   There are plenty of good people suffering at the hands of the savages. They're worth fighting for and, if need be, dying for.

   Mack Bolan

  

  

   Special thanks and acknowledgment to Dan Schmidt for his contribution to this work.

  
  
   

    The Mack Bolan Legend 

   

   Nothing less than a war could have fashioned the destiny of the man called Mack Bolan. Bolan earned the Executioner title in the jungle hell of Vietnam.

   But this soldier also wore another name — Sergeant Mercy. He was so tagged because of the compassion he showed to wounded comrades-in-arms and Vietnamese civilians.

   Mack Bolan's second lour of duty ended prematurely when he was given emergency leave to return home and bury his family, victims of the Mob. Then he declared a one-man war against the Mafia.

   He confronted the Families head-on from coast to coast, and soon a hope of victory began to appear. But Bolan had broken society's every rule. That same society started gunning for this elusive warrior — to no avail.

   So Bolan was offered amnesty to work within the system against terrorism. This time, as an employee of Uncle Sam, Bolan became Colonel John Phoenix. With a command center at Stony Man Farm in Virginia, he and his new allies — Able Team and Phoenix Force — waged relentless war on a new adversary: the KGB.

   But when his one true love, April Rose, died al the hands of the Soviet terror machine, Bolan severed all ties with Establishment authority.

   Now, after a lengthy lone-wolf struggle and much soul-searching, the Executioner has agreed to enter an "arm's-length" alliance with his government once more, reserving the right to pursue personal missions in his Everlasting War.

  
  
   



    Prologue 

   

   He ran through the jungle, a man possessed by fear. Certain that he was going to diem Special Agent Don Thomas of the Drug Enforcement Administration demanded more speed from legs that already felt as heavy as tree stumps. Thorny vines were tearing at his face and neck, slashing his khakis to crimson tatters. He felt the blood, hot and sticky, trickle down his torso. He swore viciously. The pain and discomfort he could deal with. It was the knowledge of failure, though, clawing at the back of his head like the talons of a vulture, that made him livid with rage. Less than a day after his discovery of the cocaine fortress and its inhabitants, he had been found out. And his pursuers would show no mercy if they caught him. No, he would die slowly, horribly, piece by piece. Just yesterday Thomas had seen what they could do to another special agent from the DEA, and his imagination was now aflame with gruesome visions of his own demise.

   Whirling, Thomas raked the green hell of the Amazon jungle with eyes narrowed to slits. He listened intently, straining his ears to pick up any alien sound. Silence. No combat boots trampling the brush and leaf mold. No snapping of twigs. No... nothing! But they were back there, somewhere, he would swear. Not hearing his pursuers meant one thing to him — they were closing in. He couldn't see them as he tried to peer through the tangled mass of vines, the webbed drapery of palm leaves and the stinking clustered mass of aroid leaves as big as elephant ears. But they were there, watching, stalking. They knew the jungle; he didn't. With that knowledge to their advantage, he thought, perhaps even right then his enemies were running their fingers lightly over the razor-sharp blades of. their machetes, blades that Thomas had seen carve up a fellow agent until the doomed DEA man was a crimson lump of blubbering jelly.

   Macacos de cheiro crashed through the thick green foliage above Thomas. The screeching of the squirrel monkeys sounded like the wails of banshees, and Thomas felt fear jolt him like an electrical charge. Quickly, the stench of sweat and jungle rot biting into his nose like ammonia, the special agent slipped the Ingram MAC-10 subgun off his shoulder and curled his finger around the trigger. He scanned the gloomy recesses, found nothing and felt the fear bite deeper into his guts, worming its way into his bowels. Worse, the green camou satchel was a grim burden, like a block of concrete chained around his neck, which seemed to want to drive him straight through the leaf mold and pin him to the jungle floor. But the satchel contained the evidence — photos, and a tape recording made possible by the Agency's STEALTH longrange mike. Was STEALTH a curse or a blessing? he wondered, and almost laughed out loud at the stupid thought. Of course the damn thing was a curse. The whole frigging mission was a curse, but he had confirmed some suspicions that had recently rocked the boat in Wonderland, suspicions that something volatile and deadly was about to happen in Brazil. It was thanks to the D.C. suits in the Justice Department that he was where he was — one breath away, one stumbling facedown fall into the jungle rot away from checking out. Satellite reconnaissance be damned. Hell, he had a wife and three kids. His only thought was to get back home, fall into the arms of his wife, see the smiling faces of his small children.

   But to get home he had to survive.

   Thomas's only hope now was that his contact from Checkpoint Darwin was waiting with the outboard canoe on the banks of the Amazon tributary. Less than thirty minutes ago Thomas had sent the coded Mayday radio transmission. If the contact wasn't there, then Thomas knew his two-week journey up the Amazon would end, not only in his death, but in failure. Utter, dismal, humiliating failure. The evidence he carried, he realized with a stab of bitter resentment, was far more valuable than his own life. That was the bottom line.

   Sucking a deep breath into his burning lungs, Thomas turned. His heart skipped a beat as the forked tongue flickered, inches from his face. The boa constrictor appeared to Thomas like some fat copper-and-green cable as it slithered down the branch, sliding closer to his face.

   Thomas ran. His chest heaved from the exertion, and he wanted to vomit, the heat and the stink of the jungle draining him of energy, slowly sapping him of the will to live. How many miles had he run? Three? Four? God, it could only be another hundred yards or so to the wharf.

   Racing another hundred feet, Thomas spotted shafts of sunlight, golden beams that knifed through the green canopy. Daylight. Breakout. Hope. Surging through the brush, he slipped down the marshy bank and splashed into the slimy brown water of the Amazon offshoot. A second later he heard a motor cough, chug, then die. Looking sideways, clawing his way back up the bank, he saw his contact at the end of the wharf. The young blond guy he knew as McBride gave the rope starter a couple of good jerks, and the engine finally sputtered to life.

   Salvation's at hand, Thomas thought. Or was it?

   Thomas bounded onto the wharf. Snatching the satchel off his shoulder, the DEA man hurled the evidence bag down the wharf. As the satchel thudded onto the wood, the rickety wharf creaked and shook.

   "Grab it!" Thomas yelled at his contact, finger tightening around the Ingram's trigger. "Go!"

   "What about you? I can't leave you here!"

   "Forget me, damn it! Go!"

   Thomas had never fancied himself a hero, by any means, but he knew the importance of the evidence he had gathered here in the steamy backwaters of the Amazon, evidence that pointed to some revolution financed by cocaine money, shaped by the hands of some of the world's most notorious international criminals. That evidence had to get back to the States. If he tried to get away with McBride, the odds were they'd both be caught and the valuable evidence destroyed. If he took a stand here against his pursuers, McBride stood a much better chance of getting back to civilization with the photos and tape. Someone, he knew, maybe even some large paramilitary force would return here and wipe the slate clean of his blood.

   Like wraiths, they shadowed through the brush.

   Out of the corner of his eye, Thomas saw his contact hesitate, as if he were torn between leaving and staying to make this last-ditch suicide stand alongside a fellow DEA soldier.

   "Go!" Thomas screamed, then cut loose with the Ingram, a hail of .45 ACP rounds churning up the brush. A sense of grim satisfaction rippled like a chill through Thomas as he saw several shadows tumble to the jungle floor, dark sprays of crimson spattering aroid leaves.

   Ingram subgun in his fists, Thomas advanced toward the trees, savagely intent on taking the fight to the enemy. Raking the brush with blazing autofire, he slipped back into the jungle. Behind Thomas, the outboard canoe slid through the water, and the scaly back of a caiman broke the surface near the end of the wharf. The canoe shot into the current and picked up speed as it headed downstream.

   "C'mon, you bastards!" Thomas snarled, emptying the Ingram's clip, then ramming home a fresh 30-round mag.

   For a long moment, crouching beside a tree, Thomas scoured the jungle. Listening, he heard only the shriek of toucans and other wild birds. Through sweat-burned eyes, he looked up. Beyond the break in the canopy he made out the dark shape of urubus, large black Amazonian vultures with gray heads. He jumped suddenly as a gold-black butterfly, the size of a small bird, fluttered past. His throat parched, his heart hammering in his ears like a drumbeat, he swallowed on his fear. Briefly he fell like a fool for nearly leaping out of his own skin over a butterfly.

   But the danger was there, and it was very real.

   Leaves rustled to his left. Thomas wheeled, firing a short burst from his subgun.

   "Hey. Gringo!"

   Whirling, Thomas triggered a 3-round burst into the jungle.

   "No. Over here."

   Another voice filtered out of the brush, this time taunting him from the right. He twisted, poised to fire, then felt the leather wrap around his throat, biting into his neck. The Ingram was slipping out of his grasp, but he knew he had to decide between holding on to the weapon or trying to pry his fingers beneath the leather garrote. Pinned against the tree, he let the subgun fall from his hands. He clawed at the bullwhip, the air locked in his chest. The canopy of vegetation seemed to shudder. A moment later a half-dozen men with submachine guns dropped out of the trees. With catlike grace, they landed on the ground, the ancient leaf mold barely crackling under their boots.

   Thomas looked at the grinning face, the yellow, chipped teeth like fangs flashing from a lopsided death's-head. The DEA man twisted in the coils of the bullwhip, then the death's-head plunged a fist into his guts. The wind driven from lungs already starved of oxygen, Thomas went limp.

   "Very bad to be down here in jungle spying on us," Thomas heard through the ringing in his ears. "Terrible things happen to agents sent from the DEA to spy on us. No?"

   Ye$, Thomas thought, terrible fucking things do happen. Somehow he managed to call on his last reserves of strength and inject defiance into his voice. "Go ahead, you bastard. Get it over with."

   Sweat burning into his eyes like acid, Thomas looked at the grinning Spaniard.

   "Not so fast. You will talk. And we will make the party last for you. All night. And perhaps all tomorrow. You will beg us to kill you."

   Thomas saw the machete leap away from its sheath. He swallowed, the ball of sweat and spit in his throat pushing with pain and effort past the bullwhip stranglehold. He felt the cold edge of the machete's blade touch his cheek.

  
  
   

    1 

   

   Hal Brognola snapped off the tape recorder with an angry jab of his finger.

   "I'm worried, Striker. And it sounds like I've got damn good reason to be worried. Your ass is in the fire. Yeah, I know," the man from Justice growled as he saw the smile flicker over Bolan's lips. "It's for damn sure not the first time. But this time is different. This time you'll have shadows dancing all around you. And shadow dancing in our business gets guys killed in a hell of a hurry."

   Mack Bolan stood. They were in the office next to the gun room on the basement level of Stony Man Farm. Bolan let his gaze wander around the Spartanly furnished room, barren except for the metal desk, three straight-backed chairs and two file cabinets. Just being in that room caused Bolan to experience a stab of sorrow.

   The Executioner had come in from the cold — albeit reluctantly — and had established loose ties with Uncle Sam. And here he was again at his former base of operations. The memories of what used to be, during a time when Bolan's private war had been given free rein by Uncle Sam following his crusade against the Mafia, still cut through the big guy like a knife.

   "This Operation Sweep of yours, Hal," Bolan told the big Fed behind the metal desk, "is news to me. Why didn't I hear about it before?"

   Brognola clamped an unlit stogie into his mouth. A pensive frown etched his face as he chomped down on the cigar. "Because we had to be sure our principal target was there in the Amazon. Oh, I had plans for you, but first we needed the proof. And that. Striker," he said, nodding at the tape recorder on the desk, then pointing at the manila envelope in front of him, "is all the evidence we need to verify our suspicions. From what you just heard on that tape, these bastards, who by the way wasted four good DEA men, call themselves Anaconda. There are also two other agents missing."

   "Anaconda."

   "Just like the giant South American water boa, it looks like they intend to squeeze the life out of a few more good men and swallow something or somebody whole. Exactly who or what I'm not sure yet. Target or targets: unknown. That's where I intended you to fit in. A search-and-destroy rampage through the Amazon. We know where they are. We just have to get you there — in one piece. But now... hell, after hearing that tape, it sounds like we'll be bringing the sharks straight to the bait. Only it's a question of who will be biting whom when the jaws start gaping. You getting the picture?"

   "Yeah. The picture's grim."

   "Tell me about it. And it'll look grimmer before long. That's why I said, intended. The whole game plan's been changed by this new revelation."

   Mentally Bolan chewed over what he'd just heard on tape. The words "Iceman" and "Ice Eyes" rang through his head. The voice had talked in Spanish about his hitters, the international "vipers of the caldron," the best assassins money could buy. The voice on the tape had also mentioned something about the "Blood of the Lion." The catch clue for both Bolan and Brognola, though, had been the talk about a million-dollar bounty for any of the hitters who brought back the head of "the Iceman," the lone assassin who had shown up, time and again, to destroy the operations of "amigos" in a fiery one-man search-and-destroy. There was little doubt in Bolan's mind as to who "the Iceman" was.

   "A small army of assassins operating out of the Amazon jungle, that's where we stand, Hal. And someone down there is paying the tab to send some headhunted for me. The why isn't hard to understand, but there must be a reason for it. The question is, who's hiring the guns?"

   "I'm getting to that. There's no question you've made more than a few enemies over the years. Striker. It could be this Anaconda wants vengeance for an amigo you've iced at some point in time. But the way I read it is that something's getting set to blow wide open down in Brazil. Your reputation precedes you, and maybe Anaconda's just looking to cover their rear before they march."

   "Or maybe they're game players, looking to roll some black dice my way."

   "That's a possibility, too. Flex some muscle. Find out just how good they are by going up against the best. But for somebody to put up a million-dollar bounty on your head out of nowhere... Well, this Anaconda must be nervous about something."

   "Yeah, and there's only one way to find out who's nervous and why. It's time I went hunting for Anaconda."

   "I agree, but hold on a minute, there's more, plenty more," the man from Justice told Bolan, sensing the big guy's eagerness to get on with the manhunting. Brognola picked up the maniia envelope and handed it to Bolan. "Within the past year, the DEA has started a new program, a division that's similar to the CIA's Special Operations Division. Hell, the DEA even calls it Special Operations Division, SOD for short. With billions of dollars' worth of White Lady filtering into the United States every year, the Justice Department wants to step up the pace on the war on drugs. They want movement. They want action. And they want it now. I only got wind of this new division about eight months ago, and that was because the higher-ups in the DEA thought I could be of assistance in directing and assigning these ops. Everything about it is ultrasecret and I couldn't breathe a word about it to anybody, even you — until now. There's something that doesn't quite sit right with me about this division, though."

   "Is it official or unofficial?"

   "Unofficial. Therein lies the problem. Most of these special ops are DEA agents, guys with ten, twelve years' experience under the belt. But I've done a little digging, and demanded that the head of this division answer some questions first before I got involved. It turns out a good number of their operatives are handpicked from other 'free-lance arenas,' which is what the suits at SOD call mercenaries and assassins in one of their moments when everything under the goddamn sun becomes some epic drama to them. These ops of theirs are specially trained in infiltration, sabotage and, yeah, even assassination — just like the Company's specialists."

   "And you sent a handful of these special ops down to Brazil to do some scouting?"

   "Not me. The division did. They've been down there the past two months setting up checkpoint stations, living, hacking their way through the jungle... until they found this."

   Bolan slid the two-dozen eleven-by-eight black-and-white pics out of the envelope. The first picture showed a tall, slim Hispanic man in green camous.

   "Those pics are in order of my brief, so let me fill you in on some history as we go. That Spanish guy on top is one Colonel Hector Alchupa. I'm assuming it was his voice we heard on the tape. Formerly of the Colombian army, Alchupa, like a lot of the hotshot brass and politicos down there, had his hands dug deep into the cocaine trade. When Uncle Sam went to pay Alchupa a visit eight months back, and by visit I mean they were going to extradite him back to the States on drug trafficking charges, the colonel suddenly upped and disappeared."

   "Someone tipped off Alchupa about the bust."

   "Yeah, who, we don't know, but when we find out, the son of a bitch will hang by his thumbs."

   "That same someone could have pointed the guns in my direction. Someone in this Special Operations Division of the DEA."

   "Yeah. Since they were hiring from their so-called freelance arenas, it's highly likely that there's a mole."

   "Maybe even one of Alchupa's people who infiltrated SOD. Tell me more about this colonel. How was he discovered hiding out in Brazil?"

   "It was a simple matter of tightening the screws to what we call probable marks, politicos, Colombian army officers, policemen we suspect have a hand in the cocaine traffic but can't quite pin any charges on because they cover their tracks. Still, we had enough on a few probable marks to make them sweat. One name led to another, which led us to the DAS, the Departamento Administrativo de Seguridad — that's the Colombian secret police — and they went so far as to tell us that Alchupa was last seen in Brasilia with a cadre of international thugs. It turns out Alchupa's wanted back in Bogota for the execution of more than a dozen policemen who either got too greedy for his liking, or wanted out, or were blackmailing him.

   "Now, it's not hard to see how Alchupa could set up shop in Brazil, or anywhere in South America for that matter. This fat cat cocaine kingpin was pulling in more than twenty-five million dollars a year just in kickbacks to protect the druglords down there in Bogota. When Alchupa vanished, so did a lot of soldiers loyal to his particular twisted cause. Where the cocaine dollars go, so go Alchupa and his goons. And so does corruption, graft, bribery, murder, the whole goddamn cannibals' pot. Alchupa is garbage, and he has to be cleaned off the face of the earth. There's no telling what this Anaconda really intends to do."

   "It stands to reason our renegade Colombian colonel can pay for the best hitters on the market," Bolan mused, scanning the next few photos. The pics showed gunboats and outboard canoes being loaded with what Bolan assumed were kilo bales of coke. Green-camoued soldiers with AK-47 assault rifles were supervising the onloading. "With that kind of tax-free income, the guy can buy and sell entire countries. All he has to do is say jump."

   "And they ask, how high?"

   "Yeah... now if the Colombian colonel wants somebody iced, all the vultures have to do is gather for the feast."

   "Bingo, buddy. Which is why that type is worrying the hell out of me."

   "You said something about shark baiting, Hal."

   "What do you have in mind?"

   "That I draw the sharks to me."

   A thin smile ghosted Brognola's lips. "I've never known you to sit back and wait for the guns to come to you."

   "I'll have to make an exception this time. We have a name and a place but no targets. If it's strictly drug-dealing out of Brazil, then I'll set fire to the nest and flush out the vipers. But after seeing these pics, I think the hydra here reaches out a lot farther than the Amazon. Somebody's been bought. And you can bet I'll be paying them a visit."

   Bolan laid the photos down on the desk. Three of the pics showed Hispanic men in suits talking to Alchupa on a dirt runway. Along the runway were six helicopter gunships, maybe a dozen jeeps with .50-caliber machine guns and enough heavily armed soldiers to field a small South American army.

   "This is one big Anaconda," Bolan said through tightly-compressed lips. "We may be talking about corruption of government officials high up in the Brazilian political system. Somebody's backing Alchupa, financing his operation while he hides out in the jungle. Bank on it."

   "And your hunch is maybe he's doing more than just hiding out?"

   "Yeah."

   "What then? A coup, maybe? Is Alchupa exporting terrorism?"

   "Thai's what I intend to find out. How about the op who brought back this evidence?" Bolan asked, searching for a starting point.

   "Don Thomas. He never made it back — he's one of the missing ops. Thomas's contact, one Pete McBride, was part of the checkpoint system down the river. McBride took the package from Thomas when Thomas dug out of his hole in the bush near the Anaconda base by Alchupa's cutthroats. McBride was then chased all the way downriver for a week straight by Alchupa's guns, and he was killed the day he arrived in Belém while waiting for the exfiltration team to show up and snatch him out. Luckily the guy had guts, and he did manage to transfer the evidence to another agent at the last minute, then made his last-ditch stand to hold off Alchupa's goons while the transfer man evacuated."

   "Where's the transfer man now?"

   A grim smile cut Brognola's features. "Holed up in a safehouse, a cabin in the Rockies about seventy-five miles southwest of Denver. He's been put through a thorough debrief by yours truly. Then I had to turn him over to SOD. Now he's being watchdogged by a couple of these new division operatives, since this guy, Anthony Spiraldi, has been told he'll be paid a visit by you."

   A dry chuckle rumbled from Bolan's throat. "Is my MO becoming predictable?"

   "Your MO's always been dictated by logic, Striker. Cold, hard logic born of experience."

   "And it's logical that the sharks will come biting for the transfer man. Spiraldi's my start, and maybe my ticket into the jungle."

   Brognola bit down on his cigar, his gaze dark with concern. "Yeah. I just hope your Denver start isn't the finish. I don't like it. Striker. You're a sitting duck. The guns are coming, and you're leaving yourself wide open."

   "I'm looking to bag a vulture, Hal. If I can bring the buzzards to me, then I can pick them off, one by one..."

   "Or by the dozens."

   "Whatever's necessary. I don't want to go down to Brazil empty-handed. I'll take this one as the numbers tumble. First, I need more intel than what we've got. A loose tongue might just help me drown this Anaconda. That's why I need to bag a snake."

   "I hear you. I'll get you the directions to the safehouse and have you on the next flight out of Dulles to Denver."

   "One more thing, Hal. I'll be going up the Amazon River within the next few days, depending on how long it takes to weed out the snakes. How about these checkpoint stations?"

   "SOD pulled everybody out. But I can arrange to have the stations set up again. You'll need the guides. You're talking about canvasing one of the deadliest places on the face of the earth."

   "I'll call you when I'm ready for the guides. Anything else?"

   "Yeah. Some facts and some bad gut feeling. I'll tell you about it on the way to Dulles."

   "I need to know something about who heads this Special Operations Division, too. Maybe he's dirty, and if he is, he'll come clean... one way or another."

   "I'll give you everything I know. I'm in the dark about a number of things myself. Something's shaping up, and my gut feeling's telling me all isn't what it appears to be with SOD."

   "If there's a cancer in SOD, I'll find it, Hal."

   "And cut it out. Roger on that, big guy."

  
  
   

    2 

   

   He liked to think of them as his assassins from the four corners of the earth. And they were his. After all, he was the man who was going to pay for the head of a man whose very existence could jeopardize the plans for his revolution.

   As Colonel Hector Alchupa stood on the wharf, staring downstream and watching the gunboat as it cut through the water, he fell the fierce sunshine suddenly burn through his sweat-stained khakis, a fire that seemed to sear his insides with the tips of invisible branding irons. He was hot, all right. Hot for the blood of the lion. Hot for the blood of one Mack Bolan.

   Religiously Alchupa had followed the exploits of the Executioner over the past four years through his own Anaconda intelligence network. Even the thatched walls of his command HQ there in the Amazon jungle were covered with newspaper clippings about the Executioner's infamous forays into countries all over the world. If there was one man who could crush Anaconda before they got the revolution under way, it was this Mack Bolan — one tough gringo who had to be hunted down and killed.

   There were other reasons why he wanted Bolan terminated. The most important, Alchupa imagined, was the glory such a kill would bring to him, the crown of gold he would earn. Any competitors in the cocaine web of South America would think twice about fucking with him when they heard that he, Hector Alchupa, had been the man to finally end the Bolan reign of terror.

   It hadn't been hard for Alchupa to have Bolan tracked down. Anaconda, he knew, reached far and wide, from Brazil, up through Central America, Mexico and into the States. When the DEA had begun recruiting mercenary types for this new Special Operations Division of theirs, Alchupa had bought out one agent with cold cash and infiltrated two of his own men into the ranks of the DEA SOD.

   Wiping the sweat off his thick black mustache with the back of his hand, the diamond ring on his little finger glinting in the sunlight, Alchupa smiled to himself as his custom-built seventy-foot gunboat slid up to the pier. Soldiers were manning the .50caliber machine guns, bow and stern. And the precious cargo of killers looked anxious to disembark.

   "It took some time. Colonel. More than a year to find all of these men you wanted. Time is critical to our operation. Failure now could mean our funds being cut off. Let us only hope that these men are worth the money you intend to pay them."

   Alchupa glanced at Pablo Diaz. The big, beefy Colombian was a sight every bit as eerie and frightening as the jungle itself, and every bit as dangerous as the Amazon, too. As bald as a cue ball, Diaz wore a black mustache that drooped down the sides of his mouth. Tattoos of bushmasters, caimans with gaping maws, swords, machetes and other weapons covered every inch of his massive arms and his corded knots of shoulder muscle. Like some bandit riding with Pancho Villa, he wore crossed bandoliers over his hairy chest, the shells 7.62 mm for the M-60 machine gun Diaz cherished with an almost childlike obsession. A machete, its blade honed to razor sharpness, was tucked inside Diaz's brown leather sash. That machete was used for more than just hacking away at the jungle brush. On more than one occasion, Alchupa had seen the heads of his enemies pile up at Diaz's feet when the tattooed man wanted to see blood geyser from the stumps of necks. Diaz was Alchupa's second in command, and the colonel liked and respected the tattooed soldier.

   "We shall see, Pablo. I have not as yet revealed all of my plan to you or any of my men. Hiring these men will be the start. You see, we have still to convince some of our people in Brasilia that we are to be feared. If they fear us, they will respect us. Changes... changes, Pablo. Our image is at stake here."

   With pride in eyes that were as dark as coal, Alchupa looked around at his cadre of soldiers. AK-47s slung around their shoulders, Alchupa's soldiers lined the wharf and stood watch along the bank of the stream. They were handpicked men who had spilled blood in El Salvador and Nicaragua, contrabandistas who understood the lure and seduction of the White Lady, cocaine. Good, hard men who were loyal to Anaconda and would fight to the death, if necessary. Someday soon, necessary would become a grim reality.

   But first, Alchupa was anxious to get on with this Bolan kill. Bolan's execution would be the blood genesis of the Anaconda revolution.

   A warning signal.

   The beginning of the end of Yankee imperialism in the lower Americas.

   Feeling the sweat trickle down his back like ice water, Alchupa watched with mounting impatience as his assassins stepped onto the wharf. At Belém they had been given their Anaconda jungle uniform, standard-issue khakis that anyone associated with Anaconda had to wear. Hector Alchupa believed in uniformity, order and strength through the power of brutal violence. Anyone who resisted Anaconda would be crushed.

   The first of the five assassins Alchupa laid eyes on was a tall, handsome man with blond hair and hawkish features — the Swede, Alchupa recalled from his file on Rolaff the Headhunter. Rolaff's specialties were car bombings and assassinating high-ranking European government officials, NATO military brass and politicians whose ideologies clashed with his Marxist-Leninist beliefs. To date, the Swede had fifty-two kills to his credit. While under Anaconda "field observation," he had proved himself to be fearless and pitiless. The Anaconda report on Rolaff, furnished to Alchupa by one of his agents overseas in Europe, was clear and to the point: "Rolaff kills quickly and cleanly. He likes to shoot for the head. He can vanish from the scene of a kill like a ghost. He covers his tracks. He's cold and very professional. A good choice for Anaconda."

   Alchupa felt his confidence swell with each passing moment. Cold and quick were the catchwords Alchupa had been looking for in the tracksheets for prospective employees. No mercy for the hunted. Ability to slay with the wrath of an unchained demon, then disappear into thin air like a wisp of smoke.

   The next assassin was a short, wiry, swarthy man with a thick black beard. That would be the Arab, Mohammed al-Rhabin. An independent contractor, the Syrian assassin bad done work for the PLO and a dozen other terrorist organizations across the face of North Africa and Europe that had left him at the very top of Interpol's most wanted list. And Interpol's most dangerous list, too. Al-Rhabin liked to kill up close with his favored weapon, the jambiya, the Arab fighting knife that had led to Muslim conquest across three continents.

   "Bit hot today, wouldn't you say, mate?"

   Alchupa felt his jawline tighten as he looked at the man who'd made the crack about the heat. That would be the Brit, Geoffrey Godfried. Formerly of British MI-5, Godfried, Alchupa recalled from the dossiers, had been bought out by the KGB and used as an assassin, performing wet work for the Kremlin throughout the United Kingdom. Belfast was a particularly hot "breeding ground" for Godfried's skills.

   For a long moment Alchupa studied the Brit as Godfried appeared to size up the Anaconda soldiers on the wharf. The Brit was smiling, but the smile didn't reach his eyes. There was fire and steel behind his cold gray eyes, and Alchupa saw the look of a man sizing up an opponent and deciding how he could kill him. Godfried, Alchupa thought as he saw the Brit scouring the wharf and its perimeter with a critical eye, was trying to make some evaluation of the Anaconda forces.

   The British accent was the only thing that distinguished Godfried from the gringo behind him. Alchupa did not know the short, stocky crew-cut man by his real name. But few, the Colombian colonel knew, had ever been able to discover that gringo's true identity. He was called the Viper. The Viper was one of the many CIA assassins who had sprung up recently in Central and South America. The CIA killers were like a plague, a blight on the lower Americas. Like a virus, they bred in the festering sores of ongoing political strife. Blood seemed to be the only thing that fueled their black souls. And allegiance meant serving the man who paid the most for their deadly skills.

   The last man was short and dark with black shoulder-length hair and a pencil-thin wispy mustache that hung well below a chinless jaw. Liao Khan. The Mongol. The assassin from the Far East looked uncomfortable in khakis, scanning the faces of Alchupa's warriors through eyes hidden behind hooded lids. In a way, Alchupa could appreciate Khan's discomfort, his skepticism and obvious unease. A warrior from the steppes of the Golden Horde, Alchupa thought, would be as out of place in the world's deadliest jungle as he himself would be on the endless sweeping plains of Mongolia. Khan was often used by the KGB for "specialized wet work" in Afghanistan, China, India and Pakistan. Alchupa had studied the history of the Mongols, admired what the Golden Horde had done in Persia and Russia. The Mongols had been the greatest conquerors of all time, warriors who had taken and controlled more territory than even the Romans and the German Nazis. Alchupa had sought out Khan not so much because he needed the Mongol's lethal skills, but because he was fascinated by the fierce steppe warriors who had invented and perfected military tactics that had been copied and used by invading armies since the high tide of the Golden Horde in the thirteenth century.

   As his assassins gathered before him, Alchupa sucked in a deep breath and smiled. He felt an affinity toward these men already. They were like him in many ways. Tough. Hard. Blooded in the eye of death, they would never ask for mercy, and they would never show mercy. Mercy, Alchupa believed, was for the weak willed. Compassion was intolerable.

   "You didn't tell us we'd be in competition with each other, Colonel."

   Alchupa looked the Viper dead in the eye, and the smile vanished from the colonel's lips. He was in no mood to bicker or squabble over details. The next thing he knew, they'd be asking him about money.

   "You are not in competition with each other. Let me explain. There is a serious problem I have called you here to deal with. A knife that, so to speak, has been driven into the sides of many men around the world that I have admired."

   "Yeah, Mack Bolan, the curse of the KGB," Godfried commented, pulling a cheroot out of his pants pocket and firing it up with a Ronson lighter.

   "Exactly," Alchupa said. "I have gone through great time and expense to have you men tracked down."

   "And what about our time and expense, mate?"

   "As I am sure you have been told, you will be paid well for your time and trouble, no matter what."

   Sucking on his cheroot, Godfried scowled at Alchupa. "No matter what, eh? I don't like the sounds of that."

   "You are not being paid, Señor Godfried," Alchupa said in an icy voice as a thin smile slashed his lips, "to like or dislike anything here." The colonel had a short fuse for anyone with a smart mouth.

   "Yeah," the Viper growled, his narrowed gaze fixed on Alchupa as balls of sweat broke from the crew-cut assassin's forehead and rolled down the sides of a face that looked carved out of granite, the skin gray and tightly drawn over his sharp features. "A million dollars is nothing to sneeze at. But my question is why do you need five of us?"

   "I am not necessarily interested in this one assignment alone," Alchupa replied, clenching and unclenching his fists behind his back. "I am still looking for more good, reliable help."

   The Viper became angry. "Spit it out, Colonel. I've been whisked all over Brazil and just spent more than a week riding down the Amazon in your gunboat. I'm hot, tired, hungry and I don't have time for bullshit. Get to the point."

   With effort, Alchupa kept his temper under control. There was something about the Viper that Alchupa didn't trust. The colonel knew he was going to have a problem with that gringo sooner or later.

   "The point is, regardless of which one of you terminates Bolan, there will be other work. There will be plenty of work, I assure you."

   Liao Khan spoke up. "I do not understand. I believed that this was to be a one-time removal."

   Smiling, Alchupa looked at the Mongol. The colonel was glad there was no language barrier between them. But that was another reason why he had chosen these particular men. In order to be able to move about freely in many foreign countries, one of the assassin's most invaluable assets is a tongue fluent in many languages. How else could he fit in at the right time, live as an "actor" among the local populace while stalking and sizing up a target and determining a decisive course of action?

   "Your services may be required again," Alchupa told the Mongol. "As for the current target, numbers will be drawn to determine who goes out first."

   "Wait a minute, wait a minute here," the Viper growled. "This isn't some goddamn lottery, Colonel. I was under the impression I was here to do a job for you, do it and get paid."

   "I agree," Mohammed al-Rhabin said. "I do not wish to spend months down here in Brazil. There are others who require my services also. I feel as if I have been deceived."

   Alchupa held out a hand, tried to suppress the patronizing smile he felt tugging at his lips, but knew his impatience and anger were getting the best of him. Perhaps he had misjudged these men. Why all the questions? Why all the whining? He had not deceived anybody. He had merely not bothered to tell them the entire truth. If he had, there was a chance they would not have come.

   "I will say only this," Alchupa told the five assassins. "I have not lied to any of you. There is a job for you. That job is Mack Bolan. Do the job. You will be paid. Take it or leave it."

   "By the way," the Viper said. "Why the fascination with Bolan? I find it strange that you'd want him iced out of the blue like this."

   "There is nothing strange about it, señor. Bolan is no immediate threat to me — perhaps. But that could change. The Executioner seems to have a nose like a bloodhound for hunting down such operations as ours. I can take no chances."

   "So you're covering your rear. All right, I can buy that," Godfried said. "After what Bolan did to the KGB... Bloody hell! I heard he even took his crusade into the heart of Moscow."

   "You are testing your own strength against a powerful and dangerous enemy," Liao Khan said.

   Alchupa rested his gaze on the Mongol. He held the man's stare for a moment, looking deep into Khan's dark eyes. The Mongol, Alchupa decided, judging from his experience in dealing with hired assassins, was a man who could see through any ruse or lie. because he himself had been down many dark roads. Khan could not be fooled. And the Mongol was no one to play.

   "Si. That is part of it."

   "And the other part, mate, is you're looking to earn a name for yourself if one of us brings back the head of Mack Bolan."

   "Si. But the glory will not be all mine. In fact, the one of you who eliminates Bolan will get all the credit."

   "It is not credit I came here for," the Swede said, his ice-blue eyes glittering like diamonds.

   "Certainly, I understand," Alchupa said, smiling. "Let me explain further. You see, I have plans for Brazil. If you wish, you can fit into those plans. If you do not wish to be part of an organization that will be as powerful as any secret police or conquering army in history, all you have to do is get back on the boat and you will be returned to Belém,"

   They hesitated. Alchupa read the fear in their eyes. He would not just let them go on their way. They knew that if they left now their lives wouldn't be worth the worms that would feed on their flesh.

   "You have agreed to come," Alchupa said. "Do you then intend to honor your commitment?"

   "What about legwork?" the Viper asked. "Or do you already know where Bolan is?"

   "I do. I have my sources on the inside of a new division of the Drug Enforcement Administration. Unfortunately, my base here has been discovered by special agents from the DEA. One of them got out of Brazil with evidence of our operation here,"

   "Great," Godfried grumbled. "So we go down with the ship, too. Is that it, mate?"

   Alchupa ignored Godfried's sarcasm. "The agent who escaped has been tracked by my inside sources. He is presently in a safehouse in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado. My man is at this moment watching the safehouse. From the inside, I might add."

   "So what? What has this safehouse got to do with Bolan?" the Viper asked.

   "I believe Bolan will go to the safehouse and question the agent who escaped. The special agents who were spying on us had worked out an elaborate relay system down the river. They were gathering intelligence on our operation here. Under torture one of those agents has talked. Everyone involved in what they called Operation Sweep knows the exact location of our base here. This agent told me that someone would be coming for me. Coming to kill me and destroy our base. That someone, he informed me, was Mack Bolan, who is once again working for his imperialist warmongering government. That was fine with me, that Bolan is coming for my blood, I told him, because Mack Bolan will be a dead man very soon. One of you will see to that. I want Bolan eliminated, at all costs. I want him killed. If I were Bolan, I would say that the only logical place to begin a trackdown of our base would be the agent who escaped in Belém."

   "The one in the safehouse in the Rockies?" al-Rhabin said.

   "Si. Now... I have my own jet waiting to take you to Colorado. Your favorite weapons have already been sent here. I would like the first of you to leave as soon as possible."

   "Just one more thing, Colonel," the Viper said as Alchupa started to turn away from the wharf.

   "What is it?"

   "Why us?" the Viper asked, sweeping a look over Alchupa's soldiers. "You have plenty of guns here. Surely even a specialist or two."

   "You don't seem to understand something. This kill of Bolan will not be just a stepping-stone to glory for me and my organization. It is not a game, either. Simply put, you are believed to be the best in the world at what you do — kill. I am asking you to prove it, even though you may feel you have nothing to prove to me. No. You have already proved yourselves time and again. But this will be your biggest challenge. Are you not curious as to who will be the better man?"

   Alchupa's smile was met by cold silence from his five assassins from the four corners of the earth.
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   "You got any spades?"

   "Shit."

   "Guess not. That puts me over five hundred points. Wanna try some blackjack?"

   "Up yours."

   "You're one beautiful dude when you're losing, know that?"

   "Shut up."

   "My, aren't we touchy today."

   "Fuck you."

   Special Agent Anthony Spiraldi looked away from his two "cabin-sitters" in disgust. They were supposed to be his guardians? Hell, they were just builshitters more interested in killing time. Or was there more to them than he had been able to figure out? There was something about those two he hadn't been able to put his finger on. At the moment, the big, balding man with the scar over his cheek, and a pug nose that looked as if it had been on the receiving end of more than a few right crosses, was gloating over his fifth spades victory in a row. That put the guy well over the four-figure mark for cash earnings. Spiraldi knew that special agent from the DEA's SOD as Bear. That nickname was no misnomer, because the guy was as big as a grizzly and he had a deep gravelly voice that growled out words and made him sound as if he was constantly on the hunt for somebody's ass to chew.

   The other op, a slightly built man with closely cropped red hair, was called Red. Uh-huh. Red had lost more than eight hundred dollars in just the past three hours of card playing alone. Red seemed to be a loser at any game he tried, and a very poor loser to boot. It would take ten lifetimes of character polishing to make Red a class act; he had the style of a fer-de-lance looking to strike from the brush and the snorting impatience and uncontrollable anger of a bull charging a matador. Bullsnake, Spiraldi decided, fit the guy much better than Red. Yesterday Red the Bullsnake had gone down in Yahtzee and poker, and it didn't look as if his luck was going to change anytime soon. Red was just a natural born loser, sure, but he was more like one of those guys who just want to lose — at life, at love, in their work. Maybe they want to lose because they don't like themselves and want somebody to feel sorry for them.

   If Red was a loser at heart, though, Bear was just the opposite. Bear had to win at any cost, even if that meant cheating and lying. Yeah, Spiraldi wouldn't put it past Bear to be using a marked deck, or slipping an ace here and there from out of his sleeve. No, Spiraldi wouldn't put anything past Bear. Make no mistake, the guy was dangerous. Anthony Spiraldi had worked enough undercover assignments to know a mean son of a bitch who would just as soon cut your balls off and feed them to you as he would swat a fly. It was a certain way he carried himself, a look in his eyes that told people / will hurt you. I want to hurt you. I can't really explain it, but I just need to grind your bones into dust.

   Spiraldi knew he was no psychologist. Time and experience, though, had a way of sorting out the whys of other people's behavior. Introspection helped a man arrive at some answers, too. Spiraldi hated the fact that he was always looking at other people and trying to figure them out. It was either a curse or a blessing — he wasn't sure which — but something just wasn't quite right about those two. Observing the glow of kerosene light on their heavily lined, bearded faces, he decided that Bear and Red looked evil. If these were supposed to be the good guys, then God help us all.

   Wrestling with his thoughts about Bear and Red, Spiraldi looked around the small cabin, and then he smelled the stink of his own sweat. Or was it fear he smelled on himself? Yeah, he was worried, all right, and he had plenty of goddamn reason to be a little edgy. For five days he had been cooped up in this cabin overlooking a valley in the Tarryall Mountains of the Colorado Rockies. Like a puppet on a string, he had been jerked around by the Justice Department for more than two weeks, hustled from safehouse to safehouse across half the United States, after he had survived a shoot-out with Anaconda mercenaries in Belém.

   He was sure that Anaconda would send somebody for him. They would have to. After all, he had escaped with evidence that could well pave the way to Alchupa's destruction. Why else was he under guard, being watch-dogged by what he was sure were two thugs, hired from what the DEA's SOD chief called the "free-lance arenas"? And, no, there was no doubt in Spiraldi's mind what his watchdogs were. Mercs. Hired guns. Great. Just what level of the Justice Department's version of Dante's inferno had the Drug Enforcement Administration sunk to? Spiraldi was stuck, trapped in an abyss of cutthroats, goons hired to work outside of the law against the lawless. And the situation stank right to the bowels of unholy hell. Christ, he had always believed that only the CIA pooled extra resources from the assassin underworld. Now, ten years down the road as a special agent for the DEA, he had allowed himself to be led straight to the threshing blades of a deadly nightmare he couldn't awake from.

   Gut instinct told Spiraldi that the snafu that had led him here to this safehouse would before long become further entangled in a web of treachery and violence. For damn sure something was brewing in Brazil, and he had brought back the evidence to substantiate a lot of suspicions that were rumbling ominously like thunder along the horizon through Wonderland.

   No sooner had he stepped off the 727 in Miami than he'd been whisked away under armed guard to a shack in the Everglades and debriefed as if he'd been a KGB agent who had decided to go over the Berlin Wall. Mysterious troop buildup in the Amazon jungle? Arms cache? Colombian druglords? Gunrunning and hired assassins? News to him. Just what the hell was going on? He had merely been a link in a chain of infiltration down in Brazil. He hadn't seen this so-called evidence of a cocaine processing plant and a private army of mercs that he had carried back to the States in a bullet-chewed satchel.

   But he had heard the rumors from other ops in the Amazon chain. He had heard "revolution and a mass assault on the Brazilian capital of Brasilia." Experience had also taught Spiraldi that there was always at least a shred of truth to rumors. But what the big guy from the Justice Department, one Hal Brognola, had wanted to know were facts. What did Spiraldi know about the person called the Iceman? Hell, he had told Brognola, relying on the grapevine of rumors from DEA veterans, the Iceman was none other than Mack Bolan.

   Apparently the Iceman was now a target for the paramilitary strike force calling itself Anaconda. Brognola's debrief had left a lot of questions dangling in Spiraldi's mind. And the whole damn thing was nothing but a puzzle, a maze, a Sphinx riddle, and none of the pieces were fitting together for Spiraldi. Now he was ordered by Brognola to sit tight. Wait.

   A visitor was coming.

   The Iceman.

   Mack Bolan.

   And Mack "the Iceman" Bolan was going to start putting together some of the pieces of this puzzle. A Brazilian Sphinx, Spiraldi suspected, was about to meet its match.

   Padding across a bear rug, Spiraldi opened the belly of a cast-iron stove. Heat from the fire inside the stove warmed his face as he lit a Marlboro from the flames. He must have gone through two cartons of butts in the past five days alone. Trying to take his mind off this Iceman encounter, he'd even sent Rod to town to pick up a few paperback books. Chain-smoking and reading didn't calm his nerves, though, or distract him from wondering when the Iceman would arrive or why he was coming. His mind was racing away in overdrive. Damn it, he just had too many questions, and he was sure the Iceman would want some questions answered, answers he didn't have.

   Unless... yeah, unless, of course, Mack Bolan was looking to take a little trip to Brazil, a journey up the Amazon River. Now that made sense. Spiraldi knew the contacts down there, how the relay system upriver operated.

   Okay, so he was on ice until the Iceman came to chip him out of the block. Fine. But the waiting was killing him, stretching his nerves to the breaking point. Outside there was a foot of snow on the ground and the temperature was somewhere around twenty degrees Fahrenheit. The cabin was old, and the previous owners, cowboys or mountain men, he wasn't sure which — hadn't done a damn thing to keep the place up. The place smelled like old sweat, piss and puke. There was a crack in the wooden front door where somebody had tried to break their way in, and a chilly bite of brisk mountain air was filtering into the cabin.

   But it wasn't so much the physical discomfort that was bothering Spiraldi. It was a certain mental anguish that kept picking at the back of his brain. Something wasn't right with his watchdogs. He sensed they were nervous. To calm some unspoken anxiety, they busied themselves playing cards and backgammon while they bickered like schoolkids with each other.

   There were other indicators, too, about the freelancers, which Spiraldi took as warning signs. About every hour on the hour. Red would steal a furtive look at his watch, as if he was expecting somebody. Did they know who the Iceman was? Surely they had to know who they were watching and why? Bear wasn't very good at hiding his anxiety, either. He fidgeted and chain-smoked, cursed and paced, and looked frequently at his watch, too. Both men carried Smith & Wesson Model 29 .44 Magnum revolvers in shoulder holsters. Every now and then Red would touch his holster, as if his trigger finger was itching to squeeze off a few 240-grain Magnum rounds.

   Spiraldi couldn't shake the feeling that something was about to happen. Patience had never been one of his virtues. He knew what the calm before the storm felt like. He had seen enough deals to know when the guns were being loaded. Loaded for big game. There was no question about who the big game was — Mack Bolan.

   Which led Spiraldi to still other troubling questions. Was somebody on the inside of the division hunting for Bolan's head? Was he being used as part of a setup to snare Bolan? For one thing, Red and Bear were part of this new Special Operations Division of the DEA, which meant their loyalty and motives were questionable. They were hired outside of the administration as part of this new war on drug trafficking. Top dollar bought their services. And if a higher bidder had offered more cash for a one-time extermination... Damn! Was he being paranoid? Was there some conspiracy to lop off the Iceman's head? And if the Iceman was set to go down, then, Spiraldi knew, he would fall, too. Hard. Facedown in his own blood and guts.

   "Will you relax, goddamn it?"

   Out of the corner of his eye, drawing deep on his smoke, Spiraldi looked at Bear. There was a twisted set to Bear's mouth, a dark look in the free-lancer's eyes that sent a shiver down Spiraldi's spine. Red was casting a grim look at his watch again. Was the eleventh hour near? Was zero hour going to blow up in his face? Hell, if it did, then where could he go? There was no place to run or hide. No, he'd be caught in a cross fire hurricane of lead and screaming bloody death.

   Spiraldi decided he might be able to break some ice himself if he posed the right questions to his watchdogs. "You expecting somebody?"

   "Whaddaya mean?" Bear growled.

   Spiraldi closed the door to the stove. He felt the beads of sweat breaking out on his forehead as he stood, a bone cracking in his knee. Noticing that Bear was looking at him as if he'd just been asked a stupid question, Spiraldi felt his nerves stretch taut as piano wire. Bear was suspicious. Spiraldi merely shrugged, trying to make his question sound as if he was only looking for a little conversation.

   "You guys look nervous, that's all. Maybe we've just been holed up here too long."

   "Yeah, sure, that's it," Bear grumbled, setting up the pieces on the backgammon board. "We're edgy. Cabin fever. We're all too close for any comfort."

   Bear, Spiraldi could tell, wasn't going to be led into any give-and-take. Spiraldi decided to cut the bullshit.

   "Look, I'm not going to dance around with you," he said, taking a step toward Bear and Red, smoke curling out of his nose. "If there's something you two know that I don't, something that I should know, I want to hear it."

   Bear and Red looked at Spiraldi for a long moment, then glanced at each other.

   "Like what?" Bear asked.

   "Well, let me put it to you like this. I've never worked with either of you before Belém. There's not exactly a bond of trust here. I know you're part of the DEA's new division, which means you're unofficial agents"

   "So what?" Red rasped, then fired up a cigarette.

   "The 'so what' is that I'm picking up very strange vibes here. One of you acts like time is killing him, the other like somebody important's going to arrive any minute."

   "Someone is," Bear said. "We've been ordered by your boss at SOD to sit on you until this VIP gets here, and then we turn you over to him."

   Spiraldi felt his gaze narrow as the hairs stiffened at the back of his neck. The son of a bitch was hiding something. Bear was just too quick to answer, as if he'd run all the possible questions that could be asked of him through his mind already and was waiting with what he assumed were logical answers. Bear's logic was just a little too evasive for Spiraldi's liking. A man with some experience in the world, a man whose mind is always working and searching for solutions to immediate problems, can let a lie roll right off his tongue without blinking. In any situation, Spiraldi figured, a man would cover his own ass first. When a career, or a life, or even money was on the nne, he would lie and make himself believe that he'd lied out of self-preservation. Anthony Spiraldi was nobody's fool, and he'd earned enough experience in the world to be able to see through any smoke screen.

   Spiraldi knew his next question could be the bait that reeled the fish in. "Who is this VIP?"

   A flicker in Bear's eyes. Hesitation. Then, "How the hell should I know? I was hopin' maybe you could tell me."

   "If I knew, then I wouldn't be pacing around here as nervous as a nun in a whorehouse," Spiraldi said, figuring he'd just traded off one lie against another.

   "Can't you come up with somethin' more original than that, pal? You been readin' those dime novels all week, you oughta be just ready to burst with wit and insight," Red said, then smiled at Bear as if looking for some kind of verbal reinforcement to his barb.

   It was time to get to the point.

   "What are you hiding?" Spiraldi asked.

   Bear heaved a sigh. Anger burning into his eyes, he looked at Spiraldi. "Just what the fuck would we be hiding?"

   Spiraldi drew on his cigarette, exhaled, aiming a line of smoke directly over Bear's head. "You tell me."

   "I'll tell you this, pal," Bear growled, "you're startin' to get on my nerves. It was your people who hired us in the first place, as part of their campaign against the pushers and druglords. You DEA guys can't even go down to Colombia or Bolivia or even friggin' Brazil without practically announcing you're there to bag some of this cocaine-peddling vermin. You stand out Like Lady Godiva and wonder why you can't make any busts. The rest of the time it looks like you're stumblin' around with your heads up your butts trying to make a score on an undercover operation. Some of your people got themselves wasted down in Brazil and you're actin' like one of us is supposed to take the heat.

   "What I'm saying is that you guys are too clean-cut. I don't see no mileage, no scars on your faces. You wanted somebody who can handle the creeps down there and show you the copes, so you decided to hire some outside muscle. I don't particularly like baby-sitting and holding your hand, either."

   "But why you two? Why not have two of my own people here with me?"

   "Look, friend," Red chipped in, "we've been wonderin' about that ourselves. It stinks to us, too. It could be your own people have decided not to play ball with us anymore. Maybe this is some kind of check on us. Maybe a shakedown is coming. And, if it is that, I don't like it, don't have to like it, and won't sit still for any shit."

   Spiraldi felt a chill sweep through his chest and tighten his guts. Red was being defensive, and Spiraldi would swear the guy was covering up. But Red had a point. Why was SOD still parading these two around as part of the operation? Sure they'd made some tracks easier for the division in Brazil. They knew people down there through their merc dealings, knew how to pull and even jerk the right strings at the right time. Big deal. By making the Brazilian trackdown of Alchupa easier the SOD had left the back door wide open for a double agent to play both ends against the middle, which made these two goons that much more dangerous.

   "Look, pal," Red suggested, "if you don't trust us, why don't you just say so? One of us can take a trip into town and make a call and be removed by tomorrow."

   "Did I say I don't trust you?"

   "Shit, you don't have to," Bear growled. "Lemme tell ya, one thing I fuckin' hate is a guy makin' accusations and innuendos when he doesn't know what the hell's goin' on himself. You readin' me, partner?"

   "All right, if it'll make you feel better, no, I don't trust you. I can't afford to trust anyone at this point. My ass is on the line."

   "It's not just your ass, friend," Red reminded Spiraldi. "Don't forget, we're in this thing for the duration, too."

   "Sure you are."

   "Look, you're really startin' to get on my nerves. Why don't you just shut up and sit down and read one of your Westerns?"

   Making damn good and sure he was wearing his best poker face, Spiraldi looked at Red and Bear for several moments. He had measured them, and he was receiving seismic readings of anxiety, maybe even fear, ready to shake the cabin's walls down. Bear and Red knew something. But what? Time, Spiraldi knew, would weed out their secrets. Time, and the Iceman.

   Spiraldi decided to take a seat on the couch and let his watchdogs go back to their backgammon game. He started to pick up a paperback but froze when he thought he heard a noise outside. Spiraldi crushed out his cigarette in an ashtray overflowing with butts.

   "What's that?"

   "What's what?" Bear asked Spiraldi, rolling dice across the backgammon board. "I didn't hear nothin'."

   You wouldn't, Spiraldi thought, and stood. The front and back doors were bolted shut. But locks wouldn't stop a shotgun blast or a well-placed kick from a big, strong man.

   Then Spiraldi heard it again. A faint rustle, a scraping noise along the outside of the north wall of the cabin.

   Spiraldi gave Bear a hard look. "That."

   "Relax. It's probably just a deer."

   "You want to take that chance?" Spiraldi asked. "When was the last time either one of you got off your ass and took a look outside anyway, huh?"

   Bear muttered a curse. Unleathering his Magnum, he stood, scraping chair legs back over the rough wooden floor. When Bear unfolded to his full six foot eight, he looked as if he could stop a Greyhound bus by just standing in the middle of the road.

   "If someone was stalkin' this place, they sure as hell wouldn't make all that racket," Red told Spiraldi as Bear unlocked the front door.

   Slowly Bear opened the creaking door. A wave of cold air swept through the cabin. Just inside the doorway, half-hidden by the frame, Bear crouched, gun in hand, peering into the pitch blackness.

   Spiraldi suddenly felt naked without a weapon. SOD had left these two bozos with guns, but a bona fide agent under "house observation" couldn't even touch a bottle opener.

   "I don't see nothin'."

   "You have to go outside and take a look."

   Bear leathered his Magnum and stood. "Fuck it. It's too cold."

   Bear started to close the door.

   And a figure in black seemed to descend straight out of the night sky like a bolt of lightning. The invader's heels thudded into Bear's chest.

   "Jesus Christ!" Red bellowed, clawing at his holster and springing from his seat as Bear crashed to the floor.

   "Don't!" Spiraldi yelled at Red.

   But it was too late. Red was drawing on the intruder, drawing target acquisition on the big man in black in the doorway. For a split second Spiraldi looked into the invader's ice-blue eyes, eyes that had seen plenty of death. Spiraldi knew Red had just made the worst mistake of his life.

   Red was drawing on Mack Bolan.

   The Beretta 93-R seemed to have a life of its own as it streaked away from Bolan's shoulder holster.

   The Iceman had arrived.
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   The drop zone rushed up at Mohammed al-Rhabin. The Syrian was no expert parachutist by any means, but he had been dropped behind enemy lines along the Israel-Lebanon border often enough to know the basics of parachuting without breaking a leg. Chin on chest, back rounded, hands on risers, elbows forward — those were the fundamentals for even an amateur parachutist. Break one rule, and you might just break yourself in half.

   The five-hundred-foot assault jump into the valley threatened the Syrian with disaster before he even touched down. As be dropped at fourteen feet per second, al-Rhabin planed to the right, angling away from a grove of cedar trees. Knees bent slightly, he pointed the balls of his feet groundward. A heartbeat later be felt the outside of his right calf scrape across a boulder jutting up out of the snow. The edge of the rock ripped at his leg like a scythe. Grinding his teeth against fiery waves of pain, al-Rhabin hit the ground and rolled. The track-down was off to a bad start, but Mohammed al-Rhabin had never been one to let adversity knock him off stride when be was manhunting.

   Cursing, he shucked off his chute. West of the DZ, he saw Alchupa's private jet swallowed up by the night. This whole deal was crazy, he suddenly thought, but a million dollars for the killing of one man was worth a little pain and aggravation. Al-Rhabin was on his way now, but that was the only way he would have wanted it. Start bringing other people into a killhunt, so-called help, with their own ideas about how to do things, and from grim experience he knew that his life would be in jeopardy.

   Probing inside the jagged slash in the pant leg of his blacksuit, al-Rhabin prodded the torn flesh for a moment with bare fingers. No broken bones, just an ugly gash down the side of his calf. He cleaned the wound with snow, clenched his teeth and swore viciously to himself as the snow melted and burned into his open flesh. The pain he could live with. Pain, he knew, could bring a man to a higher degree of mental and physical toughness. It was the trail of blood, though, that such a wound would leave behind him that could prove to be his doom. Later, just before he was ready to get under way for the engagement with his target, he would pack the wound and completely stop the flow of blood.

   Quickly al-Rhabin rolled up his parachute and buried it in the snow near the woods. With a flick of his hand, he wrapped the black kaffiyeh around his mouth and nose, blocking out the cold, biting air.

   Al-Rhabin looked around the valley, enclosed on all sides by woods. The safehouse, according to Anaconda's informants, was at the top of the ridge at the far south end of the valley. It would be a three- or four-mile hike to get there. Al-Rhabin hoped that Alchupa's intel on the location was solid, but he suspected that the Colombian colonel was a soldier who knew how to map out such an operation carefully, particularly with such high stakes involved.

   The weapons satchel and sheath had been dropped one hundred yards east of al-Rhabin's landing spot, near a ravine. He could hear the wind sough through that ravine, punch into the black parachute and expand the chute into a mushroom head.

   Before setting out for the ravine to retrieve the weapons satchel and sheath, al-Rhabin fingered the buffalo handle of the jambiya, the Arab fighting knife fitting snug inside his black sash. Twelve inches of razor-sharp I curbed blade glinted in the moonlight. Al-Rhabin smiled. He loved the jambiya. What an accomplishment it would be to plunge the tempered steel of his fighting knife into Bolan's guts, twist and rip upward, watch as the Executioner's intestines spilled onto the snow. What a feat, indeed! He would succeed where hundreds of men had failed before him. He must succeed. For him, there was more involved here than just a million dollars. Personal pride was worth more to him than any amount of money. He was there to find out just who was the better man.

   Al-Rhabin had been given exactly twelve hours to finish the job. If he did not return to the DZ for exfiltration at the end of that time, he would be left there in the snow-choked valley of the Colorado Rockies. Left behind, he had been informed, because it would be assumed he had failed. Failure meant he was dead. And the next assassin in line for the attempt to stain his hands with the blood of the lion would be ordered to go.

   Twelve hours to stalk, observe, form a plan of attack and kill the target wasn't much time, particularly since the target was one of the world's most feared stalkers and killers himself. As a rule of thumb, al-Rhabin would demand of a principal at least three to four days to observe a target, note his habits, his life-style, determine a pattern in his movements and make an assessment of his strengths and weaknesses. But Mack Bolan was no ordinary target. Mack Bolan would stick to no man's timetable, observe no one's logic but his own. From all-Rhabin had heard about this Executioner, he knew that he was a man to fear and respect. And it went without saying that if Bolan had any weaknesses they had yet to be found out.

   Keeping to the edge of the woods, al-Rhabin swiftly made his way to the ravine. There, he used his jambiya to slice the riser wraparound on the satchel, then cut through the rope around the sheath before burying the chute in the snow. Al-Rhabin unzipped the satchel and pulled out an H&K MP-5 SD-3, then screwed the 40 mm modular pure muffler-type silencer to the subgun's muzzle. There were three Soviet F1 hand grenades in that satchel, too, but al-Rhabin didn't think he would need them. No, he intended to draw Bolan out into the woods somehow. Then he would come up on the Executioner from behind and drive the jambiya into his guts.

   The sheath measured exactly 900 mm in length, a perfect fit for what it concealed. As he unzipped the sheath, al-Rhabin's dark gaze narrowed. Grimly he smiled. The RPG-7V, a replacement for an earlier weapon derived from the World War II German Panzerfaust, would be used only as a last resort, or to deliver the final mop-up pay dirt to Alchupa's informants. Al-Rhabin was under orders to blow the safehouse into the sky, preferably with Alchupa's informants inside.

   Mohammed al-Rhabin slipped his arms through the strap of the RPG. Overhead the stars shone down on the valley like beacons.

   Twelve hours. That would have to be enough time.

   The Syrian assassin intended to finish the job well before his deadline. When al-Rhabin returned to Alchupa with Bolan's head in a sack, he would merely smile and hold out his hand for that million-dollar bounty.

   The other assassins would go home, and they would all know who was the best man.

   * * *

   Mack Bolan had come to the safehouse expecting trouble, and he was set to ride out a high tide of violence and mayhem. During the ride to Dulles Airport, he had picked up strong warning signals from Hal Brognola about this mission, and he had a feeling it would be some time before he made it through the storm to the shore. The big Fed had more questions about the DEA SOD and Anaconda than he had answers. Without some sound intel, Bolan had known he was in serious trouble even before boarding his flight at Dulles.

   He needed some answers about the DEA SOD, and Anaconda. Maybe the big guy he'd just kicked to the floor or the redhead drawing on him with a .44 Magnum would provide some answers or clues to the mystery.

   First, Bolan had to deal with the guy looking to blow his head off with the .44 Magnum.

   Red was quick as he swung his gun toward Bolan in the blink of an eye, but he wasn't quick enough. How many times had Bolan faced down a would-be kilter, who could streak a weapon at him from out of nowhere, and beaten that enemy to the punch? One hundred times? One thousand? Even though instinct and lightning reflexes took charge during such lethal encounters, each time Bolan stared into the eye of death he was grimly aware that his own doom could be just a split second away. Perhaps in the beginning, when he'd returned from Vietnam to bury his family before cutting a bloody swath through the Mafia, he had carried a death wish — a deep subconscious longing for death born out of his family. But with the slaughter of the Mafia vermin responsible for his pain, a cold killing machine had been transformed into a man with a mission, a man who realized that the world was in desperate need of someone with his martial skills, a warrior could fight the savages on their own terms.

   Mack Bolan didn't think of himself as a hero, or even as some avenging crusader. There was no glory in his arena, no fame or fortune. No, he wasn't looking for praise and recognition. His was a lonely, selfless war. In a way his private war was a personal statement of how he felt about the condition of the human race. There were good people, plenty of good people suffering at the hands of the cannibals. And they were worthy of his war. They were worth saving, worth fighting for and, if need be, dying for.

   The redhead goon with the . 44 Magnum wasn't worth dying for by any stretch of the imagination. In that guy's eyes, Bolan saw the soul of a savage who might sell his mother to the devil for a life of luxury.

   The silenced Beretta 93-R in Bolan's right fist sneezed once.

   The Smith & Wesson Model 29 .44 Magnum bucked in Red's two-handed-grip, but his aim was thrown off by several inches as Bolan found critical mass. The .44 Magnum round bit a chunk of wood out of the doorway beside Bolan's head, while the 9 mm slug from the Executioner's Beretta drilled through the upper left side of Red's chest. Violently Red spun, the parabellum flesh-eater smashing his collarbone, tearing muscle apart and punching a jagged exit hole through his shoulder blade. Howling in agony, he crashed through the flimsy wooden table where he had lost so many games of cards and backgammon. Wood splintered into matchsticks beneath Red's weight. Cards and dice flew across the room. Red had turned up a losing hand again.

   But the fight was far from being knocked out of Bear, who leaped to his feet, his features twisted in rage, a snarl ripping from his throat. Wheeling left, Bolan turned the Beretta on Bear as the big brute's Magnum snaked from leather for a killing shot. Bolan was ready to turn Bear's lights out with a headshot, knowing he already had one pigeon who would sing his own version of the Anaconda blues. But before he could squeeze the trigger, Bolan discovered he had an unexpected ally.

   Special Agent Anthony Spiraldi hammered a snap kick off Bear's jaw. His jawbone shattered, teeth whirling through the air. Bear flipped over the couch.

   "That one was on the house. Iceman," Spiraldi told Bolan.

   Yeah, Bolan had just distinguished friend from foe in that room. "You must be Spiraldi."

   "Right. I've been expecting you."

   Bear groaned, rolled over on his side and spit out a tooth and a stream of blood.

   "It looks like you weren't the only one," Bolan said, training the Beretta on Red as the guy struggled to his feet, his hand pressed over his chest.

   "Christ," Red moaned, "you could've fuckin' killed me."

   "That one's called Red," Spiraldi told Bolan. "The one who'll need some wirework on his jaw is Bear."

   "Mercs?"

   "Yeah. They're part of this new DEA SOD program — the war on drugs. I suppose you've already heard about this latest twist in Washington?"

   "That's why I'm here, Spiraldi. I've got a lot of questions. Somebody's got the answers. What do you know?"

   "All I know is that our people have been down in Brazil for more than two months trying to track down a Colombian colonel with big coke connections. By orders of the headshed of the division, we've been working with turkeys like these two."

   "Tell me something I don't know, Spiraldi," Bolan growled, leathering his Beretta. Big Thunder, the .44 AutoMag was riding quickdraw leather on Bolan's right hip. The stainless-steel hand cannon caught Spiraldi's eye for a second.

   The Fed grinned his approval of the AutoMag. "You come prepared. But I suppose that's one of the reasons why you've survived — being prepared."

   "It helps. Let's cut the bull, Spiraldi. I want to grill this guy."

   Bolan strode over to Red. "Take a seat," he told him, and grabbing him by the shoulder, Bolan slammed the guy down on the couch.

   Red yelped in pain. "Jesus Christ! Why are you roughin' me up?"

   "That's what you're going to tell me. Why did you draw on me like you did?"

   "Why do you think, pal? You bust in here out of the sky with your piece spraying the room. Shit, I got orders to guard this guy. We've been told he's marked."

   True, Bolan knew that Spiraldi was targeted for assassination. But so was Bolan. The Executioner remembered what Brognola had told him on the way to Dulles. The so-called director of the DEA's SOD, a man by the name of James Clarence, had been brought in from out of nowhere, it seemed, to head the program. No screening. No official channels. The whole situation was strange. What seemed even stranger was that no one in the upper echelons of this new division of the DEA had any experience as legitimate federal agents. Or maybe it was purposely designed that way? Hal Brognola had believed, and rightly so, that he was helping the DEA SOD in the beginning by feeding them intel on current druglords and their operations in South America. There was no question that the recent missions of Phoenix Force had taken them up against the hydra of the drug underworld and that Hal had plenty of info to feed the DEA SOD. Sure, it made sense to Bolan that the DEA would want to step up the fight against the international druglords. The coke and heroin kingpins were literally getting away with murder, and there was no end in sight to the random violence, or the burgeoning expansion of the drug empire. With billions and billions of dollars reaped from the abyss of human misery that drugs caused, the kingpins could buy and sell entire armies and governments. And they were. But just who was this James Clarence? Brognola's initial digging had found out that Clarence was an ex-Army colonel who had done some covert work for the CIA's Special Operations Division. His field of operations: Central and South America. His specialty: gunrunning, and so-called drug enforcement. If the finger of guilt pointed in the direction of Clarence, then Bolan would pay the guy a visit. Soon, real damn soon.

   But Bolan knew he had only begun to root out the cannibals. A dark journey, he suspected, was just beginning to unfold. He doubted that the nightmare trail would end in the bowels of the Amazon jungle. Before this mission was over, he might end up bouncing back and forth across a dozen countries. And with a small army of assassins on his tail, he'd be looking over his shoulder every step of the way. If this so-called DEA SOD turned out to be a council of savages feeding on greed and violence, then Bolan would have to cleanse the whole damn lot of them. With hellfire. Death was the only way he could starve them out of business. Sure.

   Bolan leveled a steely gaze on Red. "Who do you work for?"

   "Who do you think? The head of the division. James Clarence."

   "Clarence," Spiraldi said with a snort.

   Bolan picked up on the Fed's cynicism. "How do you read this Clarence?"

   "He's a Sphinx. A riddle wrapped inside an enigma. I'll tell you this much, SOD was set up by the CIA, I'm sure. Somebody got to the more expensive suits up top, I'd bet my life on it."

   "You already have," Bolan reminded Spiraldi.

   "Tell me about it."

   "I don't need any more speculation and gut feeling at this point, Spiraldi. I need answers to a lot of questions. One thing that's troubling me is this: if the division is dirty, if they're working with the targets in Brazil, why would they send legitimate DEA agents down there on an undercover assignment?"

   "My theory is we were used to set the targets up."

   "A power play?"

   "Sure. That's the only thing that makes sense. We spy on them, feed the division intel so it can make an assessment of what it's up against. The division bides its time, sharpens its blades until it feels it's strong enough to move in and muscle out the targets. In this racket everybody's a liar, either looking to cover his own ass or trying to topple somebody's throne so he can wear the crown. Now I'm not saying every agent or director's corrupt, but I've seen it happen often enough that someone everybody assumed was a good man suddenly turns up one day with shit all over his face because he got caught with his pants down."

   "So you think Clarence hired these two?"

   "Yeah. And everybody else involved on this operation."

   Bolan considered Spiraldi's theory. If Clarence was dirty, then he had deliberately gone to Brognola and lied to him about his track record, and worse, about his present and future intentions for SOD. Even more troubling, Bolan strongly suspected the security of Stony Man Farm was in jeopardy. There were other dangers, too, other pieces missing from this puzzle. For Clarence to have gotten his position in the division, somebody in the DEA had to pull some strings. Brognola was going to have to do some more digging; it was that simple — or that deadly, depending upon where Hal's investigative skills led him. Worse still, there was a grim possibility, Bolan knew, that Hal's life could be on the line.

   Bolan scooped up both .44 Magnums and handed the revolvers to Spiraldi. "They won't be needing these." Quickly Bolan glanced around the cabin. A length of coiled rope was in one corner beside a pile of wood. He looked at Spiraldi. "Where can I make a phone call?"

   "There's a town, if you want to call it that, about five miles down the trail. The trail forks. Take the left. There's not much there, just a post office, a combination tavern-trading post for the mountain men. I don't think they even have a sheriff there. In fact, from what these two have told me, the only ]aw is a state trooper station, but it's a good fifty miles west of here down the highway."

   "I'm going into town. You tie this two up and sit on them."

   You're just gonna leave me like this?" Red whined. "I'll bleed to death."

   "There's a first-aid kit in the bathroom," Spiraldi told Bolan. "I'D dress his wound. I assume you have transportation."

   "Yeah. A GMC Jimmy. How about that truck out front?"

   "Right," Spiraldi said, then fished around in the splintered wreckage of the card table and pulled out a set of keys. "I'd better hold on to these."

   Bolan pinned Red to the couch with an icy stare. "What's your connection with James Clarence?"

   "I told you."

   "Try again," Bolan said, unleathering his Beretta and drawing a bead on Red's face with the silencer. "If you don't talk, maybe your buddy will."

   Red thought about his options for a moment as he broke out in a sweat. He had no options. The man behind the Beretta-was right; he was only worth keeping alive if he talked.

   "Clarence is CIA. He was involved in some dirty tricks, some arms deals down in Central and South America. But, shit, pal, half of the CIA is dirty and more than half their operations are carried out by guys like us. Free-lancers."

   "Don't dance with me. How did Clarence get to run his own division with the DEA?"

   Red sneered. "How do you think? He had help. Somebody wanted him there to begin with. Somebody like Colonel Hector Alchupa."

   Spiraldi nodded, as if he suddenly understood how the pieces were fitting together. "Alchupa," he murmured to himself.

   "That's why you were down there, Spiraldi. Don't act so surprised."

   Anger flared in Spiraldi's eyes. Bolan knew the guy should have figured it long before now. Either Spiraldi wasn't too bright, or he was involved with the enemy.

   "Listen, Bolan, if you think I'm dirty, then you'd better think again."

   Bolan showed Spiraldi a relaxed smile and holstered his Beretta. "No sweat, Spiraldi. Brognola already gave me The rundown on you. As far as I can tell, you're clean."

   "And I intend to stay that way. I assume you came out here to pick me up as an escort down the Amazon River. Well, if you want my help, I suggest you stop trying to look through me for some sign of deceit or treachery."

   "What was it you said a few minutes ago, guy? In this racket, everybody's a liar? Sounds to me like you don't trust Too many people, either."

   "I took care of him for you, didn't I?" Spiraldi growled, pointing down at the unmoving lump that was Bear.

   "Sure," Bolan said in a level tone. "If I'm going to run with you, I want to make sure you can go the distance."

   "Count on it. The whole marathon. Whatever it takes."

   "We'll see."
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   Pressed close to the wall near the open doorway, al-Rhabin had heard the entire conversation, the voice from inside the cabin carrying easily to his ears. There was nothing surprising about what he'd heard, and he felt a twinge of disappointment. The target was expecting a hunter. Someone was coming for him, Bolan was sure. Good. The target just didn't know who and what he was up against. He would soon find out. Mohammed al-Rhabin, though, wasn't quite prepared to deliver the death blow to Mack Bolan. A plan of attack had formed in the Syrian's mind, and he intended to see the game through. Yes, in a way, it was a game to him, he thought. Strength against strength. Cunning against cunning.

   Crouched beside a tree in the woods that ringed the cabin, al-Rhabin watched as his practical target pulled away from the safehouse in his four-wheel-drive vehicle. As thick tread grabbed at the snow, the 4 x 4 slid away from the cabin, headlights stabbing into the darkness of the trail.

   A truck was parked in front of the cabin. Al-Rhabin knew that the keys to that truck were inside, and getting inside the cabin was now al-Rhabin's main objective. Alchupa would be doubly pleased when he heard his informants there had been killed. After ail, Alchupa's moles had talked, had fingered the colonel and had given Bolan a direction in which to head. The moles would die, simply because they had outlived their usefulness. But al-Rhabin would let the one called Spiraldi live. Maybe al-Rhabin could shake his nerves, use the DEA agent somehow against Bolan. Yes, Bolan would return and find the safehouse an abattoir. But that wouldn't be Bolan's first clue that he was being lured toward the edge.

   Al-Rhabin had plenty of time to chase Bolan into town, begin the stalk. He didn't intend to kill him outright in town anyway. No, al-Rhabin would like to see the feared Executioner sweat, live a few hours with the taste of terror in his mouth.

   Terror?

   Al-Rhabin shook his head softly. Well, maybe terror was pushing it. If he could send an icy shiver of fear down Bolan's spine, that would be satisfaction enough, at least for the moment. From then on it would be countdown to liquidation. The real thrill would come when he'd driven his jambiya into Bolan's guts. The Colombian colonel, al-Rhabin thought, was indeed right about one thing. This was a test of strength. This was a measure of character and pride. To kill Mack Bolan would be an achievement that would be heard around the world. It didn't bother him that only a select few in his underworld would know al-Rhabin was the one who had slaughtered the Executioner like a sacrificial lamb. Al-Rhabin knew his reputation as an assassin would grow, that he would be held in awe and fear when he killed Bolan. Who knows? He just might be able to dictate his own terms to future principals after this job was in the bag, command a million-dollar price tag per hit.

   The future looked promising.

   The present was al-Rhabin's ticket to a better tomorrow.

   But there was something that the colonel wanted done first, in case al-Rhabin failed to kill Bolan. Alchupa had given him a miniature homing device with a range of 350 miles. Al-Rhabin was to plant the device on whatever transportation Bolan was using. The task was an affront to his skills, his very manhood, for the whole point of the homing device was to facilitate the tracking down of the Executioner in the event that the first attempt at assassination failed. Al-Rhabin didn't intend to fail.

   Slipping through the darkness, reaching the corner of the cabin, al-Rhabin peered around the corner. Spiraldi was standing just outside the doorway about twenty feet away, smoking a cigarette and staring down the trail where Bolan's Jimmy had vanished. Al-Rhabin had just found his plant for the homing device. More terror. Possibly even distrust among the ranks once he got this hunt going.

   So, al-Rhabin decided, he would carry out Alchupa's orders but only to cover himself. When he finished Bolan off, he would inform Alchupa that he had placed the homing device on the DEA agent and had done exactly what had been asked of him. Alchupa's doubt that he could have succeeded against the Executioner would be a slap in the colonel's face.

   Al-Rhabin saw Spiraldi look skyward. The agent just stood there, smoking, stargazing. Al-Rhabin drew the cold air into his lungs and slid the jambiya from its sheath. He waited until Spiraldi turned his back to him, then the Syrian assassin broke from cover. The DEA man was making this too easy, al-Rhabin thought, and wanted to laugh out loud over what he knew was certain success.

   Swiftly, hugging the wall of the cabin, al-Rhabin moved like a wraith to cut in half the distance between him and Spiraldi. For a long moment he stood behind Spiraldi watching the DEA man from the shadows. Al-Rhabin smiled. He could have killed the fool right there, the assassin thought, hefting the jambiya in his right hand. There was nothing worse, though, in al-Rhabin's mind, than an easy mark. Challenge was what he wanted. Challenge sharpened the assassin's skills.

   Raising the arm that held the Arab fighting knife, al-Rhabin took a step closer to Spiraldi, while the DEA man drew contentedly on his cigarette. Al-Rhabin held the knife frozen in the air, the tip of its blade at Spiraldi's neck.

   The DEA man flicked his cigarette away and turned.

   Al-Rhabin's eyes seemed to glow in the darkness as he locked gazes with Spiraldi. His face cut with fear, Spiraldi started to throw up his arm to block the Arab's knife hand, but al-Rhabin drove his knee into Spiraldi's crotch. Spiraldi doubled over, and instantly al-Rhabin slammed the buffalo horn handle of his knife into the side of the DEA man's head. As Spiraldi dropped to the ground, al-Rhabin drilled a kick against the agent's face to make sure he was out cold. Spiraldi would be out of action in no-man's-land for some time. For just a second the Syrian toyed with the idea of killing him. It was some time, at least six months, since al-Rhabin had last slit a man's throat with the jambiya. Perhaps he was rusty and needed the practice. No, he decided, he was a little too anxious to use the knife. Spiraldi would serve him better alive than dead.

   Quickly al-Rhabin frisked Spiraldi and found the keys to the truck. Satisfied that so far all was going according to plan, the Arab took the homing device from his pants pocket, turned it on and dropped it into the pocket of Spiraldi's jacket.

   Now for two clean turkey kills.

   Entering the cabin, al-Rhabin found both informants with their hands and feet bound by rope. The larger of the two men was unconscious. Red was awake, and his eyes widened as ai-Rhabin stood over him.

   "Who are you?" Red asked, his voice cracking as he struggled to sit up on the couch.

   Slowly al-Rhabin ran the tip of his finger over the cold steel of the jambiya. He smiled at Red. "You talk too much, do you know that? A man's mouth can be like poison. You should think before you speak. The colonel would be very displeased if he heard what I just heard."

   "Alchupa sent you?"

   Al-Rhabin picked up on Red's emphasis on you.

   "Why does that surprise you, my friend?"

   "Why? Alchupa's got his own guns. I knew he'd be sendin' somebody for the son of a bitch that busted in on us. But why.?.."

   "An Arab? My friend, the good colonel pointed out that he wanted to hire only the best. I am the best. His men, I assume, are soldiers, not assassins. And, my good friend, the colonel would be most unhappy to have heard you blubbering a few moments ago to the man I was sent here to kill. That is the point of all this."

   "All what?"

   "All of what I'm about to do."

   "C'mon, give me a break. The damn guy got the drop on both of us. You cut me free, we can go into town and nail the bastard." Red lifted his legs several inches off the floor and looked imploringly at al-Rhabin. "C'mon, man, what the hell you waitin' for? You work for Alchupa, and so do I."

   "I work for no man."

   "Whatever you say, but just cut these ropes, huh? My hands and feet are goin' numb."

   Al-Rhabin shrugged. The man was a lackey, not even worthy of a quick, clean death. Al-Rhabin decided to prolong the fool's terror and pain, if possible. Time was wasting, and the Syrian had more important tasks to see to. He was becoming bored with Red.

   Bending at the waist, al-Rhabin sliced through the ropes around Red's legs, the jambiya cutting through the man's bonds as easily as a hot knife through butter.

   "There. Feel better?"

   Confused, Red stared at al-Rhabin. "What are you, a nut, or somethin'? Cut my hands loose now."

   Bear groaned, stirred. Al-Rhabin nodded at Bear. "What about your comrade?"

   "What about him? Dammit," Red growled, "you can take care of him in a minute."

   "No. No good. I'll take care of him now."

   Al-Rhabin's stare turned icy with menace. He moved in closer to Bear and laid the edge of the jambiya's blade against Bear's throat.

   Red's jaw dropped. "What the... You're not... you're not goin' to..."

   "Watch. And learn. I believe there are few quicker ways for a man to die than to have his throat cut. I would imagine he feels a split second of intense pain, then terror, then the blood flows, warm, sticky and sweet down his chest. Very rapid loss of blood. He slips into unconsciousness. He's dead."

   Bear's eyelids fluttered open just as al-Rhabin pressed the blade against his pulsing carotid. Blood was caked and crusted black around Bear's lips, his jaw and mouth were swollen and discolored. Just before al-Rhabin dug the blade into flesh and sent the edge tearing across Bear's throat with a mighty swipe, Bear opened his mouth to scream. Al-Rhabin stepped back and felt the power, the rush of adrenaline as a torrent of blood burst from the gaping incision across Bear's throat.

   "Jesus... Christ!" Red gasped, the color draining from his face as crimson splashed over the couch and spattered his legs. "Why... why are you doun' this?"

   "There is no why," the Syrian told Red. "I just do." Al-Rhabin pointed the blade at Red, sticky crimson dripping off the tempered steel, large drops of blood spattering on the man's leg. "Now you, my friend..."

   "Now me, nothin', you..."

   As al-Rhabin had anticipated, Red lashed out with a kick aimed at his balls. Sidestepping the kick, al-Rhabin drove the edge of the blade down the length of Red's calf. Cloth and flesh yielded to razor-sharp steel. Red howled in agony and terror, his mutilated leg twitching.

   There was no one around for miles, al-Rhabin knew, who could hear those screams.

   With a backhand slash of the jambiya, al-Rhabin silenced Red forever. Fascinated by the sight of blood gushing from the slit throat of his second victim, al-Rhabin stood and watched Red quickly slip into unconsciousness, then death. The blood of the two men joined in a growing pool on the couch as they slumped together, side by side, partners in death.

   The Arab wiped off his blade on Bear's pant leg and sheathed the knife.

   These two had been easy.

   The Bolan kill would be difficult.

   Mack Bolan would die hard.

   Al-Rhabin held the keys to the truck in his hand. It was time to hunt Bolan down. If possible, he would drive or lead the Executioner back here. Even though Red and Bear had been a waste of life while they were alive, in death they would be useful.

   Bolan would see just what a deadly adversary he was up against.
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   Max Weiss believed that his operative name of Viper was very fitting. Perhaps more fitting now than ever before. So the Colombian colonel thought that he was set for a lightning-quick climb to the top of the cocaine mountain, and that he was going to be the king for life in Brazil, did he? One Hector Alchupa was soon to discover otherwise, Weiss thought. The Viper didn't have all the details about what Alchupa had in mind, but he had been briefed by the head man stateside and informed that the colonel was plotting some sort of overthrow in Brasilia. An eleventh-hour anschluss, uh-huh. Weiss knew that his intel from the head man was solid. It had better be accurate, he thought, because the head man stateside was part of Anaconda. Any bullshit, and Weiss wouldn't hesitate to ice Alchupa and then go back to the States with both guns loaded and blazing death.

   As he looked around the colonel's camp at the AK-47-toting Anaconda soldiers guarding the cocaine stashes or playing cards in the hodgepodge arrangement of bamboo huts with thatched roofs beneath the jungle canopy, Weiss was already counting down the hours to Alchupa's demise. The best-kept secret only stayed secret when it remained in a man's heart. That was why he hadn't divulged even the first detail about his counterstrike against Alchupa to his own assault squad waiting for him in the wings back in New Mexico. His twenty-five-man assault force knew only that it was to wait for him to arrive on the sunbaked plain of northeastern New Mexico. The death squad was ready for his order to move out and sweep in on Alchupa and his proposed Brazilian kingdom.

   A kingdom, Weiss scoffed to himself as he fired up a cigarette. What a crock of shit. Had the colonel slept through the past forty years? After World War II South America could have become one of the richest and most powerful continents in the world, but corruption, ignorance and sheer laziness had squashed that dream all to hell. It was strange, Weiss mused, that in all of history no country on the equator had ever amounted to anything. And the people living on the equator were always blacks and Hispanics. Such people, he thought, just weren't worth a shit; they were, in fact, a major part of the problem in the United States, too. Hell, the Orientals were the only ones who would put in an honest day's work anymore and take pride in what they were doing. Even the white man in America had long since lost his will and spirit to fight. Now everybody was looking for an easy dollar and an easy life. It made him sick with disgust. But maybe he could do something about it; maybe Brazil could be a major stepping-stone for him in accomplishing his own plans. After he'd built up his strength down here, looted Alchupa's cocaine and robbed the spic bastard of his money, he could probably raise his own army of assassins and saboteurs. No, things were all wrong in America, the land of the free and home of the brave, and all that shit, and he was intent on cleaning up the garbage and making things right again. Eventually there would be no secret about that.

   It was no secret to Weiss how Alchupa had tracked down and hired "the Viper." The Viper's exploits were well-known in Central and South America. Weiss couldn't begin to recall the number of Sandinistas or other Central American Marxist riffraff he'd killed while on loan to the CIA. He couldn't even take a mental body count of the lesser numbers of crooked politicos and military police officers he'd been hired by the opposition to erase. Faces and names were unimportant. It was the kill that mattered. It was the kill that gave him the only real pleasure in life left to him. If that sounded sick, well, fuck it. He didn't want or expect anybody to understand him. Max Weiss knew his hour of greatness was fast approaching. He was scheduled to go out after Bolan third, behind the Swede, but he would just have to change Alchupa's mind about that. Because he was headed out of the Amazon and back to the States on the next jet that took off from the jungle airstrip.

   Tired of hanging around and waiting for Alchupa to call the next shot, Weiss decided to pay the colonel a visit in his hut. Two bearded soldiers flanking the doorway to the colonel's hut tensed and started to turn their AK-47s on the Viper as he strode up the balsawood steps.

   "Relax," Weiss growled at the sentries. "I want to talk to the colonel."

   "It's all right," the colonel called from inside the hut. "Let him through."

   Drawing on his cigarette, the Viper stepped into the hut and found the colonel and three of his men sitting at a round wooden table, poring over maps. They had been discussing something, but cold silence and hard stares greeted the Viper as he stood in the doorway. Two of Alchupa's men were dipping grimy fingers into a tray of electric dust.

   Alchupa looked at the Viper. Smiling at last, he gestured at the tray of cocaine. "Would you like a taste? It's Colombian Gold. Ninety percent pure."

   Weiss had never been a man to indulge himself. Besides, he'd seen more than one good man get hooked on the White Lady. He wasn't about to fall into that trap.

   "No thanks. Don't touch the stuff."

   "Suit yourself."

   "Usually do."

   Alchupa appeared offended for a second. He shrugged and exchanged a look with his men, as if to say this gringo was a fool to pass up such an opportunity to sample the best cocaine in all of South America.

   "What do you want, señor? We are in the middle of a very important briefing here."

   The Viper crushed his butt out on the floor with the toe of his boot. "All right, then, since you're such a busy man, I'll keep it short. I want to be on the next jet out of here."

   "You are not enjoying your stay here with us?"

   The colonel's men smiled and chuckled.

   "It's been a real vacation, Colonel. But I'm getting edgy. It's time for me to be moving on."

   "You're a busy man?"

   Why is this guy playing bullshit games with me? Weiss wondered, fighting to keep his temper under control.

   "You hired us to do a job, Colonel. I want to be getting on with it."

   "So you shall. I had planned to send the rest of you out on the next plane anyway."

   Weiss hid his surprise with a poker face. This was too easy. He had expected a curt no to his demand. Instead, the colonel was playing right into his hands. Or was he?

   "I have an important visitor, a Marshal Pinadante arriving here shortly. My timetable has been jumped up. A very large shipment is set to go down the river to Belém. Money and time are now very critical. Each hour more important people are joining the ranks of Anaconda. I wish to see Bolan dead by sunset tomorrow."

   Weiss didn't like the way this conversation was shaping up.

   "Wait a minute. What happened to one man at a time? If this is going to be a group effort, you're talking a split in the bounty."

   "No, señor. The bounty has been raised to four million. Provided, of course, that the first assassin, al-Rhabin, has failed. Within the hour his progress will be monitored by my pilots who flew him to Colorado."

   "And if the Arab has succeeded?"

   "Then the rest of you will be paid off handsomely, as I have intended. You will then make your decision to stay and be my personal cadre of assassins... or you may leave."

   Alchupa told the Viper this with a strange smile. Weiss got the distinct impression that none of them would leave the jungle alive if they declined Alchupa's offer.

   Alchupa held his arm out. "Por favor. The jet is being fueled and will be ready to take you and the others within the hour. If you will, Señor Viper."

   "Yeah, sure, I'll excuse myself."

   As he left the hut, Weiss heard the grumbling in Spanish behind him. Maybe Alchupa was leveling with him. If the colonel was playing it straight, well, he'd be damned sorry later. If he wasn't... then what?

   Perhaps it didn't matter, Weiss told himself as he stared at the machine gun nests just beyond the edge of the jungle. Alchupa wanted to get this show on the road. Okay, fine. What did he have to worry about anyway? He was the Viper, after all. And he was hell-bent on showing the colonel a display of power and violence that would leave Anaconda broken and bloodied in the dirt of the Amazon jungle.

   Raw power.

   Sudden death.

   The Viper was ready to strike.

   * * *

   Spiraldi was right. The town wasn't even worth putting on a map. Downshifting and swinging the Jimmy off the trail and into the town, Bolan found four Western-style false front buildings at the end of the trail. He parked in front of the tavern. Two old Chevy pickups, a '67 Plymouth wreck that had long since seen better days and another four-wheel-drive were already strung out before the buildings.

   Shrugging into his white parka to conceal the AutoMag and Beretta, Bolan stepped out of the Jimmy. Questions were jumbled in his mind. Gut instinct warned him that he was being run around in circles. Anaconda was at the root of the evil, okay, but somebody in the DEA SOD was connected to the paramilitary Brazilian force. He hoped Brognola could come up with some answers.

   Stepping onto the boardwalk, Bolan peered through the large plate glass window to the tavern. It was close to midnight, but he saw a half-dozen men sitting at the bar inside.

   Inside the tavern, Bolan was conscious of cool appraisal from the men in the bar. A jukebox wailed out a country and western song.

   "How you doin' there? What can I get you?"

   Bolan moved down in front of the bar. The bartender was a big dark-haired guy with a beard and a lumberjack coat. It was obvious to Bolan these men didn't like strangers. In small-town America, that was the way it was. An outsider was always suspect. A stranger might just be bringing trouble.

   "I want to use a phone."

   The bartender nodded toward the narrow hallway past the jukebox. "Right over there, buddy."

   "I'll need some change."

   After getting a handful of change for his long-distance call, Bolan went to the phone, dropped in enough quarters for four minutes and dialed Brognola's home phone number. Four rings, then Hal's gravelly voice came on the line.

   "Yeah."

   "Striker, here."

   "Striker. I've been waiting for you to call. I've been doing some digging and came up with a few morsels for you to chew on."

   "Let's hear it," Bolan told Brognola, grateful for the music that kept anyone in the bar from overhearing his voice.

   "It looks like Clarence was given the job as head of SOD by the administrator and deputy administrator of the DEA. Charles Martin is the new administrator. He's had the job for eighteen months. The deputy administrator is Thomas Atworth. They worked their way up the DEA ladder, both special agents who made it ail the way to GS-12. And as far as it appears, both Martin and Atworth are on the up-and-up."

   "Appears?"

   "Yeah. Appears."

   "So the question is, why would they hire a former CIA gunrunner?"

   "Good question. I don't have any answers, just a lot of speculation. Like I said, these are just morsels, nothing to really sink your teeth into yet. But it stinks. You've met Spiraldi, I take it?"

   "You could say I got a chilly reception. As far as I can tell, Spiraldi's clean. It's the guns he had guarding him that are dirty. I went into the safehouse ready for anything. I called out the dogs and they started biting. The dogs are mercs."

   "They would be Clarence's men, then."

   "How about a connection between Anaconda and Clarence?"

   "It's a real possibility. As it turns out, this whole SOD program was slapped together."

   "Damn near at somebody's whim, it looks like. Somebody's going after big game. And there's more to it than just a bounty on my head."

   "It would appear so. What's your next move?"

   "I'm going to hit the road with Spiraldi and his watchdogs. If they're being monitored, we'll be followed. I'll be heading for Santa Fe. Make arrangements for a flight to Brasilia. Four passengers. Whatever's going on, the action is in Brazil. Anything else?"

   "Yeah, and here's the scary part. It turns out Clarence may have been involved with some of the death squads down in Central America. Through my intelligence sources, he's been linked to one of those Company specialists the CIA likes to hire for wet work. This specialist is bad news. A real shadow. Nobody can even pin down a name on him. The only name he's known by is the Viper."

   "So what's the connection between the Viper and Clarence?"

   "Clarence was supplying arms to the Viper's death squads."

   "Then Martin and Atworth had to know about that."

   "Unless they're blind, stupid or both, you bet your ass they knew. Martin and Atworth have been bought and sold by somebody. That's more speculation. Another guess is that they belong to either this Viper or Alchupa. The whole damn thing gets more sordid with each incoming piece of intel I get. If this ever leaked to the press, well, Irangate would look like a bad soap opera in comparison."

   "Damn." It was all Bolan could say.

   Brognola picked up on the weary cynicism in Bolan's voice. "I hear you. It makes you wonder if there's anybody in this town you can trust anymore. You don't know who's on the take or setting up some deal to line their wallets. A code of honor doesn't seem to mean jackshit anymore."

   A code of honor, Bolan thought. Right. Why was it the bad men always seemed to stand out over the good men? At times it sure seemed to Mack Bolan that a ring of madness was tightening itself around American society. There was too little honor left in the world because so many were just living for themselves. Or worse. Merely existing, taking up space, draining the energy and resources of good people. But if he didn't believe there were still plenty of good people who needed him, people worth fighting for... No, he wouldn't, couldn't throw in the towel and call it quits. Never. If he wasn't a man of action, then he would have plenty of time to sit around and get depressed about dishonor, corruption, selfishness and greed. But since he was a man of action, there was plenty he could do to try and remedy the cancer that was eating away at the world. That cancer was animal man.

   "Okay, Hal. I'll call you when I get to Santa Fe."

   "Right. And Striker... watch your backside on this one."

   "Yeah," Bolan said, and hung up.

   He stood there for a long moment, trying to form some plan of attack in his mind. The shadows were dancing, and they were coming to encircle him, to force him inside a viselike grip of death. It didn't surprise him that Anaconda wanted him dead. If there were corrupt savages in the DEA — and Bolan indeed suspected somebody was dirty there who was trying to appear clean — then it wouldn't take much effort to point the guns in his direction, particularly if some storm of corruption and violence was building on the horizon over Brazil. Because he had been brought in from the cold, Bolan's war wasn't so private anymore. Word of his crusade against terrorism and barbarism surely would have reached Anaconda long before now. Anaconda was nervous. But if they were looking to cover their rear guard by taking out the Executioner, then Mack Bolan intended to disappoint Anaconda and whoever else was involved.

   Disappointment by hellfire.

   Lost in his own thoughts, Bolan suddenly became aware that the jukebox had run out of quarters and was silent. A split second later he heard someone ask about a guy in a headcloth standing outside.

   Bolan turned and looked toward the tavern's plate glass window. Indeed, there was a man beyond the window, staring inside. Grinning, Mohammed al-Rhabin was looking directly at Mack Bolan.

   Warning bells sounded in Bolan's head. Who was the guy just outside the window, smiling the strange smile? Their gazes locked, and Bolan felt the short hairs rise on the back of his neck.

   This was it. The hunters had gathered.

   What happened next almost caught Bolan by complete surprise.

   The AK-47 seemed to leap into al-Rhabin's hands. Bolan flung himself away from the wall as al-Rhabin cut loose with the assault rifle. Under the onslaught of the 7.62 mm leadstorm, the plate glass window blew in as if punched out by a typhoon.
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   The attack came so suddenly that Bolan had no time to draw either his Beretta or his AutoMag and return fire. As a swarm of 7.62 ram ComBloc lead chewed into the wail above the jukebox, seeking cover became his immediate objective.

   Chaos descended on the tavern. Scrambling for cover themselves, the bar patrons dived over the countertop, bowling over glasses and pitchers of beer. A raining line of lead blew up the jukebox in a shower of glass and sparks. Lead-jacketed 7.62 mm hornets gouged out holes in the wall.

   Slugs churning up the wall behind him, Bolan threw his two-hundred-pound frame through the air and splintered the flimsy door to the men's bathroom. Crashing to the floor inside, Bolan unleathered Big Thunder. The staccato roar of the AK-47 continued beyond the shattered strips of the door. With the stench of the grime-encrusted facilities in his nose, Bolan braced himself against the wall beside the doorway as the gunman continued spraying the hallway with hellfire.

   Then, sudden silence. Glass tinkled and shattered somewhere. Men cursed from the bar, and Bolan hoped none of those guys had gone down for the count during the attack.

   Crouching, he peered around the edge of the doorway, searching for the attacker.

   The hunter was gone.

   To go out the front door in pursuit of his hunter might prove fatal, but there was something strange about this hit. He chewed it over as he bolted down the narrow hallway and kicked out the back door with a thundering heel. Why had the guy just stood at the window for a moment, grinning that ghoulish grin? If the hunter wanted him dead, why hadn't he just opened fire as soon as he'd laid eyes on his target?

   All right, the Executioner decided, perhaps the hunter wanted to play some sort of game with him to let him take the measure of the man and his skills. Then it must be the safehouse, Bolan figured as he checked behind the buildings, looking left then right before stepping out into the darkness where they would face each other again. He had to get back to the safehouse. Damn, if the hunter had killed Spiraldi and the two mercenaries already, Bolan would have to search for someone else to guide him up the Amazon River. At least Bolan now knew he was finally committed to facing the guns he had suspected all along would be coming for him.

   So be it. Bolan took some grim satisfaction in realizing he'd been right about the headhunters. Anaconda wanted the Iceman iced.

   Crouching, Bolan slid through the night and fanned the woods with the muzzle of his AutoMag. His skin tingled like ice, but it wasn't just the chill of the mountain air. No, he had the grim feeling he was being watched, his every move monitored by the eyes of the hunter. Move, he told himself, keep moving. A stationary target was a dead target. Then again, if the hunter was jacking him around... For some of the assassins Bolan had encountered over the years down his hellfire trail, the thrill of the hunt, the pursuit, making a target sweat in fear, was as great an adrenaline rush as the kill itself.

   Bolan reached the Jimmy. Throwing open the door, he checked the inside of the vehicle quickly but thoroughly, searching for a hunter in hiding. Nothing.

   As he keyed the ignition, Bolan looked through the blasted opening in the tavern. Beyond the hanging jagged shards, the patrons were poking their heads up over the countertop. They appeared unharmed. Good. But refraining from the random slaughter of innocents wasn't going to score any points for the hunter with Bolan.

   Bolan had a date to dance with the assassin.

   A dance to the death.

   Because it was the only route he knew back to the safehouse, Bolan took the trail. He would have preferred heading back in another direction, trying to shake off the assassin — Bolan was sure he would be followed back — but he was in a hurry to make sure Spiraldi was alive and in one piece.

   In the headlight beams washing over the trail, Bolan could see a set of tire tracks that didn't belong to his Jimmy. The assassin had already paid the safehouse a visit. Okay, Bolan decided, he would have to wrap up the hunt here, and then, if Spiraldi was dead, he was on his own.

   But when he reached the safehouse Bolan found Spiraldi alive, and he breathed silent relief.

   The special agent ran up to the 4 x 4 as Bolan slid to a halt in front of the cabin. Spiraldi was wielding one of the mercs' .44 Magnum revolvers. "He's been here! The son of a bitch coldcocked me. But I was lucky. The other two in there weren't so lucky." He jerked a nod at the cabin. "They had their throats cut. It looks like the guy is saving the best for the last. And I don't mean me by the best."

   Bolan stepped out of the Jimmy, AutoMag in hand. The hunter could have damn well killed Spiraldi. Why he had let him live Bolan could only guess. Certainly there was some method to the hunter's madness. Had the two mercs been slain as some kind of warning? A testament, maybe, to the hunter's skills?

   Before closing the door of the 4×4, Bolan hauled out a large black duffel bag. It held his weapons: a mini-Uzi, frag grenades, garrote, commando knife, M-16 with an M-203 grenade launcher and spare clips for his hardware.

   Dawn was still five or six hours away. And Mack Bolan had no intention of waiting for the hunter to come to him.

   Striding for the cabin, the Executioner intended to take the fight to the enemy.

   To become the hunter.

   * * *

   Al-Rhabin downshifted the truck to second gear. Some thirty yards ahead he saw Bolan and Spiraldi just outside the cabin. The Syrian assassin knew he could have killed Bolan at the tavern had he chosen to do so. Now he recalled how fast the Executioner had moved, like lightning, as soon as al-Rhabin had triggered his Kalashnikov.

   Bolan was good. And al-Rhabin knew he had his work cut out for him.

   Now the game had to go on, al-Rhabin thought. He would lure the lion into the den. Yes, the trap had been sprung, and al-Rhabin wanted to snare the lion in his jaws of death.

   The Syrian was about to hit the horn, but Bolan and Spiraldi turned and saw him coming. He didn't want them to die in this third attack. No, he wanted them to sweat some more. After this assault, though, the hunt would come down to man-to-man. It would have to. Bolan would come after him and stalk him through the woods.

   Al-Rhabin pulled the pin on the Soviet F1 grenade and snatched up his satchel and sheath. Dropping the grenade on the seat, he flung the door open and jumped. A lumbering metallic beast, the truck rolled on a true line toward the cabin.

   Al-Rhabin hit the trail, his fall cushioned by the snow. Rolling, he bolted to his feet and ran into the woods. A second later he unzipped his sheath and hauled out the RPG-7 to begin the second phase of his third assault. Bolan and Spiraldi were dead meat if they didn't run for their lives.

   Even as he armed the RPG-7 with an 85 mm warhead, the Syrian watched as the truck plowed into the cabin. Bolan and Spiraldi darted for cover, breaking into a sprint for the woods.

   Run, fools, run, al-Rhabin thought, and triggered the RPG-7.

   As the 85 mm warhead streaked away from al-Rhabin's RPG-7 the truck exploded into a ball of fire. The cabin became a fiery tomb for the dead mercs inside.

   Bolan dived into the snow beside Spiraldi just as two tremendous explosions erupted behind him and the special agent. Falling on his weapons bag Bolan looked back.

   The rampaging truck had punched a gaping hole in the cabin, and the explosion was the only thing that had stopped the vehicle in its tracks. Bolan figured the assassin had rigged the truck with a bomb or simply left a grenade in the cab. Another scare tactic? Perhaps, Bolan thought. A heartbeat after the crash the blast inside the cabin poked out the south wall, and twisted scraps of metal razored through the smoking hole. Instantly flames began licking through the cabin as the cast-iron stove spewed its firewood. The stench of roasting flesh reached Bolan.

   Bolan could get along well enough without the safehouse. It was the Jimmy, bursting into an oily ball of flame as the RPG warhead scored a direct hit on the vehicle, that told him he was meant to be stranded there until he or his would-be killer emerged victorious. The Executioner would just have to find transportation later. First, he had a score to settle. And, just as important, he had to keep Spiraldi, his ticket up the Amazon River, alive.

   Rolling onto his side, Spiraldi looked at the twin pyres of destruction. After a moment he asked, "Now what?"

   Bolan didn't answer the special agent's question right away. Instead, he pinned down where the warhead had rocketed from by mentally gauging the trajectory of the missile from impact to point of origin — deep in the woods between a break in the trees. In the distance Bolan saw a shadow, outlined for a moment behind the wavering firelight, slip deeper into the woods.

   A sheet of warped metal from the Jimmy plunked to the snow in front of Bolan and Spiraldi. The crackling roar of fire filled the air.

   The Executioner unzipped his duffel bag. He pulled out the mini-Uzi, rammed a 32-round clip into the magazine and handed Little Lightning to Spiraldi.

   "Now I go after him," Bolan told the special agent, tight-lipped and grim as he quickly buried his duffel bag beneath the snow.

   "We after him," Spiraldi corrected.

   "I need you alive, Spiraldi. I want you to sit tight and wait until I get back."

   "No way," the special agent protested, patting the mini-Uzi. "I know how to use this thing. It's never been my style to hang back and watch and wait while the action's out there. Uh-uh. I go."

   If the situation hadn't been so grim, Bolan would have smiled. Okay, he could appreciate Spiraldi's style. He would just have to make damn good and sure the special agent survived this encounter.

   "I know you can take this guy by yourself, Bolan. But it's dark out there and those woods look mighty thick. Who knows? You might need me to cover your rear. If you want me as a guide up the Amazon, I would hope to God you'd have some trust in me and believe that I can handle myself."

   "Trust is earned, Spiraldi."

   "Then I'll earn it."

   "All right. We'll do this. You take his right flank," Bolan told the special agent, nodding to a point beside the trail beyond the flaming wreckage of the 4×4, "and I'll take the left."

   "A squeeze play. I like it."

   "Move out," Bolan said, unleathering Big Thunder. Ignoring the look of respect on Spiraldi's face, the Executioner, a black shadow, began sliding through the woods, moving parallel to the fiery safehouse. If the DEA man proved to be a valuable ally, that was fine with Bolan. Spiraldi could be right: Bolan might need some help before this was over. So far he read Spiraldi as a straight shooter.

   And, for the moment, Spiraldi was on his own. Bolan had no doubt the guy could handle himself in a firefight. He could see experience on Spiraldi's face, and the DEA man had seen the black dice roll in his own eyes before.

   The crackling of flames faded swiftly as Bolan cut silently through the woods. The assassin was armed with rocket firepower, and Bolan too could have toted his M-16 with the M-203 grenade launcher. But the hunter didn't want to make it easy for any of them, so Bolan was counting on the rocket attack being just a ploy to keep him dancing around. Well, the dancing was over. Still, Bolan sensed something personal about this adversary's stalking of him, had seen it in the man's eyes back at the tavern.

   This was the most dangerous game.

   A manhunt.

   Bolan's hunter was enjoying himself.

   His eyes constantly scouring the black gloom of the forest, Bolan darted from tree to tree. He listened and watched for any sign of his hunter — a snapping twig, a rustling of cloth against a tree, the white plume of exhaled breath. But Bolan saw and heard nothing. Was the assassin hiding? Waiting? If he was, then that could prove to be the undoing of his adversary. Now that Bolan had been flushed out, the most foolish thing his opponent could do was lie in waiting.

   Because Bolan would find him. The Executioner was an old pro at manhunting. Still, Bolan was certain the enemy knew this.

   Looking back toward the flaming cabin, where tongues of fire leaped into the sky, Bolan saw the silhouette of Spiraldi as the special agent bolted across the trail and crouched behind a tree, mini-Uzi in his hands.

   Bolan moved deeper into the woods. It was only a few minutes ago that he'd spotted the enemy retreating into the Stygian darkness. The guy would use the blackness of the night as cover, a shield for the final offensive. Bolan also knew how to use the darkness as an ally.

   Breaking cover, the Executioner moved up to the next spruce tree.

   Then it happened. Death came flashing at Bolan's throat in the shape of the jambiya fighting knife. The phantom killer had boiled up out of the night. Bolan saw the edge of the blade sweeping for his exposed throat and knew his only hope was to block the potential death-strike. A burst of adrenaline, and Bolan thrust his gun hand sideways. Bone met bone. Bolan's arm was jarred by the impact, a sharp pain tearing through his shoulder, but he blocked the knife and kept his throat from being ripped open. Still, the brute force of the flesh-and-bone collision, the sheer savage swiftness of the attack, sent Big Thunder spinning away from Bolan's hand.

   Al-Rhabin countered Bolan's block with a snap kick to the Executioner's guts.

   The wind driven from his lungs, Bolan emitted a harsh grunt. Stars danced before his eyes. Paralyzed for a split second by the kick, he let himself fall, then felt the back of his head smack against cold steel.

   Big Thunder, he knew, was right behind his head. Big Thunder was his only chance. Bolan commanded his muscles to move, willed his body out of its punished numbness as he saw the Arab killer launching himself into a dive, the blade poised to plunge into Bolan's stomach.

   Bolan drew back his legs, then exploded a double kick into the killer's chest with fear-and-rage-powered might.

   Al-Rhabin fell off to Bolan's side. But he seemed possessed by superhuman strength in his feverish desire to kill the Executioner, for no sooner had al-Rhabin dropped to the snow, than he sprang to his feet and dived into another attempt to skewer Bolan with the jambiya.

   This time Bolan turned the tide of the mortal struggle. Wrapping his fist around Big Thunder, the Executioner swept up the AutoMag, and triggered a thunderous round. Muzzling at 1,640 feet per second, the 240-grain boattail slug drilled into al-Rhabin's abdomen at point-blank range. The bullet tunneled open a gaping hole in al-Rhabin's stomach and seemed to suspend the Syrian in midair for a split second as a gory exit wound, the size of a grapefruit, blasted out an even larger hole in the small of his back, shattering his spine like a pretzel.

   Bolan read the shock and horror on the Arab's face and felt the man's breath on his lips.

   A death rattle.

   Deadweight dropped on Bolan.

   Pushing the corpse off him, Bolan stood. He went through the dead man's pockets, but there was no ID, nothing to tell him who the man was who had come to kill him and failed.

   Spiraldi, mini-Uzi by his side, walked up behind Bolan.

   The Executioner holstered Big Thunder.

   "Take a look at him," Bolan told Spiraldi. "You ever see him before?"

   Spiraldi searched the death mask below him. He shook his head.

   "All right," Bolan said, sucking in a deep breath of the cold mountain air. "It's a safe bet to assume this guy had a sponsor. They'll be checking on his progress."

   "You think they'll be sending others?"

   "We'll find out."

   A smile danced over Spiraldi's lips. "I was afraid you were going to say that."

   "Let's go. We walk until we find a ride."
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   Max Weiss decided it was time for action. They were a good six hours into the flight when the Viper checked his watch. He glanced at the other assassins in the cabin of Alchupa's private jet. Each of the others kept his own favored killing piece close to him. The Swede, Rolaff, rested a Weatherby Mark V rifle between his legs. According to his own intel on Mack Bolan, Weiss knew the Weatherby Mark V bolt-action .460 Magnum rifle was the high-powered headhunting rifle with massive stopping power favored by the Executioner for long-range kills. Coincidence, Weiss wondered briefly, or did Rolaff the so-called Headhunter believe that dropping Bolan with the .460 Magnum monster would prove a fitting end to Bolan's crusade? Weiss might just give Rolaff the chance to use the Weatherby. Weiss, after all, knew he was moments away from taking charge of this show.

   The Mongol had slung around his shoulder a small reflex composite bow made from layers of horn and sinew. The bow, Liao Khan had told them all earlier, was a weapon from his ancestors, handed down from generation to generation, dating all the way back to the Golden Horde that had so devastated Russia and ancient Persia. The layer closest to the archer was made of horn, and the outer layer was made of sinew. Such a bow, Liao Kahn had explained, gave the string more tautness than that of the medieval English longbow, which was made of wood. Thus the arrow shot faster and with more power. To further kill time, God fried had asked Khan about the stone ring on his right thumb. Khan told the Brit that the Mongols had developed an archery technique known as the Mongolian thumblock. The thumb with the stone ring drew back the string, then released it more suddenly than fingers could.

   Khan's quiver was stuffed with several types of arrows. Godfried had questioned the Mongol further about his choice of killing weapon, and Khan had answered in a tone of quiet pride. His quiver held long-range, short-range and incendiary-tipped arrows. There were three-foot armor-piercing arrows, too, with tips that had been hardened by plunging them into saltwater when they were red-hot. And there were whistling arrows for signaling and identifying the target. Weiss had been impressed by Khan and his weapons. The Mongol strain, it seemed, hadn't been polluted by outsiders over the centuries. Of course, the Viper knew, Mongol blood did run thick in Russia and began to thin out in Eastern Europe because of the Mongol rape and plunder of Russia during the thirteenth century. For all his hatred of miscegenation, Weiss did have to admit to himself begrudgingly that some of the most beautiful women he had ever seen were those — half Asian, half Caucasian — from the Russian steppe, particularly from the Ukraine.

   Godfried's choice of weapons included a holstered Smith & Wesson Model 19 .357 Combat Magnum with a fixed front sight and micrometer rear sight, a Fairbairn-Sykes commando dagger and a Heckler & Koch G-11 caseless assault rifle. The G-11 could fire an incredible two thousand rounds per minute. So fast was the cyclic rate of fire that the third round of a 3-round burst left the gun before the recoil even began.

   Weiss preferred a variety of weapons, too. Depending on the circumstances of a hunt, he would use either a garrote or a Ka-bar for an in-close kill. In a firefight he would go with the Israeli Uzi submachine gun, one of the best guns in the world. As a side arm he liked the M-1911 Colt .45 G-Model. John M. Browning had developed one of the sturdiest, most reliable pistols, the ultimate man-stopper of this century.

   Time to go. The door to the cockpit was closed. In his greed, Alchupa had thought he could buy off their services with his million-dollar bounty and have one of the hired assassins fulfill the contract. Alchupa was an ass, the Viper thought. The colonel hadn't even bothered to send along any of his soldiers to make sure the assassins followed through with their commitment, or at least to stand guard during the flight.

   Cocking the bolt on his Uzi, Weiss got everybody's undivided attention. He stood and trained the Uzi on the assassins.

   "What is this, mate?" Godfried asked, gaze narrowing in surprise.

   "You're working for me now, or you'll die right here."

   Rolaff's mouth was a thin slit, his eyes ice-cold. "Working for you? I do not understand."

   "Well, understand this," Weiss growled, then ordered them to strip off their weapons. Holding them at gunpoint, he collected the arms and piled them near the cockpit door.

   "If you want to make sure each one of you gets a million dollars or more, you'll listen up and do exactly as I tell you." Sweat beaded on the Viper's forehead. "I've got a team waiting for me in New Mexico. In just a second here I m changing our flight plan. We pick up my team, go bag Bolan and use the Executioner as bait to bring Alchupa to his knees."

   "Why?" the Mongol asked. "Why are you doing this?"

   "Money. And because Alchupa's gotten a little too big for his britches. This show's being run by my man in Washington, D.C., somebody you people don't need to know shit about. Just note that I'm giving the orders. Hell, who knows, before this is over, my man in D.C. may be shelling out more than just a cool million to each of us. He wants to see Alchupa fall — hard."

   Godfried didn't like it. "Just like that, you expect us to go along with this scheme of yours?"

   "Yeah, just like that."

   Weiss rapped on the cockpit doorway with the muzzle of his Uzi. When the door opened a second later, he stuck the muzzle under the copilot's chin. Shock cut the copilot's swarthy features as the Viper forced his head up and back.

   "Wh-what?..."

   "Never mind what, amigo." Weiss looked past the pilot, through the cockpit glass. The nose of the jet was surging into billowy white clouds. "Where are we?" the Viper demanded, unable to see beneath the cloud cover.

   "We are over the Gulf of Mexico," the pilot answered.

   "Keep that radar jamming on, amigo. I'm giving you a new course."

   "I do not understand," the pilot protested. "The colonel is paying you well. I..."

   "Shut your face, if your colonel had checked me out a little better, he'd have found out that spics are at the top of my shitlist, which is one of the reasons why I've killed so many of them over the years. If you don't do as I tell you, I'll kill you where you sit and fly this crate myself. Comprende?"

   Defiant hatred stared back at the Viper.

   "I'll take that as a si."

   Out of the corner of his eye, Weiss saw Godfried stand. He swung the Uzi toward the Brit, and the copilot took a chance and made a grandstand play, lunging at the Viper.

   Weiss had expected, indeed hoped one of the Spanish fly-boys would try something.

   He slammed the Uzi across the copilot's face. Jamming the Uzi's muzzle into the pilot's ear, he snarled, "Try me, grease monkey. Go on!"

   Quickly Weiss turned his attention back to the assassins.

   "You say somethin', limey?"

   "I was going to say, all right, I'll go along with you on this."

   "Too easy. I don't like guys who agree too easy. When, that happens, I get nervous."

   "Shit, man," the Brit rasped, "what do you want? Do you think we like Alchupa? As far as I'm concerned, Alchupa's shit, too."

   Weiss saw a strange smile on Rolaff's lips as the Swede gave him a thumbs-up.

   "What the fuck's that supposed to mean?"

   "It means I am with you, too. For two million, of course."

   "Of course," the Viper growled, nodding that he understood. "All right, you cooperate, I'll put you in for that two mil." He looked at Liao Khan. "How about you, Genghis?"

   Liao Khan shrugged. He gave Weiss an odd smile, also. "Why not? My village is poor. They could use the extra money."

   "Since when did the Mongols become capitalists?" the Viper asked, grinning.

   Khan became deadly serious. "Since we have decided to build up a modern army. Since we have heard the ghosts of our ancestors on the steppes crying out for the blood of the Russian and the Chinese."

   The Viper chuckled. He liked that one. "All right, my man, so the Golden Horde rides again. Well, if we nail Alchupa, take his dope and deal for ourselves, hell, maybe, just maybe, you and your Mongol brothers can saddle up again."

   But it was going too easy, the takedown having gone off without a hitch. The Viper didn't trust the vibes he was getting from the other assassins. Something was fucked up here. All right, so what? In a few hours they'd touch down in New Mexico. None of them would try anything when they saw the hardware his men were packing.

   It was going to be quite a hunt, the Viper knew. Now, if only the Arab had failed to kill Bolan. Still, even if al-Rhabin had managed to score the big one on Bolan, the Viper decided he'd be heading back to the Amazon River basin anyway. Back to the jungle for a full-scale assault.

   Hector Alchupa had gotten a little too cute, and the Spanish druglord was due to become a Spanish peasant, then a corpse, before Weiss was through with him.

   "May we have our weapons back?" Godfried asked.

   "Sure," the Viper said. "When we get to New Mex."

   * * *

   Bolan and Spiraldi had been out on the road looking to hitch a ride south for more than six hours. It was desolate backwoods country, and only four cars had driven their way, their drivers electing not to give them a lift. In this day and age, where random, senseless violence seemed to make headlines everywhere, Bolan could understand why drivers would pass them by without even so much as a glance. Spiraldi, as if reading Bolan's mind, enlarged on the Executioner's thoughts.

   'The country's changed, Bolan. There was a time, not too long ago, when people were more than happy to give a hitchhiker a lift. When I was in school, I hitched back and forth across this country, from East Coast to West Coast, three times. Back then there was no problem getting a lift. But not anymore. It seems like every day more creeps and freaks and perverts crawl out of the woodwork to unleash their warped savagery on the rest of us.

   "My parents used to tell me that the best time to live in this country was right after World War II. Plenty of money, plenty of work. Christ, you ever look at pictures of people back then? They looked happy, clean, decent. Not like today. Now everybody seems to be out for themselves and more sex, more money, more power. Yeah, that's what the great American dream's become. Sometimes I think the great American dream is just that — a dream. Maybe even a smoke screen put up by the few so as to keep the have-nots blinded. Maybe that dream's set to become a nightmare."

   "A man's got to have dreams, Spiraldi," Bolan said. The weapons duffel bag slung around his shoulder was becoming heavier with each passing mile, and the midafternoon sun beat down on his neck. "In a way, I agree with you — times have changed. But remember, not everybody's a piece of shit. For better or worse — and a lot of times it looks like the worst because the savages always seem to grab the headlines — human nature stays the same. You can change the culture, the ideology, the political climate, whatever, but a man has to have values, a set of principles he acknowledges, believes in and will stand by. What are you trying to say, guy? That thirty years ago we wouldn't have had any problem getting a ride?"

   Spiraldi grunted. "Aw, maybe I'm just tired and frustrated, that's all. And maybe a little scared, too. We don't know when the guns will strike next — or where."

   "We'll find them, when and wherever they find us."

   "How can you be so damn cool, Bolan?"

   "Cool? Cool's for the grandstand quarterbacks. I'm running hot, Spiraldi. I just happen to channel my fear into energy and direct the energy at the source of my fear. I'm not any different in that respect than most other men."

   "It's the values, huh?"

   "Yeah. Something like that."

   Just then Bolan heard tires hiss over the asphalt. Turning, he saw a beat-up old Chevy pickup winding its way down the mountain road toward them.

   "Let me give it a shot this time," Spiraldi said, turning and holding his thumb out. "I'll even try a smile."

   The truck rumbled past Bolan and Spiraldi. Bolan saw the old-timer in the cab give them an extended look in his rearview mirror. Then the Chevy's brake lights came on.

   "Well, how 'bout that?" Spiraldi said.

   Bolan and Spiraldi jogged up to the truck. Three mangy black mongrels in the cab beside the old-timer barked at them.

   A stream of tobacco juice was launched out the truck's window, then a grizzled, white-bearded man stuck his head out and growled at Bolan and Spiraldi, "Where ya goin'?"

   "New Mexico," Bolan told the old-timer. He set his duffel bag down in the empty truck bed and climbed in.

   "Cleo! Teddy! Junior!" the old-timer rasped at the barking dogs. "Shuddup!"

   The dogs became instantly quiet.

   "They listen pretty good," Spiraldi commented, hopping into the bed.

   "Sheeeeit," the old-timer grunted, spitting out another stream of tobacco juice. "You'd listen, too, if I's your meal ticket, son."

   Spiraldi grinned at Bolan. He couldn't argue with logic like that.

   "Listen, you fellas gonna get cold out there. Lemme throw these dogs in back and you can sit up here where it's warm. Sheeeeit, you must be freezin'."

   "That's all right," Bolan declined. "We've roughed it this far."

   "Suit yourself. But it looks like you're in luck today. I just happen to be goin' to a little town down near the border. My oldest boy's son's gettin' married. I'm runnin' late now as it is, so if I get a little speed goin' here, just hold on."

   As the truck pulled away, the old-timer grinding the gears and picking up speed, Bolan, his eyelids slitted against the sting of the cold air, looked around at the snow-covered wooded slopes.

   "Well," Spiraldi said, "guess the only thing we can do is enjoy the ride."

   "Guess so."

   Then Bolan saw the jet streaking over the mountain range to the west. Spiraldi saw it, too. As the jet soared south, Bolan tried to get a better look at it.

   "That doesn't look like any F-16," Spiraldi commented.

   No, the plane definitely wasn't military, Bolan could tell. It had to be a private jet, something like a Lear.

   The airplane banked and shot toward the highway, as if it was trying to get a better look at the Chevy. Moments later it banked again, soared south and disappeared.

   Strange.

   "What do you make of that?" Spiraldi asked Bolan.

   "I'm not sure."

   "You know, that Arab assassin didn't just walk in on us from out of nowhere."

   "That's what I was just thinking."

   "You think he was dropped in?"

   "It's possible. Real possible."

   Bolan didn't like it. That jet was flying around the Colorado Rockies for a purpose. But what purpose? Was there going to be another drop? An air attack even?

   There was no doubt in Mack Bolan's mind about one thing.

   The guns were reloading.

   And they were coming back.
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   Weiss found his boys ready and waiting and armed to the teeth. Uzi in hand, he let the other assassins disembark from the jet, keeping the Spanish pilot and copilot locked in till he decided how to dispose of them.

   The Viper had given the assassins back their respective weapons. If they were going to turn those weapons on his men now, there'd be a full-scale bloodbath. But they weren't stupid, he thought, looking from the assassins to his men.

   Weiss's twenty-five soldiers were lounging around three four-wheel-drive Chevy trucks and three Jeep Renegades. Weiss saw the assassins look pointedly at the gathered hardmen, paying special attention to their M-16s, subguns and large-caliber revolvers. No, his fellow assassins weren't going to try anything. Fools die easy, he thought, but heroes go down hard. Rolaff, the Mongol and the Brit might be hard as nails, but they weren't fools. They had agreed to cooperate with Weiss in his plans for a coup against Alchupa. If they were going to try to usurp his power here, he'd find out soon enough. And he'd be ready to deliver a knockout punch they would never forget.

   "What do we have here?"

   "Sergeant Krumpf," the Viper said, greeting with a curt nod a tall, broad man with a nasty scar on his chin. He then addressed the others with just the word, "Men."

   Next the Viper looked at the chopper he'd requested from his man in D.C. The UH-1H was situated beyond the ring of vehicles. Sweating beneath the blazing sun of high noon, Weiss admired the black-camoued chopper for a long moment. Appropriately code-named Firebird, the UH-1H had auxiliary fuel tanks and the latest in sophisticated radar jamming and tracking devices. Best of all, the warbird housed twin M-21 7.62 mm miniguns, an XM-3 system of twenty-four 2.75-inch rockets and a 20 mm Bofors cannon.

   Weiss gave his men a hard-eyed appraisal and couldn't help admiring them. Damn, but he loved these guys. Hard-bitten wardogs who had kicked the shit out of plenty of Commies in Vietnam, then later in Central America. The best of the underworld soldiers, they still collected the ears of victims who fell prey to their guns and knives. Just like the good old Nam days.

   "Okay, this is it, so listen up," the Viper told his men, Finally answering Krumpf's question. "These three here..." he nodded at the Swede, the Mongol and the Brit "...are the guys Alchupa hired to hunt down Bolan. They'll be working for me, and with us. I've decided to bring them in on this because when we go up against Alchupa I think we're going to need the extra firepower."

   At this point it occurred to the Viper that a demonstration of that firepower might be in order — a demonstration that would at the same time take care of the problem of disposing of Alchupa's Spanish pilots.

   He had the fly-boys hauled off the plane and kicked down the ramp. Sharp grunts ripped from their mouths as they hit the dusty soil of the Liano Estacado. There was burning hatred in their eyes as they picked themselves up off the ground and looked back at the Viper. Sweat rolled down the pilot's face. The Viper always liked to see the enemy sweat. It gave him a feeling of tremendous power. The copilot, his face swollen and lopsided, was feeling too much pain and humiliation to even turn his head and look at Weiss. Even more than seeing a man sweat in fear, Weiss enjoyed the pain and humiliation he could inflict on a hated adversary. His enemies' pain and terror were his closest allies, the Viper believed. Best of all, of course, was dealing out death. He was a soldier who knew how to deliver crushing, decisive blows.

   The pilot clenched his teeth, a look of murderous rage darkening his eyes. "Colonel Alchupa will destroy you for this treachery," he growled at the Viper. Then, in an act of courageous folly, he rushed at Weiss. One of Weiss's soldiers drilled him with a headshot that killed him instantly.

   The copilot watched impassively. He seemed dazed, hardly aware that his companion had just been slaughtered.

   Weiss took a pair of sunglasses out of his black leather bomber jacket and slipped them on. The sunlight was starting to irritate his eyes. Pain he could live with, but for some reason minor discomfort always stoked his rage. He was growing impatient; it was time to put an end to the demonstration. "You!" he barked at the copilot, raking a laughing eye over the man's battered face. "I don't think I need you anymore."

   Confusion flickered through the copilot's eyes, then fear masked his punished face.

   "Tell ya what," Weiss told him. "Since I don't need you anymore, I'm going to give you a chance to split." The game was on, Weiss thought, and felt a surge of energy, the fire building in his belly in his lust for violence and death. "Khan," he snapped at the Mongol, "I want to see how good you are with that bow of yours."

   The copilot had had enough. He lunged at Weiss, but the Viper drove the muzzle of his Uzi into the fly-boy's face. A sickening crack, and the copilot toppled to the snow, hands clapped over his face as blood gushed from his crushed nose.

   The Viper loved every second of it. For some reason he loved to feel cartilage or bone cracking under a blow. It didn't matter whether he used a gun or his hand.

   Al Krumpf grinned.

   Glancing at his watch, Weiss told the copilot, "You got thirty seconds. If you sprint, I figure you can cover close to three hundred yards by then. Khan tells me that bow of his has a pull of 160 pounds, giving it a range of more than 350 yards. If you can beat the arrow... you're on your own. Home free. Comprende, amigo?"

   The copilot held his ground, fists clenched.

   "Move it!" Weiss shouted at the copilot. Checking his watch, he added, "You're down to twenty-eight seconds. Time's wasting, pal."

   With no options left, the copilot took off, breaking into a dead run.

   "Khan," Weiss said, lowering the Uzi to his side, "use one of your incendiary arrows. I want to see this guy burn. Hit him in the ass. Right cheek." He spoke just loud enough for the copilot to hear his impending fate.

   Khan dropped to his right knee and loaded his bow.

   Weiss looked at his watch. Fifteen seconds.

   At one hundred yards the copilot stumbled, fell, then struggled to his feet.

   When Weiss heard a whimper of fear from the doomed fly-boy, he smiled. It had been a while, too long, since he'd watched a man burn to death.

   Khan pulled the string taut with the Mongol thumb-lock.

   Godfried and Rolaff stood, waiting, eyes fixed on the fleeing target.

   Weiss gave his watch one last look. Twenty-two seconds. He was tired of waiting.

   "Go ahead, Khan."

   The arrow whistled past Weiss, and a heartbeat later it drilled into the target's ass. A scream ripped the air. The fly-boy tumbled into the snow, and a sheet of fire erupted, consuming him as he gave a piercing wail of agony.

   "Nice shot," Weiss told the Mongol. "I'll see you get a bonus if you keep up the good work."

   The human torch flopped in the snow for several stretched seconds, then the screaming died, but an echo seemed to linger in the air as if trapped by the hills.

   The flaming target lay motionless in the distance.

   Weiss was satisfied. Khan was, indeed, good with the bow.

   The viper looked around at his troops. They were silent. Obviously the demonstration had given them something to think about. He could tell most of them were impressed and ready to accept the three assassins. He could also tell that one of them had misgivings.

   The doubter spoke up. "I don't like outsiders. Max. We've all worked together before, we know each other's MO, know we can trust each other in a tight squeeze. I don't like these guys already."

   Weiss pinned John Rubin with a hard gaze. If the tall, thin, dark-haired Rubin wasn't such a damn good headhunter in the bush, he'd have kicked the guy's ass halfway across the world by now for being such a stinking malcontent all the time.

   "Well," Weiss told Rubin, "you'd better learn to like it, Johnny. Bolan's gonna be tough enough, and as many guns as Alchupa's got down there, the colonel and his boys could prove to be a good fight, too."

   Jake Thompson, a short guy with tattoos of eagles and snakes up and down both of his beefy arms, grunted. "Yeah, the big badass Executioner, Mack Bolan." Leaning up against a Jeep, the mercenary with the crew cut patted his M-16 and added, "We all know about this million-dollar bounty. Max. Think you could cut us in for a piece of the action? One clean shot at Bolan, Christ, that's all I'm asking for."

   "I'll tell you what, Jake," Weiss replied. "We bag Bolan and dangle him out there for Alchupa, and there'll be more money for all of us than you've ever seen in your wildest dreams. No one kills Bolan — at least not yet. That's an order. Dead, Bolan's worthless to us when we go for Alchupa. Alive, he's bait.

   "All right, here's what we've got. Inside this jet of Alchupa's here, there's a radio transmitter. It looks like the first guy out after Bolan failed. On Alchupa's orders, he planted a homing device on Bolan or whatever he's driving. The range of the homer is 350 miles, and it looks like Bolan's within range now. So let's get the hardware loaded on these birds and move out. It's time to bag us one Executioner."

   Weiss gave the shriveled black mummy of the copilot one last look.

   Big game was just ahead, and Max Weiss intended to take this hunt to the limit.

   The limit was Hector Alchupa's death.

   The limit was conquest.

   And annihilation of the enemy wherever he stood.

   * * *

   Trouble. Danger. Bolan saw it coming, and warning bells sounded in his head. He had expected the enemy to find him again, but wondered how he had been tracked so quickly. Somehow, some way, their progress was being monitored.

   The chopper cleared the tree line to the south, angling toward the lone vehicle on the road. An assault chopper.

   Spiraldi was sleeping, and Bolan nudged the special agent awake. Instantly he came alert, his gaze falling on the M-16 that Bolan hauled from his duffel bag. Spiraldi's jaw dropped when he saw the chopper.

   "What the..."

   "Look alive, Spiraldi," Bolan growled, spotting the miniguns on the warbird as the chopper, nose down, began a strafing run toward the Chevy pickup.

   "Shit!" Spiraldi rasped as the miniguns opened up a second later.

   Bolan braced himself for the inevitable. There was no place for the driver to run or hide, and the old-timer was going to take that line of tracking lead. Dammit, Bolan raged to himself. The first innocent victim in this battle against Anaconda was about to take a one-way ride into oblivion.

   A hail of 7.62 mm lead chopped into the road, stitching twin lines right at the Chevy.

   The driver cursed. The dogs began barking at the on-rushing chopper.

   The gunship closed to within twenty yards of the target truck, miniguns flaming.

   "Pull off the road!" Bolan yelled at the old-timer, banging on the roof of the cab with the butt of his assault rifle, knowing that the driver's only chance was to send the vehicle on an instant course of evasion toward the woods.

   Too late.

   The leadstorm swept over the truck. Bolan and Spiraldi hit the floor of the bed, hugging the back of the cab as slugs screamed off the asphalt.

   And the gauntlet of lead claimed victims.

   Bolan heard the windshield shatter, then the back window on the cab exploded. Glass was chopped into thousands of razor-sharp fragments, and Bolan could do nothing but let the tidal wave of glass and lead wash over him. With a 40 mm grenade loaded in his M-203, the Executioner was ready to return fire, to blow the warbird out of the sky. But as the chopper shrieked past the truck, he was forced to turn his attention to survival.

   The old-timer was slumped against the door, gaping bloody holes in his back testifying to death. Blood ran slick over the dash, and the dogs had stopped barking.

   Like a flash of lightning, Bolan knocked away the hanging strips of jagged glass and dropped into the cab. Glass had ripped through his parka, and blood ran warm and sticky down his arm. But pain was better than sudden, violent death.

   Unmanned, the truck swerved off the road and bounded through a ditch. Though his movement was encumbered by the body of the driver, Bolan reached over, grabbed the wheel and wrenched it hard to the right. Then a tree seemed to spring up out of nowhere. Bolan's swift reflexes saved them from a head-on collision, but he knew he hadn't acted quickly enough. The left front end of the truck slammed into the tree, metal crumpling like tinfoil, the hood popping up. The impact whiplashed the truck sideways as Bolan held on to the wheel in desperation. Glass slivers sliced across his face, cutting dangerously close to his eyes. Less than a heartbeat later, the truck started to tip. The crash had kicked it over the edge of an embankment.

   Holding Bolan's weapons bag, Spiraldi jumped from the bed and hit the ground as the truck rolled down the bank. The duffel bag flew from his hand, and his head cracked against a rock.

   As Bolan tumbled in the cab of the pickup, its roof caved in. He rode out the roll, knees banging the dashboard, head smacking off metal. The thirty-foot tumble down the bank ended with Bolan stretched out over the bullet-riddled carcasses of the three dogs. He spit a sliver of glass out of his mouth and tasted the blood on his lips. No broken bones, but his parka, torn around the shoulders and chest, was stained red with blood.

   There wasn't a second to waste. The enemy was coming, and Bolan wanted to give them a proper greeting.

   The truck had landed driver's side down. M-16 in hand, aching from head to foot, Bolan knocked out the passenger's window with the butt of his assault rifle. As he hauled himself through the battered opening, he saw the chopper touch down on the road, less than two hundred feet away. Time enough, he figured, to disappear into the woods. There, he would have to lure the enemy to him. Ambush. With no idea of the enemy numbers, there was no other way. The unknown enemy, Bolan determined, would have to pay for spilling the life of the old man who had given two strangers a ride.

   But where was Spiraldi? Bolan looked back up the bank.

   The special agent was stretched out on the ground. Bolan hoped his vault from the truck had left him unconscious, not dead. Even so, if Spiraldi was out cold, then Bolan would have to carry the guy away from the hunting guns.

   Then more numbers joined the hunt.

   Bolan heard the shriek of turbojet engines. Head snapping sideways, he saw the silver jet land on the road, one hundred yards south but rolling hard toward the gunship. Reinforcements.

   And the enemy was already disembarking from that warbird.

   The Executioner took a step up the bank toward Spiraldi. Before he reached him, autofire opened up. He dived to the bank as slugs tore into the wreckage behind him.
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   Spiraldi stirred at the sound of weapon fire. With the din in his ears, Bolan scrambled the rest of the way up the bank, intent on hauling the special agent to cover.

   While he climbed, Bolan checked the terrain. The only possible retreat would be east, deeper into the woods. There were hills to the southeast, and Bolan intended to reach those hills and make his deadly play from there. From the high ground he could gun down the enemy as they came to him, or seek out, engage and destroy them.

   The jet taxied to a standstill on the road, the ramp ladder quickly dropping down. More soldiers. More trouble. More death. But something puzzled the Executioner. The field of fire seemed to be directed all around them, slugs drilling into the snow, stitching up trees, as if the enemy had been ordered not to kill either him or Spiraldi. Bolan had only one conclusion to make: the enemy didn't intend to kill them, but rather to keep both of them pinned down. Encirclement, then capture.

   Reaching Spiraldi, Bolan saw blood flowing from the gash on his forehead. His eyes half-closed, he moaned, only semiconscious. Knowing the special agent would have to move or meet certain death, Bolan called his name and shook his arm in an effort to rouse him. Then he grabbed his weapons stash, silently thanking Spiraldi for having the foresight to take the duffel bag with him when he'd leaped from the truck.

   A rocket streaked through the air. Out of the corner of his eye, Bolan saw the smoke and flame tailing its tracking line from the roadway. The warhead pulverized the Chevy pickup.

   As the ball of fire boiled up the other side of the incline, Bolan hauled Spiraldi up, his M-16 searching for any target to mow down. Together, as wreckage of the Chevy pounded the bank, they angled down the slope, Spiraldi gradually getting steadier on his feet. The enemy was trying to drive them into a panic. Okay, Bolan could play that game, too. Panic had never been, could never be a state of mind for a soldier constantly walking the hellfire trail, but maybe they were trying to shake up Spiraldi.

   "Move out!" Bolan growled at Spiraldi. "I'll cover you."

   Spiraldi hesitated, but a look from Bolan sent him scurrying in retreat.

   Ahead, Bolan saw the shadow killers, sliding off the roadway, skirting through the trees. Through a narrow break in the trees, he spotted the gunship. He cursed, knowing he couldn't trigger off a warhead with his M-203 and obliterate that bird with a true line. If he could circle around the hunters to get off a clean shot with the M-203... but there wasn't time. Bolan knew, though, that a well-placed 40 mm grenade could spread some death and confusion in the moving pack of headhunters. He'd take care of the warbird later. Maybe the jet, too. If the enemy intended to strand Bolan and Spiraldi, then Bolan could do likewise to them.

   Quickly he took cover behind the closest tree, crouching as four muzzles blazed and spit lead into the snow ahead of and beside him. The enemy had gathered in force. His adversaries' next step would be to spread out and bring the hunt to him.

   Bolan triggered the M-203. As the 40 mm grenade rocketed away, he turned and ran after Spiraldi. A split second later he glanced back and saw the HE round impact solidly into a tree. Two figures were kicked away from the explosion, their screams ripping the air, then ending abruptly.

   The pack surged ahead.

   Bolan caught up with Spiraldi. The special agent was wiping the blood off his face with the back of his hand. "Now what?" he asked, breathless.

   Bullets kept chewing off bark beside the Executioner and the DEA man.

   "We move to higher ground," Bolan rasped.

   "One last stand? C'mon, don't be crazy. We're outnumbered ten, maybe twelve to one."

   "Then make every round count, guy."

   * * *

   Weiss was angry and frustrated. The warhead from Bolan's M-203 had snuffed two of his men. Now the rest of his troops were questioning his no-kill order. It wasn't so much what they said, but how they were looking at him. In a firelight there were always casualties, and he knew his men understood that. The dead were comrades, and his order was indirectly responsible for the deaths of those men. They obeyed him, but they didn't have to like it.

   They were crouched behind a stand of trees, awaiting Weiss's orders to move out. There was no question in the Viper's mind about what had to be done. Bolan was the game, and they were the hunters.

   "You still want that bastard captured alive?"

   Weiss knew he'd better answer Thompson's question carefully. One wrong word and his men could turn on him. "Yeah, you bet your ass." He looked at his men, even directed a hard stare of warning at the three hired assassins. He wanted those three killers, too, to understand where he was coming from.

   "Listen, those men were my friends, too. If you want Bolan to pay for them in blood, we bring him in alive. I don't care how we do it. Leg shot, blow off a kneecap, I don't give a shit. Place your frags carefully. Confuse the bastard, keep him off guard, knock his ass down. When we bring him down, there'll be plenty of time to make him regret killing our people. Killing him outright would be too easy for the son of a bitch. Pain, people, pain — let's make it last for Bolan. Everybody who wants to can have a shot at making Bolan feel some pain. No, strike that, not some pain. A lot of pain. I intend to kick the hell out of him. You understand what I'm saying?"

   Weiss could tell they didn't like it. But torture rather than sudden death made sense to them. It always had. They understood the logic behind torture making vengeance last longer. Making vengeance last longer made it that much sweeter.

   "What about that other guy with Bolan?" Krumpf asked, slapping a fresh 30-round mag into his M-16.

   Weiss peered into the woods. Tendrils of black smoke curled from the twisted wreckage of the Chevy, shielding the retreat of Bolan and his accomplice. Within seconds Bolan and the other dude had vanished.

   "They're going for the hills," the Viper told his men. "Split into four teams. Move out and in. I want them circled. Remember, go for the legs. As for the other guy — fuck him. Kill him as soon as you can."

   They understood. Perfectly, deadly well.

   * * *

   The sun was setting beyond the jagged peaks of the Rockies. Long shadows stretched over the valley of engagement. Crouched behind a tree, halfway up the easternmost hill, Bolan silently invited his ally, darkness, to come. Darkness was a cover, a shield that would allow him to step up, meet the enemy face-to-face and deliver death.

   The Executioner had opted to go with the silenced Beretta 93-R. He had already laid out his plan for Spiraldi, who was perched behind a tree twenty-five feet away. When the hunters came closer, he and the agent would move out to meet them and drive a murderous wedge right through the heart of the stalking killing machine. Each deathstrike would get them that much closer to their objective, which was the gunship. On occasion Bolan had flown slicks in Vietnam. Now he aimed to commandeer the enemy's gunship and use its miniguns and rockets to annihilate his adversaries.

   But first, he had to get there. A realist in any situation, Bolan knew he was fighting long, long odds. Grim, deadly odds.

   Bolan checked Spiraldi. Even in the cold air, the DEA man was sweating. Okay, the guy was nervous, scared. How Spiraldi would act and react when it came time to stalk out and slay the enemy, Bolan wasn't sure. Perhaps it didn't really matter, unless he screwed up somehow. For all intents and purposes they were both on their own. For this killhunt, Bolan had given Spiraldi a silenced mini-Uzi. Make no mistake, Bolan thought, the guy would get the chance to use Little Lightning.

   Bolan spotted movement down the hill. Two shadows danced from tree to tree. If the enemy was coming up on them from behind — and Bolan was certain they would try a pincer movement — then they would discover that both he and Spiraldi were already gone. Like ghosts vanishing into the forest gloom.

   With his Beretta, Bolan motioned for Spiraldi to move out. The time had come to get on with it, strike first this time, strike hard and last.

   Bolan drew target acquisition on the first shadow downhill as the guy bolted to the next tree ahead. The Beretta sneezed out a parabellum slug, and shadow number one toppled. How many more were out there, around them?

   Swiftly Spiraldi crouched and headed downhill.

   Breaking from cover, Bolan took out the second hitter with another whispering message of doom. The distance was less than twenty yards. Bolan's second target took the 9 mm slug in the forehead, spun and slammed against the tree he was seeking as a shield from the violent death that had so suddenly claimed his comrade. Just as suddenly as his comrade had died so did the second hunter.

   Securing momentary cover behind a tree, Bolan checked his flanks and rear. Nothing. Then he forged ahead into the deepening darkness. Turning, looking for Spiraldi, he saw the special agent trigger his mini-Uzi at I point-blank range into the stomach of a hunter, pinning him against a tree. But death didn't come as quickly for that guy as Bolan wanted — or needed. The dying man screamed before Spiraldi pumped a 3-round burst into his face.

   Dammit! They needed clean, quick kills and Spiraldi had already sounded the black siren on them.

   Racing ahead, switching the Beretta to 3-shot mode, Bolan dropped a trio of hunters with a rapid stitching across their chests as they surged ahead. The looks oi wonder, then of shock and horror on their faces were erased forever. They toppled like dominoes, and with a feeling of grim satisfaction, Bolan knew breakout was just another few kills away.

   Then all hell broke loose.

   Bolan glimpsed Spiraldi suddenly break into a dead run. The DEA man's nerve had snapped. But Bolan didn't have time to baby-sit or to curse Spiraldi. Nor could he have warned the special agent about what happened next.

   A bone-chilling scream ripped the air. Spiraldi went down, an arrow solidly embedded in his right thigh. He kept screaming, thrashing wildly in the snow. Then another arrow drilled into the DEA man's shoulder.

   Bolan knew they were surrounded. Shadows were suddenly ringing the perimeter around them. Explosions began pounding the earth all around him. The blasts blew tree bark and snow into his face. With a terrible ringing in his ears, Bolan almost lost his balance and pitched to the ground when a third grenade blew behind him. But although deafened for several moments by the explosions, Bolan held his ground. Outnumbered, encircled, he realized there was nothing he could do but fight it out and take as many of the bastards with him as he could.

   Like panthers springing on prey, two hunters leaped out from behind trees. Bolan saw the one to his left swing his M-16 like a baseball bat, trying to cave Bolan's head in with the assault rifle. One 9 mm slug to the face took care of that guy. But the second hunter dropped Bolan with a chopping butt over the back of his head.

   Bolan hit the snow, grunting. If he was going under, he was going to go with a roar.

   Vision blurry, Bolan looked up and saw the cannibals charging him from every direction. Unleathering Big Thunder, he pumped a .44 slug into the breadbasket of a shadow to his right. Then a boot kicked the AutoMag out of his hand.

   More rifle butts to the head. A kick to the jaw. Someone cursing. Bolan even heard laughter through the shrieking buzz in his ears. Instinct told him they wanted to punish him for killing their comrades, not kill him outright. Still, he was going to get in his own licks.

   From his knees, Bolan drove an uppercut into somebody's balls. A man howled in agony. Vicious oaths. Harsh grunts. Sounds of men fighting one another to get a kick or a punch in.

   Then the sheer weight of numbers crushed Bolan. Another rifle butt to the skull. Fists delivering jackhammer blows to his face.

   Bolan plunged face first into the snow. With sheer iron will he kept himself from falling into the peaceful black void of unconsciousness.

   Then cold water splashing on the back of his head shocked him into full alertness. "C'mon, bastard, get up! We're a long way from being finished with you yet." Hands clawed into his shoulders, hauling him to his feet. Several times he squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them, finally clearing some of the fuzziness from his vision — and found himself surrounded. Mean faces with grim eyes, the eyes of savages and the faces of cannibals. There was vengeance in those eyes.

   "So this is him, huh, Max? The great Mack Bolan, the Executioner."

   The man addressed as Max stepped up to Bolan. He had a Uzi canted on his shoulder. The guy wa6 confident, sure of himself, his troops and his position. He had every right to feel that way. Everywhere Bolan turned he found assault rifles and subguns trained on him. He sensed that fingers were itching to squeeze triggers, and knew Max was the only thing between him and death. Judging by the sadistic gleam in Max's eyes, Bolan knew the worst had only begun. And there were worse things than dying.

   The circle parted in front of Bolan to reveal Spiraldi, hauled to his knees by two men. Spiraldi grimaced, his face twisted in agony, his hands wrapped around the arrow in his shoulder.

   The DEA agent's pain was short-lived.

   The man named Max grinned. He walked up beside Spiraldi, stuck the muzzle of his Uzi in the agent's ear and squeezed the trigger. The short burst kicked Spiraldi to the snow, brains and shattered fragments of skull splashing over the virgin-white snow.

   Max Weiss turned the Uzi in Bolan's direction. Again he grinned his ghoulish grin. "Now, bastard, it's your turn."
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   They had kicked and punched Bolan all the way back to the jet. Finally he had collapsed into unconsciousness from their vicious pummeling of his face and head with their fists and rifle butts.

   Now, prying open eyelids that were crusted over with dried blood, Bolan found himself aboard the enemy jet. He counted fourteen men, including Max.

   Bolan's hands were tied with rope. He tasted the blood in his mouth. His ribs and legs were aching, stiff and sore, but no bones were broken. His head, though, felt as if it had been split open with the edge of a shovel, and his brain throbbed feverishly. He hurt like hell, and he wanted to lash out at his tormentors and captors in a berserker rage of violence that would leave them crushed and dead in their goddamn tracks. At the moment that was impossible, but he was a long way from giving up.

   Bolan saw Max grinning at him as he struggled to sit up. With effort, Bolan kept a grimace of pain off his face as he braced his back against the wall of the cabin. He had seen Max's type a hundred times before. He was the kind of savage who derived pleasure from watching other people suffer. Bolan would keep a poker face if it was the last thing he did.

   "How you feeling, buddy?"

   Bolan looked Max dead in the eye. He wanted to rip the guy's throat out right there.

   "Aren't you wondering how we found you so easily, Bolan?"

   Bolan had wondered about that.

   "The Arab put a homing device on your buddy," Max explained. "It had a range of three-hundred-plus miles. It wasn't hard tracking you at all, Bolan. You've made it easy for us."

   Spiraldi, Bolan thought, and recalled how brutally the DEA man had been murdered. His blood boiled with rage. The Arab killer must have put the homer on Spiraldi after knocking him out back at the safehouse. Like an animal, Spiraldi had been made use of, then butchered. Okay, Bolan thought, if if s been easy for the bastards so far... well, things are going to get hard in a hell of a hurry.

   "You know," Max went on, the grin fading from his thin, bloodless lips, "these boys here were pretty pissed off that you wasted some of our people. Damn good men, I might add. True friends of ours, worst of all — worse for you as well as us. If I'd let them, the boys would have kicked your brains out. But do you know why I didn't let them kick your ass into the grave? Go ahead, ask me why I didn't."

   Bolan sat in cold silence. He could tell Max didn't like his silence. He was the kind of man who was used to being obeyed.

   "C'mon, Bolan, don't be such a hard guy." The killer named Max chuckled. "The best is yet to come, I promise. Okay, hard guy, since you don't want to talk, I'll let you know what's up. See, the reason you're not dead is because there's a million-dollar bounty on your head. These guys here..." Max nodded at three men, a blonde, an Oriental and another nondescript man who fired up a cigarette with a Ronson lighter "...were coming after you, when I decided to make my own play against Alchupa. You do know who Colonel Hector Alchupa is, don't you?"

   "Renegade Colombian colonel... druglord... garbage man. My principal target."

   Max chuckled. "Garbage man," he said, and glanced at his troops. "I like that. But let's cut the philosophy crap here, Bolan. We're all garbage in our own way."

   Bolan showed Max the ghost of a smile. "Now who's waxing philosophical, Max?"

   "Sure, Bolan, sure. I'll put a lid on it. You know who I am?"

   Bolan had a hunch. "I know you want me to ask you. So who are you?"

   "Max Weiss, but they call me the Viper. The organization I'm involved with is so powerful that one day, yes, one day soon, we're going to make a run at the toilet bowl of a country that the United States has become and scrub it out for good. Our way. The only way."

   "You're a sick man, Max. With sick delusions of sick grandeur."

   "Maybe..."

   "But we're all sick in our own little way, huh, Max?"

   "Yeah, but there's one difference here, Bolan. One big glaring difference. I'm a winner. My troops are winners. You're the loser here. And do you know why? Because I'm just a little better than you. A little tougher, a little smarter. My vision isn't clouded by bleeding-heart Robin Hood bullshit like yours is."

   "Sure, Max. You're a man with a mission. So am I."

   "So you are. But we'll see whose mission is meant to be fulfilled by fate."

   "Fate? I thought success was always achieved by the better man."

   Bolan could tell Weiss didn't have a ready answer to that one.

   "I'm going for Alchupa. And you, buddy, are going to help me nail him."

   "Why Alchupa?"

   "First, for his resources. He's the biggest druglord in the southern hemisphere. He's got the big bucks, the coke. We muscle him out, then we take the loot and open shop for ourselves. Get the picture?"

   "Not really. Not yet. Is this the organization talking or you talking, Max?"

   "A little of both. This organization is right under your very nose. The fucking DEA."

   "The Special Operations Division of the DEA?"

   "You've been briefed well, buddy. But whoever's been doing the digging better start digging a hole for himself, because he's gotten his nose into something he shouldn't have."

   "You're pretty sure of yourself."

   "I can afford to be. I got all the right guns in my own backyard. The biggest ones are in Washington. They're the ones I have to answer to. I'm just fulfilling my end of the bargain."

   "Which is what?"

   The Viper shrugged. "What else? Rub out Alchupa."

   "So you can finance your own paramilitary strike force?"

   "It's already been financed. What we need is more men. As I'm sure you're aware, there's a lot of people down south who don't care too much for Uncle Sam. We can use them, too. Infiltration. Sabotage. Terrorism. First things first, though. Alchupa's dope and money, they're my meal ticket."

   "Just what is Alchupa planning to do in Brazil?"

   "No one's really sure. The way the headshed in D.C. figures it, Alchupa's got some big revolution brewing, going to overthrow the government in Brasilia or some such shit. At least, that's what he says. Yeah, these Anaconda spies might just march into the capital with the backing of the army and make things right."

   Bolan gave the Viper a crooked smile. "Just like you and your boys marching into the White House to make things right."

   "Eventually. First, I wouldn't mind dealing the White Lady for a while, fatten up my Swiss bank account."

   Bolan read the Viper as thoroughly evil. There was going to be only one way to reach him, only one thing he would understand. In lime, Bolan told himself, he'd get his chance. But when? And where?

   "Shut your eyes and get some sleep, Bolan. We've got a long ride yet. I've got reinforcements on the way to the Amazon now. There's going to be a war down there. I want you rested and primed for that war. And, buddy, if you try any shit, I'll cut up your ass and feed you to the piranhas. You understand?"

   Bolan said nothing. What could he say to that? What could he do right then but ride out the flight, and look for his chance?

   There was going to be a war, all right. All the savages were gathering in one hot spot for the dance of death.

   At least almost all of the savages. Whoever it was back in Washington who was responsible for hiring the Viper and his thugs would be held accountable.

   Mack Bolan looked at the man called the Viper.

   Max Weiss grinned.

   In time, Bolan vowed to himself, he would wipe that grin right off the Viper's lips. In time, the Executioner was going to crush a viper.

   * * *

   The glass of vodka trembled in his hands. It was James Clarence's third drink in less than an hour, because he was worried. Normally he took his vodka with grapefruit or orange juice. Normally he didn't drink quite so much. But there was nothing normal about the situation he found himself in. If he was smart, he would get the hell out. But he knew there was no way out now, no turning back. He was in this one for the duration. A storm was brewing, and he was stuck right in the eye of the oncoming hurricane.

   "Relax, Jim. That's the third vodka you've had in an hour. Keep drinking like that..."

   "Shut up," Clarence growled at Charles Martin, who stiffened in his wing back chair, offended.

   Clarence then glowered at the deputy administrator, Thomas At worth. Both Atworth and Martin looked like typical bureaucrats to Clarence. Soft, fleshy, well-fed bodies. Soft eyes that had seen little, if any, suffering. Soft faces with no lines, no scars, no mileage, no nothing. The sight of them made him sick, filled him with disgust and contempt. But Washington was full of their type. It was the Atworths and the Martins who kept the real men in the real world from doing their job. And James Clarence considered himself a real man. He'd been there, he had done some things as a Company specialist and a free-lance assassin that would make their hair stand straight up. But he couldn't expect either Atworth or Martin to understand him. At least not yet. Later on, well, Clarence had plans for these two. When the Viper returned, Atworth and Martin would be set straight. There was one bullet for each of them.

   "All right, so Weiss hasn't called. Big deal," Martin said.

   "Big deal?" Clarence shook his head. "Let me tell you two something. I've done more dirty work for the CIA, been on more covert operations than you two have ever dreamed about. I know when it's time to worry."

   "What are you saying?" Atworth growled. "That Weiss isn't going to come through?"

   "That's not what I'm saying at all, pal. I had you hire Weiss because he's the best man for the job. But I'm worried because something's gone wrong."

   Martin held his hands out. "Like what?"

   "Like one of three things. Either he's dead, or he's switched sides, or he's lone-wolfing it, meaning he wants all the fucking marbles for himself."

   "I don't understand," Martin said. "Why did you have us hire somebody we couldn't trust?"

   "Read my fucking lips. I just gave you one of three possible scenarios, and for my money I'm going with number three. Let me tell you something. I've been around the block a few times. There's a certain mentality that comes with a guy like Weiss, a man who kills for a living. Sooner or later, usually sooner, he starts thinking he can do whatever he wants to anybody he wants. In short, he starts playing God because he thinks he's above and beyond any law. If that's the case this time, then it'll be my ass in the fire. If that's the case, then I'll have to be the one to go down there and bring him in-close."

   "In-close?" Martin queried.

   "Terminate him with extreme prejudice. Kill. Snuff. Waste. Are you getting the picture? There's no telling how a guy like Weiss thinks. He could blow in here tonight and start spraying this room just to see some blood spill."

   "Have another drink, Jim," Martin said. "Your imagination's starting to run wild."

   "Shut your face," Clarence snarled. "And don't call me Jim again or I'll stick my foot up your ass. Listen, I came up the hard way, not pushing papers like you two or waving around a college degree. I earned my keep through fire and blood."

   Atworth tried to put steel into his voice. "But you're taking orders from us."

   Clarence looked at Martin, who was sitting there in the wing back chair looking smug and confident.

   "For now, yeah, for now I am. You two may have faked some papers for me, gotten me into the division through your bribes and bullshit games, but now this thing could blow up in all of our faces."

   "We're in it for the money, that's all," Atworth explained.

   "Which is why you're in it for all the wrong reasons, pal. Wrong living got you here in the first place. Two wives you're paying alimony to. Fancy home. Fancy cars and credit card expenses you can't afford. You're so stuck in greed and corruption that you can't even smell your own shit."

   "I resent that," Martin rasped.

   "So resent it. The truck sucks, but just keep on sucking."

   "I think we'd better go," Martin told Atworth.

   "Sit down and shut up. You're not going anywhere, at least not until we hear from Weiss."

   "But that could be days, maybe weeks," Atworth protested, his voice nearly a whine.

   "Yeah, that it could," Clarence agreed. "You pull some strings, make some calls. I don't care how you do it, but as of now, you're both officially on vacation. An extended vacation."

   "You can't keep us here against our will," Martin growled.

   "Bullshit. This is ray place. You're thirty miles out of the city. I've got guards patrolling these grounds, well-armed guards."

   "You mean you'd... kill us if we tried to leave?" Atworth asked, his voice cracking with anxiety.

   "You bet I would. You got me into this. Now that we're at the eleventh hour, we might as well all just stay put until Weiss..." he pointed toward the double doors of the study "...walks through those doors."

   "And if he doesn't?" Martin questioned.

   Clarence shrugged. "If he doesn't, he doesn't. No sweat off my ass. It'll be you two who will have to face the music."
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   Jump-off to the Amazon jungle came the next day.

   The tall grass of the selva cushioned Bolan's drop, but still he hit the plain hard and rolled. With his hands tied, it was impossible for him to control the risers on his parachute. As soon as he stood, Bolan found Weiss's troops surrounding him. After they stripped off their own chute packs, knives sliced through the Executioner's straps. Harsh sunlight stabbed into his eyes, and sweat broke out on his forehead. He was in the hellish bowels of Anaconda's domain.

   "We were hoping you'd break a leg on that fall, tough guy."

   Keep hoping, Bolan thought. He looked at the man he had heard called Thompson. He had the same death's-head grin as his leader. It was the two mercs next to Thompson whom Bolan was concerned with. They were carrying his hardware, and he had decided he'd have to make his move on those two first. They would be the first to feel the Bolan fury.

   As he was shoved ahead toward the looming green hell of the Amazon jungle, Bolan heard the trio of assault jets shriek off into the distance. The rest of Weiss's troops had been picked up somewhere in Texas. After his talk with the Viper, Bolan had taken a much-needed sleep, knowing that right then danger wasn't imminent. As long as he was alive, Weiss could use him to collect on the bounty. Soon, though, the dice were going to roll. The Amazon battle with Anaconda was about to begin.

   "You see it anywhere, Jake?" Weiss yelled at Thompson. Uzi subgun in hand, the Viper was leading the pack toward the jungle perimeter.

   "A red flag. Yeah, right over there," Thompson answered, pointing at the flat that marked the way into the jungle.

   Minutes later, as the large drops of sweat on Bolan's forehead began burning into his eyes like battery acid and trickling down his hot flesh like ice water, the mercenary horde led the Executioner into the jungle. Machetes swished through the air, hacking at vines and creepers and twisted thornbushes. The stink of sweat and rotten leaf mold was overpowering.

   "Goddamn, Max," griped the man called Krumpf as thorns slashed at his face and drew blood, "I thought you said they were going to clear a trail for us."

   "Maybe they did," Weiss retorted. "Maybe they just stuck the flat in this spot for the hell of it."

   "Not fucking funny, Max," Thompson bitched. "We don't have all day to be tromping through the goddamn jungle."

   "Just shut up, Jake, and keep hacking."

   "Sure. Why don't you come up here and walk point for a change? These goddamn thorns are tearing us to pieces."

   "Hey, what is this? Let's quit with all this bitching. Take turns if you got a problem walking point, Jake."

   Slowly but surely the troops and their captive forged ahead into the Stygian gloom. As he listened to the screeching of parrots and wild birds, the rattling of branches above as squirrel monkeys danced through the foliage, Bolan weighed his odds. They weren't good. Somehow he would have to jump one of the two mercs who had his weapons. Whether from overconfidence or just plain carelessness, the Viper and his men had neglected to bind Bolan's feet with rope and tie his hands behind his back. With his hands in front of him, he could at least strangle one of the mercs who toted his hardware, then cut himself loose with the man's commando dagger. If he got the chance. If he was alone with one of those mercs. If, if, if. No, he told himself, he must get the chance. Weiss was intent on tackling Alchupa and his force with the guns he had. In the midst of that war, Bolan figured he could break out of captivity.

   Once he was free, he would be on his own. With a heart full of cold vengeance and grim resolve to crush Anaconda, he would take his own private war to the enemy. And the enemy was both Weiss and Alchupa. Both men had to die, and all of their muscle had to meet their judgment day, too.

   For a moment, Bolan wondered about the three assassins Alchupa had hired. Obviously the Colombian colonel had something else in mind. The assassins were to be used as some part of a search-and-destroy, a deadly game, a killhunt, with the best man lopping Bolan's head. Well, the Viper had changed the game plan. It wasn't hard for Bolan to guess how the colonel would react to this sudden change. Alchupa would load his own guns and send his soldiers after Weiss. As a prisoner, Bolan would be caught right in the middle of some cross fire hurricane. Escape was imperative, his only chance of survival. Escape would have to come soon.

   "Not saying much back there, Bolan. What's the matter, jungle got you spooked?"

   Bolan listened to the point man's goading voice. Several other mercs chuckled. They would laugh now, he thought, and pay later.

   They hacked their way a good two klicks through the jungle. Finally Bolan was led to Weiss's camp. It was in a clearing that was ringed by trees and brush. Six large tents had been erected in the clearing. Another two dozen hardmen at the camp had been waiting for the viper to show. The reinforcements looked at Weiss eagerly, obviously anxious to get on with the war.

   "Toby, get your ass over here. I got somebody I want you to meet."

   Weiss ordered Bolan to stop on the perimeter of the camp. A big man with a beer belly, dressed in green camous like the other mercs, lumbered over to the new arrivals.

   "Shit, Max, where the hell you been?" the man griped. "We gotta get this show on the road."

   "I've got the whole show right here in the palm of my hand, Toby. Say hi to the Executioner," Weiss sneered.

   Toby propped his hands on his hips and gave Bolan an appraising stare. "Well, I'll be damned! Mack Bolan.

   You did it."

   "Damn right I did. Our million-dollar bounty," Weiss said. "Only Alchupa's going to have to shell out a lot more than that if he wants our boy here."

   "How much you want from the spic?"

   "Hell, you know me. I'm not greedy. We'll ask for five million, and if he says no, then we'll demand ten million."

   Toby laughed. "The son of a bitch will throw everything he has at us."

   "You bet, Toby. That's exactly what I want. Let Alchupa come on. He's finished now that we're here. How about those boats?"

   Toby jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "It's about a mile to the river. From there, it's ten miles downstream to Alchupa's. I got an amigo downstream who made the arrangements."

   "Can he be trusted?"

   "He's got a wife and kids." Toby grinned. "So, yeah, he can be trusted, unless he wants to see their heads hanging from the door of his hut."

   "And the gunboat?"

   "Our amigo promised it would be here by tonight."

   "Goddamn it, I don't want promises," Weiss growled. "I want results. I want delivery."

   "What can I tell ya. Max? He runs a pretty good black market operation. He's come through before."

   "Oh, all right." Weiss turned to Thompson. "Jake, you and Johnny round up fifteen men. It's time for you to go bargain with the colonel. You know the deal."

   Jake Thompson patted his M-16. "Uh-huh. And if the colonel doesn't deal..."

   "Then he's dead."

   Thompson laughed. "He's dead, anyway."

   "That he is." Weiss directed his attention to Bolan. "You, my friend, sit tight, and watch the good times roll."

   The Viper grinned at Bolan.

   Weiss's troops shoved the Executioner ahead.

   * * *

   Colonel Alchupa was becoming increasingly annoyed with Marshal Pinadante, and he felt himself being pushed to the edge. Sooner or later, he knew, his rage was bound to explode. Pinadante wanted assurances and reassurances, but Alchupa had no ready answers for the marshal. It seemed to Alchupa that Pinadante was a man always moving, always running to get somewhere, but going nowhere. He wanted everything to happen now and wasn't willing to suck it up through an unforeseen crisis. Alchupa wanted to kick the big fat man right in the ass, because at the moment Alchupa had one of those uniformed crises on his hands.

   There had been no word from the assassins or the pilots who had flown them to the United States. Hector Alchupa wasn't a particularly patient man himself, but he knew how to bite the bullet. He expected Pinadante to do the same.

   "I do not understand," Pinadante complained, sweating in his white suit beneath the broiling orange jungle sun, the wharf creaking under his enormous weight as he gestured with his hands. "The shipment was supposed to have arrived at Belém by today. I have soldiers prepared to distribute through the pipeline I have taken great trouble to arrange. I, too, have superiors to answer to in this matter. I have officials in Brasilia. I have dealers in Florida who are waiting for this shipment of yours. I cannot stand here and wonder what is to be. You know how the sun makes me irritable. You know I do not like the jungle. It's hot. It stinks. The sweat will ruin my suit."

   Try as he might, Alchupa couldn't keep Pinadante's whining tone from piercing his ears. He glanced around at his soldiers. They were all within earshot, and Alchupa knew they were listening, watching and waiting to see how he would handle the fat, pompous Pinadante. If Pinadante had not had the connections Alchupa so desperately needed, he would have ordered the fat man shot right there on the wharf and dumped into the stream for the piranha. With all the fat the marshal was packing, the killer fish could feast on him for days.

   "The gunboats are downstream now, Marshal," Alchupa said in a patronizing voice. "They are being loaded now with the shipment. I estimate they will arrive at Belém within the week."

   "No good."

   "What do you mean no good?"

   "No good means no good. I need to take a sample with me today."

   "Do you doubt the quality of my merchandise?"

   "Of course I don't. My people may have some doubt, though."

   "Then perhaps I should make other arrangements."

   "No good."

   "What do you mean no good?" Now Alchupa was getting hot. Rumor had it the marshal had a serious nose candy problem. Alchupa suspected Pinadante wanted the so-called sample for himself. The last thing Alchupa wanted was for Pinadante to start indulging himself with Anaconda's cocaine.

   "I mean this, my friend. I have offered to support and finance this operation. I have soldiers prepared to begin the revolution. But I need time and money. Time to smooth out details. Time and money to buy off more key people, if you understand. I mean this, too, my friend. Without me, you are nothing. Without me, you would be a dead man. With me, you can win. Without me..." Pinadante shrugged. "Eh... things will not be so good, yes?"

   "You are putting pressure on me, and I do not like it."

   "Pressure is a good motivator. I need a sample of your wares, and I need a definite timetable. Or else..."

   "Or else what?"

   "Or else you are on your own. And that, my friend, will not be such a good thing — for you, that is. Do we understand each other now?"

   Alchupa understood, all right. He understood that when things did get rolling, he was going to see that Pinadante ended up fish food. Hector Alchupa didn't like pressure being put on him. He didn't like conspiracies, either, and he was sure that Pinadante was conspiring against him.

   Pinadante's gaze narrowed. "I did not come all this way for nothing."

   Alchupa was about to give in about the sample, just to get Pinadante off his back and out of there, then he saw the canoes coming down the stream. Pinadante turned, following the colonel's gaze.

   "What is this?" Pinadante wondered aloud.

   Already Alchupa's soldiers had filed onto the wharf, their AK-47s pointing at the three motorized canoes.

   "Gringos," Alchupa breathed, staring at the hard faces, the mean eyes that told him these were dangerous men.

   "Were you expecting someone?" Pinadante asked.

   Alchupa ignored the marshal. He sensed trouble was arriving, and more trouble was the last thing he needed at the moment.

   The canoes slid up to the wharf.

   The mercenaries, their M-16s by their sides, didn't disembark. Thompson, Rubin and several other mercs stood in the canoes.

   "Who are you?" Alchupa growled.

   "The Viper's back, Colonel," Thompson said, ignoring Alchupa's question.

   Alchupa felt icy fingers tap down his spine. "And?"

   "And," Thompson continued, "he's got Bolan."

   Cold silence. Finally, his brown bloated face sheathed in sweat, Pinadante faced Alchupa and asked, "Who is this Bolan?"

   "A gringo who might have put a stop to the revolution before it even began. Let me handle this, Marshal." Alchupa turned his slit-eyed gaze back to Thompson. "So bring him here."

   "Not so fast. Colonel. You see, we've got a little problem."

   Enough, Alchupa decided, and nodded at his soldiers. Cocking the bolts on their AK-47s, the soldiers on the wharf trained the muzzles of the Kalashnikovs on the mercs.

   "I wouldn't do that if I were you, Colonel!" Thompson rasped. "Not if you want Bolan, and not unless you want a full-scale war on your hands."

   "Say what you mean, hombre!"

   "The bounty on Bolan has just gone up," Thompson replied. "We want five million. We'll be waiting for your answer. I'll send a man back here tomorrow morning for your reply. If you say no, then the bounty goes up to ten million."

   Pinadante glowered at Alchupa. "Five million dollars for one man? You offered a five-million-dollar bounty for the head of one man?"

   "It was one million, Marshal. It is obvious these gringos are loco. Listen, cabrón" Alchupa snarled at Thompson, "you go back to your Viper and tell him he has four hours to deliver Bolan. He will get his money then. You do not want to mess with me on this, I can assure you."

   "Nor do you want to mess with the Viper on this, Colonel. I can tell you this much. We mean business. If you come through, you get Bolan. We won't be back until tomorrow, and then we'll want an answer."

   Alchupa spit into the water. "That is my answer, cabrón."

   "Okay, asshole, suit yourself."

   "You listen to me, cabrón!" Alchupa raged, pointing a trembling finger in the direction of the gringos. "If you do not deliver Bolan to me, I will paint the sky red with your blood."

   "Fuck you. Colonel. As a poet, you suck. You deliver... or else. That's it. No bullshit. Adiós."

   Alchupa could see that Pablo Diaz was just waiting for the word to mow the gringos down. Alchupa looked at Diaz, who was holding a giant machete in his hands, and shook his head.

   As the mercs pulled away from the wharf, Diaz walked over to the colonel. "What are we going to do?" he asked.

   "Get your men, Pablo. Follow them."

   "The gringos seem very sure of themselves and confident of their position," Diaz stated. "We do not know how many they are."

   "Then find out. Kill them all. Even kill Bolan."

   Diaz grunted. He left Alchupa and Pinadante alone, and moved on down the wharf to round up the soldiers.

   Pinadante was scowling. "It would seem, Colonel, that you have gotten yourself embroiled in quite a mess. Why you found it so necessary to capture or kill this man, Bolan, is beyond me. It is amateur stuff. I do not approve of it. I am almost prepared to end our deal."

   Alchupa had long since run out of patience with the marshal. Maybe he didn't need Pinadante after all, he thought. Maybe he could go through with his plans on his own. He could find other ways of reaching the men under Pinadante.

   "Do what you feel you must. As for me, I shall stay here and fight it out."

   "Fine. Then I leave. I will be at my jungle headquarters — you know where to reach me. If you wish to continue our arrangement, I suggest you send the sample with one of your men, and soon. I will await the outcome of this crisis of yours. Until then, Colonel."

   As Pinadante left, Alchupa fought to control his rage. Nothing was going according to plan. Now he had to deal with the Viper, which meant a possible delay in the shipment. With an almost certain bloodbath on his hands now, he would be short of manpower because of the bitter fighting that was just ahead. Well if he had to, he would load the goddamn shipment on the gunboats himself.

   No, he hadn't come this far to see the roof cave in on his dreams of conquest. Looking back now, he decided it was perhaps foolish to have trusted the capture of Bolan to outsiders. But part of his problem was that he always wanted to believe in the loyalty of soldiers, even the hired assassins he employed. He could see now, though, that no one could be trusted. It was a shame. The Viper could have had so much of the spoils of war in the coming revolution. The other assassins would have shared in the glory, too. Now they had all turned against him. Like vicious dogs, they had bitten the hand that feeds. And Alchupa was left with no option but to kick the dog. Square in the face.

   Mack Bolan was a vicious dog, too. A rabid dog. And now that the Executioner was there in the Amazon jungle, he, too, would have to die. Hector Alchupa only hoped he was there to witness the death of the feared Executioner. Even if Pinadante wasn't sure who Bolan was, there were plenty of people feeding the Anaconda pipeline who did know. Bolan's death would be the crowning achievement for Alchupa.

   No, his mind was made up. He had no alternative but to destroy his enemies. And, at the moment, Hector Alchupa was having difficulty distinguishing friend from foe. He had thought Pinadante would be an ally, but the man had no backbone for crisis.

   Alchupa would take care of the fat man soon. In his own way.

   Pinadante would end up as food for the piranha.
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   Geoffrey Godfried decided it was time he did something other than just sit around and wait for either Weiss or Alchupa to make a move. No, he corrected himself, it was time he did something for himself. He wasn't interested in dying in the Amazon jungle or getting caught up in the oncoming slaughter between the two warring factions, because he didn't owe either Alchupa or the Viper a damn thing. But, in order for him to help himself, he would have to convince the other two assassins that they were three men alone against the Viper and his horde. Alone, too, against Alchupa and his cutthroats. The odds were definitely stacked against him, but Godfried was a man who liked to play the dark horse. There was a challenge here to be met, and Godfried had always believed he was a man who could rise to any occasion.

   He made a mental check of who was where in the camp. The Viper was off in the distance discussing something with his troops. Bolan was being guarded by two men. Khan and Rolaff, unwatched, were together, with no mercs nearby. Firing up a cigarette, more to keep the mosquitoes away than for the sheer pleasure of smoking, Godfried quickly made his way to the Swede and the Mongol. The Mongol was leaning against a tree, while the Swede was sitting, and they observed Godfried intently as the Brit approached them.

   Godfried drew deeply on his cigarette when he reached the other two assassins. "I'll put it to you bluntly, mates," he told them. "It's time we did something for ourselves. If we don't, we're dead men. It's that simple."

   "What do you suggest?" Rolaff asked.

   Godfried didn't like the Swede, whom he saw as the typical Teuton or Viking — arrogant, self-centered and vicious.

   "I suggest we get out of here. Alchupa is sure to send his men, and there'll be fighting and plenty of killing. I suggest that in the confusion of the battle we kill as many of the others as we can, then disappear into the jungle and fend for ourselves."

   Liao Khan's lips curved in an odd smile. "There is a lot of jungle here. Where would we go?"

   "Simple. We make our way to the river. They've got boats. We get a boat and head downstream."

   "And miss out on our million-dollar bonus?"

   Godfried looked at the Swede for a moment, undecided if Rolaff was serious, unable to tell if he was implying something. The Swede was starting to sport that same odd death's-head grin that the Viper and his mercenary horde had. Killing had never bothered Godfried, and he could understand how a man could come to enjoy murder.

   "Listen, you know as well as I do that the Viper doesn't intend to let us live."

   "That is a foregone conclusion," Khan said, unperturbed, and he smiled, too.

   "So let's strike when we can. What do you say?"

   The Swede and the Mongol looked at each other, as if they could communicate in silence or simply by eye contact.

   Khan spoke. "I will do this. I agree that we must break out of here. But I sense you want our help with your own advantage in mind."

   Godfried felt his guts knot. It was as if the Mongol could read his mind. "So what if I am doing this for myself? Help yourselves, too. We're the outsiders here, remember."

   The Mongol held up a hand. "Let me finish. However I do this, I will kill when the time comes simply because I do not like this Viper. He is treacherous. He is a man without honor. He is a man who has no place in the world. That one over there..." the Mongol pointed toward Bolan "...he is a man of honor. He is a man who has a place in the world. If nothing else, I would see him live."

   Whatever the Mongol's reason to join forces against the Viper, Godfried didn't care. At least he had reached him and Rolaff. At least they understood the importance of banding together.

   "Hey! What the hell's the powwow about over there?"

   Godfried turned and saw the Viper striding toward them.

   "Something I should know about? Is there a problem with you people?"

   "No problem," Godfried answered. "We're just wondering what's going to happen and how we fit in, that's all."

   Weiss stopped in the middle of the camp. Raking a cold gaze over the faces of the three assassins, he grunted and spit, "Don't get any funny ideas, you hear me? You say you're with me, then I expect you to keep your word. Don't be giving me this shit about how you're going to fit in. You fit in how I tell you to fit in."

   "Our word is good," Kahn told the Viper.

   "It better be."

   "Max!" Jake Thompson yelled. The team the Viper had sent out to Alchupa had returned to camp.

   Godfried breathed a silent sigh of relief. He could tell that the Viper had been determined to press on with his questioning. There could have been a problem, Godfried knew, if the Viper had pushed the issue. Godfried was losing patience with the whole situation, and his nerves were just about shot. When that happened, he could become a very dangerous man. He listened intently to the exchange between the Viper and Thompson.

   "The colonel says he's gonna paint the sky red with our blood unless we turn Bolan over."

   "The bastard."

   "You didn't honestly think he'd bite, did you?"

   "There's always hope, Jake. I didn't think he would bite, but I wanted to give the spic a chance to come clean with us. All right, listen up," the Viper told his men. "I want you divided up evenly into five teams. I want a recon team stationed near the river. Let's set up a defensive perimeter around the camp. I want to be ready for Alchupa when he comes. Now let's move out. Stay in radio contact with one another, and check in every thirty minutes. Keep the messages brief."

   The Viper looked Godfried straight in the eye. "You three," he growled at the assassins, "stay here where I can keep an eye on you."

   "If you do not trust us," Khan said, "then take our weapons."

   "What the fuck makes you think I don't trust you?" Weiss rasped. "When the shit hits the fan, I'll need every man I've got. Are you three in or out? I want an answer right now."

   "In," Godfried said.

   "All right, then quit your bitching. Load up and get ready. All heirs about to break loose, and I don't want to hear any more shit"

   * * *

   Pablo Diaz, leading his troops through the jungle, was itching to use his machete. He brandished it in his right hand, the mini-Uzi in his left. Hell-bent on slaughtering the treacherous gringos, he pushed ahead through the thornbushes. Silence was imperative. He had ordered his troops to use their machetes to hack through the bush only when absolutely necessary. Earlier, aerial reconnaissance had pinpointed the camp of the gringos. It was believed that the Viper had a force of forty-strong. Whatever the numbers, though, Diaz was certain his small army of sixty men was more than equal to the task of wiping out the gringos. Diaz decided that if the Viper and his men were alerted by their movement through the jungle, it didn't really matter. What mattered was killing them as quickly as possible. If they attempted to escape by river, then the colonel's gunboat crews would destroy them.

   Diaz saw the first victim for his machete. The gringo had his back turned. Diaz gave the order for his team to move in and to begin firing at the first sign of the enemy.

   The enemy had been found. The slaughter was on.

   Diaz ran up behind the unsuspecting gringo and drove his machete through the back of the man's neck with all the rage-powered might he could muster. The gringo's head flew into the air, and great spurts of crimson splashed the tree beside Diaz, blood spattering the green camous of Alchupa's right-hand man. As the headless body toppled into the bush, Diaz discovered that the dead man hadn't been alone. Ahead, figures popped up out of the bush, M-16s blazing. Several of Diaz's men screamed, corkscrewed, and dropped to the ground. With a heart full of hate for the gringos, Diaz triggered his mini-Uzi, stitching several of the enemy across the chest.

   All around Diaz, the jungle roared alive in an instant with the blistering din of autofire. Like the pros they were, Diaz and his men moved out, swiftly, silently, firing on the run, leapfrogging ahead in three- and four-man fireteams to take the fight to the hated enemy.

   His blood-dripping machete hanging at his side, Diaz forged ahead, the mini-Uzi blazing in his fist, dropping another one of the Viper's mercs with a 3-burst to the face. He was insane with bloodlust and vengeance. He was in a killing mood, a mood to keep lopping off heads.

   * * *

   Bolan heard the autofire in the distance and knew it was now or never. One of the mercs guarding him, a man called Krumpf, carried one of Bolan's favored pieces. The choice piece, the .44 AutoMag, and the M-16 with the M-203 grenade launcher would do for starters. The war had found him, and Bolan had no intention of being pinned down.

   Alerted by the gunfire, the Viper charged out of his tent. With Toby and three other mercs, he disappeared into the jungle.

   Immediately Bolan leaped up off the ground, draped his roped hands over Krumpf's head and wrapped the rope around the merc's throat in a stranglehold. Twisting, Krumpf tried to stomp on Bolan's foot, but the Executioner pulled his foot back, and Krumpf hit nothing but hard ground. The struggle made the other sentry turn, and Bolan pistoned a side kick into the man's crotch, doubling him over. Realizing he couldn't strangle Krumpf in time and still take care of the second sentry, too, Bolan smashed the merc's head into a tree. There was a sickening crack of bone, and Krumpf went limp in Bolan's hands. Bolan released the deadweight.

   As the other merc rose to his feet, Bolan moved up on the guy to deliver a snap kick to his jaw. But suddenly an arrow whistled through the air and drilled through the merc's throat. Whirling, Bolan spotted the three assassins near the edge of the camp.

   "You're on your own, mate," Geoffrey Godfried yelled at Bolan. "Don't let us see you again. We're gamers. And we may just decide to collect on your head, free of charge. So best make yourself scarce."

   The assassins disappeared into the jungle.

   Bolan didn't question his bizarre turn of fate. As the sentry with the arrow impaled in his throat writhed on the ground in his death throes, Bolan stripped Krumpf of weapons, including a Ka-bar commando knife. AutoMag inside his belt, M-16 slung around his shoulder, Bolan retreated into the jungle. There, he clamped his teeth over the handle of the commando knife and pressed the point of the blade into a tree. It took close to a minute, but Bolan finally sawed through the ropes.

   M-16 in hand, the Executioner forged his way through the jungle, moving in a northeasterly direction away from the camp. The Viper had ordered the camp surrounded by his gunmen, and Bolan was expecting to come across a group of mercs any second.

   He found a hunting party.

   Autofire still chattering in the distance blanketed the sound of Bolan's approach to the seven mercs. They were moving out, away from Bolan to join the foray. His clothing ripped and slashed by the thornbushes, Bolan closed to within ten yards of the mercenaries.

   Then the Executioner opened fire with his M-16. A stream of 5.56 mm lead ripped into the mercs, chewing off strips of camous and biting off even larger chunks of flesh. They screamed, spun and pitched to the jungle floor, bloody heaps of twitching meat. Leaves, churned up by stray rounds, fluttered over the dead bodies. Ahead, Bolan saw a jaguar padding deeper into the jungle. Man was not the only danger that could stalk him, he realized.

   As Bolan pushed past the quagmire of blood and guts, he discovered that not all of the mercs had died in his initial onslaught. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the knife in Jake Thompson's hand. Combat senses on full alert, he sidestepped the blade that was angling up to plunge into his stomach. Even so, the point of the blade tore across Bolan's right front pant leg, drawing a jagged line of blood.

   Thompson's face was twisted with demonic rage. He started to leap to his feet, his blade slashing back for another swipe at Bolan.

   But the Executioner descended on the merc with a lightning deathstrike. Triggering his M-16, Bolan emptied the rest of the clip into Thompson's face, shattering it like an eggshell.

   The Executioner moved on, backtracking toward the river. Behind him the dead twitched in their final spasms.

   If Alchupa commanded a much larger force than the Viper, then the colonel and his cutthroats would prove to be the main enemy to be dealt with.

   Bolan would deal with all of them.

   The hunt was on.

   There was no turning back, no running, no hiding for anyone caught in the Amazon jungle hellzone.

   Mack Bolan intended to flush out and crush the enemy wherever he found them. He wanted the Viper.
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   Livid with rage, Weiss entered the battle. He hadn't expected Alchupa to deliver such a lightning blow. His men were outnumbered and were dropping like flies in the dense bush. Slugs were chewing up the foliage around the Viper. He spent clip after clip from his Uzi, directing a steady relentless fire at the enemy ahead. But numbers gave Alchupa's hitters the advantage.

   The Viper had to do something fast if he was to avoid a rout. He gave the order to Toby, who passed it down the line. Time for a riposte. Time for the heavy firepower.

   A second later more than two dozen 40 mm grenades were triggered from M-203 launchers. A line of roiling explosions ripped through the heart of Alchupa's hitters. The Viper heard Johnny Rubin howl with glee as leaves fluttered through the air and bits and pieces of shredded meat spattered the jungle floor.

   "Don't get too happy, goddamn it!" the Viper cautioned, and when he saw Alchupa's men begin to retreat, he ordered, "Pursue!"

   Just moments before, Weiss had stumbled across the severed head of one of his men. Through the swirling smoke in the distance, he saw a big, beefy Spaniard who wielded a machete leading the retreat deeper into the jungle. The big guy was the head-lopper and Weiss wanted that son of a bitch himself.

   But he knew he had to secure the Nabuco gunboat, first. Their camp wouldn't last another six hours. Once Alchupa's forces regrouped, they would come back with their own rocket firepower. Weiss wanted to be prepared to deliver a final, decisive blow.

   "Toby! Move 'em out. Chase 'em all the way to the goddamn river. We got 'em on the run. I'm going to have a talk with our amigo about that gunboat."

   "Roger," Toby said, then surged through the bush to organize the other mercs into a hunting party.

   His own machete in hand, Weiss began hacking through the bush with vicious strokes. He was pissed. He was high on adrenaline.

   Then Weiss came crashing down from his high when he stumbled over the body of another of his men. An arrow had been drilled through Timmy Rogers's back. A Mongol arrow. Seething, the Viper scoured the jungle nearby, searching for any sign of Khan or the other two assassins. He found nothing, but then he didn't expect them to show themselves, grinning like fools over their treachery. Weiss cursed. He had offered them a share in the spoils of victory, but they had turned on him. Why? There really was no answer. Maybe they just plain didn't like him. But if that was the case, the Viper decided, he was definitely going to get in the last word.

   As he moved through the jungle, he looked behind him frequently, checking his flanks and rear. Short bursts of autofire rang through the jungle. Squirrel monkeys screeched through the green canopy above, panicked by the weapon fire.

   But something felt wrong to Weiss. Again and again his eyes ranged over the jungle behind and beside him. At times he would have sworn he saw the bush move, heard it rustle. Was someone stalking him? It was possible.

   A little more than thirty minutes after his troops had put Alchupa's men to flight, Weiss reached the bank of the stream. There he found the short, squat Spaniard in soiled camous, waiting. The guy looked nervous, ready to bolt.

   "Relax there, Fernando. No need to look so worried," Weiss told the boatrunner. "But I need that gunboat and I need it now."

   "Si, señor. I can take you there. It is five miles downstream, hidden in a tributary."

   "I don't have time to go with you."

   "Por favor, I cannot bring the gunboat here by myself. Alchupa's men patrol these waters, and they would kill me."

   "Show some balls, man. I've got a fucking war on my hands. We've all got to make sacrifices."

   "You come with me, señor, along with some of your men. I will not bring the gunboat here myself. It was enough to bring the canoes."

   "All right, already." Weiss was really getting burned up now. The last thing he wanted at the moment was to stand there and squabble with the boatrunner. Well, he'd fix this spic, too. Before it was all over there were going to be plenty of men lying dead in this jungle. Too many of his own had already perished in the battle, and Weiss was determined to demand more than a pound of flesh from his enemies.

   Then it happened.

   The Viper saw the Spaniard's eyes grow wide in fear, and realized somebody was behind him. As he wheeled, a hellish figure cannonballed out of the bush toward him.

   "There was no mistaking those ice-blue eyes, eyes that burned with rage in a bruised and battered face.

   Mack Bolan.

   The butt end of Bolan's M-16 cracked against the side of Weiss's head. Stars exploding before his eyes, Weiss toppled. His Uzi slipped from his grasp, and bile surged into his throat. He wondered why Bolan didn't just kill him outright. Then the front of his shirt was bunched up in a fist of steel.

   Payback.

   And payback, Weiss knew, would be deadly.

   Bolan would show him no mercy.

   But the Viper wasn't about to ask for mercy. Or forgiveness.

   * * *

   Mack Bolan wasn't a sadist, by any means. Still, he couldn't help but feel some pleasure when he hammered his fist into the Viper's jaw and knocked the scum out cold. Bolan wasn't finished with Weiss yet, by a long shot. The Viper was his ticket to a hellzone far, far away. Whoever was running the headshed for the Viper back in the States was going to taste the Bolan fury. Eventually. But for now Bolan had to concern himself with the war at hand. Putting an end to Alchupa and his deadly games took top priority.

   When he saw the grim-faced attacker in black, the boatranner had made a break for the motorized canoe. Bolan swung his M-16 toward the Spaniard and yelled, "Freeze!"

   The Spaniard, already in the canoe, stopped, looked back at Bolan and raised his hands. He was shaking like a leaf.

   "Por favor, señor. I am a poor man. I only offered a service to these..."

   "You still offered, guy. You helped them."

   "I did not know what bad men they are."

   "Then you're learning. And you've got a chance to make good."

   The Spaniard looked confused. "What?"

   "I want that gunboat, and I want you to man the helm for me. I'm going after Alchupa."

   "Por favor, señor, I am a family man. I have a wife and children. I do not wish to die."

   "Save it. What's your name?"

   "I am Fernando Ortega."

   "You have any rope in that canoe?"

   "Si."

   "Get it."

   Fernando stooped to pick up a coil of rope, while Bolan stood ready to stop him cold if he came up with a weapon instead. He tossed the rope to Bolan, who quickly used it to bind the Viper's hands and feet. Then Bolan sliced off a strip of the Viper's shirt with a commando dagger and stuffed the rag into Weiss's mouth. He dumped Weiss in the bushes and covered him over with thorny branches and leaves. The Viper would stay there until Bolan was ready for him.

   "You do as I say," Bolan told Fernando, "and I'll make sure you get a piece of whatever's left of Alchupa's empire when this is over."

   "I do not do the white shit anymore, señor. There was a time when I did, but..."

   "I wasn't talking about Alchupa's drugs, Fernando. I was talking about any cold hard cash he might have lying around. You want a better life for your wife and kids?"

   Fernando lit up like a Christmas tree. He nodded several times with enthusiasm. "A new life, si. Far, far away. Being a boatrunner is very dangerous."

   "And what else do you run, Fernando?"

   Fernando shrugged. "Guns. Some of the white shit, but I never ask them what it is I am hauling. I would rather not know if it's dope."

   "If you cooperate, Fernando, I'll take care of you. You try to screw me up, I'll kill you where you stand. Do we understand each other?"

   "I understand, señor. Alchupa is a bad man, very, very dangerous. I will do what you ask of me."

   "Good. Then let's go get that gunboat. How much daylight do you figure is left?"

   Fernando looked at the blazing cobalt sky. "Another three, perhaps four hours."

   "That's enough."

   And Bolan knew it would be enough. Time enough to get the gunboat. Time enough to let his closest ally, night, move in and provide the deep darkness he would need to make a blitzkrieg against Anaconda from the stinking bowels of the jungle.

   * * *

   Godfried counted twenty-eight of the Viper's soldiers along the riverbank. But there was no sign of the Viper. Maybe he had bolted, the Brit told himself. Maybe the guy was all show and no go, after all. But he doubted the Viper was a coward. Somewhere, somehow, the treacherous bastard would show up, and then Godfried wouldn't mind it one bit if he tore the Viper to pieces with his G-11.

   "Let's nail them," Khan answered. "The time has come. No prisoners. No mercy."

   "Maybe we should grab the fat man," Godfried suggested, nodding at Toby as the mercs directed relentless M-16 autofire at the Spaniards, who were retreating downstream in their gunboat. "We could use him as a hostage and play him off against Alchupa and the Viper."

   "Why?" Rolaff asked.

   "To buy us time, that's why. Then we can grab a plane and fly the hell out of here."

   "No," the Mongol said, while the din of autofire ripped through the jungle ahead, the Viper's mercs crouching along the bank, dark silhouettes behind the cover of trees and bush. "We are three against too many. The best plan of attack is to make our way into Alchupa's camp and steal a pilot."

   "Whatever," the Brit said, hefting his H&K G-11. "But one thing at a time — let's just take care of these bastards. We'll worry about getting out later."

   "I will use my arrows. They will signal your attack," Khan said.

   Godfried nodded at the Mongol, then moved out to take the attack to the enemy's right flank. Rolaff was now toting an M-16 with an M-203 grenade launcher. The Weatherby rifle was slung around the Swede's shoulder. Godfried hadn't seen Rolaff do any headhunting yet, but he knew that he was about to.

   As they closed down on the mercs, Godfried heard them hollering obscenities, in the belief that they had won a temporary victory. It was temporary, all right, the Brit thought, crouching behind a tree. Now they would all feel the sting of defeat, taste the bile of death in their mouths.

   The Mongol's first arrow drilled into the back of Toby's neck. Toby toppled to the bank like a block of concrete, his spinal cord severed by the arrow, the point jutting out of his throat. Angry, shocked mercs whipped around toward the jungle. But it was too late for them.

   Godfried cut loose with his G-11. A 40 mm grenade streaked away from Rolaff's cover, and the explosion sent mercs whirling away from the bank and splashing into the water. Godfried and Rolaff worked their field of fire from left to right, hemming in the mercs with a deadly pincer of autofire. More arrows whistled through the jungle, Khan finding targets with back and chest shots. Godfried was amazed by the speed with which the Mongol could reload the bow and fire, about as fast as the Brit could mow down the mercs with his G-11. The Mongol was good. Godfried thought that Khan could probably pick off a mosquito with an arrow at fifty yards.

   Within seconds the bank of the stream became littered with corpses, some still twitching.

   The trio of assassins moved swiftly to the bank. There they found the stream filled with human flotsam. A giant caiman was dragging a dead body underwater in its powerful jaws.

   Looking downstream, Godfried saw the gunboat rounding a bend, then disappearing. "Let's grab one of those canoes," he said. "The best defense is a good offense. We'll take the fight to Alchupa's boys."

   Khan looked up at the sky. "It will be dark soon. There will be more killing tonight. We will slip into their camp like ghosts and slay them ail."

   You're damn right we will, Godfried thought, then began leading the way through the jungle, back toward the Viper's camp.
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   Bolan found a pleasant surprise waiting for him when Fernando Ortega, the boatrunner, led him to his jungle hideout — a stone hut buried behind a wall of leaves and brush. Smiling, Ortega opened the padlock on the door of the hut and began showing Bolan a variety of weapons, ranging from RPG-7 rocket launchers and Kalashnikovs, to MK-2 frag grenades and just about every type of assault rifle and machine gun from both sides of the iron curtain. It was quite an impressive display.

   Bolan decided on a number of weapons that he would take, but an MM-1 Multiround Projectile Launcher was by far the most useful acquisition. The Executioner knew he would need to throw some heavy firepower at Alchupa's horde. He was outnumbered, but with the MM-1 he wouldn't be outfought. It was a master at spreading instant confusion, death and destruction. Twelve HE rounds could be fired from the squat rocket launcher in less than five seconds.

   "You like?"

   "Yeah, Fernando, I like." But Bolan knew the Spaniard wasn't in the practice of giving weapons away. "How much?" he asked the boatrunner.

   Fernando shrugged. "Nothing. Just the satisfaction of seeing Alchupa and his horde die here in the jungle. And, of course, your promise that I can help myself to some of what remains of the druglord's kingdom."

   "You're on."

   "Then take what you want."

   And Bolan did. Frag grenades. The MM-1. Spare clips for the M-16. An RPG-7. A satchel stuffed with HE rounds for the MM-1 and warheads for the Russian rocket launcher. Loaded down with the hardware he would need to tackle Alchupa, Bolan ordered Fernando to lead him back to the gunboat in the tributary.

   Darkness had begun to creep over the Amazon jungle basin. The jungle stirred with the squawks and the screeches of wild birds and monkeys. Sweating from the oppressive heat, Mack Bolan was ready. The Amazon hell would get a lot hotter before long, and he was eager to crush Anaconda, to skewer the serpent before it slipped away and spread its poison.

   On their way to the gunboat Nabuco, anchored in the narrow tributary, Fernando had done some bragging about it. Boarding the sleek seventy-footer, which was painted green, Bolan spotted twin .50-caliber machine guns mounted on the stern. The maneaters were belted and ready for action. According to Fernando, the gunboat had been acquired from "friends" in Central America, but that was as far as Fernando would go in divulging information to Bolan. It didn't really matter to the Executioner where or how Fernando had acquired the Nabuco. All that mattered to Bolan was that it ran, and that its guns could spit out death.

   Of course, Bolan realized that he might eventually have to count on Fernando in a firefight. He had already mentioned this to the boatrunner, and Fernando had just grinned and promised he would do his part. Bolan had no doubt that Fernando would contribute. During the long course of his war, he had developed a sixth sense that allowed him to judge men on the spot, to recognize who could be trusted, who couldn't be trusted. If Fernando said he would do something, then Bolan believed him. Fernando talked like he played a big game, and Bolan decided to give the guy the benefit of the doubt.

   "Okay, Fernando," he told the boatrunner, "get in the cabin and fire up the engines. And when I tell you to, kill them." Bolan pointed over the stern toward the outboard canoe that was tied to the gunboat. "I'll go downstream in the canoe. You sit tight until I get back. And be ready for anything. Understand?"

   "Si." I understand."

   Even though he felt he could trust the boatrunner, Bolan stared into Fernando's dark eyes for a moment, searching for any hint of betrayal. You could never really tell for sure. And it never hurt to let a guy know that you were a little leery of him and his intentions. A man's word was only as good as his actions.

   "You can trust me," Fernando said, as if sensing that Bolan wanted some assurance.

   Bolan nodded and loaded the MM-1.

   * * *

   Hector Alchupa had himself worked up into a frenzy. Everything was going to hell, and there didn't seem to be a damn thing he could do to get back on the right track and avoid total disaster. First, he was enraged with Pablo for turning tail and running when he had ordered them to stand hard against the Viper and fight to the death, right down to the last man. Second, the cocaine was loaded on the gunboat, Lisboa, and they would have to make the dangerous journey down the river to Pinadante's outpost. Alchupa would have preferred to haul the shipment by plane, but now there was no time. The shit had been loaded and Alchupa was anxious to get out of there. He had expected a quick and decisive victory against the Viper, but he should have figured the gringos were tough hombres. Anaconda's numbers had been greatly depleted in the opening battle. Now Alchupa was stuck trying to scrape together enough men and arms for a riposte against the treacherous gringos. If there was one thing Hector Alchupa hated, it was being stuck in a situation rapidly dissolving into chaos before his eyes. He was a man who liked to be in control, a man who had to be in control. If he wasn't in control, then those men around him could well lose confidence in his ability as a leader.

   "Is it all loaded?" Alchupa screamed at Pablo, who was standing on the wharf beside the Lisboa, supervising the final loading of the shipment.

   "Yes. We are ready. Will you be riding with the shipment?"

   "No. I am going by plane. It will be quicker and I will be able to assure that fat pig of a marshal that everything is going to be all right. Now move out! There is not a second to waste."

   But suddenly, from behind him, Alchupa heard screams, a horrible shrieking that cut right through him to the marrow of hi6 bones. Wheeling, he saw that one of his soldiers was engulfed in flames. The incendiary arrow was embedded in the man's stomach. Flailing, slapping at the flames licking his face, the human torch rolled down the bank, splashing into the river.

   Alchupa got himself under control, turned again to the gunboat and urged his men to ignore the grisly distraction and get under way.

   "Move!" he shouted. "Go!"

   Diaz and twenty of his soldiers boarded the boat, and the engines rumbled to life.

   Then, AK-47 in hand, and guarded by a phalanx of more than twenty soldiers, the colonel moved into the jungle and searched for any sign of the attacker. He was shaken and scared, but he wasn't about to show it. He had an image as a fearless leader to uphold.

   "Shoot at anything that moves! Man, monkey, snake, I don't give a damn! Shoot, and keep moving. We can't afford to get pinned down."

   Alchupa had decided he had to get to the airfield. The twin-engine Cessna was his only hope of escape. He was already planning a strategy for when he faced Pinadante again, formulating excuses so fast he couldn't even see straight. Of course, being driven by mindless rage didn't help him to sort out his excuses, either. Just what would he tell the marshal? He must stall, buy time. He would let the fat pig have as much "sample" as he wanted. He would give Pinadante a million dollars' worth of "assurance" money as soon as he met him. But why had everything soured on him like this? he asked himself over and over.

   Another arrow whistled through the darkness. Another scream. Another of Alchupa's soldiers fell, one hand twitching for the arrow speared through his eyeball.

   "Fire! Sweep the jungle!"

   Alchupa's soldiers fired, raking the jungle with relentless 7.62 mm leadstorms.

   Through the fluttering leaves churned up by the barrage of ComBloc lead, Alchupa made his way back to camp. Behind him, he kept hearing more screams as arrows thunked into flesh. One by one his soldiers were dropping. Soon he would be alone, and that frightened him.

   Then he heard a mighty peal of thunder from somewhere deep in the jungle. Turning, he saw the head of one of his soldiers explode like rotten fruit.

   More rolling thunder. The Swede, he thought. The Weatherby high-powered rifle was dropping his troops in their tracks. They were all sitting ducks, lined up in the cross hairs of the assassins' weapons. There was no reason why they should have turned on him like this, he raged to himself as the camp came into sight and he tore through the bush, thorny vines scratching at his face and neck. This was insanity. Why couldn't he trust anybody anymore? Why was everybody out for themselves? It just didn't make any sense to him. He swore viciously.

   At least his troops were right on his heels, providing covering fire as they blanketed the jungle with storms of lead. But what good was that doing? They didn't know who they were firing at, or where the hell the bastards even were. The whole situation was an outrage. He felt cheated. And nobody cheated Hector Alchupa.

   Then, right before Alchupa's eyes, the tents of the camp burst into flames. Arrows sizzled through the air, and within seconds the camp was a firestorm. Black smoke entered Alchupa's nose and mouth, choking him, but at least the fire would light the way for his escape into the jungle. Then he checked that thought. He would be outlined by the blaze, a perfect target for the assassins. He would have to angle his escape away from the burning tents.

   Another soldier behind Alchupa was turned into a flaming scarecrow, then two more of his men bit the jungle floor. In seconds they changed from fireballs into shriveled black mummies. At this rate, Alchupa figured, he would be facing the assassins all alone long before he hit the selva or could board the Cessna and fly to the safety of Pinadante's camp. But he just had to make it to the plane. At least at Pinadante's outpost there would be more soldiers, more guns. If necessary, Alchupa could make some kind of last stand there. Pinadante would have to see reason. He would have to use his own guns against the Viper. Against Mack Bolan.

   Running scared, Alchupa cut through the swirling smoke and crackling flames. He sought the safety of the jungle.

   Relative safety.

   He still had a good two miles to run before he hit the airfield.

   Turning, he saw what remained of his soldiers running behind him. Luis Carmingo had the walkie-talkie set. Alchupa was about to give Carmingo the order to radio the pilot of the Cessna when an arrow drilled through Carmingo's back. Alchupa sensed that he was being saved for last, for whatever reason. Well, maybe the enemy figured his men were expendable, but he wasn't. That was good enough for him. If the assassins wanted to play with him, then he just might last long enough to escape.

   Alchupa snatched the walkie-talkie from the dead Carmingo. His men were screaming at him, demanding to know what they should do.

   "Keep firing!" Alchupa yelled back, his face twisted with rage and fear.

   He lifted the walkie-talkie to his mouth.

   Another scream.

   Another arrow took still one more Anaconda soldier into the void.

   Alchupa swore under his breath. This was a disgrace. Heads would roll for this outrage he was being forced to endure.

   * * *

   Bolan heard the engines of Alchupa's gunboat rumbling in the distance. After giving Fernando the order to cut the engines on their own gunboat, the Nabuco, he jumped aboard the motorized canoe. Fernando understood what he had to do. He had to tear into the enemy gunboat, the Lisboa, with .50-caliber machine gun fire, covering Bolan's advance on the adversary. It was time for Fernando to prove himself as a warrior, Bolan thought.

   While Fernando stationed himself behind one of the .50-caliber machine guns, Bolan guided the canoe toward the bank and stopped beneath an overhang of leaves. Hidden from the enemy, he waited.

   Around a bend in the stream came the Lisboa, gliding, unaware, into pincers of death. A searchlight on the port side of the boat cut the darkness. A second later the beam swept over the motionless Nabuco near the bank.

   Bolan and Fernando sprang their trap.

   Fernando cut loose with the .50-caliber machine gun. The searchlight popped under the lead onslaught, and blackness once more fell over the stream. The initial machine gun fire mowed down three figures on the starboard side of the Lisboa, bullet-riddled bodies colliding into one another.

   As men yelled and screamed and returned fire from the enemy boat, Bolan quickly paddled away from the bank. Swarms of .50-caliber slugs swept over the enemy boat, ricocheting off the hull from port to stern. Fernando yelled with glee as he raked the Lisboa with the man-eater.

   Coming up on the enemy boat from the stern, Bolan pulled the pins on two MK-2 frag grenades and pitched them over the rail. As the frag bombs detonated, victims screamed and the wounded and the dying flipped overboard.

   Bolan vaulted the rail. Fernando had been told to end his .50-caliber onslaught as soon as the grenades blew, and right on schedule the machine gun fell silent. So far Fernando was proving he was a worthy ally.

   M-16 blazing, Bolan stitched the survivors of the frag blasts. Dark figures were kicked over the rail by Bolan's M-16 autofire, or flopped across the deck as 5.56 mm slugs tore their camous to shreds.

   Lifting the pin on another MK-2, Bolan lobbed the grenade through the doorway of the cabin as two soldiers charged out of the war room with blazing AK-47s. The explosion ripped the soldiers to bloody rags, and bits and pieces spattered the bulkhead of the cabin.

   Bolan moved toward the cabin, the stench of blood and cordite in his nose. His eyes riveted on the cabin, he didn't see Pablo Diaz lunge up from behind the .50-caliber machine gun nest. But when Diaz rushed him, machete raised, Bolan heard the thump of his boots on the deck. Spinning, he looked into the crazed eyes of Diaz only a few yards away. Just as the machete began its descent to split Bolan's face, the night was ripped asunder by the roar of .50-caliber machine gun fire. Heavy lead chopped up Diaz's side, kicking him toward the rail. With superhuman strength, the Spanish giant fought through the lead typhoon, trying to gel to Bolan, but the .50-caliber leadstorm drilled him in the chest, then the face, bursting his features, shattering his skull and finally flipping him over the rail.

   Bolan looked toward Fernando. "Hey!"

   "Sorry, senor. I did not think that you saw him. I am pretty good shot, eh? I told you I was good. I told you I could be trusted, no?"

   Bolan looked around the deck. It was littered with corpses, and the metal floorboards were slick with blood. Soon he spotted what he was looking for — the plastic-wrapped kilos of cocaine, the poisonous backbone, the sinister lifeblood of Anaconda.

   Smoothly Bolan rolled over the railing, landing with catlike grace in his canoe, then he pulled the pin of an incendiary grenade and pitched it over the railing. Seconds later an explosion, then a fiery whoosh began to consume Anaconda's cocaine payload.

   Cranking on the rope starter, Bolan fired up the motor of the canoe. Quickly he made his way back to the Nabuco. As he got aboard, he found Fernando grinning like a fool.

   "We do good work together, eh, señor?"

   "It's far from being over, Fernando. Now we hit Alchupa's camp. Hard."

   "I understand." Then Fernando looked toward the pyre that had been the Lisboa as flames licked over the deck. "Señor?"

   "Yeah?" Bolan growled.

   "Were there any spoils on that boat?"

   "What?"

   "Spoils."

   "Just a few million dollars' or more worth of cocaine. You want it that bad?" The Executioner looked over his shoulder at the burning gunboat. "Be my guest, Fernanda"

   "No thank you, senor. I am happy being the captain of your vessel. I am content being family man. Besides, I told you, I do not do the white shit anymore."

   "Good for you."

   "And bad for them," the boatrunner muttered to himself, looking at the corpses bobbing in the stream.
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   Alchupa hit the selva with one thought in mind: to get the hell out of there. Less than twenty yards ahead, he saw the Cessna's propellers began to spin. Freedom. Escape. It was all or nothing now. The colonel heard the rasping breath of his soldiers as they ran up on his heels. They, too, realized flight to safety was imminent. Silently he cursed them for being more concerned about their own personal safety than his flight to freedom. After all, he was more important than they were. He was just about to order them to fall back and provide covering fire so that he could board the plane, when something streaked over the tall grass beside him.

   All or nothing became nothing, and Hector Alchupa cursed the dog and the dog's mother who turned the night into hell.

   Instantly, even before the 40 mm grenade hit into the fuselage of the Cessna, Alchupa knew what was going to happen, and he screamed in horror and rage. His escape went up in flames.

   "Nooooooo!"

   The Cessna was pulverized in a tremendous explosion. Twisted scraps of metal whirled away from the fireball, banging into the selva around the colonel. Covering his head, Alchupa hit the grass. When debris finally stopped falling, he looked back, enraged, at the forbidding, dark tree line of the jungle. The attack had come from there. But how? He had to find the assassins and finish them. But nothing was going right. He briefly wondered if he was even up to the task of flushing out the assassins and slaughtering them in their tracks, then he cursed himself for having such cowardly thoughts, for almost giving into such defeatist feelings.

   As frightening as the situation had become, Alchupa saw his worst fears realized in the next moment. His soldiers turned tail and began fleeing for the jungle, running helter-skelter in their panic. Alchupa would never have thought he would be capable of killing his own men, killing soldiers who had served him faithfully, but the urge to kill overpowered him now. The past few hours had snapped his nerve. There was no point in keeping his fury under control any longer. Fury just might win back the night and turn the tide of victory his way.

   "Come back!" he raged at his troops, and when they didn't stop, he decided it was time to drive his point home. With his Kalashnikov he mowed down two of his men, stitching a line of 7.62 mm slugs up their spines. "Cowards! Stand and fight!"

   It was no use. Hector Alchupa's world was crumbling into utter ruin, and his trusty, loyal soldiers didn't give a shit.

   The colonel's personal black siren of doom sounded again. In the blink of an eye, the sky rained fire down on Alchupa, and his brief unleashing of raw fury ended abruptly in a firestorm.

   Arrows streaked from the jungle and thunked into the ground in a ring around the colonel. As soon as they found their mark, the incendiary arrowheads burst and fire blazed, consuming several square yards of brittle dry grass around the colonel within seconds.

   Surging through a narrow gap in the wall of fire, the colonel viciously cursed his men. They had already vanished into the jungle, and were heading for the river. Now he was alone, forced to confront the assassins himself.

   Even though he was down to the last 30-round banana clip for his AK-47, Alchupa was determined to find the hired killers. If he stayed low to the ground, using the tall grass as cover, then he could advance toward the jungle. It was his only chance. To stay in the selva meant certain death.

   It was a long time since Hector Alchupa had felt such a burning hatred, such a murderous rage to kill. The assassins had pushed him too far. There comes a time, he thought, when enough is enough. There comes a time when a man has to hold his ground and fight, no matter what the odds.

   * * *

   Geoffrey Godfried was a man who always felt strong and in control. But when the odds were stacked his way, he felt invincible.

   The odds were now piled high in his favor. Sky-high. The best was yet to come for him, he thought, and the worst was about to happen for the colonel.

   Godfried was already thinking ahead. Unless he missed his guess, Mack Bolan would show himself, sooner or later, somewhere in the vicinity of Alchupa's camp. He hoped it was sooner. Regardless of what the Mongol said, Bolan didn't have a place in the world as far as Godfried was concerned. He was nothing more than a bleeding heart crusader. Eventually Bolan would want to kill the three of them, simply because he would feel they were his enemies. They were murderers for hire, after all. But wasn't Bolan a killer, too, a cold-blooded death machine? Bolan killed for ideals, whereas the three of them killed for money. So what was the difference really? Killing was killing. The Executioner was fair game, Godfried thought, for he was part of this war, too. This was a winner-take-all fight.

   Godfried wanted to use Alchupa as the bait to lure Bolan into a death trap. When he returned to the U.K., he wanted to be able to present the head of Bolan to some of his sponsors. Hell, hadn't the Columbian colonel wanted to do the same thing? By icing Bolan, Alchupa had believed he would command more respect and could bargain for the highest bidder. Godfried would just do the same. But first he had to bag the colonel.

   The British killer turned and looked at the Mongol. In the wavering firelight, as the selva became an inferno beyond them Liao Khan appeared sinister. He wasn't a man who could be trusted, Godfried thought. Khan talked about honor and how a worthy man, a man of character and principles, had a place in the world, but Godfried couldn't help but wonder if that was all bullshit, a smoke screen so that the Asian assassin could achieve his own goals, whatever they were. Godfried suspected that all the Mongol really wanted was to get out of the Amazon jungle and return to the parched soil of the Mongolian plateau.

   "Unless I'm wrong, Bolan will be coming," the Brit announced.

   "So? And?"

   Godfried twisted sideways to level a hard gaze at the Swede. "So? And? Bolan could help us get out of here. We haven't done anything to him. Surely he would want us as allies."

   "Get to the point," the Swede said, his voice a harsh whisper nearly drowned by the roar of crackling flames. "You are making less sense to me with each passing moment."

   Godfried was getting pissed. "My point is to catch the colonel. He's what Bolan wants, right?"

   The Mongol grunted.

   "What does that mean?" Godfried asked.

   "It means you may have a point."

   "Damn right I do. We need a boat. We need another gun for whatever might be waiting for us downriver — army patrols, or some of the colonel's buddies, whatever. Hell, we could end up facing a whole other army before we got ten miles downstream. Think about it."

   "Then let's bag us the head snake of Anaconda," Rolaff said, and, M-16 in hand, he broke from cover, surging ahead into the tall grass of the selva.

   Khan moved out to Alchupa's left flank. Godfried waited behind for a moment, then bolted out of the jungle, cutting into the grass in a crouch. As the inferno gathered force and the flames spread, he saw a head bob over the grass to his left. The colonel became an easy target, his figure lit by the intense fiery glow all around him.

   "Alchupa!" Godfried yelled. He ducked as he anticipated the colonel's reaction.

   Alchupa sprayed the grass with a long burst of AK-47 autofire.

   Looking up, Godfried saw the colonel still clearly outlined by the firelight. The perfect target became an easy mark.

   A Mongol arrow drilled into Alchupa's shoulder. Screaming, he fired wildly. As he toppled, he pulled back on the trigger, emptying the entire clip in a blind panic.

   Godfried rushed ahead. A second later he parted the grass, and with a savage kick, he knocked the assault rifle out of Alchupa's hands. The blow shattered the colonel's wrist.

   Godfried decided to savor this moment of triumph. He pointed his G-11 at Alchupa's contorted features.

   "Why?" Alchupa snarled through clenched teeth, as Godfried was joined by Rolaff and Khan. "I offered you everything."

   "You didn't offer enough, Colonel," Godfried said, the head from the fire sheathing his face in an orange glow. Bending over, the Brit grasped the arrow and pushed down. Then, as Alchupa screamed, Godfried punched the heel of his boot into the colonel's chest. Pinned to the ground, Alchupa lay rigid, his eyes bulging in pain and disbelief.

   "I believe there's an Executioner who would like to talk with you," Godfried announced.

   The colonel looked up at him, confused.

   Godfried twisted the arrow. He was unaware that he was smiling while the colonel screamed through gritted teeth.

   * * *

   As soon as Fernando pulled the Nabuco up to the wharf, Bolan disembarked. MM-1 in hand, he ran down the wharf, primed and ready to deliver decisive death blows to Anaconda.

   "Wait!"

   Bolan stopped and looked back as Fernando hit the wharf, running. There was a Kalashnikov in the boatrunner's hands, and he looked anxious to use the weapon.

   "I go with you."

   "Why not?" Bolan said, and forged into the trees. Less than ten feet into the jungle, he smelled the smoke and the stench of burning flesh. Someone had already hit Alchupa.

   "Fife," Fernando breathed, moving up behind Bolan, who was crouching for a moment behind a tree, searching the jungle. "I can find Alchupa's camp for you. I have been there recently. I sold him three dozen AKs and a dozen RPGs." Fernando shrugged when he met Bolan's ice-cold stare. "Another bad deal with bad men, eh? But I have to make a living. Perhaps this is the chance for me to, how do you say, redeem myself for my sins. Eh?"

   "We'll see."

   "I am sincere."

   "I believe you are, Fernando. Where's the camp?"

   "It is just ahead."

   "Lead the way."

   Swiftly but cautiously, combat senses on full alert, Bolan followed Fernando.

   After they'd left behind the flaming Lisboa, their journey downstream had been uneventful. But now gut feeling told Bolan that was about to change.

   Several minutes later they reached Alchupa's camp, or rather, what remained of the colonel's jungle hideout.

   A raging firestorm greeted Bolan and Fernando. The fire had spread from the tents and was now lapping ferociously through the bush, fingering flaming tongues up countless trees.

   "Mother of God! Unless there is a storm..."

   Fernando didn't have to tell Bolan that hundreds, maybe even thousands of acres of the jungle would be consumed in the firestorm unless a tremendous rainfall extinguished the flames. A full moon and countless stars had guided them downstream in a gunboat, so a thunderstorm was unlikely, at least not very soon. The fire would just have to rage out of control.

   There was a fire in Mack Bolan's heart, too, for in the next moment he became more concerned with animal man.

   The Executioner counted ten figures bolting through the jungle to his left. They were racing at breakneck speed for the stream. Whether they were Alchupa's cutthroats or the Viper's mercs, it didn't matter to Bolan.

   They were the enemy.

   Bolan triggered off four HE rounds from his MM-1. As the explosions ripped through the jungle, flinging men into the air like broken bowling pins, Fernando cut loose with his AK-47.

   Unleathering Big Thunder, Bolan decided it was best not to take any prisoners at this stage of the battle.

   Three of Alchupa's goons escaped the first fireblasts, but were still outlined in the shimmering curtain of firelight. Bolan dropped the trio of cutthroats with thunderous peals from the AutoMag. Three headshots. Three lightning kills. Three more dead savages.

   The Executioner was ready to move on in the direction from which the latest victims in the jungle fight had come, when a voice hollered, "Bolan!"

   Instantly Bolan and Fernando ducked behind trees for cover. Bolan searched the gloom beyond the firewall, trying to pinpoint the source of the voice. He waited, listened with mounting impatience. One minute it seemed that he was the hunter, the next he was the hunted.

   Then he saw a figure flung away from the trees. Hector Alchupa stumbled, pitched face first to the ground, landing near the center of the firestorm. Grunting, he struggled to raise himself on his hands and knees. A slew of vile curses ripped from his mouth. The arrow stuck in the colonel's shoulder didn't escape the Executioner's gaze. Sweat was pouring down the colonel's face. Fire swirled around him, and the closeness of the heat and the flames appeared to have terrified the renegade Colombian colonel.

   "Listen up, Bolan," the same voice called out once again.

   "Show yourself."

   A second of taut silence stretched out. Flames crackled, rotten branches groaned in the hellish blaze. Then Geoffrey Godfried walked through tendrils of black smoke, the G-11 in his hand. He looked like some avenging angel of death.

   "I could have killed you right now if I'd wanted to, Bolan."

   Bolan decided it was best not to try to call Godfried's bluff at the moment. He knew that the other two hired murderers were out there somewhere.

   "What do you want?"

   "A deal."

   "I'm listening. But I'm not making any promises."

   "Okay, fair enough. You want Alchupa, well, there the bastard is, right there."

   Silence. Then Bolan asked, "What's the deal?"

   "That you help us get out of here."

   "Bolan!" Alchupa yelled, struggling to prop himself on his elbows. "Listen to me. They will turn me over to you like a lamb for the slaughter, but they will kill you, too, the first chance they get. You cannot get out of the jungle alive. Marshal Pinadante will be waiting for you downriver."

   With the heel of his boot, Godfried kicked Alchupa to the ground. "Shut up!"

   "Let him talk," Bolan growled at Godfried. It would be easy to drop Godfried with a headshot, Bolan knew. The guy was standing out in the open, lit up like some devil by the roaring fire. But Bolan realized he, too, had to get out of the Amazon, and there was only one way left for any of them to go — downriver. Besides, it sounded to Bolan as if Alchupa's sponsor was nearby. There was little doubt in Bolan's mind that this Pinadante was involved with Anaconda. As long as he was going downriver, Bolan figured he might as well keep on searching out and destroying Anaconda wherever it was nested.

   "Who is Pinadante?" Bolan asked Alchupa.

   "He is marshal of the Brazilian army," Alchupa answered.

   "Your sponsor?"

   "What?"

   "Is he financing Anaconda?"

   "I am financing Anaconda!" Alchupa angrily shot back. "I am in charge. Me alone!"

   "Yeah, you are alone, Alchupa. Your men are all dead. Your precious shipment of coke is about to sink to the bottom of the river. The only thing that will be getting high on your coke will be the caiman and the piranha. Now the best thing you can do for yourself is lead me to this Pinadante."

   "Will you let me live?"

   "That's a funny question coming from a guy who put out a million-dollar bounty on my head."

   "It was a mistake."

   "A mistake. You'll live with it. Or you'll die with it."

   "Hey, just a minute here," Godfried cut in. "Bolan, we're not your enemies."

   "Then why did you agree to Alchupa's offer?"

   Godfried shrugged. "We made a mistake."

   "Seems like there have been a lot of mistakes made lately."

   "You could say that. But we want to join forces with you. You'll need us when you run into Pinadante. And if you're going downriver, you'll run into the marshal. You'll have to, if he's looking out for Alchupa."

   "If I run into him," Bolan said, "I can handle him."

   "Are you refusing our offer?"

   "Why should I accept? I could just blow Alchupa away right now and walk off."

   Fear cut Alchupa's features. "Just like that... in cold blood... you would do that?"

   "Why not, Colonel? I wonder how many people you ever gave a chance to."

   "Not many," Alchupa replied in strange defiance, considering the circumstances. "Look, I will help you against Pinadante."

   "How?"

   "I can just walk in there, set him up. Buy time for you and these others to move in and kill him. He is a fool. It should not be hard."

   Bolan didn't like it. He was being asked to sleep with the lion. But maybe... just maybe if he gathered all the vultures in one place... Hell, there was no reason at all for him to trust Alchupa or any of the three assassins. He was sure they wanted to use him, too. He had the gunboat, after all. But they couldn't have known that — unless they were hoping he would provide the transport. Okay, perhaps they did want his gun as added firepower against Pinadante and his forces. Perhaps, yeah. Still, he would be stepping into a nest of vipers any way he cut it.

   "How many soldiers does Pinadante have?"

   "I am not sure," Alchupa answered. "He just came here to make sure the shipment arrived in Belém."

   "He can forget that. That shipment won't be making it."

   Bolan read the bitterness and hatred in Alchupa's eyes. Tough.

   Alchupa went on. "Pinadante travels with his own entourage of soldiers and mercenaries. He does not trust me."

   "I wonder why," Godfried grunted.

   "Earlier," Alchupa continued, "my own men spotted his outpost. It would appear that the marshal was waiting to see what I would do. They say he brought at least fifty men with him. He was prepared to make a power play against me."

   "So the revolution was never meant to get under way?" Bolan queried.

   "Pinadante led me to believe that it would," Alchupa answered. "But he is a pig and a liar. He swore he had enough backing in high places, enough soldiers under him. A part of me wanted to believe that he was telling me the truth, but another part of me knew that the pig just wanted the shipment for himself. He would have killed me as soon as he got what he wanted, I believe."

   "Then he's smarter than you make him out to be," Godfried cracked. "Okay, Bolan, you've got the story here. Now... what's it going to be? Are we in?"

   "Have the other two come out and show themselves first."

   Godfried hesitated, then, his voice edged with resentment, called out, "Show yourselves."

   Moments later Rolaff and Khan stepped into the narrow space between two tongues of fire.

   Bolan sighted down the AutoMag.

   Godfried tensed as he spotted the firelight glinting off the stainless-steel hand cannon. "What are you doing? I thought that..."

   "Shut up. Now throw down your weapons."

   Godfried grumbled a curse, then dropped the G-11. "Do it," he told Khan and Rolaff.

   "Okay, Fernando," Bolan told the boatrunner, "here's where you earn your keep."

   A wry smile cut Fernando's lips. "Again?"

   "Get out there and gather their weapons. Frisk them good, while I cover you."

   Fernando made the sign of the cross. "The things I have to do to support my family. In the name of God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, and all that is holy."

   "Cut it and get moving."

   AK-47 low by his side, Fernando moved into the ring of fire. First, he frisked Godfried, Rolaff and the Mongol, then he gathered their weapons. "They are clean now. As clean as can be expected of buzzards."

   Satisfied with the search, Bolan stepped away from his tree cover. "Okay, people, this is the deal," he told the assassins. "You three will get your weapons back when we near the outpost of this Pinadante. I strongly suggest you use your weapons against Pinadante's men. You, Alchupa," Bolan growled at the colonel, "are finished either way. You screw me up on this, you're dead. You deal straight, you go back to the States with me. I understand you have some so-called sponsors there, too. You'll finger them."

   Hatred shone in Alchupa's eyes.

   "Oh, and one more thing," Bolan told the foursome. "We'll be picking up somebody on the way downstream. I'm sure everybody's anxious to see the Viper again."

   The roar of fire filled the Executioner's ears as the colonel and the assassins met his words with only a cold silence.
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   Bolan dumped the Viper on the deck of the Nabuco. Nobody was pleased at all to see the man responsible for so much treachery, misery and death. But the Viper would serve Bolan's purpose long after the final engagement with Anaconda in the Amazon jungle. The Viper was going back to the States. The Viper's bosses were going to be bitten with their employee's own poison. And if the Viper wouldn't bite, then the Executioner determined he would kill Weiss and leave him right there in the jungle to rot.

   First, though, they had to get past Pinadante and his forces. If he looked too far ahead, Bolan knew he might never get the chance to look back and regret counting the numbers before they were tallied.

   Weiss, hands and feet still bound by rope, struggled to his feet, then sat on the bench. Bolan pulled the gag out of his mouth. Bolan could sense the rage, like a palpable force, being directed at the Viper from Alchupa and the three assassins.

   The Viper spit.

   Alchupa could no longer control his fury. Fists clenched, the colonel charged the Viper and began pummeling him about the head and face. Bolan stepped in right away, grabbing the colonel by the back of his shirt and flinging him across the deck. The colonel slammed into a bench. Grunting, he stared at the Viper, his eyes burning with hatred. Then, for a second, Alchupa glowered balefully at Bolan, as if undecided whether to direct his murderous wrath at the Executioner. He decided to stay where he was.

   Fernando's laughter became raucous. "A well-liked man, eh? The Viper, heh-heh," the boatrunner scoffed, guiding the gunboat away from the bank. "He is another bad man. So many bad men here. Bad hombres. Bad gringos. Bad animals. But that one, the Viper, he is one I would never trust in a million years. He even looks like a Viper. But he smells like a pig, heh-heh. By the look in his eyes, I can tell he is an hombre who has screwed many people, señor," Fernando called to Bolan. "You know the saying, what goes around comes around? Heh-heh. Dishonesty is the worst policy." Cackling, Fernando grabbed his hips, began gyrating and squealed like a pig. "You screw somebody, you get it in the shorts yourself eventually. Worse even, heh-heh-heh. That is why you deal straight with people. That is why you always tell the truth."

   "Shut your fucking face," the Viper snarled at Fernando.

   "Ah, señor, you should not talk to me like that. No, you are in bad, bad position. If I had my way, I would cut out your tongue right now and feed such a vile piece of meat to the caiman."

   "What the hell do you intend to do with me, Bolan?" Weiss asked as the Executioner stood examining the weapons of the three assassins, who were sitting on a bench beside the Viper in silence.

   "When this is over, we're going back to the States. We'll be going to meet with your buddy, Clarence."

   "Fat chance."

   "Hey, señor," Fernando chortled. "I know how you may get him to loosen up a little. The Viper seems like one tense cabrón. I think he needs a swim."

   "Tell him to shut the fuck up," the Viper said to Bolan.

   "Si, he is a bad, bad hombre now. But perhaps the fish are biting tonight. Perhaps he would be more respectful if you hung him overboard. You know, like chum."'

   "The piranha do not come this far downstream," Alchupa informed him with a growl.

   "You are wrong about that," Fernando shot back. "With so many bodies in the stream, all the blood... they will come swimming, believe me. I have seen it many times. The piranha can strip a man to the bone in less than a minute."

   The Viper leveled a hard gaze on Bolan. "If you think I'll! chum for you so you can nail Clarence, you're wrong, Bolan."

   "Chum there," Bolan said. "Or chum here. It's up to you."

   "You're a rotten son of a bitch, you know that."

   "I know. And you'll find me getting more rotten before this is over."

   "And what about those three?" Weiss growled, pointing to the assassins and taking care not to address them directly. "How do they fit in here?"

   "So far, mate," Godfried quipped, "we fit like a glove. We're going along with Mr. Bolan to wipe out the rest of Anaconda."

   "You hope," Alchupa said with more spirit than he had shown since his capture by the assassins.

   Bolan looked hard at Alchupa. "Remember what I said, Colonel. Our hope is your hope."

   "We'll see."

   "Yeah, that we will."

   Bolan handed the three assassins their weapons, and they accepted them eagerly.

   "If the colonel is right," Fernando said as the gunboat began rounding a bend in the stream, "we should be at Pinadante's just before dawn."

   Perfect, Bolan thought. "Okay," he told the assassins, "you three are going in with me. Stay in front of me at all times. And you'll go ahead of us all, Alchupa. You'll go into camp and give Pinadante your song and dance. We'll be watching you the whole time."

   "When will we attack?" Khan asked.

   "You'll know when."

   Mack Bolan began to reload the empty chambers of the MM-1. They would know when, all right. The fireworks had only started.

   * * *

   Marshal Pinadante was becoming increasingly exasperated with jungle life. He felt like an outlaw, hiding out in the jungle like Alchupa, but he was realistic enough about the situation to know that this was the way it had to be. Still, the waiting was beginning to stir his wrath. And when he got angry, he loved to watch men die.

   Alchupa, he had decided, would have to die slowly and in great pain. Impalement might do, the marshal thought, or perhaps skinning him alive, then dunking him in boiling water. There were many ways to cause a man great agony. One thing Pinadante was certain about: Alchupa would experience great suffering when he discovered that promises to him were going to be broken.

   Yes, Pinadante had promised to start the revolution for Anaconda, but he had known all along that was impossible. The other branches of the Brazilian armed forces would move in on the capital at once and crush any revolution. Things were not so good in Brazil, but they were not so bad, either. There were men in the government, rich men, who would not just stand idly by and watch Alchupa make his power play. Was the Colombian colonel a fool? Yes, he was, Pinadante decided. The colonel had played right into his hands. Pinadante knew he himself would be the only one making a power play here. He wanted the colonel's cocaine action. All to himself.

   Alchupa had transferred his operation from Colombia to Brazil, but then seemed to have forgotten just who the hell his friends were. Without Pinadante's connections, Alchupa would never have made it as far as he had. The coke came from Colombia via Alchupa's pipeline there. Pinadante only wanted the colonel around as long as Alchupa kept him supplied with coke. Once the colonel's source dried up, he would be ancient history. Pinadante knew there was a fortune to be made in dealing cocaine. He had always wanted to be rich. Wealth would buy him everything he had ever desired: a huge mansion, a Rolls-Royce, imported French wine and plenty of beautiful women.

   Sitting in a wooden chair in his tent, Pinadante took a long swig from his bottle of imported American rum. He cursed Alchupa. As he sweated profusely, he cursed the heat. He swatted at the giant mosquito that had somehow gotten through the protective netting around his tent and cursed it, too. In his exasperation with jungle conditions and impatience at having to hide out, he wished there was someone or something there he could legitimately lash out at or at least curse.

   Pinadante had had enough. He had almost reached the point of ordering his forty soldiers to board the gunboat at the river and take by force what Alchupa had. His motivation was simple: Pinadante was itching to scratch his white-line fever, and Alchupa had his sample. Still no sample. Still no Alchupa.

   Sucking down a healthy swallow of rum, Pinadante stood and walked to the netting across the front of his tent. It was still dark outside, but dawn was coming. When dawn broke, Pinadante would issue the attack orders. He was sick and tired of waiting for Alchupa to show. For ail he knew, Alchupa could be dead. The stupid colonel had gotten himself involved in some kind of war with Americanos. For ail Pinadante knew, the hated CIA could be hot on the colonel's trail, and everybody knew the CIA was just a bunch of ruthless gangsters. If, in fact, the CIA was there in Brazil, Pinadante could make some useful propaganda out of that later, and even if they weren't in the Amazon jungle basin he would resort to lying. An attempted coup, an assassination attempt — there were dozens of possibilities, and when Alchupa fell, Pinadante would have his scapegoat. Yes, the Colombian colonel was part of a CIA-backed drug ring that had sought to undermine the Brazilian government. Wonderful. It would work. Pinadante would make it work.

   The marshal lifted the bottle to his lips. Then he froze, staring into the distance across the clearing.

   Through the trees walked Hector Alchupa. Speak of the devil, Pinadante thought.

   Instantly three of Pinadante's soldiers led Alchupa across the clearing. Then the smile vanished from his lips.

   Alchupa was coming to camp empty-handed.

   Pinadante scowled and cursed.

   Still no sample.

   Pinadante slapped his own face, squashing a mosquito against his bloated cheek.

   * * *

   They were long gone. The Viper was alone on the gunboat with the Spaniard, Fernando. He decided he'd better do something. Fast.

   At first he thought there was no way he could go back to the States with Bolan. The Executioner would force him to take him to Clarence, and that would be disastrous. That would be fatal. But then the Viper got to thinking a little harder about being forced to return to the States with Bolan. Maybe that wouldn't be such a bad thing, after all.

   Hell, he knew for a fact that Clarence commanded his own personal cadre of hit men. And he also knew that if Clarence hadn't heard from him, then the guns would have been called in — as protection for Clarence and his fortress, if nothing else. Yes, Clarence would assume the worst and would be ready for anything. Clarence would assume that the Amazon venture had failed somehow. He would assume, too, that Bolan hadn't been killed and that through a brutal interrogation the Executioner had discovered who Clarence was, and where he was. All of those assumptions, the Viper knew, would be correct. He only hoped that Clarence was actually thinking along those lines.

   But he was sure that he was. After all, he had worked with Clarence on covert Central American operations and knew the guy like the back of his hand. Clarence was a guy who knew how to cover his own ass. Clarence was nobody to fuck with. Okay, so maybe the Viper should just lead Bolan right to the guns. That was assuming on his part, of course, that Bolan and the others returned from their engagement with this Pinadante character. But if Pinadante was as big and as incompetent a slob as Alchupa claimed, the Viper knew that Bolan would be coming back. In triumph. Well, that victory would be short-lived.

   The Viper decided he would cooperate with Bolan — up to a point. Now...if he could get loose, the Viper thought, then he would go headhunting for Bolan and end the whole damn thing soon. Forget the money. Forget the cocaine. Forget the glory. It had become personal. It would come down to the Viper versus the Executioner. And the Viper knew he was one bad son of a bitch. If Bolan thought he was tough, well, by Christ, the Viper was going to show Bolan just what tough was all about.

   The Viper saw that Fernando had his back turned to him. He contemplated rushing the Spaniard and kicking him overboard. There was an AK-47 next to Fernando. Then Weiss decided a little verbal persuasion might be better than what could turn out to be a suicidal charge.

   "Hey, amigo."

   Fernando turned. There was steel in his voice as he told the Viper, "I am not your amigo."

   "Sure, sure, my apologies. I just want to know something."

   "What is that?"

   "How much is Bolan paying you to be his lackey?"

   "I am no man's lackey. The hombre, Bolan, is not paying me."

   "Come on, you're a boatrunner, a gunrunner. You've got to make a living. You expect me to believe that bullshit, Fernando?"

   "You will believe whatever you want to believe."

   "And I'm believing you're nobody's fool, Fernando. Did you ever think that Bolan may just kill you when he's finished business here, that he's just using you? Once you serve his purpose... well, he'll just pump a bullet in your brain. The guy's a cold-blooded killer. I've seen him in action."

   "I do not believe that. The hombre, Bolan, he is a man of his word. There are certain things you can sense about men. One is honor. The other is deception. Bolan is a man of honor. You are a man of deception."

   Weiss tried his damnedest to hide his mounting impatience. He was getting nowhere, and he was starting to get pissed off. "Listen, Fernando, you cut these ropes and let me go, and I'll make it worth your while. Alchupa didn't bring it, but I know he's got money back at his camp. We can go back there and dig it out. It's yours."

   Fernando laughed. "You must think Fernando Ortega is indeed somebody's fool, cabrón. Alchupa's camp was burned to the ground."

   The Viper's gaze narrowed. "What?"

   "That is right. There is nothing left of Alchupa's camp. Nothing at all. No money. No cocaine. Nothing but ashes and dust and death."

   "Then this Pinadante must have something. We could go there and take it ourselves. Listen, Fernando, I've got no bone to pick with you. You help me, I'll help you."

   Fernando appeared to think this over for a long moment. He nodded several times, a strange smile stretching his lips. Finally he picked up his AK-47 and walked across the deck. He stood in front of the Viper and gazed deeply into the killer's eyes.

   "Well?" the Viper prodded.

   Suddenly Fernando jabbed the muzzle of the AK-47 under the Viper's chin, forcing his head up.

   "You listen to me, and you listen to me good, cabrón," Fernando rasped. "I am no man to be bought, by you or anybody. When I give a man my word, I keep my word. Bolan has my word that I am going to help him. I help him now by watching a snake and making sure that snake does not slither away.

   "Perhaps, cabrón, you have underestimated me, and overestimated yourself. You are a bad, bad man. I see in you many things in myself, things I do not like. Things I am trying to kill in my soul. Greed. Viciousness. Deceit. Things that have come with ray trade, but things I have had to do to survive. In this matter money is not everything. Indeed it is nothing. There is honor here in what I do. I have helped you. I have helped Alchupa. Had I known what vicious dogs you both would turn out to be, perhaps I myself would have set you two at each other's throat. I should kill you right now."

   The Viper swallowed his rage, but defiant hatred blazed in his eyes as he told Fernando, "Go ahead, amigo, if you've got the guts. Go the fuck ahead."

   Fernando showed the Viper clenched teeth. His trigger finger twitched. "I will not, cabrón. Do you know why? Go ahead and ask me why."

   "Fuck you."

   "I will tell you. It is simple. Dying would be too easy for you. It is living that you hate. As long as you are alive you are driven mad by yourself. Letting you live is the best revenge, because you can feel nothing but hatred, and like a cancer, your black soul is eating at your guts this very moment."

   Fernando stepped away from the Viper, lowering the AK-47 to his side.

   Weiss didn't really know what to make of what Fernando had just said. He didn't really care. He was going to get loose somehow and bust the spic's face in half, then he was going to ram that AK-47 up Fernando's asshole and just pull back on the trigger.

   Because the Viper was one bad son of a bitch, and nobody talked to him like Fernando just had.
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   Crouched in the brush north of Pinadante's camp, Bolan counted twenty soldiers armed with submachine guns around the perimeter of the camp. They were lounging and smoking, talking to one another in low tones. They didn't seem to be expecting anybody, but they came alert at the sight of Alchupa, and three of them escorted the colonel across the camp. The Colombian druglord vanished from Bolan's sight as he slipped into Pinadante's tent.

   Other soldiers emerged from several large tents that were positioned at intervals all around the camp. Several of those soldiers pointed in Bolan's direction, the direction from which Alchupa had appeared. It looked as if they were going to investigate. If they did backtrack on Alchupa's path through the jungle, that would make sense. Okay, Pinadante's men wanted to find out if the colonel was alone. Bolan was steeled to greet those troops. The marshal's soldiers were going to get a warm welcome.

   A reception as warm as blood.

   Helltime.

   One of the sentries was less than thirty feet away from Bolan and was puffing on a cigarette. The three assassins were looking at Bolan, awaiting word to move out. Since they were outnumbered by Pinadante's troops, surprise would be the key element here. The MM-1 would have to rain instant death, destruction and chaos if the four of them were to meet with any success. And the sentry would have to be dealt with first. Any movement around the perimeter of the camp could be sighted by the sentry.

   Bolan suspected, however, that they might never get a chance to move into position. Already a dozen soldiers were striding across the camp, heading their way. The soldiers held their FMK-3 subguns by their sides, and looked ready, even anxious to use their weapons.

   Bolan decided to take the gamble. He would have the assassins move out anyway and attempt to get into some kind of position for the assault. He nodded to them. Khan and God fried slid off into the jungle to Bolan's left while Rolaff moved out to cover the right flank.

   Mentally counting down the doomsday numbers, Bolan set the MM-1 down and drew his commando dagger. He grasped the point of the blade in his fingers and prepared to sink the blade in the sentry's throat with a clean throw as soon as the other soldiers came closer.

   The first gray light of dawn was breaking across the sky.

   Bolan waited in the bush.

   * * *

   "What do you mean, no sample? You dare come to me with this story about being wiped out? And you bring me no sample?"

   Pinadante and Alchupa stood near the netting-covered doorway of the marshal's tent so that he could keep an eye on the camp while berating the colonel, whose grandiose plans had collapsed to put them both in jeopardy.

   "What can I tell you? No sample means no sample. And why would i lie to you about my men being slaughtered? You were there. You saw the gringos. They came ready to make war against me."

   "Yes, I did see them. But I do not like this. In fact, I am very disturbed about the events of the past few days, Colonel. Tell me, why do I get the feeling I am being set up?"

   "Don't be paranoid."

   "I cannot afford to be otherwise, Colonel. You come here and play fast and loose with me, then you call in outside help for some personal vendetta against this man you call Bolan. Just what was the purpose of bringing outsiders into our arrangement?"

   "I was looking for leverage."

   "What leverage?"

   "To win some respect in our inner circles."

   "Bah! You have no inner circles here, Colonel. I am the man with all the connections, all the power. You have been played for a fool, and now here I am stuck right in the middle of this circus."

   "I am no fool," Alchupa said with steel in his voice. "And if there is a fool in this..."

   "Yes?" Pinadante prodded.

   Alchupa kept a defiant silence.

   Pinadante stared at Alchupa. How dare this outlaw tell him not to be paranoid? he thought. Worse, how dare Alchupa come to him with no sample? Pinadante strongly suspected that Alchupa was hiding something, and if he was, the marshal was going to find out what. Indeed, while Pinadante pinned the colonel with his sharp gaze, he saw the colonel's eyes give him away. Alchupa's eyes flickered over the ivory-handled .380 Llama holstered on Pinadante's right hip.

   The marshal draped a meaty hand over the Llama. Was he really being paranoid? he wondered. Was Alchupa stupid enough or brave enough to try for his gun right there while three soldiers armed with submachine guns stood guard? Just how crazy was Alchupa?

   Pinadante took a step closer to Alchupa. Towering over the colonel, Pinadante believed he could crush Alchupa into the dirt with his sheer bulk. And he was tempted to do just that. Alchupa had made a ton of money from his drug empire, and Pinadante hated and resented him for that. No way in hell was the marshal going to be denied a big piece of the action from here on in. Even with Alchupa dead, the marshal believed he could reach the colonel's sponsors in Colombia and begin bargaining himself.

   "Did you come here alone?"

   Alchupa scowled. "No. My men rose from the dead."

   "I see. How did you get here?"

   "By boat, how else?" Alchupa abruptly changed the subject. "What about the revolution?"

   Pinadante laughed. He lifted his bottle of rum to his lips and took a swallow of the liquor. "Revolution? What revolution?"

   "You lied then," the colonel said in a matter-of-fact voice.

   "Of course. I had no choice. You see, we have a serious problem now, Colonel."

   "What is that?"

   "Ingratitude."

   "You call me ungrateful when you had no intention of honoring our deal?" Alchupa spit on the ground. "Then there is my word to you."

   Pinadante trembled with rage. "I could have you killed, do you know that?"

   "You wouldn't. I still have my connections in Colombia. Even after this setback, I can round up a new force and begin again."

   "So you think."

   "So I know, Marshal. You seem to forget that without me there would be no precious cut for you."

   "And you seem to forget that you came to me on bended knee months back when you were run out of Colombia, chased here by the imperialist Americano dogs. You were groveling for your life then."

   "Things have changed."

   "Just what does that mean?"

   "It means things have changed."

   "So they have. Your arrogance makes me want to change them even further."

   "So...where do we go from here?" Alchupa asked, glancing over his shoulder at the FMK-3-wielding soldiers.

   "I go back to Brasilia, Colonel. You..." he paused to take another drink of rum, some of the liquor spilling down the sides of his mouth "...may go straight to hell." Pinadante laughed, and his soldiers chuckled, too.

   At that moment the sound of autofire ripped across the camp. Pinadante's soldiers whirled toward the sound.

   Frozen for a second by the sight of his soldiers corkscrewing to the ground in the distance, Pinadante was caught off guard, allowing Alchupa to make his move.

   Explosions thundering across the camp, fireballs boiling behind him, the colonel — in spite of his shattered wrist — tore a subgun out of a soldier's hands. At point-blank range he opened fire on the soldiers who had escorted him to Pinadante. A quick burst of 9 mm lead stitched them across their chests and sent them colliding into one another with horror and agony frozen on their faces.

   Desperately, in panic, Pinadante clawed at his holstered Llama, feeling an urgent need to empty his bladder. The marshal had just discovered how crazy the colonel was.

   Alchupa's face was twisted by demonic rage and hate as he turned the blazing subgun on the marshal. Screaming like a banshee, he emptied the entire magazine into Pinadante. A dancing bloody sieve, the marshal was knocked off his feet to crash into a table, the rum bottle flying from his hand.

   Even before Pinadante hit the ground, Alchupa was running into the jungle.

   * * *

   Pinadante's soldiers were scattering pell-mell all over the camp. They had plenty of reason to be scared as Bolan began peppering the grounds and perimeter with HE rounds belching from his MM-1. Like bowling pins, Pinadante's men soared through the air, their screams cut short as they were chopped to death by the raging firestorm of explosions unleashed by Bolan's deadly weapon.

   The sentry whom Bolan had taken out with a perfect toss to the throat was still writhing on the ground in death throes, his hand twitching for the blade embedded in his neck as a second line of HE explosions ripped through another dozen of Pinadante's soldiers.

   Still more slaughter. Still more of Pinadante's goons paid the price for helping Anaconda. But Bolan was far from being satisfied with the destruction of this branch of Anaconda. The mission wouldn't end here.

   Bolan glimpsed a shadow in the distance and recognized Alchupa. While explosions were shredding apart Pinadante's men and hurling tents into the air on fireballs, the colonel was beating a hasty retreat into the jungle. Bolan figured the colonel was going to try and make his way back to the gunboat. He hoped Fernando was ready and waiting, preferably with some .50-caiiber lead for the colonel.

   But Bolan was forced to turn his attention back to the battle at hand. There was nothing he could do about Alchupa for the moment, and he wanted to be sure of the outcome of the struggle here.

   FMK-3 subgun fire opened up on Bolan's position as the remainder of Pinadante's troops rallied to defend the camp and themselves. Foliage was churned up by the 9 mm leadstorm around the Executioner's head.

   But the Executioner was primed for the mop-up.

   So were the three assassins.

   Arrows streaked through the smoke that was curling away from the bomb blasts. With arrows thudding into their chests, three of Pinadante's soldiers tumbled to the ground, hands clutching the shafts. G-11 autofire mowed down another six men within seconds. A 40 mm grenade rocketed away from Rolaff's M-203 launcher and added still more chaos and destruction into the foray.

   Unleathering Big Thunder, Bolan charged into the camp. Well-placed headshots began decapitating the rapidly diminishing enemy numbers. A wounded Brazilian soldier took a lethal round from the Executioner's AutoMag through his back as he crawled across the ground, clawing for his FMK-3. The guy arched his back, blood poured from his mouth, then he lay still.

   It was over in less than a minute.

   On a dead run Bolan reached Pinadante's tent. Sweeping aside the mosquito netting, Bolan found the marshal drenched in blood, wide eyes staring lifelessly at the tent opening. So much for another would-be druglord.

   Behind Bolan, Geoffrey Godfried had walked into the hellgrounds, and now approached Pinadante's tent.

   He drew down on Bolan's backside. A smile slid across Godfried's lips.

  
  
   

    19 

   

   Godfried was smiling because he felt he had damn good reason to smile.

   Bolan was finished.

   Bolan was dead meat.

   The prize kill that everybody from Alchupa to the Viper wanted was going to be Godfried's for the taking, and there wasn't a thing Bolan could do to stop him.

   For a second Godfried waited, watching Bolan as he stared into Pinadante's personal abattoir. Godfried wanted to wait until Bolan at least turned partly his way. It would be chickenshit stuff to poleax the Executioner with an extended G-11 backshot. Backshooting was the kind of cowardly garbage that well-known Americans like Billy the Kid and Jesse James were famous for.

   The Brit tightened his finger around the G-11's trigger. He had just put a fresh mag into the caseless assault rifle, and he was going to empty the whole damn magazine into Bolan, then watch and smile as the Executioner twitched and flopped all over the ground. If he had lied and cheated the Executioner by pretending to be on the level but intending all along to break some code of honor, then so what? Men who killed for money weren't supposed to be honorable anyway. Hell, in the end it didn't really matter how you took out a target, as long as you got the job done. Killing was killing; it was that simple. At least for some people. Even so, when it came down to man-to-man, the final confrontation between two hunters, two professionals, then killing should be done face-to-face, eye-to-eye. Winner take all. Loser dead. End of game. Hell, look at the Viper. He had the attitude that human life, or any life other than his own, was merely garbage to be burned in the wastelands of human existence, and maybe the Viper was right. The world was shit.

   A twisted grin touched Godfried's lips. Unfortunately for him, it froze there. Permanently.

   Stayed locked in a death mask.

   The first arrow took Godfried in the back, square between the shoulder blades. The wind was driven from his lungs, then an incredible pain knifed down his spine, reaching right into his toes with a fiery explosion. The Mongol, he thought, as he dropped to his knees. The Mongol had claimed another victim.

   Khan's second arrow drilled right through Godfried's back.

   The arrowhead punched out through his throat. In his final second he saw the blood-slick arrowhead jutting away from his neck.

   But in that last moment the Brit didn't experience pain or terror. No, what he felt was anger. With himself.

   All this smiling had killed him.

   * * *

   Bolan, who had sensed someone behind him, turned in time to see the Brit slump to his knees. AutoMag in hand, the Executioner was about to decapitate the assassin when he saw the arrow grow out of Godfried's throat as if it were an extension of his body.

   So much for Godfried, Bolan thought. So much for one more lying bastard in this vicious circle of deceit and treachery.

   Khan stood in the distance, behind a drifting wall of black smoke, waiting, as Rolaff the Headhunter made his move to follow through on Godfried's line of thinking.

   The Swede walked through a curtain of smoke, tall and arrogant and as cool as an icicle. The M-16 leaped up in his hands. Whatever had been going through Rolaff's head, whatever had made him decide to turn against him, Bolan would never know. Nor did he really care to know.

   Bolan turned Rolaff into a headless headhunter with one booming .44 round from the AutoMag. The Swede slammed to the ground, his brains splattering over two shredded corpses. The guy, Bolan briefly reflected, had died too damn easily, almost as if he had expected to die, hell, almost as if he wanted to die.

   Liao Khan didn't want to die, or so it seemed to Bolan in the next instant.

   The Mongol lifted his arms, bow in hand. "I believe they had intended to kill you all along."

   "I believe you're right."

   "I do not intend such a thing."

   Bolan, his AutoMag trained on the Mongol, measured Khan for a stretched second. A dirty gray light had broken across the jungle. Surrounded by burning tents, the crackling of flames gathering strength, Khan and Bolan stood, mere shadows on the killing field.

   "Why should I believe you?" Bolan asked.

   "Because I say so."

   "So did they."

   "If you do not trust me, then kill me now."

   "Maybe I should."

   "Maybe you should," the Mongol agreed.

   And maybe he shouldn't. There was something in Khan's voice, a look in the Mongol's eyes that Bolan detected as honor. Bolan decided to let him live. First, Khan had saved his life — or had that been just some ploy to set him up for a strike later? Bolan wondered, then dismissed the thought. Second, Bolan could use some help. He had to get back to the gunboat, and unless he missed his guess, Pinadante would have backup on the river. Fernando was a quarter mile downstream, and the river was almost the same distance from Pinadante's camp, which meant the sounds of autofire and the rumble of explosions would have reached the ears of Pinadante's troops.

   Investigation.

   Riposte.

   Slaughter.

   "Keep ahead of me," Bolan told Khan. "I'm trusting you — up to a point."

   "Fair enough."

   * * *

   Silently Alchupa moved up on the Nabuco. The brown murk of the Amazon River looked particularly foreboding to the colonel in the gloomy dawn light. A thin mist hung over the world's mightiest river, drifting with a warm breeze. The jungle all around was strangely silent, and Alchupa realized how very alone he was. There was nothing left of Anaconda, and he knew he could well be dead within the next few moments unless he boarded the gunboat safely. To do that he had to catch Fernando by complete surprise. He didn't want to have to kill the boatrunner, because he needed him to pilot the gunboat.

   At first glance the boat appeared deserted, then Alchupa saw the hated Viper stand to stretch his legs. A second later Fernando stood, too. There was a Kalashnikov in the boatrunner's hands. Extreme caution, Alchupa realized, would be required. But those two had to be tired. Alchupa also figured that, having sat out the battle, Fernando would be edgy, anxious for the return of Bolan and the assassins.

   The gunboat was docked right up against the bank, and for this Alchupa was grateful. By not having anchored the boat offshore, Fernando had made his boarding easier. The colonel didn't want to wade too far out into the river, for he had been warned that piranha infested these waters.

   Alchupa slid through the murk toward the gunboat. Even though he was running for his life, he felt strong once more. There was no telling how Bolan and the others had fared against Pinadante and his men. But Alchupa didn't really care about Bolan any longer. His main concern now was to get as far downriver as possible. The Anaconda dream was dead, at least for the time being. Later, when he was safe somewhere in Bolivia or Peru, he could contact his sponsors in Colombia. It was possible he would even be able to return to Colombia and hide out until he could rebuild Anaconda and finance some revolution in some troubled country of the lower Americas. After all, every single one of the DEA agents who had been sent to Brazil to track him down was dead and nobody would know if he himself was alive or dead. Indeed, the last agent captured had been fed to the piranha. Alchupa believed he could just disappear again, and resurface where things weren't so hot. As for his connections in Washington... well, they were now dead, too, or at the least their organization wouldn't outlive him. The Viper had been sent by the people in Washington to whom Alchupa was supposed to have been feeding money, drugs and intelligence. This DEA SOD was a joke, he thought. Or was the joke on him? He had been set up by those infiltrators in Washington, of that he was certain. He would never trust anyone again.

   Gracefully, hope sending renewed strength through him, Alchupa vaulted over the railing. Swinging his FMK-3 toward Fernando, Alchupa snarled, "Drop it."

   Fernando hesitated.

   Alchupa kept one eye on the boatrunner and the other eye on the Viper. "I said drop it!"

   Fernando let the AK-47 fall to the deck.

   Alchupa's sweat was salty on his lips, the moisture burned into his eyes. "Sit down," he ordered Fernando.

   Fernando sat on the bench opposite the Viper.

   Alchupa turned his full attention on Weiss and pointed the FMK-3 at the assassin's face. "Well, amigo. Your time has come."

   "Don't be stupid, Colonel." The Viper looked at the colonel with defiant hatred.

   "What?" Alchupa chuckled. "Are you not going to beg me for your life?"

   "Hell, no. Just listen for a moment."

   Alchupa peered at the Viper. He was about to ask Weiss what he meant. Then he heard it. The faint rumble of engines, in the distance, downriver.

   Another gunboat appeared, a dark gray specter behind the curtain of mist.

   The Viper chuckled. "In all this running around," he said to Fernando, "you and Bolan forgot that maybe this Pinadante had some backup. I'm sure they heard the autofire, because we've heard it. Maybe somebody even alerted those boys on the gunboat by radio. It doesn't matter. That boat will have guns, maybe bigger guns than this boat. Now, it's pretty simple. We've one of two choices here: fight or flight. You want to fight, well, you just might have to cut me loose so I can man one of those .50 calibers. Or give me a weapon."

   "No chance!" Alchupa muttered.

   "Si. I agree with the Viper." Fernando stood, and when Alchupa swung the FMK-3 subgun toward him, the boatrunner held his hands up. "What will you do? Kill me also? There are two .50 calibers. Two of us."

   The gunboat parted the mist.

   All three men looked toward it. Somebody on the port side of the enemy boat was pointing and hollering at the others on its deck. The boat was close enough now for its name — Xingu— to be visible on the bow.

   Alchupa motioned with his subgun for Fernando to man a .50-caliber machine gun. "And, you, move!" he rasped at the Viper. "Get down on the deck and keep your face pressed to the metal. If I see you raise your head just once, I will blow it off." Snatching Weiss by his shirt front, Alchupa flung him to the deck.

   Then machine gun fire cut loose from the Xingu. Slugs barged off the Nabuco's hull around Fernando and Alchupa as they bolted for the .50-caliber machine guns. A bullet ripped into Fernando's leg. Crying out in pain, he hit the deck.

   Alchupa ignored Fernando, manned a .50 caliber and opened up on the enemy gunboat with the big machine gun.

   Fernando struggled to his feet. Teeth gritted, the boatrunner grabbed a .50-cab'ber machine gun and joined the colonel in returning fire.
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   Bolan and Khan reached the river seconds after the gunboat battle began, when the .50-caliber machine gun slugfest was raging in full fury. The Nabuco was being stormed by a lead typhoon. Bolan counted four .50-caliber machine guns on the enemy boat, and he knew Fernando could not survive such an onslaught — unless added firepower came to Fernando's rescue.

   As for Alchupa, Bolan didn't care whether the Colombian druglord lived or died. Alchupa was scum as far as Bolan was concerned and should have had his ticket punched a long time ago. If Pinadante's gunners didn't get the colonel, then Bolan decided he sure as hell would.

   Instantly, his MM-1 fully loaded, Bolan began raking the Xingu with HE rounds. As explosions hammered the hull of the enemy and HE rounds swept fire and smoke across the deck, Khan was loosing arrows downriver. Incendiary arrows. And they found their mark in two victims, torching those soldiers and sending them diving into the river, screaming.

   Bolan's opening MM-1 barrage wasn't enough to stop the enemy in their tracks. Bitterly they kept firing at Fernando's position, sliding closer to the port side of the Nabuco, tightening the lethal ring of fire around the Spanish hustler.

   Bolan hit the starboard stern of the Xingu with another HE round. The explosion blew three soldiers off the deck. Still, one of Pinadante's backup soldiers held on to his .50-caliber machine gun for all he was worth, even as two more 38 mm rounds streaked across the river and explosions pounded the hull of the boat, rocking it.

   Three rounds from the holdout on the Xingu took Fernando Ortega in the stomach. Kicked away from the .50-caliber maneater by the enemy fire, he slammed off the rail. Blood gushed from the gaping hole in Fernando's abdomen. The light quickly faded from his eyes.

   With another incendiary arrow, the Mongol took out the last machine gunner on the Xingu. Silence fell over the smoking enemy boat as flames swept across its deck. Before any of the survivors realized what was happening, Hector Alchupa swung his .50-caliber machine gun toward the jungle. In one lightning burst, he pinned the Mongol to a tree. Liao Khan's chest and stomach burst open before Bolan's eyes. The Executioner dived for cover behind a log, slugs gouging out chunks of bark near his face.

   Relentlessly, empty shell casings spinning around his face, Alchupa raked the jungle with the maneater. The machine gun fire roaring in his ears, Bolan unleathered Big Thunder. He had one chance to nail Alchupa, or the colonel's maneating .50-caliber lead would find flesh.

   Bolan scrambled several feet away from Alchupa's tracking line of fire. Then he charged up over the log, firing. One blasting round from Big Thunder punched dead center into Alchupa's face. The colonel's head exploded in a cloudburst of gore, and he was launched over the railing. Anaconda was finished, at least the part of it located in the Amazon jungle basin.

   As for Weiss, he had long since become fed up with waiting for a chance to escape. Momentarily out of Bolan's sight, he crawled across the deck, his eyes locked on the commando knife stuck inside Fernando's belt. If he could get his hands on that knife, he could cut himself free, if not now, then later. He wanted Bolan's ass. He knew the Executioner wanted to keep him alive long enough so he could lead the way to Clarence. Long enough would be good enough for the Viper. Bolan's day of judgment was coming, real soon.

   A hollow ring echoed in the Viper's ears, the sound of an explosion behind him. The Xingu was belching delayed blasts from its fuel tanks. The Viper had to give Bolan credit. The guy was always there, kicking ass and taking no prisoners. Bolan knew how to win. The Viper knew that he could win, too. It was just a question of seizing an opportunity.

   Rolling onto his back, Weiss draped himself over the corpse of Fernando. Feverishly, sweat stinging his eyes, he grasped the handle of Fernando's knife. He slid the knife free from the dead man's belt, then dropped it deep into the back pant pocket of his camous for concealment. He only hoped Bolan didn't spot the bulge. But, damn, he was getting tired of living on a fucking hope and a prayer. It was time for reaction to all of Bolan's harassment and bullshit.

   The Viper rose up on his knees, breathing a sigh of relief.

   The boot seemed to come out of nowhere.

   Taking the kick in the small of his back, Weiss reeled to the deck. Rolling onto his back, he stared up at Bolan's battered face.

   "What are you doing?" the Executioner barked.

   "Trying to stay alive!" the Viper growled back at him. "What do you think I'm doing?"

   Bolan looked at the Viper suspiciously, and Weiss made a conscious effort to hide his nervousness. But Bolan just stood there, peering down at him, searching his face, those damn ice-blue eyes piercing, as if they could look right into a man's heart. When all else failed, the Viper had always believed he could still lie. So in the face of Bolan's silence, he added, "I didn't think you'd be coming back. I was going to jump ship."

   "Well, I'm back. And we're leaving."

   "Yeah. Where?"

   "First Belém."

   "That's maybe a thousand miles downriver. We don't have the fuel."

   "We'll find it. Fernando had some back at his stash. I'm sure Pinadante kept more somewhere along here. There are checkpoints, outposts, villages. We'll steal a banana boat, if we have to."

   "You're still taking me back to the States?" the Viper sneered.

   "That's right," Bolan returned.

   He looked down at Fernando for a second and felt a stab of regret and sorrow for the boatrunner. Fernando had tried to make good, and he had lived up to his word. That was more than Bolan could say for the sons of bitches he had killed there in the Amazon. Then he remembered the Mongol. Khan, too, had lived up to his word. The Mongol had fought by his side until the last bitter breath.

   When he looked back at the Viper, Mack Bolan felt nothing but contempt and loathing. Weiss was indeed one viper who needed his head crushed. But his termination of the guy would have to wait. Bolan was anxious to get back in touch with Hal Brognola.

   The Executioner was going in. For the mop-up.

   "Well, then let's go, tough guy," the Viper urged. "I'll tell you this much."

   Bolan's voice was all steel. "Tell me."

   "Old James Clarence will be ready for you."

   "You're pretty sure of that, aren't you?"

   "Damn right I am. There's something I neglected to tell you in all this excitement."

   The Viper paused, and Bolan growled, "Spit it out."

   "If Clarence hasn't heard from me within ten days of my point of departure, which was almost a week ago, he'll call in his own people. He'll wait another week to hear from me, then he'll send his supertroops down here. The way I figure it ten days will be up by the time we get to Belém. The extra week will give you plenty of time to get back to the States." The Viper chuckled. "For your big assault."

   "I appreciate the information. Viper."

   "No sweat. It's on the house. I'm trying to make your death as quick and easy as possible."

   "I appreciate that," Bolan growled, hauling Weiss off the deck and dumping him on the beach.

   * * *

   James Clarence checked his watch. He was waiting in the conference room for his team of specialists to arrive. As the hours, hell, the days dragged on eternally, he was certain some fiasco had arisen down in the Amazon. And Martin and Atworth, seated at the huge mahogany knight's table, were chomping at the bit. They, too, were tired of hanging around, waiting for some word from the Viper.

   Just to make sure those two didn't get any ideas about leaving the grounds, Clarence had strapped on a holster that held a Smith & Wesson Model 19 .357 Combat Magnum — heavy firepower he would need for a battle he was sure was coming. Heavy firepower would determine how events took shape — who would win, who would lose. James Clarence didn't intend to be a loser in this operation. He wanted out. And he would leave with nothing but broken, bloodied corpses around him. Just walk away as clean as the day he was born. Everything had gone to hell, and he could sense that from some abyss of carnage he was being called to join the dead. If Alchupa was dead or had been captured by the Viper, then nobody was going to make a dime from the Colombian colonel's cocaine kingdom. That was the sad part, Clarence reflected. Everything that had been set up so carefully, every bribe, every killing would have been for nothing.

   "Why? Why is this happening?"

   Clarence looked at Atworth and sneered. "Because people are unpredictable. And people don't always do what they're supposed to do. That's why. Now shut up."

   "You were so damn sure of yourself, Clarence," Martin growled.

   "I'm still sure of myself."

   Atworth scowled. "Then why the piece?"

   "That's why I'm so sure of myself."

   Clarence liked that answer, because neither Atworth nor Martin knew how to respond to it. And, yeah, Clarence was sick and tired of their constant whining, their complete lack of faith in him. Still, what had he done anyway, he thought, to prove himself to them, to prove that this operation was working and would continue to work? Very little. But he had been around long enough to know when the storm was coming. He could feel the heat building on the horizon all around him. Thunderheads of blood, death and destruction were ready to burst. The fool, Alchupa, had brought the wildest card of all into this whole operation. Mack Bolan. Headhunting for the damn Executioner had been a monumental error. All because the Colombian colonel's ego had blinded his vision, distracted him from the purpose of the operation, which was to make money, lots and lots of money.

   Anger hardened Atworth's eyes. "If you're so sure of yourself, get rid of that piece."

   "You never know."

   "What's that supposed to mean?" Martin growled.

   "It means, simply, that you never know. You never know who has the bullet with your name on it."

   Again fear flickered through the eyes of Atworth and Martin. Okay, they got the message, Clarence thought. The Magnum wasn't just meant to pump a round into some invader.

   "I feel like we're being held hostage," Atworth complained. "We have people to answer to, you know. People will start becoming suspicious. When they do, they'll start asking questions, and when they start asking questions..."

   "They'll come to me," Clarence cut in. "Let 'em. I'm just a shadow player in this."

   "You're official, Clarence," Martin corrected.

   "Unofficially, that is," Clarence reminded him.

   "So where's this big hit team of yours that's supposed to straighten everything out?" Atworth wanted to know.

   There were two large ashtrays in front of Atworth and Martin, heaped with crushed butts. As if on cue, both Atworth and Martin fired up cigarettes.

   Again Clarence looked at his watch. He was dying for a cigarette and a shot of vodka, but he needed a clear head. He didn't want to be caught with a buzz on, lungs full of smoke and his pants down when the shit finally hit the fan. Even if Weiss did return in triumph, he would have to terminate the man. The Viper knew too much. The Viper was unpredictable. The Viper was expendable. Hell, there were plenty of men who could fill the Viper's shoes.

   Then there was a rap on the conference room door. Clarence noticed that Atworth and Martin were jolted by the sound. He showed the two men a twisted smile. He was enjoying their anxiety. They were expendable, too. And they were soon to find out just how much they had been used. He was going to terminate them.

   Clarence opened the door. "Littel," he said.

   He waved the tall granite-faced man with the crew cut into the room and closed the door, breathing a silent sigh of relief. The supertroops had answered the call.

   "About time."

   "There were problems."

   "What problems?" Clarence asked Littel.

   Littel took his time firing up a cigarette. He glanced at Atworth and Martin with a look that Clarence read as disdain. "What's this?"

   Clarence liked Litters style. The guy had sized up Atworth and Martin already for what they were — walking pukes.

   "They're in charge of our so-called DEA SOD."

   Littel grunted and drew on his cigarette.

   "Now, what problems?"

   "Grogin and Teller were killed in Nicaragua last week. Half of their people were wiped out by the Sandinistas."

   "Shit," Clarence muttered, and knew where the conversation was headed. "So, how many men have you got coming?"

   "Only twenty. They chartered a private plane to Dulles. They'll pick up the hardware on the way in. Now, you tell me— what have you got?"

   "A fucking headache."

   "I don't want it."

   "You're getting paid to want it. If I don't hear from my man in six days, you're going in."

   "I don't do exfiltration work. Hire Delta."

   Bitterly Clarence chuckled. "In the event I don't hear from my man, you won't be going in to exfiltrate."

   "Terminate? Good. That's more like it. But you said six days. What the hell are me and my men supposed to do for six days?"

   "Play cards," Atworth said in a sour voice.

   Littel looked at Atworth as if he were a bug he wanted to step on.

   "You'll wait here. I want security beefed up," Clarence said. "You know a guy by the name of Bolan?"

   "Who hasn't heard of the Executioner?"

   "He may be coming in."

   "How do you figure that?"

   "Gut feeling," Clarence said. "I sent my man in to wipe out Hector Akhupa."

   "Colombian druglord?"

   "Yeah."

   "I thought he was dead."

   "You thought wrong. I've got a whole inner circle here with everybody holding everybody else's hand. These two..." Clarence nodded at Atworth and Martin "...let Akhupa infiltrate the DEA so they could take a piece of the colonel's action for themselves."

   "They're compromised."

   Clarence nodded. He understood what "compromised" meant. Atworth and Martin looked confused. It was better, Clarence knew, to leave those two in the dark until the moment of truth dawned.

   "So what makes you think Bolan will show here?"

   "I told you, gut instinct. I haven't heard one word from my man."

   "How does Bolan fit in?"

   "Alchupa put a bounty on his head. He wanted my man in as part of the headhunting party."

   "Why did Alchupa do that?" Littel asked.

   "Ego. He wanted to take Bolan's head to ail his sponsors in Brazil. Play the big shot who can't be stopped by anybody alive. He had some grand delusion about overthrowing the government of Brazil and creating a whole army around him that could march up and down the lower Americas and conquer every country in sight."

   "Delusion is right. Unless he's got the clout behind him."

   "He was hoping his cocaine empire would fit in. When he was run out of Colombia, he set himself up in Brazil."

   Littel shook his head and crushed his butt out in one of the overflowing ashtrays. "Weird. Real fucking weird. So what's the bottom line here?"

   "We wait and see how the action unfolds."

   "We set up a fortress here. Is that the idea?"

   "For six days. I know exactly where you would have to go in Brazil."

   "Where?"

   "The Amazon jungle basin."

   "That's a big place."

   "I told you, I know exactly where."

   "What kind of numbers would we be up against?"

   "I'm not sure. Alchupa's people. And, if my man's screwed me over on this, his people."

   "Forty? Fifty? A hundred? What?"

   "No more than a hundred, I would imagine."

   "I don't need 'imagine.' With only twenty men under me, I need solid intel."

   "Twenty-two."

   "You're going then?"

   "Damn right. I intend to see this thing through."

   "To the bitter end."

   "Right. Now... within the next six days, I would assume you can round up a force of more than twenty."

   Littel shrugged and fired up another cigarette. "Most of the people I know are down in Central America. It'll be tough."

   "It's not like it's on short notice."

   "And it's not like you gave me all the facts, either, Clarence."

   "Well, you've got the facts now. You don't want the job, you can walk. There's the door."

   Littel grinned. "And don't let it hit me in the ass on the way out, right?"

   "You bet."

   "Well, I didn't go through all this aggravation of getting here, of rounding up my people for nothing."

   "I... I don't understand," Martin blurted. "What's going on here?"

   "Nothing you need to worry about, pal," Littel said without looking at Martin.

   Clarence had been unaware that his hand was draped over the butt of his Magnum. As he looked at Martin and Atworth, he smiled, realizing then that he was touching the butt of the revolver.

   "Nothing you two need to worry about at all," Clarence added in a steely voice.
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   Exhausted, Bolan slumped back against the fuselage wall of the C-130. The rumble of the turboprop engines threatened to lull him to sleep. Bolan was tired, beaten, hungry and thirsty. And he was frustrated, too. Anaconda cannibals were still at large. Bolan had yet another rendezvous with serpents.

   The journey down the Amazon River had ended in a village three days after leaving behind the carnage at Pinadante's camp, from that village on the river, a local pilot had given Bolan and his prisoner a lift to Belém. The guy had claimed he chartered flights for missionaries or anybody who needed a lift to Belém or any points down or upriver. The plane was a twin-engine Cessna that Bolan could tell had seen better days. And the airfield they had taken off from had been nothing more than a small grassy strip near the village. Bolan didn't bother to ask the pilot a lot of questions, just promised the guy a large cash payoff when he got them to Belém. That had been good enough for the Hispanic pilot.

   Later, at Belém, Bolan called Brognola, and the big Fed, anxious to get Bolan back to the States, had sent the C-130 down to Brazil for the exfiltration. The Brazilian pilot had received five thousand dollars American for his service, courtesy of Stony Man, and he had left the airfield in Belém to return to his village with a big smile on his face.

   Mack Bolan couldn't smile even if he wanted to. His face, brutally punished from the beating at the hands of the Viper and his goons, was stiff, sore and swollen.

   It had been a long, hard ordeal for the Executioner, from Colorado to the rain forest of Brazil. Wiping out Anaconda. Tramping through the jungle with a pack of killers on his tail. Good men had died. Good men like Spiraldi and the other DEA agents who had gotten suckered into SOD's power play. Good men like Fernando Ortega, who would never again see his family. It always bothered Mack Bolan when good men died at the hands of bad men.

   And bad men were still alive. Bad men like Max Weiss. Like James Clarence. Bolan had stirred the caldron, and there was only one possible ending left for this search-and-destroy.

   Tear their damn house down to the ground.

   Fortunately Brognola had already done the legwork for the final assault on Anaconda. Even if the Viper didn't lead him there, Bolan knew Brognola had pinned down the location of Clarence's safehouse.

   Weiss was sitting on a bench directly across from Bolan. Bolan saw the guy grinning like a fool.

   "What's so funny?" the Executioner asked. The AutoMag was the only weapon Bolan carried on him at the moment. As weary and mean as he was feeling, Bolan wouldn't have hesitated to blow the Viper's head off if the guy had tried to move on him.

   "You're funny."

   "Shut up and go to sleep."

   "You'll never make it, Bolan."

   "If you're talking about Clarence..."

   "I am."

   "Then he's got a surprise coming."

   "How are you going to play this one, tough guy? Just walk in, guns blazing?"

   "You'll see."

   "Yeah, sure."

   Bolan made an effort to keep his eyes open. There was nobody else in the cargo hold of the Hercules. Alone with the Viper, he was grimly aware that if he nodded off, Weiss wouldn't hesitate to kick his brains out.

   Awareness of the problem became a sobering reality in the next instant.

   Bolan's eyelids kept closing, as if they had lead weights attached to them. He sensed movement. The Viper, he thought, and forced his eyes open.

   The knife arced for Bolan's throat.

   The Viper was going for a quick kill.

   Bolan didn't mind disappointing him one bit.

   He threw himself down, and the knife streaked over his head. How Weiss had gotten the knife, Bolan didn't know — and right now he didn't care. The Viper was going for broke, and had just given Bolan every reason to make sure the guy was cashiered out into the void.

   After he pistoned a side kick into the Viper's guts, Bolan jumped to his feet. Like some wild animal, Weiss, snarling, came back at Bolan. In a lightning flash, the blade swept for Bolan's throat.

   The Executioner was ready this time.

   Again he ducked the knife that was meant to rip open his throat. As the blade tore for his face once more, Bolan drilled a snap kick into the Viper's knife hand. A sickening crack of bone, and the knife flew through the air.

   But the fight was far from being knocked out of the Viper.

   Bolan reached for the AutoMag, but Weiss drove a head butt into the Executioner's stomach. The wind driven from his lungs, Bolan tumbled into the wall. Desperately he pulled the AutoMag from its holster, but just as Big Thunder cleared leather, Weiss kicked the gun out of Bolan's hand, and it spun across the floorboards. Weiss hammered an uppercut off Bolan's jaw. The Executioner saw stars when his head banged off the wall.

   The Viper meant to play hardball, and Bolan knew he was going to get Weiss's best.

   Weiss raised his leg and attempted to stomp Bolan's head into the wall. Throwing his head sideways, Bolan felt the heel of the Viper's boot just graze his temple. With a sound like cannon fire, the Viper's boot crashed into the wall. Bolan's left arm swept the Viper's extended leg up in an explosion of power. As if he'd been poleaxed, the Viper slammed to the floor on his back. Undeterred, he roiled away and jumped to his feet.

   Bolan and the Viper squared off.

   Then the Viper laughed. "It's just me and you, Bolan."

   "I wouldn't want it any other way."

   The Viper feinted with a left, then cracked a right cross off Bolan's jaw. As he reeled, the Executioner realized he couldn't take many more punishing blows to the head and face. Falling against the wall, he braced himself, then pushed off the wall with his hands to spear another side kick into the Viper's guts. Deeper, though, and harder this time. A guttural belch ripped from the Viper's lips. Doubled over, he was paralyzed for a split second.

   Time enough for Bolan to wind up his fury into high gear.

   With a flurry of right and left crosses, Bolan drove Weiss into the far wall. Blood spurted from the Viper's pulped nose. Incredibly, though, he stayed standing, even after Bolan drilled a straight right into his mouth, snapping off several front teeth.

   Briefly the Viper wobbled on rubbery legs. He showed Bolan eyes burning with hatred. Bolan thought now the guy would surely topple over, but the Viper proved to be every bit as tough as he had claimed.

   "You had enough?" Bolan growled.

   Groggy, the light in his eyes dimming, the Viper raised a shaky right fist.

   "I guess you haven't," Bolan said, then with every bit of rage-powered might he could muster, the Executioner sledgehammered an uppercut off the Viper's jaw.

   He couldn't deny that it felt good to hear the Viper's head smash into the wail. It felt even better to see the Viper crumpled in a heap at his feet. Down and out.

   Quickly Bolan took one of the strips of rope that the Viper had sawed through with the knife and tied Weiss's hands behind his back.

   "K-kill me... k-kill me... you... fucking bastard... go ahead."

   Bolan rolled the Viper over. His face was a blood-sickened mask. Bolan showed him a graveyard smile. "No way, guy. If you think this was bad, the worst is still to come."

   "Fuck you... worse for who?"

   The Viper was going to hang tough until the bitter, bloody end, Bolan realized. Yeah, the Viper would go out with a roar.

   "For you," Bolan said in a tired voice edged with disgust.

   * * *

   Hal Brognola was waiting for Bolan and the Viper at Andrews Air Force Base, with the Jimmy Bolan had requested.

   The Viper knew where Clarence was hiding out, and Bolan intended to take Weiss there — to face his own music. Deep in heavily wooded country, a good twenty miles south of Manassas, Virginia, was where the headshed was located — or the Anaconda nest, as Bolan liked to think of the safehouse where Clarence and his DEA lackeys were holed up. The Viper had informed Bolan that he was more than willing to lead him to Clarence, for he was certain Bolan was going to meet his match when he tackled Clarence. But Bolan had already disappointed and frustrated the Viper on more than one occasion, most recently, Bolan recalled with grim satisfaction, on the floor of the C-130 when he had busted the Viper all to hell.

   The sun was going down as Bolan guided the Jimmy with the floodtide of traffic on the Beltway, heading toward the Woodrow Wilson Bridge.

   "Damn, Striker, you look like you've been through a war," Brognola said from the back seat.

   "It's not over, Hal."

   "No, it's not. I've been keeping tabs on Atworth and Martin. Both of them recently took a sudden vacation. They smell, and they suspect they're being fingered. Clarence is nowhere to be found, either."

   "They're all hiding."

   "Or waiting." The Viper's gloating words seemed to hang in the Jimmy.

   "There's only one way to get a snake out of its hole," Bolan said. "You burn it out."

   "So," Brognola said, "this is the Viper. I guess I don't need to ask, Viper, who got the better of whom here. Maybe you're not as tough as you thought you were."

   "Nobody's won a damn thing yet, G-man," the Viper said, returning Brognoia's taunt, though his jaw was bruised and his face swollen and battered. "Everybody's in this one for himself — Atworth, Martin, Clarence. Okay, so they're running scared. Hell, that'll make them fight that much harder. Your buddy, Bolan here, may have won a couple of battles, but the war's not over."

   "Sure. Whatever you say," Brognola told the Viper, then turned his attention back to Bolan. "Everything you need is stowed in back, Striker, all the hardware you requested."

   "I appreciate that, Hal. I'll need it."

   "Damn right you will," commented Weiss.

   "What's he running off at the mouth about now, Striker?" Brognola asked.

   "I'll have a welcoming committee at Clarence's... or so I've been told."

   "All the big guns," the Viper added.

   Bolan couldn't help but rub a little salt into the Viper's wounded pride. "Like your boys down in the Amazon? Look how big they turned out to be."

   The Viper scowled. "They got careless."

   "Clarence may get careless, too."

   "I doubt it."

   "Hal," Bolan said, "I'm taking the Viper in with me, but I want you to sit this one out."

   Brognola patted one of two Ingram MAC-10 subguns beside him. "No way, Striker. I've been sitting this one out too damn long. Why do you think I brought along this extra Ingram?"

   "I can't risk losing you at this stage of the game, Hal."

   "Since when did we worry about risk?"

   "Since now. If I can, I'm pulling Atworth and Martin out of Clarence's, You'll need names. They'll give them to you. There's more than one bad apple in the DEA. You can do more good with Atworth and Martin spilling their guts to you when I'm finished with this, than you can by going in with me for the assault."

   "You're pretty sure you're going to see this through, Bolan. Don't count on it," the Viper sneered. "Clarence knows a lot of the same people I do. He'll be laying for you with the best talent around."

   "This guy's starting to bug me," Brognola commented.

   "You're not alone," Bolan said.

   "All right, Striker, I'll sit it out. You can drop me at my office. I'll wait."

   "You'll be waiting for a dead man."

   Bolan ignored the Viper. Most definitely he was starting to bug the Executioner.
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   Dousing the headlights on the Jimmy, Bolan pulled it off to the side of the dirt road and killed the engine. According to the Viper, the driveway that led to Clarence's safehouse was just ahead, around the bend in the road. Bolan listened to the night. Silence. Darkness.

   Togged in combat blacksuit, the Executioner was moments away from becoming one with the night. And he was loaded down with his choice weapons for the next killing field. The silenced Beretta 93-R fitted snug in his shoulder holster while Big Thunder rode quickdraw leather on his right hip. To create utter chaos and confusion and take out any enemy killers he found packed together, Bolan would carry ten MK-2 frag grenades into the fight. And, because he wasn't sure what numbers he was facing, the Ingram MAC-10 subgun would be the perfect weapon to further destroy the enemy. Bolan opted to go without the MAC suppressor on the Ingram because he didn't intend to be quiet when he hit Clarence's safehouse. If, as the Viper claimed, Clarence had called in a squad or two of hitters, then Bolan was quite prepared to deal out slaughter quickly, swiftly.

   His goal was to get into the safehouse, terminate Clarence and corral Atworthy and Martin for Brognola. The founders of the so-called DEA SOD had a lot of questions to answer. Because Brognola didn't know how many agents or higher-ups in the Administration had been compromised through the treachery and greed of Atworth and Martin, Bolan intended to deliver them to justice, alive and in one piece. Brognola had given Bolan complete descriptions of Atworth and Martin, and the Executioner knew exactly who he was hunting for. Judgment day wasn't about to pass them by.

   The Executioner was grimly aware that Atworth or Martin might not survive the hard hit he intended to nail on Clarence, but he would do his damnedest to make sure those two stayed out of any line of fire. With their help Brognola could do a lot of damage, through official channels, to the hydra that had wrapped its tentacles around the DEA, could make one clean furious sweep of his own on the DEA SOD. If it weren't for Hal's tireless pursuit of justice, his steely dedication to duty and honor, Bolan would just as soon leave Atworth and Martin burning in the flames of death and destruction. Indirectly they were responsible for the deaths of many good men who had gone to Brazil believing they were setting Alchupa up for his plunge to doom, when, in reality, the DEA SOD headshed had merely been using agents to keep tabs on the late Colombian colonel.

   "Now what?"

   Bolan, the Ingram slung around his shoulder, stepped out of the Jimmy and glanced at the Viper. "Now you walk. The rest is up to you."

   "You mean you just want me to walk right up the driveway like they're going to greet me with open arms?" the Viper asked, looking at Bolan in disbelief. "They'll turn me into a sieve."

   "I thought you were buddies with Clarence," Bolan said, a thin smile ghosting his lips. "Well, in just a few minutes you're going to find out in just how high or low regard your buddy holds you. C'mon, get moving!"

   Sliding the silenced Beretta out of its holster, Bolan moved around to the other side of the Jimmy as the Viper stepped out onto the road. Weiss's hands were tied behind his back with rope, and when he walked up to Clarence's front gate, roped, his face looking like raw hamburger, Bolan suspected he would be given a chilly reception by the heads of the DEA SOD. There would be a lot of questions, and while Clarence was debriefing the Viper, Bolan planned to move in.

   And mop up.

   "Go on," Bolan growled at the Viper, waving him down the road with his Beretta, "get moving. Stay on the driveway. Walk right up to the gate."

   Bolan moved off the road toward the woods.

   "Hey!"

   Bolan stopped and looked back at the Viper. For the first time since he had laid eyes on him, Bolan detected a note of genuine fear in Weiss's voice.

   "Just what the hell is this anyway, Bolan? If you want to kill me, why not just kill me? Let's stop all this dancing around, huh?"

   "I'm just giving you a taste of your own poison, Viper," Bolan answered from the darkness, his voice as cold as a winter wind blowing through a cemetery.

   "How's that?"

   "Weil, now, didn't you want to use me as bait to lure in Alchupa? Wasn't that how it all started for you?"

   The Viper hesitated. "Yeah. Your point."

   "So now you're my bait. Remember — stay on the driveway. You won't see me, but I'll be watching you."

   Bolan slid deeper into the woods. The Executioner had neglected to tell the Viper that he was walking up the driveway to his own funeral.

   Indeed, Bolan didn't at all want the Viper to be given a cool reception by Clarence. He wanted the Viper to walk straight into an inferno.

   The Bolan inferno.

   * * *

   Atworth looked at Martin as Clarence was called out of the conference room by the man named Littel. Atworth didn't know how Martin felt, but he himself wanted to get the hell away from Clarence, and as soon as possible. Atworth knew he was in trouble. He suspected his life might be in danger. And if his personal safety was involved... well, by God, that was the most precious thing in life. But now he was caught in a trap he had helped to build, and the wails, he feared, were set to come crashing down on him.

   Atworth had long since lost his nerve to keep on with all the deception and power struggles he, Martin and Clarence were embroiled in. No, he thought as he fired up a cigarette and stared morosely at the wall in front of him, at the moment all he wanted to do was buy a plane ticket and lose himself in a foreign land. He wanted to run and keep on running. He had done things that, if he was found out, he would be held accountable for, and the Iran-contra scandal would pale in comparison to the DEA SOD operation in the lower Americas.

   Atworth shook his head. He wanted to kick himself square in the ass. He had heard it claimed that if crime didn't pay, there wouldn't be any criminals. Well, Atworth would like to slap silly the son of a bitch who said that. Maybe crime paid off for some criminals, but not for him. And, after all, he was a criminal. Or was he?

   As he drew the smoke deep into his lungs, Atworth bitterly wondered where it had all gone wrong. There was a time, be recalled, long ago, when be had believed in his job. As a young man working his way up through the DEA, Atworth had honestly believed he could personally stem the floodtide of narcotics pouring into the United States. What had changed that vision — no, what had destroyed that vision of himself as a crusader in the war on drugs, he wasn't exactly sure. He wanted to blame his downfall on the pressures of his job, of family life, of having to pay the mortgage on his house every month. But, over the years, as he had watched the pushers, the druglords tike Hector Alchupa, beat the system he worked to defend, escape the long arm of the law at every turn, he had gradually lost faith in that system. Worse, he had given up any ideals he had started with. Was he a quitter? he wondered. Or was there more to it than that? Maybe he had just wanted the good life, the life in the fast lane that the Hector Alchupas of the world appeared to have. Huge bank accounts. Endless parties. Mansions and beach condos and gleaming white yachts sailing around the Caribbean. Not a worry in the world. Except, perhaps, having to look over your shoulder in a constant state of paranoia unless you could buy off the so-called good guys. But, shit, just who were the good guys anymore? He looked around at what was going on in this country and he wondered if there was a sane or a moral person left. Sex scandals screaming across the headlines of major newspapers. Greed and corruption and graft at every level of law enforcement and government. Okay, so he had lost faith. If you can't beat them...

   That was just crap. Joining the enemy was the easy way out. To stand up for something you believed in took guts. And only the strong, the durable, the passionate believers in values and ideals had guts. But how does a man keep his guts? Atworth wondered. Certainly he had lost his somewhere along the way. He knew he looked like a pencil pusher to Clarence. Hell, he even knew he sounded like a frightened child to that shadow man they had hired to bring Alchupa into the SOD web so they could hack off a huge chunk of the Colombian colonel's cocaine action for themselves. He hated the way he sounded to Clarence. Worried. Demanding. Impatient. Hell, a man was supposed to be in control of himself and others around him, wasn't he? But once a man felt his backbone starting to crack...

   "What's eating at you?"

   It took a second for Martin's voice to penetrate into Atworth's gloomy thoughts.

   "We've got to get out of here," Atworth told Martin. "That's what's eating at me."

   "How? Just walk out? We don't even have a pistol."

   "Yeah," Atworth said, looking toward the open door of the conference room, "we'll just walk out."

   "They'll kill us."

   For some reason just hearing Martin say that Clarence and his goons would indeed kill them both if they attempted to leave the grounds made Atworth long for the gutsy crusader that he had seen himself as so many years ago.

   "Then they'll have to kill us. You know, Martin, we let our greed get the better of us, and if I really think hard about it it makes me sick. We're men with power, with position in the Administration. We really had a chance to do something. But we lost our faith. We lost our guts. It's time we got it back. I'm leaving, and I'll knock the first son of a bitch on his ass that tries to stop me."

   "Don't be crazy, Atworth. We're in this too deep. So is Clarence. He's got to see this thing through to the end, no matter what, and he needs us."

   Atworth shook his head. Martin was actually starting to believe his own bullshit.

   "Look, Atworth, even if this deal sours there will be other opportunities."

   'Opportunities for what? To buy off more of our own people? To turn the good guys into the bad guys? To jump into bed with the Hector Alchupas of the world so we can take a massive kickback from the scum?"

   Martin looked shocked. "For a man who not too long ago told me that it's better to be a rich dishonest man than a poor honest man, you sure are singing a different tune all of a sudden. Or maybe you're just running scared?"

   "What if I am? All right, so I am. You are, too. So don't try to lay some guilt trip on me, Martin." Atworth stabbed out his cigarette in the ashtray, stood and headed for the door. "You coming or not?"

   Atworth didn't wait for Martin's answer, but he heard the chair legs scraping behind him. He didn't think his words had necessarily persuaded Martin to join him in fleeing the grounds. No, Martin probably didn't want to be left there alone to face Clarence.

   As Atworth stepped into the hallway, he heard voices from the security room across the way. The voices of Littel, Clarence and another man.

   "Who the hell is that guy?" asked the man whose voice Atworth didn't recognize.

   "Whattaya mean?" Clarence replied. "That's the Viper. That's my man who was down in the Amazon."

   "It looks like his hands are tied behind his back," said the first man.

   "The Viper? Christ, Clarence, you trusted the dirtiest, most treacherous son of a bitch in the whole world to do your wet work on Alchupa?"

   "So, you know him, Littel?"

   "Damn right I do. That guy's trouble. And from the looks of things he's brought some trouble with him."

   Atworth peered down the hallway. Apparently Littel and Clarence and the other man had spotted the Viper approaching the safehouse, thanks to the infrared cameras that monitored the grounds and driveway at night. Reminded of the twenty or so gunmen roaming the grounds, Atworth wondered if it was such a wise move to try and escape now. Particularly since the Viper had returned.

   While Atworth hesitated in the hallway he discovered be had made a very foolish mistake in leaving the room. He froze when he felt the muzzle of an assault rifle pressed against his neck. Martin, just emerging from the room, almost bumped into the gunman.

   "Where were you two going?"

   Atworth felt whatever courage he had mustered in the past few moments evaporate from his soul. Still, he found enough defiance to say sharply, "To take a leak. You wanna come along?"

   "Hey!" the merc with the M-16 called down the hallway. "I think we've got a problem out here."

   Atworth looked at Martin. He read the despair in Martin's eyes.

   A second later Clarence walked out into the hallway, followed by Littel. "What's this?" Clarence asked.

   The merc who had crept up on Atworth from behind showed Clarence a lopsided grin. "They told me they were going to take a piss."

   Clarence thrust his hands on his hips. "In their graves, maybe. Take them back in the room. Lock it and stand guard by it."

   "You heard the man."

   Atworth heard, all right. It was crystal clear to him now what Clarence intended to do. Indeed, what Clarence had probably intended to do since the first inklings of disaster had cropped up.

   Atworth knew he could begin counting down the minutes to his own death.
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   The Viper walked toward the wrought-iron gates. The large three-story house ahead of him sat in front of a hill like a huge black block. The eerie silence that stretched down the driveway put the Viper on full combat alert, ready to dive into the woods at the first sign of danger. From his previous meeting with Clarence at the safe-house, Weiss knew the driveway was monitored by cameras, so they must know he was coming. They had to. Clarence was particularly security conscious. But all the security in the world, the Viper thought, wouldn't keep Mack Bolan out. He had to honestly wonder if there was anything or anybody who was capable of stopping the Executioner. Then he cursed himself for such a defeatist thought.

   The silence sent a tremor of fear down the Viper's spine. Hell, for all he knew he could be walking straight into a bullet with his name on it. First of all, Clarence had been expecting word from him for more than a week and now he was just showing up on the doorstep of his principals like the prodigal son. Second, they were going to be good and angry with him when he broke the news to them about the fiasco in the Amazon jungle. And last, and perhaps worst of all, Clarence just might skin him alive when he found out Bolan was right there hunting for him because one of his people had become a prisoner of the Executioner's war, a lackey, a piece of chum to lure in the sharks. Well, that was tough, but it was too late to change any of the bad news. The Viper would just have to take his chances with Clarence.

   The Viper had no choice.

   He knew that the bastard, Bolan, was setting the stage for some final conflagration. Well, if Bolan thought he could wrap up this search-and-destroy with a couple of dozen neat last terminations, he was going to be in for quite a surprise. The Viper wasn't sure just whom Clarence had called in, but he knew they must be some bad sons of bitches, or Clarence wouldn't even have bothered with them.

   His heart pounding in his ears, Weiss looked searchingly toward the dark woods. Where was Bolan? What was he going to do? The hair on the back of the Viper's neck stiffened as he thought about how the Executioner had torn through Anaconda like a typhoon through a flimsy bamboo hut down in Brazil. All right, he couldn't help but feel some respect for Bolan. The guy was good. He was a class act. It was too bad they were on opposing teams. Bolan was one in a million, hell, one in ten million. But the Viper considered himself one in ten million, too. And if anybody could deal with Bolan it was he.

   The Viper winced as the memory of pain knifed across his face, scissored a fiery wave through his jaw and mouth. Bolan had kicked his ass good, and he couldn't deny that. But the Viper had always believed that a real man knew how to take an ass-whipping as well as give one. A tough guy was only ever really measured by just how many lumps he could take and how he handled the pain or overcame adversity. The Viper was banking on the chance that he would get another shot at Bolan. And, if — no, he corrected himself — when he came face-to-face with Bolan again, the Executioner would find out what pain was really all about.

   Suddenly light blazed over the Viper, dazzling him. Squinting, keeping his eyes turned away from the harsh glare from the searchlights that had pinned him right in the middle of the road, the Viper spotted the shadows moving toward the gate. Shadows with weapons.

   "Clarence!"

   "Weiss! What the hell is going on? Get your ass in here."

   "We have a problem."

   "We?"

   "All right, you have a problem."

   "No. You have a problem. Get your ass in here."

   The wrought-iron gates creaked open. Moments later the Viper found himself staring at Clarence. Ten soldiers toting M-16s surrounded Clarence, and more soldiers with assault rifles stood on the steps and lined the front porch of the house. Nobody, the Viper thought, looked particularly happy to see him. Then he rested his gaze on the man he had thought was long since dead.

   "Littel?"

   "You got that right, you bastard! Hell, Clarence, is this what you hired?"

   "Listen, Littel, you got a bone to pick with him, save it for later."

   "Bone to pick!" Littel growled. "This son of a bitch left me and my men in a stinking Nicaraguan jungle while he broke out and took thirty thousand dollars cold cash from our Company sponsor."

   Clarence directed an angry stare at Littel. "Did you hear what I just said? Save it." Looking back at the Viper, he said, "I asked you what the hell is going on here."

   "Cut these damn ropes off!" the Viper rasped.

   "I'll cut 'em off," Littel volunteered.

   The Viper froze, eyes riveted on Littel. The past had suddenly boiled up out of nowhere. Sure, he had left Littel and his hitters to fend for themselves in Nicaragua against the Sandanistas. The CIA had been paying them by the week to chalk up a body count of the Communist guerrillas down there. The money was good, Weiss recalled, but it wasn't that good. Certainly not good enough to get killed over. Besides, he had never liked Littel much anyway. The guy was one of those know-it-all smart mouths who thought he was the meanest son of a bitch to ever walk through the valley of death.

   Unsheathing his commando dagger, Littel walked behind the Viper. With one smooth upward stroke, he cut the ropes off the Viper's hands.

   Turning sideways, a twisted grin on his lips, the Viper told Littel, "Thanks."

   "Don't mention it," Littel said, then knocked the Viper to the ground with a roundhouse to the side of his head.

   Weiss started to bolt to his feet to tear into Littel.

   "That's enough, goddamn it!" To make sure both the Viper and Littel got the message, Clarence triggered off a round from his .357 Magnum. The slug drilled into the ground between the Viper and Littel. Both men became instant statues.

   There was a stretched second of silence, then Littel told the Viper, "We'll talk about this later."

   "You bet," the Viper said with a macabre grin.

   "Weiss, what the fuck is going on?"

   "He's here," the Viper answered.

   "Who?"

   "Bolan. He wants Atworth and Martin. And he wants to wipe out the rest of us. That's what he did down in the Amazon. All of Alchupa's people and a crud by the name of Marshal Pinadante."

   Littel didn't believe the Viper. "One man? Come on. You got a way of bullshitting people, Weiss."

   "Yeah, you heard me, pal," the Viper said. "One man. It's no bullshit. And if you don't watch your ass, you and your boys will be next."

   Clarence muttered a curse. Then there was some commotion along the front porch. Two, then three soldiers dropped in their tracks.

   Bolan was hitting them! the Viper realized.

   Clarence followed the Viper's gaze to the porch, where a fourth merc toppled.

   "Spread out! Defensive positions!"

   Littel and his people immediately scrambled for cover, racing for the house. Someone killed the lights, and Clarence screamed, "Turn those lights back on! Point them at the woods! Find the bastard!"

   As light washed over the heels of Littel and his pack, the Viper saw the grenade bounce between them. The Viper said nothing, he just smiled.

   Littel and his boys, the Viper knew, were a dead pack on the run, wolves that had just become sheep for the slaughter.

   * * *

   Before they even knew what was hitting them, Bolan had dropped the four mercs on the porch with headshots from the silenced Beretta.

   The grenade detonated dead center in the pack of goons running for the porch. Bodies cartwheeled across the grounds on the ball of fire.

   Having already done a complete circuit around the house for recon purposes, Bolan knew there were four vehicles out back — three vans and a truck. He would save at least four grenades for those vehicles in the event somebody tried to beat a hasty retreat.

   But no one, Bolan grimly resolved, was ever going to get that far.

   Light suddenly swept toward Bolan's position. Crouched in the brush, he opened up with the Ingram. A quick burst of .45 ACP lead, and the searchlight popped and went blind. The guy manning the light went blind forever as Bolan stitched the goon across the chest, flinging him back into the bushes.

   Turning deathsights on the goons scrambling for the house, the Executioner hosed the grounds with a long burst. Wounded men crawling from the smoke of the grenade blast were nailed to the ground when Bolan's sweeping surge of lead drilled into their backs and heads. Littel, blood gushing from the stump where his left leg had been, reached for an M-16, but his trembling fingers never touched the assault rifle. Three .45 ACP rounds punched into the back of Litters head.

   Pulling the pin on two more MK2s, Bolan hurled the grenades at the porch. Angling down the side of the house, he heard the grenades blow and men scream when lethal metal fragments tore them to shreds and hurled them through the air.

   Bolan glimpsed the Viper scooping up an M-16. Slapping home a fresh 30-round clip into the Ingram, Bolan was prepared to cut Weiss down. Then return fire began ripping into the woods around Bolan, and dashing ahead, he left behind the tracking line of fire.

   The Executioner was going in for a backdoor appearance. A hellfire entrance.

   * * *

   Clarence burst through the front door. He couldn't believe what had just happened. No, he didn't want to believe it. Behind him were at least a dozen dead men, and Littel had gone down in the grenade blast. He had given that guy a cash advance for nothing.

   The Viper, M-16 in hand, followed Clarence through the door.

   "Get them out there!" Clarence barked at the sentry guarding Martin and Atworth.

   "What are you going to do?" the Viper asked.

   Turning, Clarence pinned him with a steely gaze. "Finish what you started. Finish what you failed to do. If you had done what you were supposed to do down in the Amazon, none of this would have happened."

   "What the fuck's that supposed to mean?"

   "It means I don't think I'm getting the whole picture here. It means I think you had something else in mind besides rubbing out Alchupa for me."

   "Like what?"

   "Like taking the whole action for yourself, that's what."

   "That's a mighty strong accusation, you know that? You ought to watch your mouth before you start jumping to conclusions."

   "Look, Weiss, we're both in the same business. We know guys fuck each other all the time. Lie. Cheat. Steal. Don't pay up when they're supposed to for a job that's long since been done. Hold out on money. Stall. Throw up a smoke screen."

   "You think that's what I'm doing?"

   "I'll let you know... later. Cover the back door."

   The Viper moved past Clarence toward the rear of the house.

   The sentry shoved Martin and Atworth out of the room where they had been held, but before Clarence could give further orders, he heard a series of tremendous explosions.

   Throwing open the back door, the Viper called down the hallway, "The bastard's just blown up your gateway."

   "Dammit!"

   Then another explosion ripped from somewhere down the hall. Near the kitchen, Clarence decided, pinning down the location of the rumble. Bolan was dancing around the house, trying to make it appear that he was everywhere and nowhere at the same time. The guy was smart. Tough, too.

   James Clarence was beginning to wonder if maybe they'd bitten off more than they could chew.

   "What do you want us to do?"

   Turning, Clarence saw two of Littel's soldiers flanking the front door.

   "I want you to get the hell away from the door for starters. How many men you got left?"

   "I count eight here."

   "Move it out! Take the fight to him."

   "Bolan's got a Jimmy down at the end of the drive," the Viper said as he rejoined Clarence.

   When he heard this, Clarence snatched Martin and wrapped a forearm around his throat. Pressing the muzzle of his Magnum against Martin's temple, Clarence growled, "Grab the other one, Weiss. We're getting the hell out of here. We'll use these two to get to Bolan, then gun the guy down. No shitting around this time. Drop him in his tracks."

   * * *

   Four vehicles were in flames behind him as Bolan skirted the side of the house. MK-2 in his left hand, Big Thunder in his right fist, he neared the corner of the house. He heard wood creaking ahead. The porch. Soldiers coming.

   Having already pulled the pin on the MK-2, Bolan released the spoon. Mentally he counted off two seconds, then lobbed the MK-2 around the corner.

   A curse ripped the air.

   An explosion.

   Screams.

   In a crouch, Bolan whirled around the corner. Four targets bounded down the porch. Five fresh, torn, twisted corpses littered the porch, greasy blood and guts dappling the wall and pillars.

   Big Thunder roared and bucked four times in Bolan's fist. Gaping holes were punched into the backs of the fleeing mercs. As if they'd been bowled down by a fourteen-wheeler, the goons were launched down the porch by the .44 rounds.

   Pulling the pin on another MK-2, Bolan rolled the grenade along the porch. Just then the Viper poked his head out of the doorway. Weiss triggered a burst at Bolan, then saw the frag grenade roll up to the front door.

   "Get back!" the Viper yelled, a split second before the MK-2 detonated.

   The Executioner was already moving to the rear of the house again. Firelight wavered over the patio. Bolan hugged the wall and closed in on the back door. He would soon find out whether the Viper or anyone else had been ripped apart by the MK-2.

   As Bolan, crouching, whipped into the doorway, he saw all hell break loose down the hall.

   The Viper had survived the frag explosion.

   Both the Viper and Clarence were holding Atworth and Martin as hostages. Another merc was leading the advance down the hall. Bolan took that guy out with a gut-opening .44 round, driving the sentry into the Viper. The force of the collision knocked the Viper off balance, causing him to release Atworth.

   "You stupid shit!" Clarence screamed. In the next instant he did something crazy, suicide crazy. He pumped a .45 slug into Martin's brain. Blood and muck splattered the wall. Clarence let Martin's limp weight fall from his arms, then shrieked like some banshee, swinging his aim toward Bolan.

   The Executioner sent a thundering .44 death message down the hall. It tore through Clarence's forehead, showering his brains and chunks of his skull over the Viper.

   Atworth had seized his opportunity, moving like a flash of lightning. Whatever possessed him, Bolan could only guess, but Atworth scooped up the dead sentry's M-16 and turned the assault rifle on the Viper.

   Unaware that he was marked for extinction by Atworth, the Viper cut loose with his M-16, spraying the doorway. Chips of wood pelting his face, Bolan ducked back from the tracking line of fire.

   Then he heard another burst of autofire. The telltale burst. The question remained, was Atworth friend or foe?

   Wheeling into the doorway, the Executioner saw Atworth pin the Viper to the wall with an extended burst. Finger held back on the trigger, Atworth emptied the whole magazine into the Viper, bursting open his stomach, stitching him up the chest and drilling 5.56 mm rounds into his face at point-blank range.

   When the final spent shell tumbled from the M-16, the Viper sliding down the wall in his own juices, Atworth let the weapon fall from his hands.

   Bolan stepped cautiously into the hallway.

   Shaking, Atworth turned toward Bolan. There was a haunted look in his eyes.

   "They're dead... all of them," Atworth told the Executioner. "I...I..."

   "Save it, Atworth," Bolan growled. "You're coming with me."

   Atworth looked at Bolan for a second, confused. "What? Where?"

   "I'm taking you in to Justice."

   A bitter chuckle from Atworth. "Why not? Hell, it's over anyway."

   Bolan nodded at the dead. "For them it is, yeah."

   And for Anaconda, the end had come. Hard. Bloody. Bolan had put to rest the DEA SOD scourge.

  
  
   



    Epilogue 

   

   Bolan delivered Atworth to Brognola's office, dumping him in a chair in front of the big Fed's desk.

   The big, grizzled Fed was standing near his open window. It was midnight, and darkness hung over the streets of Washington. Another kind of darkness was in the room.

   Human darkness.

   Brognola took a sip from his coffee cup, set it down on his desk, then looked at Atworth for a long moment.

   "And Martin, Striker?"

   "Dead. Clarence blew his brains out."

   "Jesus." Brognola rested a hard gaze on Atworth. "What about you, Atworth? Are you going to talk?"

   "He already told me he would, Hal. He's got a list of names a mile long. You'll be busy picking up the pieces of this for a long time."

   "Why, Atworth? Why did you turn on your own people?"

   A bitter smile flickered over Atworth's lips. He hung his head, unable to look either Brognola or Bolan in the eye. "Why? I don't really know why. Money, I suppose."

   "Money!" Brognola growled. "Christ, man, you had a good career. I checked your record. You were one of the good ones. Where the hell did it all go wrong?"

   Atworth shook his head, as if searching for the answer to the question himself. "I got fed up."

   "With what?"

   "Losing. Fighting a losing battle."

   Bolan drew a deep breath into his tired body. All right, he could understand where Atworth was coming from. But he couldn't justify it. Not one damn bit. Sure there were times, plenty of times, that Mack Bolan felt he was fighting a losing battle. But, dammit, that didn't mean a guy just got up one morning and threw in the towel. If you did that, you became one of the savages, one of the predators. Bolan felt disgust. Not so much with Atworth, but with the world that shaped men like Atworth. The Vipers. The Hector Alchupas. Perhaps there were circumstances that led certain men, weaker men, in directions that they believed were good. Good, though, only for them. When a man started living for himself and only himself, it was the beginning of a short, ugly walk down the road to self-destruction.

   "So now you've had a change of heart, that right?"

   "Maybe," Atworth admitted. "What can I say?"

   "There's nothing you can say, Atworth," Bolan said quietly from behind the man. "You've already said it all."

   "If you're sorry, Atworth, maybe it's because you got caught."

   "Whatever." Atworth was lapsing into a state of despair. "But I'm here."

   "You're one of the lucky ones," Bolan cryptically commented, recalling all the dead men he had left behind on this mission since Colorado.

   Again Atworth smiled bitterly. "If I talk, will I be granted immunity from prosecution?"

   Brognola returned Atworth's bitter smile. "I doubt it, Atworth, but I'll see what I can do. Everything depends on how much you help me from here on in."

   That seemed to be good enough for Atworth.

   For Bolan, though, it wasn't good enough.

   As tired, as beaten and as frustrated as he felt, he knew War Everlasting would call him as soon as he walked out of that room. The savages never slept.
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MP-30 Schmeisser MG

The Schmeisser MP-40 emerged as the

successor of the First World War's
Bergmann submachine gun.
Anticipating a difierent type of warfare,
the designers came up with a weapon
made entirely of metal and plastic—the
MP-38, one of the MP-40's immediate
predecessors. A folding tubular metal
stock, slotted to reduce weight, and a
salety device were other innovations. A

projection below the barrel and near the
muzzle was intended as an addtional
salety device when firing from the port of
an armored vehicie.

Although the manufacturer, the
famous Hugo Schmeisser, hadn't been
involved in the design of the weapon, his
name became idenified with it. The
MP-38 had been expensive to
manufacture, but extensive use of

pressing, spot welding and brazing in
the manufacture of the MP-40 reduced
cost, and by 1945 more than a million
had been produced,

weight: 4.02 kg (8.81o)
fength: 833 mm (32.8 in)
barrel length: 251 mim (9.9 in)
cyclic rate of fire: 500 rpm





