
        
            
                
            
        

    
Annotation

Ravaged by years of tyranny, Haiti is a hellhole of poverty, disease and violence. The new ruling military junta plans to change that — with some assistance from the Mafia. The syndicate's proposed facelift would turn the island into a mecca of casinos and luxury hotels backed by dirty money and corruption.

But the potential Mob stronghold is under attack by one man. Mack Bolan is determined to stop the insidious evil of organized crime clawing at the world's underbelly.

The enemy is expecting a war. The Executioner is happy to oblige.
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   Don Pendleton's 

   The Executioner 

   Haitian Hit 

  

  
The triumph of justice is the only peace.


   Robert G. Ingersoll

  

  
To renounce liberty is to renounce being a man, to surrender the rights of humanity and even its duties.


   Rousseau

  

  
No battle for liberty or justice ever stays won. Each victory has to be freshened with the blood of warriors as the need arises and the call to action sounds.


   Mack Bolan

  

  
To the memory of U.S. Navy Captain William Nordeen, American military attaché to Greece, assassinated by the terrorist November 17 movement in Athens on June 28, 1988. God keep.


  



Special thanks and acknowledgment to Mike Newton for his contribution to this work.


  
  
   



    Prologue 

   

The killing ground lay seven miles due south of Port-au-Prince. Armand Saint-Cyr had no idea of his location when the dark sedan abruptly halted, but when rough hands drew him from the trunk, he could recognize the smell of death.

It was an odor he had sampled often in the past eight years.

His captors left his wrists and ankles bound and dragged him across the dusty road until they reached the border of a sugar cane field. Other bodies lay nearby, perhaps in shallow graves, perhaps exposed to predators, the elements. It scarcely mattered, since the field had plainly not been worked for years.

Saint-Cyr had visualized this moment countless times, aware as he was of the risks involved in standing up against the military government of Haiti. He'd been a rebel under "Baby Doc's" regime and was incarcerated by Duvalier's successors, freed by general amnesty six months before the army's coup in June of 1988. No stranger to the prod or bastinado, he'd suffered much for Mother Haiti, and he was prepared to show the final measure of his loyalty now.

Despite his mental preparation, all the theoretical discussions, he had still been startled by the raid. His hiding place had been secure, within the modern limitations of that term, and while he knew the hounds could find him anywhere, Saint-Cyr had gambled on a longer run before they tracked him down.

There was so much that remained to be done.

He wondered if his executors were members of the dread Tonton Macoutes. The father-son Duvalier regimes had trained a generation of sadistic police who still saw service under subsequent rulers, even though official designations changed from time to time. If the Macoutes had taken him, there was a fifty-fifty chance that he'd be tortured for amusement's sake, with any information he might spill accepted as a bonus.

Conversely his abductors might be members of the military, traveling in civilian clothes on this occasion. Since the coup, it was reported that military intelligence officers were working overtime to establish a tough reputation for themselves, hoping to challenge the Tonton Macoutes in their own established field of expertise.

It mattered little in any event. Both groups wanted Saint-Cyr dead, and neither was averse to violating civil liberties in the pursuit of their victim. The state of martial law imposed by members of the ruling junta simply made it easier for the gestapo to conduct its business in the usual time-honored fashion.

Kneeling in the weeds, Saint-Cyr heard furtive rustlings in the cane behind him. Creatures of the night had come to watch the show and wait for food. Incredibly it made him smile to think that he was on the menu.

Dust to dust.

"Is something funny, pig?"

His captors still wore hoods, as if afraid he might be able to identify them from beyond the grave.

"I was imagining your faces," he informed them, still uncertain as to which had spoken. "Studying your souls."

The gunmen glanced at one another, shifting nervously until their leader broke the mood. He slapped Saint-Cyr across the face, a solid blow that nearly toppled him. The Haitian rebel tasted blood.

"Your base camp. Show us where the other maggots hide, and we might spare your life."

Saint-Cyr regarded them with thinly veiled contempt.

"My honor has no price," he replied scornfully.

The interrogator took a short step forward, hammering a boot against his captive's ribs. Saint-Cyr bent double, slumping over on his side as his tormentors surrounded him and look turns administering savage kicks to his abdomen and spine, his thighs and buttocks. They deliberately avoided caving in his face, still hoping he might give them the information they sought.

It might have lasted for a moment or an hour; Saint-Cyr couldn't have said with any certainty. He was aware that he had soiled himself, the odor drawing laughter from his three inquisitors. But pride was secondary now.

His first priority was silence.

The apparent leader crouched beside Saint-Cyr and rolled him onto his back. The move put painful pressure on his knees, but Saint-Cyr hardly noticed. One more pain was nothing. Less than nothing.

"Why do you protect them?" the interrogator asked. "You must know one of them betrayed you. How else do you think we found your nest tonight?"

"A traitor? In the movement?"

Gloating. "Certainly. Your friends are only human, after all."

"In that case…" Saint-Cyr hesitated, drew a ragged breath"…your toady has directions to the camp."

A fist exploded in his face, the impact slamming the man's head against the spongy earth. He teetered on the verge of sweet oblivion but regained his balance, lurching back to consciousness.

His interrogator rose and stepped back to join his comrades. "We are wasting time."

Each drew a pistol, flicked a safety off and sighted his huddled target. Twenty-seven rounds were fired at point-blank range, of which Armand Saint-Cyr felt three before he died. The other twenty-four were therapy for his assassins, an expression of their fury at the worm who dared defy them with his dying breath.

When they were done, the gunmen used a stick to roll Saint-Cyr's body farther off the narrow road, concealing it among the weeds. They were agreed that their enemy didn't deserve a Christian burial; as he had spent his life with maggots, so his flesh would nourish them in death.

"I'm hungry," one man announced to his comrades as they removed their stuffy hoods.

"And me."

Their leader jingled car keys in his hand and sniffed the air, excited by the proximity of death.

"I need a woman," he declared.

"Bien. But first, let's eat."

"I think you have a tapeworm."

"Just a snack," the hungry gunner protested. "I disappoint the ladies when I lose my strength."

"They should be used to it by now."

"I'll match you anytime. We'll take a poll."

"You keep the pole. I brought my own."

The growling engine drowned their banter as the dark sedan reversed direction and headed back toward Port-au-Prince. Behind them, waiting for the dust to settle, the nocturnal predators emerged from hiding and began to feed.
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The big man finished pacing off his field of fire and settled into cover at the roadside. It was nearly dusk and he was ready, everything in place, his preparations finished.

All he needed now were the targets.

Clad in camouflage fatigues, his face and hands streaked different shades of green, the man blended with the forest like a shadow. Practiced eyes might pick him out in time, but there would be no time, no opportunity for his selected prey to save themselves.

Mack Bolan checked his watch against the sky and verified that dusk would fall within the hour. The convoy out of Port-au-Prince would pass at any moment now — or try to. This time, after weeks of uneventful runs, they'd be in for a surprise.

The road was new and well maintained by Haitian standards. Though unpaved, it had been bulldozed wide enough to accommodate two cars abreast, and therefore qualified as something of a superhighway in comparison with the narrow, rutted tracks that served the hinterlands.

His fire zone had been carefully selected for utility, incorporating the advantages of surprise. A hundred yards downrange, the convoy would be forced to brake around a curve, and he'd placed his Claymore there, on either side, to close the door behind them when the fireworks started. Detonated by remote control, the antipersonnel mines were designed to slaughter infantry, but they were equally effective with the average Cadillac.

Three cars. The first and last would each carry half a dozen gunners who were employed to guard the occupants of the sleek Mercedes limo sandwiched between the Caddys. The terms of martial law had a limited effect outside of urban areas, and bandits had been known to prowl the roads, relieving tourists or unwary locals of their valuables.

Not that there was very much to steal of late. Political unrest had laid the groundwork for a military coup, but the suppression of dissent by ruthless means didn't alleviate the nation's problems. Poverty, starvation and illiteracy were a daily fact of life in Haiti, where the population had been decimated by the rampant spread of AIDS. Disease and media reports of urban violence had conspired to kill the Haitian tourist industry, applying further pressure on the moribund economy. When even bandits starve, the times are hard indeed.

The ruling military junta meant to change all that — with some assistance from the Mafia.

As early as the 1960s, members of the Syndicate had toyed with gambling in Haiti, trying to recoup their losses from the Castro revolution in Havana. The cruel regimes of "Papa Doc" and "Baby Doc" Duvalier were too despotic and corrupt for leaders of the underworld to stomach — something of a testimony in itself — and an alternate location had been found in the Bahamas. Now, with changing times and fortunes, scandals brewing in the neighborhood of Nassau, strategists and money movers for the Mob had started to review their options.

The military junta had ostensibly seized power to eradicate corruption, crush the threat of Communist insurgency and shore up the economy. It took no time at all to realize that ultimate achievement of the first and third objectives might be mutually exclusive. Likewise, revolutionary slogans found a more receptive audience when bellies growled with hunger. Rejuvenation of the country's economic life assumed a top priority.

The problem, simply stated, was that no one in the world community had time for Haiti anymore. Investors sent their dollars, pounds and marks where they would bring a fair return, instead of disappearing into dead-end projects, fattening the pockets of a few while insurrection simmered in the countryside and threatened chaos. Who would take a chance on Haiti in her time of tribulation?

Enter Cosa Nostra.

Syndicate ambassadors proposed a facelift for the failing island nation. A casino, large enough to shame Atlantic City's finest, would be followed in a year or two by others, with resort hotels and lavish restaurants. A new community — called Liberté, or Freedom — would be built along the coast, between the capital of Port-au-Prince and Leogane, its nearest neighbor. Starting from scratch allowed the PR boys to put some space between their product and the threat of random violence, the lurking threat of AIDS. With new employment, poverty would be reduced — albeit gradually at first — and gambling revenues could be applied to clinics, schools, the ultimate eradication of disease.

There seemed to be no downside, and the junta, desperate for answers, bought the package in a flash. The officers in charge weren't historians; they had no inkling of the problems legal, «honest» gambling had nurtured in Nevada, Atlantic City, Havana, the Bahamas. Searching high and low for easy answers, they were well prepared to grasp at straws. And if a profit could be made while they were salvaging the nation, who was more entitled than the leaders of the winning side?

Each Friday afternoon the payroll was conveyed by convoy from Port-au-Prince to the construction site at Liberté, paying off the Haitian laborers and their American superiors in cash. Three-quarters of a million dollars, skimmed from various «legitimate» casinos in the States, extracted from the trade in drugs, pornography and women. The money was peanuts to the Mafia, a drop in the spitoon, but it was enough to launch the Executioner's campaign in Haiti.

Nothing caught the Syndicate's attention like a swift kick in the bankroll.

Shifting slightly, Bolan scanned his weapons. Two LAW rockets were positioned side-by-side for easy access, primed to fire, their tubes extended, sights erect. He merely had to aim and fire; at his selected range, the armor-piercing 94 mm projectiles would do everything else on their own.

His backup weapon was the CAR-15, a shorter, lighter version of the standard M-16 assault rifle. On Bolan's right hip, an Israeli Desert Eagle automatic, chambered for the Magnum.44, rode military webbing. Tucked beneath his arm in a speed rig, the sleek Beretta 93-R provided balance for the cannon on his belt, with its capacity for semiautomatic fire or 3-round bursts. His outfit was completed by a Ka-bar fighting knife and canvas pouches bearing extra magazines, with half a dozen fragmentation grenades thrown in for peace of mind.

He shouldered one of the light antitank weapons as the lead car rolled into view, waiting, silently counting down the doomsday numbers. Behind the scout, he spotted the Mercedes limo and a second Caddy, bringing up the rear.

Another moment.

Now.


     *

The Haiti gig had been a natural for Selvino «Sonny» Esposito. Working on a major foreign project under Anthony Bartoli was a vast improvement over cracking skulls and breaking legs around Fort Lauderdale for chump change. Granted, Esposito made a living on the streets, with ample leisure time to spend on women, but he'd begun to get the feeling that his life was going nowhere fast. At twenty-seven. Sonny felt middle aged, depressed at his surroundings, ready for a change.

When Haiti came along and the enforcer's spot was offered on the basis of his service to the Family, it took him all of half a second to decide. Of course, he knew about the problems going in; you couldn't drink the water, eat the food or screw the women, but Bartoli had allowed for that. Supplies of every kind were shipped from the United States to keep the wise guys and construction foremen happy, working at their maximum potential. If the laborers came down with something or decided they were tired of working, it was no big deal; there were a couple thousand jobless men lined up for every spot available.

For Sonny Esposito, Haiti was the closest he had ever come to rank. Bartoli called the shots, of course, with captains under him, lieutenants under them, but Sonny had been elevated to command a crew and that was progress. Twice now, they had let him take the payroll from Port-au-Prince to Liberté, implying a degree of trust that marked him for bigger things to come.

Bartoli didn't let a man watch the cash unless he had his act together, and Sonny meant to make the most of every opportunity that came his way.

Transporting payroll wasn't just a milk run, either. There were bandits in the jungle, revolutionaries itching for a chance to take their shot and make a decent score. Six months ago a peasant gang had tried to flag down the convoy, and one of them had fired some kind of musket at the lead car. That was all she wrote for seven wasted peons, and the cash went through on time. There hadn't been an ambush since, but you could never tell.

If things ran smoothly on the payroll job, there was a decent chance that Sonny might be tapped to stick around once the casino opened. Not that Haiti turned him on — far from it. But experience was vital to a young man moving up. Bartoli hadn't started at the top, but he was up there now, and Sonny had a feeling Haiti might be lucky.

Like Las Vegas was for Benny Siegel in the forties, or Havana for the Lansky brothers ten years later. Any way you scoped things out, it had to beat Fort Lauderdale, with Cubans and those whacked-out Indians from Colombia and God knows what all crowding in to steal the Family's action.

Haiti was a new frontier, and sometimes Sonny felt like Daniel Boone, which meant he had to stay alert for hostile natives.

Riding in the limousine, beside the bagman, Sonny watched as the lead car slowed for a curve. The roads were shit, but pavement had to wait until they finished running all the big equipment back and forth to Liberté. And if the convoy moved a little slower than he would have liked, so what? The gunners front and back were packing riot guns and Uzis, ready for the worst that any ragtag gang of peasants could devise.

They made the curve, and Sonny flicked a glance over his shoulder, checking out the tail car. Right on time, the second Caddy held its steady pace, the gunners looking sharp. The weekly run was boring, but he liked it that way. Action on a job like this meant trouble, and no matter how hard you kicked the opposition's ass, it still looked better if you never had to fight at all.

Sonny thought the bagman looked a little nervous, but accountants had a way of wimping out when guns were on display. Trees and guns together were the kiss of death for guys who made their living pushing pencils in a high-rise office building, thinking they were out in nature when they shot nine holes and caught a sauna at the country club.

The jungle had begun to appeal to Sonny. He'd been too young for Vietnam, too smart to waste his time in military service when Grenada rolled around, but sometimes Esposito felt that he'd missed an opportunity to prove himself. He was a combat veteran, of a sort, but skirmishes with blacks in Brooklyn and Colombians around Miami weren't the same. When Sonny dreamed of war, he saw himself in action at the Khe Sanh, Hamburger Hill, along the DMZ.

And it was too damned bad there were no decent wars around these days. Sometimes he wondered what America was coming to.

"I hate this part of it," the bagman commented, confirming Sonny's first impression. He was looking at a Grade A pussy.

"Take it easy, will ya? We've got every angle covered. No one fucks with me or Mr. B."

The bagman made a sour face at Sonny's choice of language and studied his polished fingernails. So, fuck him. He was excess baggage on a run like this, and everybody knew it. Someone had to verify the payoff when they got to Liberté, but Esposito knew that any lamebrain with a calculator and an index finger could have done the job. He had no patience with the pseudostraights who made their living off the Family and then pretended that their hands were squeaky-clean.

When there was about thirteen miles to go, Sonny began to plan his Friday night. Suddenly something captured his attention up ahead — a flash or something, there and gone, with just a wisp of smoke to mark the spot. He had the walkie-talkie in his hand when summer lightning struck the lead car and the hood blew skyward, smoke and flame enveloping the front end of the vehicle.

His driver hit the brakes and cranked the wheel hard right to compensate. They drifted, sliding through a quarter turn before coming to rest ten feet behind the burning Caddy. In his mind, he saw the lead car's fuel tank blowing up and knew that they were too damned close for comfort.

"Get us out of here!"

"I'm working on it."

Muttering, the wheelman put the car in reverse, lurched backward, stalled the engine. It was flooded, and he twisted the ignition key in vain, producing garbled sounds of protest from beneath the hood.

"Come on, goddamn it!"

"Shit, I'm trying!"

Thunder clapped behind them then, and Sonny turned in time to see the tail car settling on shredded tires. The Caddy looked as if two dozen shotgun blasts had peppered it from either side, the windows shattered, ragged holes punched through the bodywork as if it were made of tinfoil. Sonny saw the driver slumped across his steering wheel, but no one else was visible inside the car.

He drew his.45 and jammed it in the driver's ribs.

"I want us out of here right now!"

"I'm try…"

The engine caught, and Sonny saw a smile reflected in the rearview mirror as the driver tried to reverse a second time.

"Hang on!"

"Just do it!"

They were rolling, swinging wide around the riddled Caddy, and he had to give the driver points for courage under fire. When they got back to Port-au-Prince — Sonny didn't even have time to brace himself before the world blew up in his face.


     *

The high-explosive rocket pierced the Caddy's grille to detonate on impact with the engine block, and Bolan watched as the hood flew skyward like a scrap of plywood caught up in a cyclone. Smoke and oily flames were eating up the lead car as he dropped the empty launcher, reaching for the radio remote to key his mines.

The Claymores were positioned to provide a deadly cross fire, triggered simultaneously as he found the button and pressed it with his thumb. A double thunderclap eclipsed the other noise, followed by what sounded like giant hailstones beating on a garbage Dumpster, as the Cadillac was riddled by a spray of tiny steel balls fore and aft.

Bolan raised the second rocket, shifting his position for a better shot and lining up the limo in his sights. The flooded engine grumbled, finally caught. His target was rolling in reverse when Bolan pressed the firing lever, keeping both eyes open as he saw the missile on its way.

It struck the limo's forward doorpost on the driver's side, and no amount of «bulletproofing» in the world would save the occupants from one ungodly ride. He dumped the launcher, found his carbine and was moving out before the battle-scarred Mercedes came to rest.

The lead car, first. He saw two dead men in the front seat, with the smoking engine in their laps, but three of those in back had managed to survive the blast. He nailed one coming out, a 3-round burst that dropped the gunner on his face, but two had scrambled out the other side and were seeking cover now, unleathering their hardware.

Bolan circled through a drifting pall of smoke, half-crouched. He was ready when the nearest gunner showed himself, a lurching shadow with an Uzi tracking a ragged burst from right to left. The parabellum manglers whispered over the warrior's head, and he returned a short, precision burst that punched the shooter backward out of sight.

Two down, and number three was waiting as he came around the Caddy's twisted nose, a riot gun protruding through the smoke. It took a heartbeat to decide before Bolan hit a flying shoulder roll as his adversary loosed a charge of buckshot, peppering the forest at his back. A second blast stung Bolan's cheek with dirt and gravel, but he had the target now, and unloaded the CAR-15 from a range of thirty feet. He watched the 5.56 mm tumblers strike their target, drilling flesh and fabric as the gunner fell.

He steered a course around the disabled limo and checked out the tail car, finding everybody inside dead. The Claymores were efficient to a fault. And that made twelve.

The limo driver would have made thirteen, but Bolan couldn't find him. It would take a microscope and tweezers to identify the wheelman after riding out a close encounter with the antitank projectile; reassembly would require a miracle.

His shotgun rider made it fourteen. He'd been skewered by a shaft of jagged metal through the chest, impaling him to his seat. Below the waist, his body had been shredded by the impact of the blast, and his face was frozen in an expression of pure, unmitigated terror.

In the back he found another button man stretched out across the floorboard, liquid dreams extruding from a fist-sized shrapnel wound behind one ear.

Fifteen.

The bag man was alive but fading fast. His lips were working silently, and Bolan put a mercy round between them, answering his plea.

Sixteen.

He swiveled, searching for the crew chief, scowling at the empty seat and open door. No satchel, no cigar, but there had been no time for Bolan's quarry to escape. At best he would have dragged himself to cover while the Executioner was counting heads. But where? Behind the tail car? In the jungle?

Bolan circled back around the limo, looking for a blood trail, conscious of the fact that his opponent might be lining up a shot at that very moment. If he was armed, with strength and guts enough to try it, number seventeen would stand an even chance. And while he had the money…

Bolan didn't need the cash. He was prepared to carry it away or burn it on the spot, whichever proved convenient and effective in denying access to his enemies. The payroll was his target, and until he found it, he was simply marking time.

He made another circuit of the tail car, keeping one eye on the trees, and cursed himself for not paying more attention to the limousine after impact. He'd been in such a hurry to complete the sweep that he'd started mopping up before he had his targets marked and measured. Now he was confronted with a choice of scouring the jungle for his prey or leaving empty-handed.

Looking at it that way, Bolan and no choice at all.

He scanned the tree line closest to the limo, seeking telltale signs of movement. Anything at all. A broken limb would be enough to put him on the track, a smudge of blood on emerald leaves.

The sound of racing engines was closing from the east, from Port-au-Prince.

Bolan gave it up, disgusted, falling back in the direction of his hidden jeep. The new arrivals might be messengers, construction workers, backup gunners, but they spoiled his play, regardless. He had no time to hunt the crew chief down, relieve him of his burden. He'd have to settle for a body count on personnel.

As Bolan retreated past the limo, a movement on his flank alerted him to the presence of an enemy. A rustling of undergrowth and the sudden glint of steel forced the warrior to scramble for cover as a pistol shot reverberated through the forest. Two more bullets whined against a twisted fender of the limousine. Bolan had a rough fix on the sniper when a line of military vehicles swept into view around the narrow curve.

The cavalry was coming. And this time, he was on the wrong damned side.
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Bolan burst from cover, firing toward the trees and pinning down his unseen adversary with a burst that emptied half his rifle's magazine. It seemed to do the trick, and he was making tracks before the crew chief had a chance to find his nerve.

He didn't engage the soldiers. Their progress had been momentarily retarded by the wreckage strewn across their track, and Bolan hoped to spare their lives if possible. It was a point of honor with the Executioner that he had never killed a law-enforcement officer, and only in the gravest of extremes had he used deadly force against the soldiers of a «friendly» nation. In Colombia, not long ago, he'd been instrumental in destroying a detachment of militia hired to guard a giant cocaine lab, and while he knew the Haitian military's reputation, he wasn't prepared to kill these men.

Not yet.

His adversaries, on the other hand, had no such reservations. Gunners in the forward vehicle were tracking Bolan's progress, firing automatic rifles as their driver left the roadway, plowing through the jungle to negotiate a path around the limo and its smoking bookends. Other vehicles were trailing; Bolan thought there might be three or four, but he was out of time and in the circumstances, numbers seemed irrelevant.

His jeep was hidden thirty yards downrange, the keys in the ignition. Bolan reached it as the first of his pursuers slipped around the shattered convoy's scout car, using four-wheel drive to shake off the forest and climb back on the track. The gunners, blinded momentarily by leaves and branches, scanned the empty roadway for a target.

Bolan gave them one. The jeep responded to the twist of the key, snarling as he threw the beast in gear and stood on the accelerator. Bursting out of cover, the Executioner had a moment to himself before the startled riflemen recovered.

The road ran arrow straight for almost hundred yards beyond his chosen ambush site, and Bolan tried to compensate for lack of cover, weaving back and forth across the narrow road. It was a lame attempt, with his pursuers spraying automatic fire, but short of swerving off the road it was his only option.

He was taking hits. The jeep's spare tire saved Bolan's life, absorbing several rounds that might have pierced the driver's seat. His taillights shattered — no great loss — and Bolan heard a bullet drill his extra can of gasoline. In seconds, fuel was everywhere, around his feet and sloshing on the floorboards, blurring Bolan's vision with the tears its fumes produced. He didn't want to think about the explosion that would follow one stray round touching off a spark.

So far he had no strategy. A military escort and pursuit weren't included in his calculations for the ambush, and his fallback options had been limited to swift departure from the scene when he was finished mopping up the opposition. A simple operation, in and out, to let the wise guys know that someone out there didn't like them.

He had no base camp in the area, no sanctuary. His rations, arms and ammunition rode behind him in the jeep, awash in swirling gasoline. The jungle might consent to hide him, but he had to shake the bloodhounds first, and that would be no easy task when they were racing down the only road for miles around.

Correction.

Bolan's pregame scouting had revealed a second road that ran from east to west, connecting Léogane with half a dozen smaller villages, eventually wandering back home to Port-au-Prince the long way. Narrow, rutted, nearly overgrown in places, it was still an option. And it intersected Bolan's track to Liberté, approximately six miles farther on.

At best it was a gamble. He'd have to lead the pack by half a mile at least to guarantee the necessary privacy. If they were watching when he made the hard right-angle turn, then the ploy was wasted. They'd simply follow him until a lucky round drilled through his skull or struck a spark and fried him at the wheel. He needed time, a decent head start.

His jeep was fast, but the pursuers had more power underneath their hoods, and the evasive zigzag patterns cost him precious time. How best to slow down his adversaries?

The Executioner undipped two fragmentation grenades, wedged one between his thighs and kept the other in his hand. He waited for the road to curve, providing him with momentary cover as he slipped his left thumb through the safety ring, released it and gave the lethal egg a backward pitch across his tailgate.

Thunder exploded on his flank, and in the rearview mirror Bolan saw the «highway» churned to swirling dust. He primed the second grenade but kept it in his hand, his grip securing the safety spoon until the forward chase car-moving slower now — rolled into view.

Another pitch, another thunderclap, and Bolan gave the jeep its head, accelerator flat against the floorboard. He was clocking sixty-five or better, four miles left to go, and for the first time since the hectic chase began it seemed that he might have a chance.

He would have crossed his fingers, but he needed both hands on the wheel. Behind him, scattered shots reminded Bolan that he wasn't alone.

Reluctantly he closed his hand around another grenade.


     *

René Solange enjoyed the perquisites of power. In his military uniform, he was a figure of respect, and no one looked beyond the decorations to behold the pudgy adolescent he had been, the dumpy man he had become. His rank and reputation were enough, enhanced by blood relation to the chief of Haiti's national security police.

For decades under the Duvaliers, the dread Tonton Macoute had been a law unto themselves, exempt from all restraint and answerable only to the president-for-life. Since Baby Doc's evacuation of the island, there had been subversive mutterings about elections, civil liberties, dismantling the state police, but terror — coupled with the ancient powers of voodoo, cautiously applied — had served to keep the peasants in their place. If demonstrators wanted violence in the streets, the men of the Tonton Macoutes were ready to oblige.

René Solange had suffered apprehension when the military seized control of Haiti's government, afraid his brother might be ousted from his post as chief of the Macoutes. The army had its own intelligence division, ever jealous of the state police, and now their star was on the rise. René had emptied out his safe-deposit boxes, packed his bags and disengaged himself from half a dozen mistresses before the word came down from Port-au-Prince.

The rulers of the junta, in their wisdom, had decided that the state police would be allowed to function as before, once ranking officers had demonstrated their allegiance to the new regime. A few diehards were weeded out, but in the end René had seen his own position strengthened with his brother's elevation to supreme commander of the Macoutes. He could afford a more expensive brand of liquor and a better class of woman now.

His duties as a captain of the state security police included periodic visits to the site where foreign artisans and Haitian laborers were in the process of constructing Liberté. The grand casino would be first, with its hotel, and once a steady tourist clientele had been established, new construction would begin on more casinos, nightclubs and boutiques.

It was considered beneficial for the laborers to catch a glimpse of the Macoutes from time to time, reminding them that they were fortunate to be employed and working for the overall improvement of their homeland. Any wage was better than starvation, and if left-wing unionists should try to organize the laborers, René and his contingent of security police were primed to intervene.

He made the trip to Liberté at weekly intervals, without advance warning. René knew there were rebels in the countryside who would rejoice at his death, and he wasn't about to make their mission easier by following a strict routine. His trips from Port-au-Prince were unannounced, and even members of his entourage were taken by surprise when he decided that the time was right.

This Friday afternoon, his visit wasn't made on impulse. Paid informers on the site had warned of a potential demonstration when the payroll was distributed. A handful of the workers were expected to reject their pay, insisting on a raise while goading other members of the crew to fall in line. René didn't accept the rumors automatically, but he couldn't afford to overlook the possibility of a disturbance, either. If the Reds tried anything at all, he was prepared to deal with them from strength; on impulse, he'd called up reinforcements from the capital.

The radio transmission from his backup team changed everything. Guerrillas had attacked the payroll convoy, wiping out Monsieur Bartoli's crew. The reinforcements were in hot pursuit, their quarry moving fast toward Liberté.

The captain wasn't content to sit and wait. There were a hundred places where the rebels might escape to unless he moved to cut them off. When he had killed or captured those responsible, recovering the payroll for Monsieur Bartoli, then he would begin to grill his own informants, making certain that their story of a protest in the making hadn't been a mere diversion, part of some conspiracy against the state.

René Solange left half a dozen men on guard at the construction site. The rest of his contingent climbed into two jeeps and roared south, toward Port-au-Prince and confrontation with the enemy.


     *

Emerging from the forest with a.45 in one hand and a suitcase full of money in the other, Sonny Esposito knew he had to be one lucky son of a bitch. The chase had passed him by, and that was fine. It was a long walk back to Port-au-Prince, but Esposito figured he'd meet a backup team en route, once word of the attack got back to Don Bartoli.

Sonny's suit was ruined, never mind his shoes, and he was shaking like a leaf — but he was still alive, and that was more than he could say for anybody in his crew. The loss of personnel would be a strike against him, but he'd been quick enough to save the cash, and he was banking on Bartoli's mercenary instincts to prevail.

It was a miracle that he'd managed to survive the fireworks, with the rebels using cannons, rockets, everything except the kitchen sink. At least he figured it was the rebels, trying for a major score against their government. Who else would have the balls and military hardware to produce the devastation he'd witnessed moments earlier?

Okay. So the bastard Sonny tried to nail had looked American. But who could say for sure, with all that war paint on his face? And when you got right down to it, what difference did it make? The rebels could be hiring mercenaries in an effort to improve their chances. After all that he'd seen today, it would have taken purple elephants with laser guns to startle Sonny Esposito.

He'd been looking at a fancy funeral when the Haitian soldiers happened by and saved his bacon. Esposito didn't know why they were following the convoy, and he didn't care. It was a stroke of luck, regardless, and he never tried to second-guess his destiny. This time out, salvation wore an OD uniform and went a little heavy on the hair oil; next time, maybe it would be his turn to play the hero.

The smell of roasting bodies faded in a while, and Sonny started counting footsteps, trying to forget how much three-quarters of a million dollars weighed. The leather handle of the suitcase had begun to chafe an angry blister in his palm, but Sonny couldn't switch. He couldn't shoot left-handed worth a damn, and while blisters could be cured, dead was fucking dead forever.

He could hide the suitcase somewhere, lead Bartoli's people back to it when he met them on the road. But what if he was being followed? Sonny stopped and checked tracks, first relieved — then apprehensive — when he saw that he was alone.

The rebels had surprised him once; they knew about the forest and could move like shadows when they had to. There could be a hundred men staring at him now, and he'd never know until they showed themselves or cut him down.

"Tough shit."

The sound of his voice restored a measure of Sonny's confidence. If he was bound to die, then he would damn well die defending Don Bartoli's money.

"Nobody's dying here," he told the forest, drawing courage from the silence of the trees. "Nobody fucks with me and Mr. B."

Somebody had, of course, and in a major way. The raid was going to require an explanation, and he hoped the Haitian troops were able to secure a prisoner or two. It would have been a treat for Sonny to assist in their interrogation, tightening the screws until they begged for death and meant it.

First he had a package to deliver, and it weighed a ton. He stood the suitcase on end and sat on it, resting, spitting in his blistered palm and fanning it to cool the fire. He must have traveled two miles by now, which meant only he had another twelve or thirteen left before he reached the city limits. Long before that time, he'd have met Bartoli's backup crew or seen the soldiers coming back.

And if he didn't?

Esposito checked his watch, confirming sundown in an hour and a half.

"Tough shit," he said again, to no one in particular.

Let darkness come. The road would still be there, and if the night brought snakes or other forest predators, he had the.45 for company. There were a couple rounds left in the magazine, and he had a spare clip in his pocket, just like always.

Suddenly it didn't sound like very much at all. The shadows reaching out for him on either side seemed hostile. Hungry.

"Watch your step," he growled. "I'm going."

And he hoped the forest understood.


     *

The third grenade had taken out Bolan's lead pursuer, shrapnel punching through the grille to sever wires and hoses, but it still left three behind him, hanging back far enough to render his defensive tactics ineffective. Bolan had a slender lead, but it wasn't enough to save him from the.30-caliber machine gun mounted on the next jeep in line.

The gunner hadn't found his range yet, but it wouldn't take long. Already Bolan heard the angry hornets whispering around him, chipping at the windshield, shredding vegetation on the roadside.

The warrior reached behind, fumbled blindly in a pack soaked with gasoline and closed his hand around an M-8 smoke grenade. He clipped the cylinder to his harness and reached back for several more.

The smoke grenades had a two-second delay on ignition, but Bolan didn't intend to lob them behind, as before. Instead, he pulled the pin on one and hurled it forward with all his strength, swerving the jeep to bracket the can with the tires as he passed. It was already spewing smoke in his wake when he tossed out the second and third.

Behind him, the machine gun faltered and fell silent. Bolan grabbed his carbine off the floor and pivoted to fire a high burst through the drifting smoke, covering his track and giving his pursuers something else to think about. With any luck, it might delay them long enough for him to reach his turnoff, lose the tail and find someplace to lie low.

He dropped the empty rifle, settled both hands on the steering wheel — and found two military vehicles ahead of him, approaching on a hard collision course. A storm of automatic fire reached out to greet him, crackling above his head. Cursing, Bolan swung the wheel hard right, directly toward the green, unyielding wall of jungle.

Impact threw the warrior in his seat, but he hung on to the wheel, his boot heel grinding the accelerator to the floor. The web of vines resisted for a heartbeat, shuddered, then parted to admit the vehicle, which plunged downhill, Bolan's gear exploding from the rear like popcorn.

Drifting now, the fat tires losing traction in the loam and rotten leaves, Bolan felt the jeep begin to fishtail. He saw the tree too late, and couldn't have missed it either way and braced himself for the collision.

Momentum snapped him back and cracked his skull against the knotty bark with numbing force. He slithered toward the floorboards, smelling gasoline fumes before his brain shut down and darkness pulled the shades.


  
  
   

    3 

   

René Solange ordered two of his subordinates to check the capsized jeep before he scrambled down the slope. There seemed to be no point in taking chances with a lunatic, especially when he might have reinforcements lurking in the forest. When his soldiers made it to the bottom and survived, Solange could find no other reason to delay.

The steep embankment had been gouged and furrowed by the jeep, undergrowth uprooted, and he lost his footing several times, once landing on his backside in the mud. He made it with the aid of vines and creepers, using them like ropes.

Approaching from the rear, Solange discovered that the jeep had taken many hits before it left the road. The smell of gasoline from punctured jerrycans was powerful, but there appeared to be no imminent threat of fire.

It was a miracle the driver had survived — or had he? Solange stepped closer to the jeep and caught sight of his enemy, who was decked out in camouflage fatigues and war paint, and was wearing guns, grenades and knives. At first the captain of security police believed the man was dead, but then he heard a muffled groan and saw him move. A fraction of an inch, no more, but it was all the evidence of life Solange required.

They had been joined by other troopers, and he had the rebel lifted from the wreckage, stripped of bandoliers and weapons. Other gear was scattered on the slope and strewn among the trees, evidence the captain was determined to retrieve. He put three soldiers on the job and settled back to watch his captive, as a sergeant graced with basic first-aid knowledge gave the prisoner a hasty physical.

The man had come prepared for war, and he had found it. In the captain's personal opinion, there was too much military hardware for a single man. If he could keep the prisoner alive until they reached the capital, Solange would soon extract the names and number of his rebel allies. It would be a coup, discrediting the critics who ascribed his present rank to nepotism.

"No broken bones that I can find," the sergeant announced, "Internal injuries are possible, of course. Impossible to tell without an X-ray. He's unconscious from concussion, probably the tree or something in the jeep."

"How long?"

The sergeant shrugged. "Some come around like that…" he snapped his fingers"…some take longer. There's a chance that he won't come around at all."

"A coma?"

"Anything is possible."

Solange dismissed the sergeant's dire suggestion, concentrating on his captive. Pockets of his battle dress gave up a folding knife, garrotes, incendiary sticks and flares, but there was nothing in the nature of ID. Intrigued, the captain crouched beside his hostage and wiped off a portion of his war paint with a handkerchief.

A white man, almost certainly a foreigner.

Solange experienced a surge of visceral excitement. He was on to something big and knew it. If the man was a mercenary, he'd be compelled to name his masters. If he was an army regular — a Russian, say, or an American — he'd eventually ask to speak with someone from his embassy. Whichever way it went, Captain René Solange had definitely snagged a coup.

A foreign soldier found on Haitian soil, engaged in brutal crimes against civilian businessmen, would be enough to capture headlines from Washington to Buenos Aires. It was a no-loss situation for the junta. If their captive proved to be a Russian, the United States would have to drop its stern self-righteous pose on military rule and rush to the defense of a beleaguered anti-Communist regime. If he turned out to be an American, embarrassment would force the White House and the CIA to disavow their criticism of the junta's tactics. Either way, uncomfortable pressure was relieved, and there might even be a profit in the situation, couched in terms of foreign aid.

The soldier's gear and weapons were primarily of American make, but that meant nothing in itself. The Soviets had ready access to American equipment from a thousand different sources, and it would make perfect sense to arm a Spetznaz warrior with the enemy's equipment.

Yes, considering the junta's right-wing stance, it would be preferable if his captive proved to be a Communist.

Solange was thinking of his own promotion, smiling, when the captive stirred and moaned again. The sergeant crouched beside him, slapping none too gently at the soldier's cheeks, and was rewarded by a flicker of the eyelids.

"There!"

Solange moved forward, shouldering the sergeant to one side.

"Hello? Do you speak English?"

In the absence of response, he tried it out in French and Spanish, using up his store of secondary languages. The captive's eyes swam out of focus after several seconds, and he slipped away.

Content to wait and take his time, Solange instructed his subordinates to haul the prisoner uphill, inflicting no unnecessary injuries, and place him in the captain's staff car. He'd let them have a fair head start then follow, making certain there was no one to see him if he slipped and fell. An officer in line for a promotion had to think about his image, after all.


     *

Bolan struggled back to consciousness through waves of pain. The sound of voices speaking French was small at first and far away, but they grew closer as his mind began to clear. Another moment and he knew he was surrounded by the enemy.

The soldier made an inventory of his injuries, slowly tensing muscles in his arms, legs, back and abdomen, and was relieved when he didn't experience the spastic agony of broken bones. His ears were ringing, there were bolts of lightning lancing through his skull and he was bruised from head to foot. But he would live.

Unless his captors decided to kill him on the spot.

He turned his head and moaned — no need for acting there, as pain speared his temples and settled behind his eyes. Immediately someone knelt beside Bolan and slapped him roughly on the cheeks, attempting to revive him. He endured it for several seconds then finally cracked his eyelids open when the impact had begun to echo in his brain like a drum.

The warrior could see three uniforms, and voices came to him from his left and right, with more behind him somewhere, elevated and at a distance. He experienced a rugged flashback of his recent downhill slalom and decided reinforcements were on the road above.

A sweating, moon-faced officer loomed over Bolan, first addressing him in English, then trying French and Spanish before he gave it up. The Executioner kept silent, went limp and rolled back his eyes in an approximation of unconsciousness. He lay immobile as his captors argued over means of transportation, offered no resistance when they tied him on a makeshift sled and hoisted him with ropes. Each jolt along the way lighted flares of pain in Bolan's skull, back and ribs, but he maintained his silence; ferns reached out to stroke his face before his stretcher crushed them flat.

Topside, his captors released him from bondage, lifted him into the rear of a staff car and placed him on the hard metal floorboard. A moment went by, then he heard the officer barking commands, sounding winded from the climb up the slope. Engines growled to life and the staff car took on other passengers, gunners in back with their boots prodding Bolan, the honcho up front.

Bolan wondered if these were the regular army or secret police. In the long run it might make no difference, but the warrior had studied the Tonton Macoutes before turning thumbs up on the mission to Haiti. Technically renamed the Volunteers for National Security in 1971, the organization's original title remained in general use and its evil reputation remained intact, a blight on Haiti as well as on the Western Hemisphere.

He knew that the Macoutes were skilled in torture, that they favored raping prisoners — of either sex — and had invented various mechanical refinements to instill a spirit of «cooperation» in their subjects. The Macoutes reportedly took pride in keeping prisoners alive for days or weeks on end before permitting them to die, and Bolan wondered how much he could take, in concrete terms, before he snapped. He had a strong will, but there were always limits.

It wouldn't come to that, the Executioner decided. If he couldn't manage to escape, then he would damn well find a way to die before he let the bastards break him down. There were ways to push interrogators overboard, provoke them into striking once too often.

But suicide would be the last resort. So far, his captors had been relatively careless, believing him to be unconsciousness. They had disarmed him, but his combat rigging lay up front, beside the officer in charge. Bolan thought he just might reach his side arms, given half a chance. The guards behind him carried automatic rifles, but they weren't truly on alert. Their prey was vanquished, helpless at their feet, and they were feeling smug in their success.

He worked out the move in his mind, imagining the pain and willing it away: a backward roll, the jolting car providing adequate momentum as he swiveled, sizing up the opposition at a glance and reaching for the nearest weapon, striking with an open hand before the gunner could react. There'd be no opportunity to fire at point-blank range, but he'd drop his other escort with a butt stroke, turn to kill the driver and the officer in charge with well-placed head shots.

Bolan braced himself, preparing for the moment that would save his life or end it. Either way, he was committed to the game and there would be no turning back.


     *

The headlights startled Sonny Esposito, nearly blinding him before he let the heavy suitcase drop and raised a hand to shield his eyes. He held the.45 behind his back, concealed but ready as the long car drew abreast and stopped. A window powered down and Sonny braced himself, prepared to kill or die if these were enemies.

"You look a little bushed there. Sonny."

Esposito recognized the voice of Marco Rizzi, and smiled as he eased the automatic's hammer down.

"I feel a little burned."

"We heard you had a little problem."

Still no offer of a lift, no invitation to climb in, sit down — but he could wait.

"They hit us, man. You can't believe the hardware they were using."

"What about the cash?"

"Right here."

"You got it?"

"Every dime."

"That's something, anyway." A rear door opened, and the dome light showed him beefy men with automatic weapons. "Take a load off, Sonny. We got work to do."

He stowed the.45 and settled in a jump seat, wedging the dusty suitcase between his feet. Bartoli's enforcer eyed the bag suspiciously before he studied Esposito's face.

"It's lucky you could save the payroll," Rizzi said. "I notice you're alone."

He felt uncomfortable, despite the air-conditioning.

"The others never knew what hit them."

"Even Carlo?" Rizzi shook his head. "That's cold. The pencil pusher, too?"

"Some kinda shrapnel got him. It was like a fucking war zone."

"This I gotta see. Let's go."

The crew chief felt a sudden rush of panic. They were going back to make a body count. He told himself that it was merely caution on Bartoli's part, a way of making sure nobody in his own camp tried to rip him off. Hell, Sonny would have done the same if it was on the other foot. And then again…

He didn't like the implication of mistrust, the thinly veiled suggestion that his own survival might be too coincidental. If Bartoli started thinking that the ambush was an inside job, then Sonny Esposito was as good as dead.

No, he decided, dead was better. If he couldn't sell the truth to Don Bartoli, Sonny Esposito's future would be one long scream.

With his sweet ass riding on the outcome. Sonny figured he could sell the Brooklyn Bridge. Once Marco Rizzi had a look around the battleground, he'd be standing square in Esposito's corner. No one would have nerve enough to ride inside the limo if he knew a rocket was about to blow up in his face.

It should be obvious. He must be innocent.

The crew chief settled back and wished like hell he could relax.


     *

"Be ready!"

As the word was passed along in whispers, Jacques Petoit took time to double-check his M-l carbine, making certain that the safety was released, a live round in the chamber. Once the firing started, there'd be no room for error, no time for hesitation.

It had been weeks since his commandos had taken a government patrol, and they were getting restless, grumbling about their failure to engage the enemy. They needed action in the same way that Petoit required a victory, to lift their spirits, reaffirm their own validity. Without that affirmative, they were simple peasants, less than nothing in the Haitian scheme of things.

It would be sweet to take a convoy running home from Liberté. The very name was blasphemous, a mockery of everything Petoit believed in and for which he fought. There would be liberty in Haiti when the unemployed and undernourished peasants drove the scheming foreigners and grasping politicians from the island, slaughtered the Macoutes and put the army in its rightful place. Until that day, their homeland would be rife with poverty, illiteracy and disease, a sore that festered on the face of Mother Earth.

For nearly two years now, Petoit had tried to make a difference, living in the forest like an animal with those who had the fortitude to join him, stealing weapons from the military and police whenever possible, engaging hostile units where the odds weren't too long against them. An assassination here, a bombing there. It added up.

Petoit didn't regard himself as either a terrorist or radical. He was a patriot, attempting to preserve his homeland — or what little of it might remain — from the rapacious onslaught of her enemies. The fact that some of them were native-born meant nothing; traitors were a part of Haiti's shameful history, forsaking others of their class and race in the pursuit of personal enrichment.

Jacques Petoit had lost his faith in moderation long ago, when first his parents, then his older brother were abused and murdered by the Tonton Macoutes on orders from the presidential palace. He had been encouraged briefly when the young Duvalier was driven out of Port-au-Prince. But handpicked stooges had taken his place. Less capable than Baby Doc, the tyrant's chosen heirs presided over something close to anarchy. Their very helplessness had paved the way for military domination and the new-old tyranny that Haiti suffered now.

Petoit didn't believe that he could change all that by killing soldiers or Macoutes, but he could make a start. If no one rose in protest or fired a shot in anger, the regime would have a tacit license to continue with its «legal» rape of his country. And if Jacques Petoit should die while trying to release his homeland from her bondage, then at least his death would count for something in the end.

The dime store walkie-talkie crackled in his hand, emitting static and a voice that reached Petoit as an asthmatic wheeze.

"They come."

He passed the word along, turned off the radio and set it on the spongy earth beside him. Taking up the carbine — now considered obsolete in modern countries, but still a lethal tool in close-range combat — he prepared himself to kill.

The first time had been difficult, the second less so. By the fifth or sixth, killing had begun to seem routine, a dirty job like burying the offal in an old latrine. He didn't relish bloodshed, but for now it was a sad necessity of life in Haiti. He could mourn the dead — or some of them, at any rate — and still do everything within his power to increase their numbers.

Petoit could hear the vehicles approaching, two or three if he could trust his ears. The forest muffled and distorted sounds, but living in the wild had trained his eyes and ears to some extent, investing him with talents a city dweller might mistake for second sight or "magic." A religious man, Petoit didn't dismiss the possibility of otherworldly forces operating on an earthly plane… but for the moment, he would put his faith in firepower.

"Ready!"

It was passed along the line, although Petoit had been primarily speaking to himself. He braced his cheek against the carbine's stock, his index finger rigid on the trigger.

Waiting.


     *

Bolan started counting down the doomsday numbers, primed to make his move on "zero."

He never made it.

A storm of small-arms fire erupted from the undergrowth, peppering the military vehicles and scoring hits on flesh inside. He didn't know precisely what was happening, had no idea of who his saviors were, but Bolan realized that there would never be a better time to act.

He sat up with a twist that made his muscles scream, and snatched an automatic rifle from the fingers of a trooper who had stopped a bullet in the chest. The dead man's sidekick was returning fire to starboard, vaguely conscious of the hostage stirring at his feet. Before he had an opportunity to save himself, the Executioner had placed a 3-round burst behind the man's ear, the point-blank impact shearing off a major portion of his face.

The officer and driver started to react, each scrabbling for weapons in the panic of the moment. Bolan shot the captain first, a killing round between the shoulder blades that slammed him forward, headfirst into the windshield. Incoming rounds punched the dead man back in his seat.

The driver swiveled in his seat, one hand fighting the flap of his holster, the other locked tightly on the wheel. Bolan wasted no time on demands in a language his target might not comprehend. His rifle spoke for him, its muzzle blast clearing the driver's seat, dumping his enemy into the road.

Bolan lunged for the wheel, squirming into the seat as the staff car began to decelerate, finding the pedals in time to prevent it from stalling completely. He stood on the gas, felt the tires catching traction — and then one exploded. The vehicle swerved hard left, jerking Bolan around like a fisherman fighting a marlin.

A second tire blew, on the right this time. Rifle slugs ripped through the grille, clipping wires, knocking holes in the engine block. Bolan was ready to jump when a sudden cease-fire changed his mind.

Hanging on to the rifle, he spared a quick glance for the second car, finding its occupants slumped in their seats, shot to pieces. Bolan waited for the hidden gunners to reveal themselves, prepared at any moment for another burst of fire to end his life.

Instead a sniper cleared the trees, an M-1 carbine leveled at the Executioner. Behind him, others were emerging from the forest, dressed in civilian clothes and bearing arms that ranged from old repeating shotguns to the latest army-issue M-16s. On instinct, Bolan laid down his weapon and waited for the leader to approach him.

For the second time that evening, he was asked if he spoke English. This time he elected to reply.

"I do."

"You aren't one of these." The M-l waggled toward the captain and his men.

"No."

The rebel leader frowned.

"You have one minute to explain yourself."
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It didn't take a minute. Bolan judged his audience on sight and opted for a somewhat altered version of the truth.

"I cracked a convoy bound for Liberté," he told the man in charge. "The soldiers didn't seem to like that very much."

"They are Macoutes, not soldiers. There is still a difference, even now." The gunner studied Bolan's face and garb. "You're an American?"

"That's right."

"But this isn't America."

"I get around."

"Your business here?"

"Is personal."

"So be it." The man stepped back a pace and raised his carbine. "You may take the secret to your grave."

Around the Executioner, a dozen guns were snapping into position, leveled at his face. He shrugged.

"If there's a choice, I'd rather live to fight another day."

"Cooperation is required."

"Okay, let's say I have a vested interest in the Mob."

The gunner looked confused. "The Mob?"

"The Syndicate. The Mafia. Whatever."

"Ah, the gamblers."

"Bingo."

"You are a policeman?"

"Strictly private. I approach the problem from a different point of view. No badge, no bargains with the enemy."

"A soldier."

"Once removed."

Behind the gunner, other members of his team were picking over corpses, stripping them of arms and ammunition. Bolan stepped aside and gave the scroungers access to his carload of Macoutes. A young guerrilla took his rifle, stepping closer.

"I've got some things in there."

"No weapons, yet," the leader said, retrieving Bolan's combat harness and weapons from a member of the cleanup crew. "You're invited to accompany us. A little walk, and then we shall decide what must be done."

"And if I'd rather not?"

"The choice is yours, of course. We would be forced to leave you here."

The man didn't have to add that they would leave him dead. It was a given, in the circumstances, and the Executioner required no time at all to think about his options.

"I could use the exercise. Before we go…"

The gunner was a step ahead of him. "My name is Jacques Petoit. And yours?"

"Mike Blanski."

"Shall we go?"

He thought about the possibility of Macoute reinforcements, knowing that they could arrive at any time.

"That might not be a bad idea."

The Haitian jungle wasn't as dense as others Bolan had experienced, but it could still surprise the careless traveler and lead him to his death. They skirted marshy areas where biting flies and large mosquitoes filled the humid air, descending on the troops like uninvited neighbors at a barbecue. Their passage startled flocks of brightly colored birds into screeching flight, but otherwise they made their way in silence, Bolan's guards communicating with their hands and eyes instead of words. He was impressed.

Full darkness overtook them shortly after half an hour, but the members of his escort never slowed their pace. The forest was an old, familiar friend to these commandos, and they made themselves at home. A river crossing, trails that vanished in the dark, and slopes where rain had churned the earth to mud; they coped with each new obstacle in turn and uttered no complaints.

It crossed his mind to ask about their destination, but Bolan knew the effort would be wasted. He'd seen enough of Jacques Petoit to know the man wasn't taking any chances. Bolan was a guest in name, but still a prisoner in fact, and while he stood the slightest chance of making an escape, Petoit couldn't afford to let him know where they were going.

It would take some time to win the rebel's trust, and Bolan had a schedule of his own to keep. His near miss with the convoy was a setback, and in order to maintain momentum, keep the pressure on, he'd be forced to move against his enemies without delay. The side trip to a rebel camp wasn't precisely hurrying things along.

He paused, considering another point of view. The time might not be wasted if he used it wisely, gaining allies for his cause. The rebels had an ax to grind already, and Petoit's reaction to his mention of the Mafia gave Bolan cautious hope of finding common ground. There'd be risks involved, of course, but at the moment he had nothing more to lose.

His "escorts," on the other hand, might view the matter differently. They had a war in progress now, against the ruling junta and the Macoutes. Petoit might be reluctant to engage another enemy, and Bolan didn't plan to press the issue. If their causes meshed, so be it. If he had to carry on the fight alone…

And that would be the problem, Bolan realized. If Jacques Petoit wasn't convinced that they were fighting toward a common goal, he'd be forced to think of Bolan as an enemy. In that case, Bolan's private war would reach a grinding halt.

Forever.


     *

"One guy? You mean to say one fucking guy wiped out your crew, all by himself?"

Bartoli pushed back his desk chair, stood and started to pace, like a panther in a cage. His eyes were locked on Sonny Esposito's, boring deep inside his skull.

"No, sir. I said I only saw one guy. There must have been a dozen, anyhow, the way they poured it on."

"I hope so, Sonny. I sincerely hope you didn't let one fucking guy bring all this grief down on our heads."

Beside the door Marco Rizzi cleared his throat.

"I checked it out there, Mr. B. However many guys there were, they came prepared. Those Caddys looked like…"

"Save it, Marco. I've got tow trucks on the way. A few more minutes and I can see the damage for myself. I'm not concerned about the cars, all right?"

"Yes, sir. I just don't think this thing is Sonny's fault."

The crew chief shot a sidelong glance at Rizzi, grateful for the boost and simultaneously eaten up with dark suspicion. What did Marco stand to gain from saving Esposito's ass? They weren't enemies per se, but neither were they friends. If Marco went to bat for Sonny now, there had to be a payoff somewhere down the line.

Bartoli found his chair and settled into it again, his eyes still locked on Esposito. "I sincerely hope it wasn't Sonny's fault," he growled. "Because the man responsible for this is gonna wish that he was never born. You hear me, both of you? I don't sit still for shit like this, no way."

"I hear you, Mr. B."

"You'd better feel the same. You're getting paid to feel the same, you hear me? And you're getting paid to see that shit like this doesn't happen!"

"Yes, sir."

"Anyway, you saved the cash. That's something."

"I got lucky."

"Funny thing, that luck. One minute, you're on top. Next thing you know, somebody has to scrape your ass off the pavement with a shovel."

Sonny tried to blank that image out, before it ran together with the grisly sights he'd already seen that afternoon. Too many boys were getting scraped up as it was, and Esposito had no wish to join the list.

"Okay," Bartoli growled, "let's talk about this guy you saw. What did he look like?"

"A little bit like Rambo, only real." He saw the color rising in Bartoli's cheeks and hastened to amend his statement. "He was wearing camouflage, you know? Like in the Army. He was carrying grenades and stuff. His piece looked like an M-16, but it was shorter, like sawed-off."

"Was he black?"

Sonny thought about it, trying to decide. The action had gone down so fast.

"No, sir. I think he was white."

"What the hell? You think?"

"Well, sir, his face and hands were painted up, you know? Like jungle fighters do, sometimes. And he was moving through the smoke, like making tracks."

"You couldn't see his skin, and yet you think he was a white man?"

"From his hair!" It came to Sonny in a flash, from somewhere in his subconscious. "I could see his hair. It wasn't nappy, like."

"Okay." Bartoli still looked skeptical, but he sat back and took a breather, lowering his voice a couple dozen decibels. "A white man, then — in war paint. What's that sound like, Marco?"

"Rebels, Mr. B. I'd guess they're taking on some mercenaries. Someone who can help them get their act together."

"Maybe. On the other hand, these mercenaries might be working for another player."

"Sir?"

"Who stands to gain if we get fucked and shoot our wad out here for nothing? Who's been itching for the chance to squeeze us out and grab the action for themselves?"

"New York."

"You bet your ass, New York. Those bastards have been sniffing after me for eighteen months. They didn't like the plan when we were raising the cash, but now that we've got solid friends in power and we're looking at an early opening, they're playing like the whole damn thing was their idea. That bastard Mitrione's whispering to the Commission night and day, explaining how we 'owe' him something, since he's 'family. "

"That's bullshit, Mr. B."

"Damn right. Mitrione and his Family can have exactly what they got invested in the project. Zero. Nada. If New York wants a war, I'm happy to oblige."

"You figure Mitrione pulled this action, then?"

"I wouldn't put it past him, but we can't come out and call him on it, either. Not without some solid evidence to back us up."

"What kind of evidence?"

"Oh, say this soldier boy, for instance. Someone who can point a finger at New York, before we cut his fingers off and feed them to him, one by one."

"Hike it, Mr. B."

"Suppose he doesn't work for Mitrione, sir?"

Bartoli stared at Esposito as if the crew chief was a three-eyed man from Mars. "Who cares? It doesn't matter who the bastard works for. Sonny. All he has to do is say he works for Mitrione. Lay it on a little thick for the Commission, like, before we whack him. We solve our problem that way, and New York can take the reaming for a change."

"I like it," Marco said again.

"I like it, too," Sonny added, putting on a smile he didn't feel.

"I'm glad to hear it." Don Bartoli had him pinned with X-ray eyes again. "I'm glad, because you've got the job."

The crew chief couldn't help but look confused.

"What job is that?" he asked, remembering to add a «sir» before it was too late.

"What job?" Bartoli grinned. "Oh, nothing much. Just find your soldier boy and bring him to me. Alive. That's crucial, Sonny. Can you do that for me?"

Esposito felt his stomach plummet, but he covered well, relying on experience.

"Yes, sir. No problem, Mr. B."

"I'm glad to hear it, Sonny. You can go now. Get yourself a bath, some food and then get hopping. We don't have a lot of time to spare."

"No, sir."

He caught a grin from Marco Rizzi as he passed, and Esposito would have loved to pop the bastard one, free of charge. Someday, perhaps… but not just now.

He was engaged in other business at the moment, tracking down a man who had nearly killed him once, a phantom of the forest. All Sonny had to do was track him down without a clue to go by, round him up and bring him back to Mr. B. Alive.

No sweat. A piece of cake.


     *

Bolan felt the sentries before he saw them, checking out the raiding party and its prisoner, allowing them to pass without a challenge. There were at least three. The camp had started with a clearing in the forest, which had been enlarged by sweat and toil. There was no fence — it would have trapped the occupants instead of making them secure — but Bolan spotted riflemen patrolling the perimeter. They became alert at sight of the patrol, then went about their business when they recognized Petoit and others in the column. Bolan was an unknown quantity, but he was under guard and therefore not a threat.

The compound proper was a motley collection of tents and makeshift buildings, some constructed out of plywood, others out of corrugated metal. Many of the rebels wore fatigues, but others dressed in khaki pants or jeans and woolen shirts, destroying the facade of uniformity. Cooking fires were tended by a KP detail that included several women. Bolan knew enough of peasant wars and revolutions that their presence in the camp didn't surprise him.

Everyone in the compound was armed, and Bolan noted that their weapons — like the ambush party — ran the gamut from a scattering of ancient sporting arms to modern military hardware. If compelled to guess, the soldier would have said that they were short on ammunition, keeping up their meager stockpile through a string of periodic raids on government patrols. It was a risky business, but for rebels short of money it could often be the only game in town.

The thought of money brought a sour taste in Bolan's mouth. Unless he missed his guess, Bartoli would be sitting on the payroll by now, preparing a list of enemies who might have enough nerve to try to rob him. Bolan's name wouldn't be on the list — not yet — and that could prove to be the situation's only saving grace.

Assuming he survived the next few seconds.

Several inhabitants of the camp had formed a welcoming committee, while the rest barely acknowledged their arrival, demonstrating fair self-discipline. Victorious returns — and with a prisoner in tow — wouldn't be such a frequent happening around the compound that its tenants had become blase. The Executioner was properly impressed.

Bolan scanned the five who waited to receive them. Two were gunners, plain and simple. Another was tall and nearly fair, the evidence of mixed blood obvious in hair and pigmentation. At his side, a dark-skinned boy — perhaps sixteen — stood watching Bolan closely, studying his every move. That scrutiny was nearly rivaled by the final member of the group, a slender woman, young, café-au-lait. Her eyes were piercing, captivating Bolan, drawing his attention from a body that seemed luscious even in a pair of olive-drab fatigues.

The tall man and Petoit conversed in French for several moments, going over details of the raid, discussing Bolan with a bland assurance, though he couldn't understand their words. The woman took no part in their discussion, but the nervous-looking boy relaxed a little, and the soldier took that for a sign.

The tall man turned to Bolan. "Mr. Blanski, I am Father Paul Langois. I bid you welcome."

"Father?"

"In the jungle, cassocks are impractical. I serve my people in their time of need, regardless of the place or uniform. Michelle, Henri, will you excuse us, please?"

The boy departed on command, retreating toward the cooking fires. The woman lingered for a moment, looking Bolan up and down before she turned away.

"Michelle Saint-Cyr," Langois explained. "The young man is Henri, her brother. They are children of Armand Saint-Cyr."

The name recalled words from Bolan's briefing. If his memory was accurate, Saint-Cyr had been an opposition leader in the days before the military junta seized control of Haiti. Afterward he had continued his resistance and, a few weeks earlier, had paid for it in blood.

"I recognize the name," he said.

"Then you must realize the junta and Macoutes would kill them even now if they weren't protected. Here, at least they have a chance."

"So what you have here is a sanctuary?"

"That's part of it. We also fight the enemy, as you have seen."

"Who's 'we'?"

"The people of a generation crushed beneath oppression, poverty, disease," Jacques Petoit chimed in. "Some finally surrender, let themselves be used and thrown away. We say, 'Enough. "

His spirit and the humble camp called up unbidden memories of other rebels, other times: Afghanistan, the Everglades, where anti-Castro activists still dreamed of going home to "Cuba Libra." Bolan didn't know if they would ever reach their destination, but he knew where they had been. And sometimes just standing up and fighting was enough.

"I wish you luck."

The priest was studying his face. "Jacques tells me you make war against the gamblers."

"That's my game."

"They are our enemies as well. Perhaps, if we cooperate…"

"I'd say you've got your hands full as it is. It wouldn't pay to spread yourselves too thin."

"One rat or many, it's all the same. If one survives, the colony will breed again."

The warrior turned to face his hosts.

"So, tell me what you had in mind."


     *

Beside the cooking fire, Michelle Saint-Cyr watched Father Paul and Jacques in conversation with the new man, Blanski. Father Paul's dismissal was a galling fact of life around the compound, where Michelle and Henri were concerned. Their father had become a martyr to the cause, and through his death he had bestowed a kind of sainthood on his children. They were treasured by the rebels, viewed as symbols of the holy cause, but they were isolated from the fighting, screened — and thus excluded — from the conduct of the war that had consumed their father's life.

The odd arrangement seemed to please Henri, but he was still a child. Michelle was anxious to embrace the struggle that had been her father's, make something of her life before she grew too old and hardened to believe in anything. If she could strike a blow against the enemy, make any contribution toward the effort, she was willing. But the priest and Jacques continued to exclude her from their strategy discussions, guarding her as if she were some kind of fragile doll.

The new man might be different. He was a soldier, carrying the mark of a professional, and he might recognize the value of the name Saint-Cyr in stirring opposition to the junta. If he could persuade the others, turn their thoughts away from chivalry, toward action…

She was dreaming. This man, Blanski, had not come to join their struggle. He was an American, just passing through, distracted from his private war against the gangsters who were building Liberté. This much she knew from Jacques's abbreviated introduction, and she had no reason to believe that he would stay to help the rebels.

On the other hand, if he was leaving soon she might convince him to provide an escort back to Port-au-Prince, where she could make connections with her father's friends and followers. They still existed, silenced, driven underground, but with the proper leadership, they might respond.

She knew the way, wasn't afraid to make the trip alone, but many things could happen in the forest. She wasn't a warrior, but she might be called upon to risk her life, to kill. If Blanski would accompany her…

A small, unbidden thrill surprised Michelle, and she could feel the color rising in her cheeks. He was a foreigner, a stranger, but she felt herself attached to him all the same. It was a feeling she hadn't experienced in weeks, since they were driven from their home in Port-au-Prince to hide like bandits in the jungle.

Jacques Petoit desired her, it was obvious, but he wouldn't make a move because her last name was Saint-Cyr. In that, at least, she had been fortunate. He was a decent man, a patriot, but he was like an uncle to Michelle, and she couldn't imagine taking him to bed.

Mike Blanski would be older still, but as a stranger he didn't inspire the feelings that were so akin to incest. There was a quality of mystery about him, and adventure, which enticed her, even as she understood that he wouldn't be staying long.

The smile that played across her face bore elements of hunger.
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Standing on the sidelines, Bolan watched the rebels practice hand-to-hand combat. They used real knives and never seemed to pull their punches, but the only injuries appeared to be a scattering of cuts and bruises. When the exercise was finished, everyone changed sides, defenders taking on the role of the aggressors.

"Are we winning?"

Jacques Petoit seemed interested in the Executioner's opinion.

"I see rough spots," he replied, "but overall, I'd say they're doing pretty well."

"It would be better with a qualified instructor?"

"Probably. But you make do with what you have."

"We are not soldiers, Mr. Blanski."

"Mike."

"A few of our recruits have military service, but their training was inadequate to say the least. They aren't qualified to lead."

"They have a leader."

"Oui, but I'm not a warrior. Any skills I have were learned through trial and error, sometimes at the cost of lives."

"That's war." He saw the conversation's general direction and could think of no way to divert it.

"With the proper training, some of these might stand a better chance." The rebel leader hesitated for a moment, finally working up his nerve. "If you would help us…"

"Sorry, Jacques. I've got my own agenda at the moment, and there's no spare time for boot camp."

"We've given you our trust, returned your weapons."

"I appreciate it."

"With direction, we could help you level Liberté."

"I'm not recruiting. It's a one-man job."

"Without equipment? Most of yours was lost, as I recall."

"I'll pick up what I need along the way. Construction crews are bound to have explosives. If they don't, I'll find another source."

" We have explosives."

"Jacques…"

"Three days. Is that so much?"

"Not near enough for what you have in mind."

"Perhaps. But at the end of three days' time, I'll supply you with explosives, weapons, ammunition. Anything you need. My soldiers will assist you — or, if you prefer, they will remain behind and let you fight alone."

He watched the rebels shadowboxing, grappling awkwardly with one another in the middle of the compound. On his left, one of them caught a hard knee in the crotch and doubled over, writhing on the ground. He thought again of exiled Cubans, Contras and Afghanis, rebel patriots around the world who fought against the odds each waking hour of their lives.

"Three days?"

"And not a moment longer."

"I ought to have my head examined."

"Possibly. But I can vouch for the condition of your heart."

"I hope you're not blowing smoke about the hardware."

"We have dynamite, plastique, electric fuses, hand grenades."

"Your source?"

"The enemy." Petoit smiled grimly. "We stopped a convoy several weeks ago en route from Port-au-Prince to Léogane. The supplies were our reward."

"An early Christmas?"

"More or less."

A number of the rebels had retired to help their injured comrade off the field. The rest were standing idly about.

"Do they speak English? I doubt they'd understand my version of French."

"Some. A few."

"You planning to interpret?"

"Sadly I'm needed elsewhere, but I thought, perhaps…" He turned away and beckoned someone from the general direction of the cooking pits. "Michelle!"


     *

The Haitian presidential palace had seen better days. Declining fortunes, revenue diverted into graft and general apathy had all contributed to its decline. Still lavish in comparison with ordinary dwellings — most of which were little more than shanties — it was still an eyesore to the likes of Anthony Bartoli.

Since arriving on the island, Don Bartoli had been «privileged» to call upon the seat of Haitian government at least a dozen times. He never failed to shake his head in wonder at the fading paint, the general condition of the structure and the grounds. One day he might suggest a facelift, something that would whip the old place back in shape and make it worthy of respect.

But not today.

Today he was concerned with something far more serious than paint jobs. Like survival.

If New York was moving in, by one means or another, he would need the government behind him, standing by with men and guns to safeguard his investment. Enzo Mitrione might have eyes for Haiti, but he couldn't take the island if Bartoli had the junta in his pocket. So far there had been no problems, but a healthy dose of paranoia helped Bartoli stay alive, and he was hungry for a confirmation of the government's commitment to his dream.

The soldiers standing guard outside the palace let him pass through, and he was greeted by a butler who led him up marble stairs and along a corridor where everything smelled stale and old. Francois Descartes had bagged himself an office with a view — if you could call it that. The windows faced toward downtown Port-au-Prince, a walking nightmare where the sick and starving rubbed grimy shoulders with the wealthy and secure.

Descartes was on his feet before the butler announced Bartoli. As he shook hands, the mafioso managed to suppress a shudder at the dark man's clammy touch.

From the early days of his negotiations with the junta, Anthony Bartoli had been doing business with Descartes, a functionary hired to save the dying tourist industry, if such a miracle was possible. Along the way, Descartes wasn't averse to growing wealthy in the service of the Syndicate, and he had pushed the plans for Liberté with evangelistic fervor, overriding the initial qualms of ranking junta leaders.

He had done his job so far — but he hadn't endured a trial by fire.

Bartoli wasted no time on preliminaries. "I assume you heard about my payroll shipment."

"Yes, indeed." Descartes put on a solemn face, the plastic smile put back in storage for a more appropriate occasion. "Some troops were also murdered by the rebels."

"Things are tough all over. I'm concerned about protection for my people on the job. It's obvious a token visit every week or so won't do the trick."

"The government of Haiti is committed to the destruction of these rebels and their Communist supporters. We…"

"I've heard the speech, okay? I'm interested in action now. Are you prepared to help my people out or not?"

"Of course, monsieur. The government is totally committed to security for Liberté. Our tourist industry…"

"Is dead and buried if you screw this up," Bartoli growled. "I know your people are committed to the concept. I'm concerned about their personal commitment to the source."

"I beg your pardon?"

"There are people in New York who didn't have the faith to put their money up when I was getting started on this deal. They said that Haiti wasn't worth the trouble or the cost. I went ahead without them, and they're feeling different now. They want to buy a slice as cheap as possible, or take the project over if they can."

Descartes was frowning. "These are people in… your line of work?"

"The very same, except they'd rather let me do the work and rip me off than put their precious dollars on the line."

"Disgraceful."

"Damn right. For all I know, these bastards might have started making overtures already."

"You believe they are responsible for yesterday's unpleasantness?"

"It's possible. Right now, I'm more concerned about security at your end. Just because my enemies are trying to avoid construction costs, it doesn't mean they won't pay off. If I find out that someone's double-dipping, here…"

"Monsieur!" Descartes expression was a fair facsimile of outrage. "If you mean to say…"

"I mean to say that anyone who takes my money works for me. Comprendez-vous? If anybody's screwing me, he can expect to have his dick for breakfast one day soon."

"I promise you…"

"Not good enough. I want results, you hear me? Get these fucking rebels off my back, and if New York comes sniffing at the trough, I want to know about it yesterday."

"Of course. I understand."

Bartoli was already on his feet, and he ignored the proffered hand.

"Don't keep me waiting. I get nasty when I'm nervous."


     *

Michelle Saint-Cyr watched Bolan choose his volunteers from the assembled troops. Four men to start, the largest in the group, though none of them were quite as tall or broad across the chest as their instructor. She interpreted his brief directions, then stood clear as Bolan was surrounded by the soldiers he'd chosen.

"Now," he said, "I want you to attack me. Don't hold back."

She passed the message on with trepidation, fearful that he might be injured, startled to discover that she cared. Michelle had learned to live with pain and death, accepting losses when the men and boys she saw each day were killed on raids against the junta, but the stranger moved her in a different way, against her will, as if…

The rush cut short her train of thought. From every side, the men converged on Bolan, throwing punches, aiming kicks in the direction of his groin. He caught one trooper's ankle, twisted, and before the man could save himself he'd become a weapon, knocking down the next in line on Bolan's left.

The American ducked under one determined roundhouse punch and took another on his shoulder, striking back with short, swift jabs that toppled number three. The fallen rebel clutched his abdomen and gasped for breath, his lungs refusing to participate on cue.

The fourth man threw himself across Bolan's shoulders, one arm snaking around his throat. The warrior responded with a dip and twist that tossed his adversary clear, pursuing with ferocious speed. He pinned the fallen soldier, delivering a blow that might have killed if he hadn't pulled back short of impact.

Bolan rose and found his first two adversaries on their feet again. They circled warily, attempting to divide his concentration, closing in from both sides simultaneously. Bolan feinted left, unleashed a kick that dropped the soldier on his right, then swiveled to confront the sole remaining threat.

Instinctively the Haitian trooper drew his knife and advanced in a crouch. The move was lightning-fast, and Michelle couldn't remember, afterward, precisely how the rebel soldier was disarmed. One instant, he was lunging with his blade; the next, his knife was lying in the dirt and he was airborne, howling in dismay as Bolan hoisted him, then dropped him to the ground.

"Enough."

The chosen four seemed grateful for Michelle's intercession. They fell back into line, massaging bruises and aches and pains. Bolan stood before them, unscathed and scarcely winded. He was obviously ready for another demonstration, if they cared to continue.

None did.

"The single object of hand-to-hand engagement is survival," he informed the troops, allowing time for adequate translation. "Close encounters are your last resort, but if you have to fight, remember that survival takes priority. There are no other rules, no code of conduct. Winners walk away; losers die."

He drew a knife. "I need another volunteer."

Michelle translated as Bolan taught them how to slit a throat and find a vital point beneath an adversary's ribs. She watched and passed his words along as the American described a narrow opening between the skull and spine — described by Chinese martial artists as the "wind gate" — where a blade could be inserted to the brain. Throughout his dissertation, the warrior's attitude was solemn and reserved, as if he found no joy in teaching others how to kill.

The session lasted for an hour, broken by the midday meal. Michelle caught Bolan's eye before his eye audience dispersed, and for the first time he allowed himself to smile.

"I'm sorry you got drafted into this," he said.

"I'm not."

"It can't be very pleasant for…"

"A woman?"

"Well…"

"I can assure you, I've seen my share of killing. I'm not a hothouse flower to be guarded from the world outside."

"I heard about your father."

"It was his decision to oppose the junta, and he knew the risks involved."

"You plan to follow in his footsteps?"

"Possibly."

"There's more to life than dying."

"Some of us have nothing more to lose."

"I've been there."

"Yes," she replied, examining his eyes, "I think you have."

"It isn't always easy, but you can get out."

"And you?"

He smiled again. "I'm hungry. Lunch?"


     *

Étienne Dupree was tired of being lectured. For the past three-quarters of an hour he'd listened to the fat Macoutes, and now the curly haired American was taking up his time, reminding Étienne and his companions of their debt to Mother Haiti. It was a lot of dung, and everybody knew it.

In his twenty-seven years, Etienne Dupree had watched the country go to hell — a fair accomplishment considering the state in which it had begun. With literacy hovering at roughly twelve percent, the average worker earning less than three hundred American dollars per year — when jobs were available — ignorance and need were the Haitian standards of living, Étienne still went to Mass on Sunday, out of habit, and he still attended voodoo ceremonies on specific holy days, but he'd lost his faith in sundry gods. If anyone was going to assist Étienne Dupree, the young man knew that it would be himself.

And that was where the curly haired American fit in.

The man was a gambler, one of those involved in building Liberté in order to bring the tourists back. There had been problems with the rebels, and the gamblers needed help that the Macoutes apparently couldn't provide. It obviously galled the men in uniform to stand and listen while this foreigner appealed to peasants for assistance, and thought of their discomfort brought a smile to Étienne's face.

The problem, simply stated by this man named Esposito, was that no one had been able to locate the rebel base camp. From their jungle lair, the peasant troops were free to strike at will, attacking convoys, sniping at the army, sabotaging large machinery around the Liberté construction site. It was a game to Étienne, who watched it from a distance, but the curly haired American was deadly serious.

He had agreed to pay in cash for information leading to the destruction of the rebels.

Always short of money, Étienne Dupree had learned that everything in life was labeled with a price. A man with money in his hand could purchase love or its equivalent as readily as he could purchase food, a pair of shoes, a fat cigar. Emotions and convictions were for sale.

And so was loyalty.

Etienne had friends among the rebels, young men he had known from childhood. They had once invited him to join them in the forest, but he had declined. A soldier's life was grim enough; the life of a guerrilla was barbaric. Still he had refrained from giving up their secrets, naming names.

It was the first time anyone had ever offered cash for what he knew. But now, he saw it would not be enough.

Étienne knew names, but if he gave them up, the Macoutes would take his friends into custody and question them, elicit information under torture, free of charge, Étienne would lose his friends, he might be branded as a traitor and his pockets would be empty all the same. It simply wouldn't do.

Another angle of attack was plainly necessary, and he tuned out Esposito's lecture while he concentrated on the makings of a plan. The rebels had invited him to join them once; they might again, providing he wasn't too obvious in his pursuit of invitations. Once he learned the site of their encampment…

No. Too risky. As the only new man on the scene, he'd be instantly suspected when the junta staged its raid. No matter how the net was cast, some rebels always seemed to slip away, and those, their friends or relatives, would make a point of tracking down Étienne, exacting their revenge for his betrayal.

There would have to be a better way. He racked his brain, a headache building up behind his eyes, and suddenly he had the answer. If he couldn't join the rebels, he'd do the next best thing. Their man in Port-au-Prince, according to the loose-lipped friends of Étienne Dupree, was a Main Street barber named Toussaint. Étienne had never met the man, but he was said to have a taste for rum. If Étienne should meet him in a tavern, quite by accident, and mention names of several friends they shared in common…

He smiled and could almost feel the money in his pocket.


     *

"And do you hate the gamblers so much?"

Bolan shook his head. "I don't care one way or another if some tourist wants to lose his shirt. That's his decision and he'll have to live with the results. I'm interested in what goes on behind the gaming tables, in the offices and counting rooms where profits disappear and unreported income winds up in some politician's hand, or paying off a drug deal."

"Haiti is no stranger to corruption."

"Maybe not. That doesn't mean you need a fresh supply of jackals from the States."

"You make a strange policeman."

Bolan's smile surprised her. "Sorry, this is strictly unofficial. I've got no more weight to throw around than you or any of your friends."

"I think, perhaps, you throw it differently."

"It's all a matter of experience. You hang around a war zone long enough, you're bound to pick up certain tricks along the way."

"You have done more than 'hang around, I think."

"I've been around the block with people like Bartoli and his crew. You want to talk about corruption, these guys wrote the book. If they get one foot in the door, your house is gone before you know it."

"Can you stop them?"

"I can slow them down. We haven't found a cure yet, but you can treat the symptoms where you find them."

"My father was a man of peace," she said. "It cost his life."

"I've been there," Bolan told her. "Once upon a time I thought that hate was all I needed to survive. If I could hang on long enough to kill this guy or that one, it would be enough. It wasn't."

"How did you dispose of it, this hatred?"

"I decided it was better to support a cause than simply stand in opposition."

"And your cause?"

"It varies. Some days I get by on just surviving. Other times I like to think we've scored a point or two against the savages."

"These savages you speak of, they are everywhere?"

"I haven't noticed any shortage lately."

She frowned. "I wish to make a stand and score my points against the savages."

"You'll get your chance," he replied.

"Sometimes I doubt it. Jacques and Father Paul believe Henri and I must be protected from the world, like perfect angels."

"They're concerned about your welfare."

"But I'm not an angel. Truly."

Bolan met her gaze for several seconds, and Michelle could feel a blush stealing across her cheeks. He saw it, too, and broke the contact, concentrating on his plate of rice and beans.

"Don't push yourself too fast," he cautioned. "War has all the glamour and excitement of an auto accident. If I were you…"

"What would you do," she challenged, "if you were me?"

"I'd finish lunch," he answered, "and think about the war tomorrow."

She caught his eyes and held them.

"Would you? Honestly?"

"It's dangerous to give advice," he said. "I'm swearing off."

"I'll take the risk."

Bolan shook his head. "I won't."

Michelle had learned that pouting was a waste of time and energy. Instead she concentrated on her food with one part of her mind, the rest already plotting her strategy. Before he left them, she would have Mike Blanski's help.

She planned to make the American an offer he couldn't refuse.
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Two days after Bolan's arrival at the camp, Jacques Petoit gave orders that he could move around outside the perimeter without an escort. Bolan took advantage of the call to stretch his legs before the evening meal. He struck off to the west, following the contour of the landscape and allowing the forest to show him its secrets.

Being diverted from his private schedule wore on Bolan's nerves, but he took solace from the knowledge that his temporary disappearance would confuse the enemy and keep Bartoli guessing. If the convoy raid was blamed on rebel troops, so much the better. No one would be looking for the Executioner when he returned to bring down the curtain on Liberté.

The training sessions with Petoit's commandos had been rigorous, but he didn't really mind. The ragtag troops were zealous students, overcoming barriers of language in their eagerness to learn the killing craft. He felt no guilt about preparing Haitian peasants for a run against their government. In theory, Bolan tried to separate his politics and private feelings from his war against the savages, but when it came to life or death decisions, living day by day, he found the split impractical. A soldier living on the edge couldn't divorce his feelings from the actions he initiated in the field. A robot might be useful when it came to cleaning house, but it was no damned good at all for cleaning up society.

It had been years since Bolan first set foot in Haiti, following the trail of mafiosi who were pushing a project called the Caribbean Carousel. Quick Tony Lavagni was the front man on that deal, Sir Edward Stuart the architect, and Bolan had dealt with them both.

In the meantime there had been some changes. Papa Doc Duvalier was dead. His son, Jean-Claude, had fumbled with the reigns of power for a while before his own incompetence eventually drove him into exile. Chaos and repression had been grappling for primacy before the junta lent a hand and came down heavily behind the time-honored tradition of a police state. The secret police had received a facelift, along with a new lease on life, and Haiti was going nowhere fast… until the Mafia expressed a renewed interest in the troubled island.

Bolan's war against the Syndicate had been mostly on the back burner of late, with all the other targets vying for an Executioner's attention, but he kept an eye on Mob activities and moved, when necessary, to prevent the wise guys from expanding, spreading out their tentacles around the globe. Corruption might be status quo in Haiti, but the fact was that the Mafia could only make things worse, eliminating any pretext of a nation trying to improve its lot. With Mob endorsement, members of the junta would be in for life, and any shot at freedom for the people of that hostaged island would be lost, perhaps forever.

Bolan knew his contribution to the course of Haitian history might be compared to spitting on a forest fire, but he could still do something. If the Syndicate was broken here, if he succeeded only in retarding progress of their plans, then it would be a victory.

He reached a flowing stream and flipped a mental coin, deciding he would travel southward for another fifteen minutes, tops, before he started back to camp. He loved the forest, but there would be ample opportunity for him to see it later, when he led the rebels on their first nocturnal exercise that evening. All of them were natives. They could name the local plants and animals in a flash, but they were greenhorns when it came to war. So far their battle with the junta had been daylight hit-and-run, an occasional assassination and some bombs touched off in Port-au-Prince. They hadn't waged a stiff campaign against the enemy on hostile ground, and Bolan thought it just might come to (hat in time. The junta would be moving mountains to discover where its enemies were hiding, and Bartoli's clan would raise the ante. Sooner or later, inevitably, the rebels would have to think in terms of self-defense, as well as sporadic offense.

The stream broadened up ahead, and Bolan heard the music of a waterfall. He moved in that direction, hesitating at the first sound of a human voice.

A woman's voice.

Michelle.


     *

The big American had come as a surprise to Father Paul Langois. The priest took pardonable pride in his adaptability to changing circumstances and the rigors of a life in hiding, but the shifting tide of battle had conspired to test his faith in recent weeks. The Tonton Macoutes were everywhere, it seemed, prepared to counter every thrust the rebels made against the new regime. Men were dying daily in the cause, and now, the first patrol that had returned intact since spring brought back a stranger.

An American warrior.

Serving combat troops didn't come easy to Langois. A pacifist at heart, he'd been driven slowly and inexorably toward the violent fringe by his exposure to the brutal actions of his government. How many of his own parishioners had he seen tortured, executed on suspicion of disloyalty? Dozens? Hundreds? Somewhere in the middle of it all, Langois had come to terms with death and bloodshed, finally acknowledging that some men were, in fact, all bad. Some souls had witnessed so much degradation, joined in so much bloodshed, that they stood beyond salvation's reach, forever lost.

Langois had recognized his failure as a priest and as a man, considering his options. Tempted as he was, he couldn't bring himself to kill, but he'd done the next best thing, providing absolution for the men who carried arms, at last surrendering his church, his very life, to join them in their exile. Many of them still believed in voodoo on the side and placed their faith in darker gods on special nights, but when they stood in fear of death a simple ceremony often eased their minds.

The tall American was something else again. Instead of peace, he brought them cautious optimism, made the peasant soldiers feel as if they had a chance. His first appearance was an omen, coming in the midst of an engagement where the rebels had emerged victorious, their first full-fledged success in months. Through his example and instruction, members of the rebel army might acquire survival skills to see them through the coming troubles. If even one life could be spared…

But the American remained a riddle to Langois. His motives — or the motives he espoused — were similar to those that drove the rebels on, but was he everything he seemed to be? In recent months America had offered vague concessions to the junta, anxious to recruit another friend in the Caribbean at almost any cost. If those in charge were anti-Communist, their crimes against the people might be overlooked, forgotten. And if those in charge were pro-American, then their opponents must be enemies by definition.

In his younger days, Langois had taken pride in trusting every man he met, until the new acquaintance had ample time to demonstrate his folly. Recently the priest had learned to take a rather different approach, mistrusting everyone until their worth was proved beyond the shadow of a doubt. Mike Blanski was a new acquaintance, and aside from killing two or three Macoutes, he'd done nothing yet to prove himself. For all the priest knew, he might have been…

Been what?

A list of options came to mind. The CIA was charged with keeping track of foreign enemies — that is to say, the groups that stand in opposition to selected «friends» of the United States. Beyond the obvious there was military intelligence, the NSA, or any one of several private groups involved with lethal games of cloak and dagger. Worst of all, the stranger might be working for the junta, posing as an ally to subvert the movement from within.

Langois realized that he was being paranoid, but it was a survival mechanism he couldn't ignore. Suspicion was a daily fact of life in Haiti; those who shrugged it off were flirting with disaster, even death.

He scanned the compound, looking for the American, remembering that Blanski had received permission to examine the surrounding forest. He was working out the details of another training exercise… or was he?

It would be too late to catch him now. The priest, for all the time that he had spent in hiding, wouldn't make a jungle scout. If Blanski had a contact waiting in the jungle, he'd never know.

The best Langois could do was watch and wait. It was the warrior's second day in camp; if everything went smoothly, he'd spend another day among the rebels, leaving on the morning after next. If anything went wrong…

Langois wasn't a killer, but he made a solemn promise to himself. If Blanski showed a sign of turning traitor, bringing down the army or Macoutes upon them, he would personally finish the American. It was the least that he could do, in light of all his other failures.


     *

Étienne Dupree was trying to remember when the world turned upside down. His mind kept drifting in and out of focus, shifting back and forth from fantasy to grim reality while Étienne set out to catalog and quantify his pains.

His legs were going numb from lack of circulation, and he thought that might turn out to be a blessing in disguise. The stainless-steel trapeze cut deep behind his knees, but where the metal had been cold at first, it now seemed warm and clammy, slick with perspiration. Handcuffs on his wrists were tight enough to kill sensations in his fingers, and again, Dupree was thankful.

He was naked, and the air-conditioning raised goose bumps on his flesh, in counterpoint to the assorted bruises, cuts and burns. He felt a dozen different kinds of pain between his chin and groin — never mind the throbbing agony inside his skull. With any luck, a stroke might come along and end his suffering.

Étienne didn't feel lucky.

He had spilled his guts already, but the damned Macoutes were never satisfied. They took a break from time to time, and during intermissions he could hear another team, still working on Toussaint next door. The barber's screams made Etienne wish that he could die.

Again, no luck.

It had been twenty minutes since they used the cattle prods, eliciting a broken repetition of his story. Were they satisfied at last? Was there a chance that he might be allowed to live? To leave?

Étienne heard footsteps, felt another presence in the room. A pair of khaki legs swung into view, their owner dangling from the ceiling like a bat and glowering in fury at Dupree. Despite his misery, the bloody mist that seemed to fill his skull, he recognized Jean-Claude Solange. One did not come of age in Haiti without recognizing the supreme commander of the Tonton Macoutes.

Solange was studying Dupree the way a shopper might examine a side of beef. He muttered something to his aides, and one of them produced a cattle prod. Solange accepted it and thumbed the switch to test its charge.

"I've told you everything!"

Dupree recognized his mistake at once. He'd spoken first, without a question being asked, but in his desperation he couldn't afford to wait. He had to make the bastards understand that he was holding nothing back.

"The rebel camp?" Solange's voice was soft and cultured, not at all a killer's voice.

"I've told you everything," Étienne repeated, weeping openly. "Toussaint refused to give me the directions. All I know…"

The kiss of the electrodes snapped his teeth together, cutting off his words. A shriek boiled up inside him, pried his lips apart and rocketed around the small interrogation room.

"The camp."

"If I knew anything…" Again. The voltage set him thrashing, rattling the chains that held his perch suspended from the ceiling. At a distance, he was conscious of the cuffs and leg irons cutting through his flesh.

"The camp."

He tried to speak, but someone had replaced his tongue with ancient flannel. Bending close, Solange was smiling at him now.

"What's that? I can't quite hear you."

"I don't… I don't…"

Solange stepped back and kicked Étienne squarely in the face, the impact flattening his nose and filling his mouth with blood. His tongue was lubricated now, but he was drowning. When he retched and spit, an abstract crimson pattern blossomed on the floor.

"The camp."

He found it difficult to speak, and realized that several of his front teeth were broken off, his lips puffed up like sausages.

Solange reached out and drew the prod across his chest, electrodes moving upward, past his naval, through his tangled pubic hair, until they grazed his scrotum.

"Once again. The camp."

Dupree could only shake his head and try to brace himself against the coming pain, attempting to imagine it and thus eliminate the torture of anticipation. There was no escape. He had delivered everything, and now his mind was too befuddled to create a satisfying lie. If only they would listen to him and attempt to understand.

This time, it seemed his wailing cry went on forever, reaching a crescendo as his body thrashed and twisted on its perch. His lips peeled back from bloody gums, the muscles in his neck and shoulders standing out like cables under strain. He'd lose consciousness at any moment now. He must.

But he didn't.

Solange withdrew the prod, examining the tip as if he feared the twin electrodes might be damaged from their contact with a peasant. Satisfied at last, he stooped to whisper in Étienne Dupree's ringing ear.

"Again. The camp."


     *

Michelle had left the camp unnoticed, gliding through the forest like a shadow, homing on the stream. Henri, her brother, still complained about conditions in the compound, missing their accommodations in the city, but Michelle had taken to the jungle like a natural, delighting in its beauty and its mystery. Before she'd been a week in camp, she'd memorized surrounding trails and come to know the local fauna, picking out the harmless snakes and insects, matching them against the specimens she must avoid at any cost.

Her thoughts weren't on solitude, however, as she worked her way along a narrow game trail toward the stream. She thought about Mike Blanski, felt the now-familiar stirrings, and was painfully aware of how she looked, the way she smelled.

The forest was a fascinating place, but living out of tents and buckets meant that hygiene was borderline at best. For peasant soldiers, bathing was never a top priority, and some of them were positively overwhelming. Others took a weekly bath, regardless of their need, and muttered all the while about the wasted time that would be better spent with weapons, training exercises, raids against the enemy.

Michelle, by contrast, felt incomplete if she was kept from bathing for a day. The stream provided her with some relief, although the compound had no store of soap, shampoo, deodorant or any of the other bare necessities. She did her best with what she had, and now with Blanski in the camp, it seemed especially important that she take care of herself.

But why?

He was attractive, granted, but there was a difference in their ages. And he was American, a mercenary passing through the camp who would be gone the day after tomorrow.

No time to waste, then.

Startled by her thoughts, Michelle couldn't prevent the blush that crept into her cheeks. She felt flushed and breathless, picking up her pace and counting on the stream to cool her down.

Surrounded by the sounds and smells of the forest, she stripped her clothes off, folded them and set them beside the garments she'd carried with her from the camp — another shirt, a clean pair of jeans. When she was finished bathing, she'd rinse out the others and let them dry on the bushes.

The stream was cool. As always, it surprised her, raising gooseflesh on her body, puckering her nipples as she waded out to ankle depth. A few more strides, and water lapped around her thighs. She crouched, pushed off and glided several yards underwater before she broke the surface, floating on her back and paddling lazily.

Michelle stopped paddling, allowed her legs to sink until she found the bottom with her toes. She realized she'd been singing and wondered if her voice had possibly alerted enemies to her position. Upstream a movement in the undergrowth along the bank caught her attention Michelle was shivering, although her body had adjusted to the stream's temperature. She focused on the trees and creepers, trying to forget about her sudden terror.

There! A man-shape slid in and out of cover, closing on the point where she'd left her clothes. If she was very quick, she might emerge in time to meet him, but she certainly wouldn't have time to dress.

So much for speed.

She opted for discretion, sinking lower in the water, almost kneeling now, and praying that he wouldn't scan the surface, see her frightened face. If seen, she would be helpless, absolutely at the stranger's mercy. No one in the camp would hear her screams.

Directly opposite her position, the American emerged as if from nowhere, a magician practicing his act. He saw her clothing, raised his eyes and seemed to find her on instinct, studying her face without a word.

Unconsciously she drifted closer to the shore, until her knees brushed over polished stones. Surrendering to impulse, she stood, water streaming from her body as she rose. She didn't speak to him, didn't beckon him in any way, but it would take a fool to miss her invitation. Startled by her own aggressive move, Michelle felt dizzy and tremendously excited at the same time.

The soldier studied her, a frank appraisal. She could almost feel his eyes upon her, covering her flesh like eager hands. A spark was struck inside her, and she felt the flames begin to spread.

On shore the soldier smiled… and turned away. Three strides and he was gone, the forest swallowing him alive. She blinked, uncertain how she should react. Was Blanski one of those commandos who believed that sex and war were mutually exclusive? Did he find her physically repulsive? Or was it simple decency that made him turn away?

She moved toward shore, retrieved her clothing and swiftly dressed herself. Embarrassed now, she wondered if she had the courage to confront the big American again, demand an explanation for his actions.

Did she really want an explanation?

Yes.

But she'd have to build up her courage, recover something of her confidence, and there wasn't much time to spare. Tonight he'd be working with the troops. The day after tomorrow, he'd be gone, her only hope gone with him if she didn't act in time.

Determined to proceed, but needing time to think, she found her dirty clothes and turned back toward the stream. Before she finished, she'd have a plan. Michelle was good at thinking on her feet, and there was much at stake.

She had a world to win, and everything to lose.
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Bolan rose at dawn. He'd been restless through the night, intent on getting down to business with his own campaign against Bartoli, and the meeting with Michelle Saint-Cyr hadn't been calculated to relieve his tension.

He could see her body in his mind's eye, glistening and wet, emerging from the stream like tawny Venus rising from the sea. He switched the vision off before his body shifted into overdrive, and concentrated on the girl herself.

The woman.

He had a fair idea of what Michelle was after, from their fleeting conversations. Penned up in the camp, «protected» from the world by men who loved her father and revered his memory, she'd begun to chafe at boundaries and limitations, aching for an opportunity to make her own mark in the world. Her father's politics had predisposed her toward dissent, and Bolan had no doubt that she would try to organize his followers if she returned to Port-au-Prince.

He also had no doubt the move would get her killed.

The military junta — or its watchdogs, the Tonton Macoutes — had killed Armand Saint Cyr to still his angry voice. The priest, Langois, was probably correct when he asserted that the government was sniffing after Saint-Cyr's offspring, hoping for a triple play. It stood to reason that the children of a dissident, surrounded by his memory and nurtured on his fiery speeches, would attempt to follow in his footsteps, picking up the fallen banner.

Bolan understood Michelle's frustration, her desire to make things happen now. The murder of his family so long ago had left him in a similar position, but the Executioner had been prepared to move against his enemies from strength. Michelle was starting out from scratch, and she'd be an easy mark for a preemptive strike by the Macoutes.

Emerging from his makeshift quarters into misty forest daylight, Bolan felt relieved that it wasn't his problem. He'd one more exercise to run with the commandos, and his session as a drill instructor was completed. Later in the morning he'd plan another move against Bartoli and the nest of vipers at Liberté. If Jacques Petoit made good his offer of assistance, that was fine. If not, the Executioner was ready to proceed alone.

He smiled as he recalled the Seabee motto from another war: the difficult we do at once. The impossible takes a little longer.

Fair enough. He'd been doing the impossible from the beginning of his war, and if he had to try it one more time, it would be nothing new. The names and faces changed, but Bolan's enemies remained the same at heart, where their corruption festered like a cancer on the soul.

Michelle would find her own solutions.

"Good morning."

Bolan turned to face her watching him from twenty feet away.

"Hello," he replied, remembering to keep his eyes fixed firmly on her face.

"I couldn't sleep," she said.

"I know the feeling."

Glancing backward toward the ashes of the cooking fires, she moved a little closer. "Breakfast won't be ready for at least an hour. I was going for a walk."

"Be careful."

"Always." She toyed with the zipper of her jacket. "Would you care to join me?"

Bolan frowned. "I'm not sure that's a good idea."

"Why not?" Her smile was playful, daring him to spell it out.

Instead he flicked a glance in the direction of the tents where Jacques Petoit and Father Langois slept. "I get the feeling that your friends fall out on the protective side. They like you close to home."

"This isn't home, and I'm not a prisoner," she snapped, then caught herself and smiled again. "Besides, they hate it when I wander through the jungle without an escort. If you really want to make them happy, you should come along."

"Or you could wait a while."

"I don't believe in wasting time. Do you?"

"That all depends."

"An hour until breakfast," she repeated. "Three times that before the men are ready for their daily lesson."

"Final lesson," he corrected her.

"More reason why we shouldn't waste this time."

She turned away and moved toward the tree line, disappearing in the shadows there without a backward glance. Behind her, Bolan scanned the sleeping compound, shrugged and followed.


     *

"We are blessed with the advantage of surprise. Before they recognize their danger, it will be too late."

Jean-Claude Solange surveyed his captive audience of helicopter pilots and Macoutes, a fierce smile lighting his face. This morning he would have revenge on those who killed his brother and embarrassed his administration with their sly guerrilla tactics. He would grind them into dust beneath his heel.

"Our information on the camp's location has been verified by inside sources," he declared, remembering Toussaint and Dupree. Their sacrifice had been a warm-up for the main event. "The rebels still believe themselves secure. It's our duty to inform them otherwise."

A ripple of amusement passed among his troops. They all seemed enthusiastic — except the curly haired American who had been foisted on him by Descartes. A "friend of the administration," the man was assigned to ride a gunship and observe the raid. It made no difference to Solange, as long as he wasn't a journalist or left-wing politician. If he tried to interfere, the American would have an accident and damn the consequences.

It was more important to avenge René.

In truth Solange had never liked his younger brother, but the family was still important as a symbol of authority and unity. The men who killed his brother had issued a challenge — to Jean-Claude Solange and the government at large. It was an insult that couldn't be tolerated if he meant to do his job.

And after all these years with the Macoutes, from the regime of Papa Doc to his position as commander of the force, Solange had cared for nothing more than his position, his authority.

His power.

He turned to the map beside him, picked up a pointer and jabbed at the crimson blot that marked their target.

"Thirty-seven miles from Port-au-Prince," he said. "We make our own approach from this direction, here." The pointer swiveled southward, scratching out an arc designed to circumvent the lookouts whom his enemies were bound to have on major access routes. "They should be sitting down to breakfast when we get there. I suspect that we will spoil their appetites."

More laughter, and he even got a narrow smile from the American. Solange decided he'd keep this friend of the administration close at hand, prepared to crush him like a bug if he made one move to interfere.

A hand was raised, the officer in charge of gunship number two.

"Lieutenant?"

"Yes, sir. Are we after prisoners?"

Solange pretended to consider the suggestion, rendering his verdict in a thoughtful tone. "According to our information, everyone inside the rebel camp is armed and hostile. They have sworn to fight and die without submitting to arrest. Of course, if someone had a sudden change of heart, I will do everything within my power to protect him."

"Thank you, sir."

It was the standard lie, which told his raiders everything they had to know. If someone accidentally survived the raid, he'd be taken in for questioning… and would disappear. Ideally they would catch the rebels napping — or in this case, dining — and their job would be as simple as eliminating vermin.

"Other questions?"

The American had raised his head. Solange delayed the call, allowing his subordinates another moment to respond, but all of them seemed comfortable with their assignments.

"Yes?"

"Is it confirmed these people hit the convoy Friday afternoon? I mean, you've got a lot of assholes raising hell out there, but have you pinned the right ones down?"

Solange maintained his cool expression with an effort. If a member of his staff had spoken to him thus, he might have shot the man himself. This friend of the administration was an arrogant intruder, but he had a point.

"Our methods of interrogation are… persuasive." Smiling, he appreciated the response from his assembled staff. "I think it safe to say that nothing was withheld."

"I know about your methods, Captain…"

"Colonel."

"Right, whatever. I was thinking people sometimes tell you anything you want to hear, just so you'll let them walk away."

Solange felt angry color rising in his cheeks and locked his hands around the pointer, squeezing hard enough to blanch his knuckles.

"I'm satisfied that we received an accurate accounting. Naturally you will have a chance to verify identities." He smiled, relaxing. "I believe you saw the raiders, did you not? Before you managed to… escape?"

The stranger shifted in his chair, embarrassed by the reference to his flight from danger. "I saw one of them," he answered stiffly. "It all happened pretty fast."

"Of course." Dismissing him, Solange observed the faithful, a benevolent expression on his face. "There will be no mistakes," he told them flatly. "I intend to wipe this stain of treason free from our homeland and avenge the officers who were assassinated in performance of their duty. If there are no further questions, let's go."

The pilots made their exit first, to get the helicopters ready. Members of the raiding party followed, on their way to check out weapons from the arsenal. The lone American hung back, a dour expression on his face, and waited for Solange.

"This wasn't my idea," he told the colonel as Solange approached.

"If you prefer to stay behind, monsieur…"

"No chance. I've got my orders, just like you."

"Let there be no mistake," Solange replied. "I give the orders."

"Right. Whatever. I just want to get this over with and give my people their report. I didn't come along to get my ass shot off."

"Do not concern yourself. It should be — how do you explain it in America? — a piece of cake."


     *

It wasn't.

Sonny Esposito didn't mind the jumbo jets, and he could tolerate a private Lear if necessary, but he never felt secure in helicopters. They appeared to violate the very laws of nature, large and small propellers whipping air in different directions, hovering above the treetops like some kind of giant prehistoric insect. The vibration was enough to make you toss your cookies, and he thought for sure that they were going down each time the pilot banked into a turn.

"A little farther."

He could almost hear the goddamned colonel grinning at him, gloating over his passenger's obvious discomfort, and he wished that they were back in Lauderdale, where he could put a bullet through the snotty bastard's guts without a second thought.

"I'm fine," he croaked, eyes closed behind his mirrored aviator glasses, stubbornly refusing to meet the officer's gaze.

In Haiti, Esposito had become familiar with the strutting psychopaths who ran the military and police. A few were honest gangsters like himself, but the majority were cruising on a one-way ego trip that made him nervous. They'd go through all the motions of performing in a normal way and then, from out of nowhere, they'd pull some crazy stunt that made you wonder if you might be dealing with a loony.

As far as Esposito was concerned, the digs at Liberté were being built on quicksand. They could pour good money into architecture and security, surpassing anything available in Vegas or Atlantic City, but it wouldn't stand for shit if some demented macho man in Port-au-Prince woke up tomorrow with the notion he should be in charge. Bartoli couldn't stand against the Haitian Army. He could use every gun he had in Florida and buy off the local brass, and they still could all wind up against the wall this time next week.

He risked a glance outside the helicopter, saw the treetops skimming past and felt his stomach rolling. Damn Bartoli anyway, for choosing him to tag along and verify the body count. He didn't have a hope in hell of picking out the rebel he'd seen, unless they ran around in war paint all the time. Still, the boss said "Jump," and it was Sonny's job to ask, "How high?"

He wore the custom.45 beneath his arm, but the colonel had given him an automatic rifle, just in case. All things considered, a member of the Tom-tom Cuties, or whatever they were called these days, and it wasn't his job to do their killing for them.

Still, if he couldn't avoid the trip — and Mr. B. had left no doubt on that score — it was just as well to be prepared. He double-checked the rifle, making sure it had a live one in the chamber and the fire-selector switch was set on semiautomatic. There was no point squeezing off the whole damned magazine at once, especially when he hoped he wouldn't have to use the piece at all.

"Five minutes," the colonel announced.

Five minutes.

Sonny felt his bowels contract and prayed he wouldn't embarrass himself.

Goddamn Bartoli with his bright ideas.

Goddamn the colonel with his hard-on for a little down-and-dirty action.

Goddamn Marco Rizzi for suggesting Esposito as the best man for the job.

A fucking piece of cake already.

Sonny thought it looked like devil's food.


     *

The narrow game trail took them eastward on a track that roughly paralleled the stream. Nocturnal creatures had returned to their secluded hiding places in the forest, and their daylight counterparts were taking over, rustling through the undergrowth and calling from the treetops. Bolan caught Michelle within a dozen yards of camp and let her lead, alert to any sign of danger as the jungle closed around them.

"Here we go."

A smaller trail crossed the first, and Bolan followed as Michelle struck off on a tangent, moving slower now and sometimes bending double as she ducked beneath the overhanging branches of surrounding trees. The new trail had a claustrophic feeling. If they met a hunting party here, or flushed a boar, it would be difficult to make an orderly retreat.

To Bolan's great relief, the trail widened after fifty yards or so, delivering them safely to a clearing. Dappled sunlight glistened on a pond, apparently replenished from a subterranean reserve. He was reminded of a science fiction tale, read years before, in which the sun shone only on a single, secret path of Mother Earth.

"I found this place three months ago," Michelle explained. "I haven't even told Henri."

"I'm flattered."

"As you should be."

Bolan smiled. "You come here often?"

"When I have a chance. Jacques tried to have me followed once, but I'm too quick. The man he sent was old enough to be my father."

Bolan kept his smile in place. "You mean like me?"

"I don't know anyone like you."

"You might be better off."

"I doubt that very much."

"Michelle…"

"I need your help."

"How's that?"

"To get away from here. I told you I'm not a prisoner, but neither am I free. My father gave his life for Haiti. Jacques and Father Paul would have me hide forever."

"They want to keep you safe."

"No one is safe in Haiti. Not today."

"Michelle, I'm only passing through."

"I haven't asked you to adopt me. All I need is to get away, reach Port-au-Prince." She hesitated, pinning Bolan with her eyes. "I'll pay you."

"I don't want your money."

"There are other forms of payment." As she spoke, a simple shrug released her jacket and it fell away. Slim fingers found the topmost button on her blouse.

He lost the smile. "No sale."

"A gift, then. Out of friendship."

"Sorry, no."

"You find me unattractive?"

Bolan swallowed hard. Her blouse was open to the waist, and she disposed of it with one more easy shrug. The body he recalled from yesterday was even more inviting as she moved in close enough to touch.

"You're beautiful," he said. "That doesn't change a damned thing."

"I want you," she informed him bluntly. "If you help me afterward, I will be doubly happy. And if not…"

He heard the soft, metallic whisper of her zipper. Reaching out with both hands, Bolan caught her wrists.

"Enough, Michelle."

"Not yet." She stepped close, her firm breasts flattening against his chest. Reading Bolan's mind, she told him, "I'm not a child. And you aren't my father."

"Still…"

She pressed a finger to his lips. "I want to please you. We can please each other."

He tried to speak her name but couldn't find his voice. Her youth and zeal inflamed him, prodded him to slip his arms around her naked back and crush her tight against his chest. Their lips were welded in a hungry kiss, and when it broke, an aeon later, both of them were breathless. The blood was roaring in Bolan's ears like — Rotor blades.

She fell away from him as three large helicopters thundered overhead at treetop level. Bolan recognized them as the Bell UH-1H «Hueys» used in Vietnam, now found throughout the world as foreign aid and surplus sales made them available to virtually anybody with the price. Unless he missed his guess, the Hueys would be packed with soldiers — and they were making for the camp.

His passion failing in a heartbeat, Bolan knew that he'd be too late. The Hueys had a lead already, and he couldn't hope to match their speed.

"Come on!"

Michelle was scrambling for her blouse and jacket, but he didn't wait. He might arrive too late, but training and experience forbade the Executioner from doing nothing. At the very least, he had to try.

Behind him, he could hear Michelle in close pursuit, a thrashing sound and muffled cursing as she tried to dress in flight. It should have been hilarious, like teenage lovers startled by a parent's premature arrival, but his mind was focused on the Hueys, estimating manpower and firepower, praying that the compound's lookouts would have time to rouse the troops.

If they responded swiftly, kept their wits about them under fire, a number of them should survive. And some undoubtedly would die. He saw no way around that judgment, any way he tried to slice it. Some of them were doomed.

A hundred yards to go, and Bolan heard the sound of automatic weapons, muffled by the trees. Too many, he decided, for the helicopters on their own, which meant the rebels were fighting back. And dying.

Bolan glanced around and saw Michelle approaching, fighting with the zipper on her jacket as she ran. He slowed his pace and raised a hand in warning as they moved along the final stretch of trail, the sounds of combat growing louder, more imperative, with every stride.

He meant to help them, but he wouldn't blunder aimlessly into the killing ground. There was Michelle to think of, in addition to the soldiers under fire. He palmed the Desert Eagle, flicking off its safety as he moved along the trail at double time.
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Jean-Claude Solange was ready when the Hueys flew free of the treetops, engine noises shattering the stillness of the clearing below. He didn't try to count the rebel force scattering for cover. It was enough that he had found the enemy, the men responsible for murdering his brother.

It was payback time.

The colonel keyed his microphone and shouted loud enough to make the pilot grimace. "Fire!"

In the Huey's open bay, the automatic weapons hammered in response to his command. Converging streams of fire ripped through the army-surplus tents and toppled running figures in their tracks. A cooking pot erupted, sprouting holes and drowning the fire in clouds of steam. A fat man in butcher's apron stumbled on a string of bullets, staggered through an awkward pirouette and sprawled across the smoking embers.

Deadly fire was pouring from the other helicopters now, as riflemen and gunners manning big M-60s chose their targets for the turkey shoot. The impact of their bullets kicked up spurts of dust and made the tents appear to shimmer, rippling in a lethal breeze.

A number of the rebels were returning fire, sporadic and disorganized, but some of them were scoring hits. No major damage yet, but any damage could be major on a helicopter, and Solange's pilot took them out of range when half a dozen bullets rattled off the undercarriage. Following his lead, the other Hueys rose like flies ascending from a carcass.

Furious, Solange reached out to clutch the pilot's shoulder. "Take us down!" he snarled.

"Bat, sir…"

"If one of them escapes because of you, I'll see you serve his term in prison with the worst degenerates. You understand?"

"Yes, sir."

A stray round cracked the Plexiglas but failed to penetrate. Solange released the safety on his automatic rifle, pivoting to see the curly haired American. His face was grim, devoid of color, and he held his borrowed weapon tight between his knees.

"I want to land," Solange informed the pilot. "Now."

"Yes, sir."

The pilot would have crossed himself, but he was busy at the moment, setting down his chopper in a hot LZ.

Solange released his safety harness, braced to make his move before the craft touched down. Another moment now and he would have his sweet revenge.


     *

Against all odds, the helicopters had surprised Petoit. He'd been waiting for his breakfast with the others, talking shop and listening while some of them described their plans for reeking havoc on the enemy in days to come. It was an old, familiar litany; if they could only meet the army or the Macoutes in open combat, they'd show the bastards something. It would be a massacre.

Petoit had agreed. He couldn't bring himself to tell them they weren't prepared, that any open confrontation with professionals was bound to decimate their ranks. Compelled to work with laborers and farmers, Jacques could only pray for time in which to train his men, prepare them for the all-out combat they desired.

Mike Blanski had been helpful, but his tips could only take the men so far. Three days of training had barely scratched the surface, and Petoit's commandos had had to work with empty guns, since they couldn't afford to waste their precious stores of ammunition on a practice exercise. Outnumbered and outgunned, he'd wondered whether they would ever have the strength to make a difference, count for something in the scheme of things.

The American would be leaving them tomorrow, and Petoit had promised help in his campaign against the gamblers who were building Liberté. The promise had been easy; keeping it was something else entirely. Conflict with the foreigners meant confrontation with the army and Macoutes, a clash that might annihilate his forces. Still, a promise had been made. If Blanski — Where was Blanski?

Smiling at a joke he didn't hear, Petoit began to sweep the compound with his eyes, disturbed that he could find no trace of the American. He had no fear of Blanski slipping off before he ran the final training exercise, but there was something else.

Michelle.

A second sweep. And nothing.

Either one of them, or both, might still be in their quarters. It was early yet… but in his heart, Petoit knew he was merely offering excuses. Blanski was an early riser, up before the sun these past two days; Michelle, for her part, hadn't been this late for breakfast since she joined the camp.

He found Henri in line, the same bored expression on his face, completely unconcerned about his sister's absence. Jacques wished he could share the carefree attitude, but it escaped him. He was conscious of the girl's desire to make her mark at any cost, and he was afraid that she might persuade the American to help her get away. Despite her father's death, she didn't seem to realize — He heard the helicopters then, too late, and shouted at the others, calling them to arms. The lead gunship was in sight before Petoit retrieved his weapon; hostile fire was tearing up the camp as he reversed directions, racing back to help his men.

Three Hueys roared around the clearing at an altitude of twenty yards, laying down a steady screen of fire. He saw men get hit and nearly stumbled over bodies lying in his path, the bitter gall of failure rising in his throat. His men were being massacred before his eyes. His dream lay broken in the dust.

Petoit snapped up his carbine, squeezing off in rapid-fire, and was rewarded by a loud metallic clang. He could scarcely hope to bring a helicopter down with such a weapon, but he had to fight, resist in the hope of inflicting some irreparable damage.

The first ship veered away, but another swung in close to bring him under fire. He broke and ran, pursued by automatic rounds that churned up the earth behind him, snapping through the foliage as he reached the cover of the trees. Ashamed, he huddled there and watched the hunters turn away in search of other prey.

He caught sight of Henri Saint-Cyr in the middle of the camp, beside the cooking fire. The boy was struggling to his feet, his left arm nearly severed at the shoulder. As Jacques watched, a second gunner marked Henri and dropped him in his tracks.

He was about to rush the gunship when hands restrained him. Swiveling to face his adversary, Jacques was startled to discover two men from his troop. Both were wounded, but on their feet, still mobile. In the trees behind them, he made out the forms of more of the rebels.

He was torn between the forest shadows and the clearing, where the door gunners were firing into bodies of the dead and dying.

"We must go," one rebel urged him, tears of anger and humiliation brimming in his eyes. "Before they kill us all."

Petoit retreated from the clearing, following the tattered remnants of his band. Behind him, echoes of the carnage sputtered, finally died. He wondered if Michelle at least was safe.

So many dead. It seemed a pity he wasn't among them.


     *

Father Langois was in his tent, recuperating from a restless night, when he was shaken by the sound of rotors overhead. He cleared the tent flaps in a rush and thereby saved himself. A heartbeat later, automatic gunfire ripped through the canvas, riddling his cot and shattering his shaving mirror. As the helicopter passed over his prostrate form, Langois was sprinkled with a rain of empty cartridge casings.

A trooper stumbled past him, doubled back to check the priest. Langois heard a slapping sound, and blood splattered on his upturned face. He was forced to roll away before the dead man fell, a stunned expression on his face.

The ship was doubling back, guns winking from its open bay as Langois pushed himself erect and sprinted for the cover of the tree line. A second helicopter cut him off, dipping low to spray the row of tents along the north side of the clearing. Rebels, caught without their weapons, were jostling one another, cursing, falling to the earth as the bullets swept among them.

Father Paul could hear the bullets striking flesh. Inside the helicopters, he could see Macoutes in uniform, their dark faces broken into hungry smiles.

He found a submachine gun and lifted it from lifeless fingers, scarcely thinking as he swung the muzzle skyward. His job wasn't to kill, but in the heat of combat there were no distinctions. Members of his flock were dying while he watched; if he could save them — even one of them — by taking up the gun, then he was left with no alternative.

The weapon felt heavy, unfamiliar in his hands, and half the magazine was spent before he managed to control the recoil. Following the nearest helicopter, tracking on the open bay and flashing guns, he fired again, remembering to lead his target as the others had been taught.

Incredibly it worked. Before he knew precisely what was happening, Langois beheld a gunner rising from his crouch, a scarlet blossom opening above his heart. The helicopter listed, canting toward the earth, and suddenly the man was airborne, making no attempt to break his fall.

The priest's gun was empty, and he discarded it, a surge of panic taking over as the gunship swung in his direction. He ran, remembering to duck and weave from side to side as bullets ate into the soil around him. Something caught his foot and brought him down, the jarring impact emptying his lungs.

It was the fall that saved him, as the Huey thundered past, guns blazing. Whether they believed that he was dead, or simply gave priority to other targets, he would never know. Langois allowed the enemy to pass him by, then scrambled to his feet and broke once more in the direction of the trees.

Behind him, something detonated with a flash and roar, the shock wave nearly dropping him again. He kept his balance with an effort, reeling, conscious of the carnage all around him as he ran. He should have helped these men somehow, administered last rites, but there was nothing he could do for any of them now. Survival took priority above all else.

He reached the trees and put the camp behind him, running for his life.


     *

The chopper sat down heavily, with troops unloading in a rush. The colonel waved Sonny Esposito out, and he hit the ground reluctantly, his finger on the trigger of his borrowed M-16.

It was a nightmare, circling the camp like Indians around a wagon train and blasting everything in sight. He didn't mind the killing, but the targets had been shooting back and scoring hits to boot. Their chopper had been driven off by ground fire once, before the colonel forced them back and ordered them to land.

Twenty yards or so in front of Esposito was the crumpled body of a gunner from their number-two ship. Sonny had been watching when he fell, and for an instant he'd seen himself in free-fall, plunging toward the unrelenting earth. It had been touch and go for several seconds, but he held his own and didn't need a change of shorts.

Not yet.

The clearing smelled of death and cordite, and bodies were scattered everywhere beneath a drifting pall of smoke. The cooking fires had been responsible for most of that, as well as a hand grenade that someone in the third ship dropped among a clutch of tents. The Mafia crew chief caught a whiff of roasted flesh and started breathing through his mouth.

The troops were playing mop-up, firing into prostrate bodies even where it clearly wasn't necessary. Sonny didn't bother counting; if the bastards wanted a report for their superiors, they could come up with figures on their own.

His job was specific; he was looking for a single man who might — or might not — be among the dead. As far as Sonny was concerned, it was a waste of time, but no one had solicited his thoughts. He'd been ordered to perform, and there were no two ways about it. Concentrating on the lifeless faces, trying to forget about what might be hiding in the trees, he went to work.

The dead were mostly young men, though he found some creeping up on middle age; a few he would have classed as senior citizens. The youngest was a boy of twelve or thirteen years, more proof that you could never be too young to die.

And all of them were Haitian. There wasn't a white man in the crowd.

"Goddamn it!"

"Well, monsieur?" The colonel had sidled up beside him, smiling with the satisfaction of a hunter who had bagged a record trophy.

"I don't see him here."

"Then you must look again."

"I'll look as often as you like, okay? I'll look all fucking day, and you can bring the klieg lights out at sundown, but it won't make any difference. Are you reading me? I'm looking for a white man, six feet tall or better, and he isn't here!"

The colonel's smile was melting down. "There must be some mistake."

"It isn't mine, old buddy. I was sent to find the man I saw on Friday, when the convoy got knocked over. Now, for all I know these other guys were hiding in the bushes, shooting up a storm, but if you're looking for the man I saw, you're wasting time."

"We have destroyed the rebel stronghold."

"And you know as well as I do that at least a couple dozen got away. I saw them running for the trees. You saw them."

"Was your man among them?"

"How the hell should I know? It was happening too fast. He might've been here. If he was, he got away."

"Perhaps, if you review the casualties again…"

"It won't make any difference."

"I must insist."

Disgusted, Sonny Esposito made another circuit of the camp, without results. The colonel watched him like a hawk, demanding that he spend more time with certain corpses, just in case.

The tall man wasn't there. No matter how he tried to make the pieces fit, pretending that a black man could have worn the war paint, there were still the other points. His hair, his size, the gear and camouflage fatigues he wore.

The colonel might be willing to delude himself, and Esposito frankly didn't give a damn what he reported to his own superiors, but Sonny knew that he'd have to play it straight with Don Bartoli. If the man who took their convoy down was still at large — and nothing Esposito saw suggested otherwise — the capo had a right to know. There would be hell to pay if Sonny tried to lead him on and something happened down the line.

Returning to the chopper, Esposito shook his head and bore the colonel's brooding glare.

"I will report that we have found the rebels and destroyed them. Several might have slipped away, but they are few in number and disorganized. They will be easily discovered and eliminated."

"Anything you say."

"Our mission is successful."

"Right."

Except that Sonny couldn't shake his sense of grim foreboding. They had cast their net for sharks and pulled in roughly half the school, all small-fry. The man-eater had slipped past them somehow, and he was still out there, perhaps staring down their throat at that very moment.

It must have been a sudden breeze, he thought, that had made him shiver. Sonny's hands were trembling as he turned to face the colonel.

"Are we finished here, or what?"


     *

The helicopters had been on their second pass when Bolan reached the clearing, followed seconds later by Michelle. He pulled her down beside him, cupped a hand across her mouth and held her back when she attempted to invade the killing ground.

At that point there was nothing she or Bolan could have done to help the rebels. Some of them had gained the trees, and others made their move while Bolan watched. But many others had been cut down in their tracks, without a chance to offer any real damage. The soldier counted twenty-six before he gave it up as futile. Body counts, beyond a certain point, became irrelevant.

"Come on!"

She tried to shake him off but lacked the strength.

"My brother, Jacques, we have to help them!"

"How?"

She had no answer for him, but she stubbornly refused to move, as if by watching the annihilation of her friends she could in some ways save their lives.

The Executioner decided he could probably disable one of the attack ships with his.44, if he could nail the pilot or the rotors. That left two, and they would both be after him in seconds, laying down heavy fire. Again, he might evade them, but the girl would slow him down, and if he left her she'd never stand a chance.

The choice boiled down to no choice, and he left the Desert Eagle in its holster, watching the destruction of a homegrown army. It would have to be a toss-up whether Bolan or Michelle saw the boy first.

"Henri!"

She nearly slipped away from him, but Bolan pulled her down. The boy was obviously wounded, bleeding heavily and listing to the left as if the weight of the bullets had destroyed his balance.

The nearest Huey swung around and came up on the boy from behind, the gunner lining up his shot before Bolan could respond. Michelle was sobbing, but the sounds of gunfire drowned her out, a dozen bullets ripping through Henri before he hit the ground. And stayed there.

Bolan scooped Michelle up and took her out of there, her fists drumming on his back with all the strength of an exhausted child. The firing gradually faded in the darkness, grew sporadic as the raiders landed for their mop-up, finally halted altogether.

It was finished.

Bolan wondered if Petoit had managed to escape. He thought about the priest and several of the others he'd come to know in training sessions. They were finished as a unit, the survivors scattered, running for their lives. They might regroup in time, but Bolan knew that it would never be the same.

He concentrated on Michelle, her body almost weightless in his arms, as if the massacre had taken something out of her as well. There would be scars, but he could only hope that she wouldn't be permanently damaged by the slaughter she had witnessed.

Some recovered from their introduction to the killing ground, while others never did. A few would never grow beyond the moment when they recognized their own mortality in the destruction of their fellow man.

Bolan hoped Michelle Saint-Cyr would have the strength and courage to recover. If she didn't he'd deal with that dilemma if and when the need arose. Just now, the warrior had survival on his mind, and he was bearing precious cargo from the battle front. Whatever happened next, her life was his responsibility.

The forest closed behind them as the sounds of gunfire died away.
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Bartoli dropped the telephone receiver in its cradle and swiveled his desk chair toward the windows of his study, which faced the sea. He had a view of scattered islands in the middle distance, and he was relieved that he hadn't been forced to rent a villa in the heart of Port-au-Prince.

Descartes had called him to announce a "major victory" against the rebel forces: thirty-seven dead, with only a single casualty for the raiding party. There were a few survivors, but Descartes offered personal assurance that they had been scattered in the forest, taught a lesson they wouldn't forget.

Bartoli hoped the little worm was right. He needed problems on the job sight like he needed herpes. Anything that slowed down construction was detrimental; if construction stopped, his ass was in a sling. But he wouldn't go down alone. No way.

Descartes hadn't received a breakdown on the rebel dead, but he assumed that they were «ordinary» rebels. That meant native blacks, fed up with the totalitarian regime, and it was no damned good to Anthony Bartoli. He was looking for a white man, maybe several, who had joined the rebels, organized them and directed their attentions toward the building site at Liberté. Without direction, he believed that Haitians would be busy killing other Haitians, as they had throughout the troubled island's history.

Directions meant a foreign input, and Bartoli didn't have to rack his brain to realize where that originated. Maybe he was getting paranoid, but what was wrong with that? A little paranoia made a man watch his back and stay alert for traitors in the ranks. It didn't mean that you were going crazy, only that you recognized the truth.

New York was out to get him. He could feel it in his gut. The Families were sitting back and praying he would blow it, so that they could lend a hand at minimal expense. And if they had to manufacture problems — steal his payroll, for example, so that workers put their tools away and took a hike — New York would find a way.

It troubled him that there were no white corpses in the rebel camp. That meant the birds had flown, confirmed by Descartes's offhand mention of survivors. Mercenaries didn't scatter, they regrouped, by God, and drew new battle plans.

Bartoli trusted the Macoutes about as far as he could throw them. They were mean enough, by all accounts, but they were also totally corrupt. If he could buy them off, it stood to reason that a larger sum might shift their loyalties. As for the junta, its members were totally indifferent as to who was in charge of Liberté, as long as the resort drew tourists and produced the necessary revenue.

It was a situation made for double cross, but Don Bartoli still had nothing he could lay before the men of La Commissione, no proof to indicate the New York Families were moving in on his operation. New York had five of the eleven votes on the Commission; he would have to plead his case before the six outstanding members, remembering that each and every one of them were frightened of a war. He'd have to prove his case beyond the shadow of a doubt, unless…

The only viable alternative was to deal with the problem on his own, in Haiti. If the New York Families dispatched a crew to take him out, Bartoli would return the bums in pieces, C.O.D. New York could hardly raise a beef when they were in the wrong for openers. And when they sent more men, he'd arrange more funerals, quietly, arranging it so word got back all right, but not as far as the Commission.

Don Bartoli studied military history. He knew that victories were seldom won by armies linked to long, exposed supply lines. The United States had won her independence fighting on familiar soil, against an enemy compelled to wait while orders, arms and ammunition crossed the wide Atlantic. That was long before the airplane and the telephone, but the principle remained the same.

Bartoli had his foothold on the island, friendly contacts within the junta and Macoutes. His own support was based in Florida, an easy hop by air in case he needed reinforcements or supplies. New York, by contrast, was a thousand miles away, and if Manhattan's muscle had a notion to fly out of Florida, they'd be treading hostile turf.

Don Bartoli had a notion he could beat the odds — or make the action so expensive for New York that they'd eventually disengage — but he'd have to play his cards exactly right.

"Boss, you got a minute?"

It was Tommy on the intercom. Bartoli frowned and keyed the switch to answer.

"Yeah, what is it?"

"Someone here to see you, Mr. B. He calls himself Omega, and he's carrying an ace of spades."

Bartoli felt the short hairs rising on his neck. There weren't that many of the old Black Aces left, and it was madness to believe that one of them would turn up on his doorstep by coincidence.

"I guess you'd better show him in."


     *

In the beginning, prior to Bolan's one-man war against the Mafia, the dreaded Aces were a law unto themselves, empowered by the Syndicate's Commission to dispatch a capo on their own authority, providing they could later demonstrate necessity. The bloody Talifero brothers — twins named Pat and Mike — had managed the elite gestapo until Bolan took them out; the outfit's hard arm had been whittled by attrition in the intervening years, with capos frightened of reviving a machine that might destroy them in the end. A few Black Aces survived, however — or were rumored to have survived — and it would work for Bolan, either way.

He had adopted the Omega mask in Georgia, at a time when he was standing on his own against the Mob, before he struck his working bargain with the White House. It had served him well since then, enhanced by the confusion and the mystery surrounding those few Aces left alive. They were reputed to be everywhere and nowhere, changing faces like another man might change his underwear, controlled by God knows who.

It was a perfect short-term cover for the Haiti strike, and short-term plans were all the warrior could afford.

He had deposited Michelle with friends in Port-au-Prince, uneasy with her choice but well aware that she would only slow him down. The flashy wheels and suit to match came courtesy of a Brognola contact, who accepted money grudgingly and instantly forgot the stranger's face. Barton's palace on the coast was anything but secret, and it didn't have to be. Approaching from the inland side, he saw that the place was fortified as if for war.

Bartoli thought he knew which way the wind was blowing. He was in for a surprise.

The gate man studied Bolan with suspicious eyes before he flashed the laminated ace of spades. He had their full attention then, but they were under orders to be cautious. Walkie-talkies were produced and messages exchanged. The order came to pass him through.

Bolan knew that the manor house had once belonged to Papa Doc, a personal retreat when he got tired of hanging out at the presidential palace, thirty miles away. A man with many enemies, Duvalier had planned the home away from home with strict security in mind, reflected in the ten-foot walls topped with razor wire, the dog runs and the field of fire that had been cleared around the house. Bartoli had his own young guns in place along the wall, and Bolan spotted roving sentries on the grounds as he proceeded up the curving driveway.

Half a dozen burly men were waiting for him underneath the porte cochere. He flashed his calling card again, declined requests to show his hardware and was finally passed along without a frisk. The Ace mystique was holding, for the moment, but he knew the risks involved if he should push too far.

A four-man escort walked him to the door of Don Bartoli's study, knocked and ushered him inside. The muscle stayed behind to take up stations in the corridor, prepared to burst into the room if they heard a strange voice raised in anger.

"Don Bartoli."

"You're Omega?"

"At the moment."

"You want to have a seat?"

Bolan chose a leather seat directly opposite Bartoli's desk, accepted a cigar and lighted it.

"I like your home away from home."

Bartoli forced a smile. "I'm getting by."

"That's what I hear. It's what they hear around New York."

"Oh, yeah? You from the Apple?"

"I'm from nowhere," Bolan answered. "My allegiance lies with La Commissione. You ought to know that."

Don Bartoli kept the artificial smile in place. "I know the way things used to be. Times change. Some people say the Aces had to scatter, make whatever deals they could when Pat and Mike went down. Some say the only Aces left are hiring out to capos, one-on-one."

"You can't believe everything you hear."

"My thoughts exactly."

"I appreciate a cautious man. You've had some trouble, lately."

"Oh?"

"Somebody tried to clip your payroll shipment Friday afternoon. They missed the jackpot." He exhaled a perfect ring of smoke. "You shouldn't count on clearing up your problem with an air strike."

"You're pretty well informed for someone new in town."

"I have my sources. Better yet, I have the answers."

"What's the question?"

"Oh, I'd say you're interested in who's responsible for your misfortune, what they have in mind, and how you can protect your operation most efficiently."

"I'm listening."

"You've got some people in New York who're hungry all the time. The problem is, they like to eat for free. Let someone else prepare the meal, pick up the tab, then ease the rightful owners out and wolf the whole thing down before they know what hit them."

"They need to learn some table manners. Pigging out that way, a man could choke to death."

"It happens, but before they go, they ruin things for everyone."

"You figure I've got uninvited guests around my table?"

"It's a possibility. I'm talking hypothetically, of course, but let's suppose they were afraid to back your action here. They thought it was a losing game, whatever. Now, you're looking at the payoff and they want a slice. Except these guys can't settle for a slice. They want it all."

"They'll get it over my dead body."

"The way I understand it, that's the plan."

"You speak for La Commissione?"

"I work for the Commission. There's a difference."

"Yeah, whatever. If they sent you here, then they must know what's going on."

"I wouldn't be surprised."

"And yet they're sitting on their hands? Explain that to me, will you?"

Bolan smiled and spread his hands. "They're nervous. Can you blame them? New York carries nearly half the weight on the Commission. They've got more than half the buttons. If it comes to all-out war, the strain could tear this thing apart."

"One way. New York comes out on top and everybody's screwed. The other way, there's nothing left but ashes."

"I believe you've got the picture."

"So, they cut me loose? I'm finished, just like that?"

"I don't remember anybody saying you were finished. Did I say that? If I did…"

"What are you saying?"

"The Commission is concerned. New York is everybody's problem, but we have to use finesse. The members of the board aren't prepared to go on record with a sanction at the present time, the way things stand."

"That's double-talk."

"I'm here to offer you conditional support."

"Conditional?"

"You will receive assistance in the form of money, weapons and personnel, to be employed at your discretion. In return for that assistance, you'll prosecute your war against New York without involving the Commission. You will not request a formal vote of censure or complain in any way. My sponsors are prepared to back your plan and validate your actions when the smoke clears."

Don Bartoli wore a skeptical expression. "New York's bound to notice all the reinforcements. Hell, they know the size of my reserve as well as I do."

"Granted. They won't complain because complaints might force a vote that they are bound to lose. New York might be ambitious, but they're not prepared to tackle the Commission as a whole. They'd rather take it slow and gobble up the territory one piece at a time."

"You're making sense," Bartoli admitted, "but there's a problem."

"Namely?"

"I can't guarantee the noise will be confined to Haiti. If I stop the bastards here, they're liable to attack my operations in Miami or Fort Lauderdale. If they pull that shit, I'm honor-bound to hit them where they live."

"That's been anticipated. The Commission knows you can't defend yourself with handcuffs on."

"You mean, I've got a license?"

Bolan frowned. "Let's say the board is predisposed to leniency if you're required to bend the rules. That doesn't mean they want Miami — or Manhattan — looking like a combat zone."

"I understand completely."

"Good. If you have no objections, the Commission has appointed me to serve as your liaison. Any questions or requests will pass through me, avoiding any leaks along the way."

Bartoli thought it over for a moment, then finally nodded. "Sure. Why not?"

"Outstanding. Have you taken any steps, beside this morning's jungle action?"

"I was thinking I could use some reinforcements out of Lauderdale to beef things up around the building site."

"That's fine. We have to safeguard our investment, after all."

The capo stiffened, caught himself and wiped the frown away. "I'll put the wheels in motion."

"Excellent." The soldier rose and moved toward the door. "I think we're going to work well together."

"Yeah. I'm looking forward to it. Have you got a local number?"

Bolan smiled. "I'll be in touch." He closed the door behind him and followed his escort to the stairs.

Bartoli would be on the phone to Florida within the hour, calling up a hard force. Bolan hoped that he wouldn't attempt to contact members of the Mafia Commission, checking on his visitor's credentials. If he did, the net result should be confusion, capos rushing helter-skelter to consult with one another, making sure that no one had dispatched an Ace to Haiti. By the time they finished cross-examining one another, Bolan should be finished the mission.

Providing he survived.

The next phase of his plan involved Bartoli's reinforcements. They would come expecting war, and he wasn't about to disappoint them. They deserved a hot reception, and the Executioner was happy to oblige.


     *

Bartoli waited for the visitor to clear the gates before he summoned Marco Rizzi to his study.

"Have a seat," he ordered.

Rizzi obeyed.

"You saw that guy?"

"I saw him, Mr. B., and I saw his ace."

"We had a little chat about New York."

"Oh, yes?"

"Oh, yes. He tells me that the Families are cutting in, just like I thought. Those chicken shits on La Commissione have got it figured, but they're all afraid to force the issue."

"So?"

"So, this. They offer me a deal. Unlimited support against New York, with their approval retroactive, but we have to make it look like no one's helping out."

"That won't be easy."

"Easy, hell. It's gonna be impossible. They figure someone in New York will tumble right away, but then the Families will be afraid to beef because it could mean war."

"You buy that?"

"Shit, who cares? As long as we get reinforcements, I don't care if some fat bastard in Chicago wants to make believe we're fighting Peter Pan."

"I guess so, but there's bound to be a price."

Bartoli scowled. Omega's words were ringing in his brain: "We have to safeguard our investment." Right. As if the damned Commission had a dime in Haiti. Our investment.

"There's a price, all right. They want a cut."

"How much?"

"He didn't say, but you can figure the Commission isn't thinking peanuts. By the time they're done, I wouldn't be surprised to see us on the short end of a sixty-forty split."

"You went for that? I mean, with all due respect…"

Bartoli raised his hand. "Don't get your gonads in an uproar, Marco. I agreed to let them help us out. I'd be a fucking moron if I turned them down, okay? But no one mentioned any numbers, and I'm not about to fight a war so someone else can step in afterward and skim the cream."

"I hear you, Mr. B., but fighting the Commission…"

"Who said anything about a fight? They've got to help us with New York before we owe them anything. I can foresee all kinds of casualties before we're done, you follow me?"

A grin creased Marco's face. "I hear you, boss. They might not have the muscle left to take you on by that time."

"Bingo. And the muscle that survives might have a vested interest in protecting us, to keep those extra paychecks rolling in."

"I like it," Rizzi said. "But what about the Aces?"

"I've seen one. He didn't look so goddamned tough to me."

"I don't know, Mr. B. I hear a lot of stories…"

"Fairy tales. Okay, they used to be a major force inside the outfit, but there can't be more than twenty, thirty Aces left in service."

"Even so…"

"There might be only one."

"You think?"

"I plan to do some checking, quiet like."

"That changes things."

"I'd say." He spent a moment staring out his window at the blue Caribbean. "I want you on the phone to Lauderdale," he said at last, the moment broken. "Thirty guns, for starters. Make that forty. Book a charter so that they can check their hardware through without some hangup at security."

"You got it, Mr. B."

"That's all for now."

When he was left alone, Bartoli rose and went to stand before the window, facing northward. If he closed his eyes and called on his imagination, he could see Miami gleaming like a jewel beside the ocean, nubile bodies flashing in the surf, cocaine piled up in drifts with eager nostrils waiting to receive it.

Was he crazy, striking off in new directions when he had a decent living all sewn up in Florida? Was Haiti a monstrous mistake?

It didn't matter.

He was in it now, and there was no way he could make the problem disappear. Time only changed its course in science-fiction films, and Anthony Bartoli was a captive of reality.

If he couldn't go back, however, he could still push forward. With some help from the Commission, he could beat New York. And after that?

Commissions were an antiquated concept. Take a dozen men and throw them in a room together, you came out with twelve opinions every time you asked a question. Sometimes, when a group decided to cooperate — as in the case of New York's Families — you found the tail wagging the dog. Whichever way it played — confusion, or control by a vociferous minority — Bartoli didn't like the tune.

It might be time, he thought, for one determined man to take the helm. The concept had been good enough for other bosses, spanning several centuries, and it was good enough in Sicily today. Of course, Bartoli knew that he could never run the country, that was ego talking, but he might — just might — be able to dismantle the Commission if he played his cards right, cutting slices from the several territories for himself before he turned the other capos loose to do their thing.

It was a gamble, but so was Haiti. So was life.

Don Anthony Bartoli was a winner.

He could feel it in his bones.
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Father Paul Langois wasn't prepared to grant his enemies a victory by default. The rebel camp had been destroyed, but there were still survivors in the forest — Jacques Petoit among them — and he knew that they would organize another fighting band in time.

If they survived.

They needed a diversion at the moment, and a demonstration in the streets of Port-au-Prince seemed made to order. It would serve a dual function, occupying the Macoutes and venting the unholy rage Langois had carried in his heart since the assault upon the rebel compound.

The demonstration had been fairly simple to arrange. He knew a hundred activists in Port-au-Prince who could be counted on to organize at a moment's notice. Each of them in turn knew others like themselves, and with a thousand people in the streets, the rest would follow naturally. The poor and homeless, disaffected, even petty criminals would join the march for reasons of their own. Langois would welcome each and every one of them this time. He needed numbers, to distract police and soldiers from the planning of a mop-up operation in the countryside.

By half-past ten the crowd was forming, waiting for their signal to begin. Langois didn't address them as a leader; that wasn't his function or his place. These people had no need for a reminder of the dangers they were facing. Some of them would certainly be beaten in the streets, and those might be the lucky ones. Arrest would mean interrogation by Macoutes, and while Langois had heard the stories countless times, he still had doubts about his own ability to stand up under torture.

Sometimes there was shooting, and he wondered if the march that he had organized would lead to a loss of lives. He looked around, examining the bright, excited faces, and wondered if some would be concealed beneath a bloody sheet before the afternoon was over.

It would be another burden on his soul, but he had made his choice.

The priest raised the megaphone and spent a moment trying to be heard among the general chatter. Finally, when they were still enough to hear him, he described the route of the march: downtown, directly past the misnamed Ministry of Justice, to the presidential palace. Somewhere on the route they would be met by force. It was a given fact of life, beyond debate.

Langois reminded all those present of their history, the generations of oppression they had suffered. It was coming to an end, he promised them, but only through their own determined efforts. Through their sacrifices.

Lowering the megaphone, he turned and gestured with his arm to urge the people forward, marching at their head in the direction of the nearest intersecting street. Police wouldn't be waiting for them here; they would have several blocks at least before they met the barricade and had to make a choice between assault and silent prayer.

Langois wasn't prepared to make that choice himself just now. His mind and heart were in a turmoil, yearning for a chance to take revenge against his enemies, aware that he was flying in the face of God's commandments, overstepping bounds that had restricted members of the priesthood for a thousand years.

But at the moment, Father Paul Langois wasn't concerned about his soul. He had a job to do, and he was ready to perform that task to the best of his ability. The risks and sacrifice were nothing in comparison with everything his people stood to gain.


     *

The powder factory had been established in a loft above a seedy lawyer's office and a voodoo shop, the windows painted black to frustrate the curious. Bolan circled once around the block on foot, conspicuous in his «Omega» garb, drawing stares from local businessmen and homeless derelicts alike.

For once he didn't mind the scrutiny. With any luck at all, it might prove helpful.

Setting up the powder factory in Port-au-Prince had been Bartoli's brainstorm. It was cheaper to refine the Turkish heroin in Haiti than in France, where well-armed Corsicans insisted on a payoff for "protection." Haiti had cheap labor, friendly rulers, and its proximity to Florida made shipment safer than a transatlantic voyage. In the past twelve months, two shipments bound from Haiti to the Keys had been discovered by the Coast Guard. Spokesmen for the DEA, meanwhile, insisted loads were moving through Miami at the rate of three or four deliveries per month.

It added up to millions for Bartoli's Family, and untold suffering for victims of the spreading sickness in America. The drug trade was a side effect of Syndicate invasion, hidden by the hoopla and publicity surrounding the «legitimate» diversions planned for Liberté. The latter would include a wholesale skimming operation and sophisticated money laundry, Bolan knew, but neither raised his hackles like the traffic in narcotics, wasting countless human lives.

He had considered several angles of approach, from a direct assault to subterfuge, deciding on a combination of the two. As he approached the narrow stairwell leading to the powder factory, he heard a commotion in the street some blocks away, and paused to check it out.

A crowd had formed downrange, with sighs and banners in the vanguard, moving slowly toward the place where Bolan stood. Along the sidewalk, several hundred gawkers alternately cheered and cursed the marchers, some applauding, others darting in to take a swing at stragglers on the fringe of the parade. A fight erupted, the combatants quickly pulled apart by friends, and so the march moved on.

Bolan frowned, considering the risks involved if he proceeded with his plan, deciding that a demonstration in the street might actually help him pull it off. If nothing else, it would facilitate his exit, offering some unexpected cover as he worked his way back to the car.

Unbuttoning his jacket, he continued toward the stairwell and was intercepted by a gunner in his early twenties who appeared from nowhere, scowling in an effort to appear more dangerous.

"You going somewhere?"

"Just upstairs."

"You'll have to reconsider, pal. They don't like visitors up there."

"It's not a social call," the Executioner replied, his right hand sliding toward the inner pocket of his jacket.

"Not so fast."

The kid was young, but he was no fool. He had a grip on Bolan's wrist, his free hand hovering around his own lapel, prepared to dive for hardware if the need arose.

"I think you ought to see my card."

"You selling something?" The kid looked skeptical, but Bolan's eyes prevented him from laughing. "Go ahead, then. Slowly."

Bolan palmed the ace of spades and held it up before the young man's eyes. They widened, and the sentry swallowed hard. His face lost all color as he realized that he had touched an Ace.

"Excuse me, sir… I mean, I didn't know, you know? If I'd have known…"

"You did your job. There's no need to apologize for that."

The gunner nearly wilted with relief. "No, sir."

"I need to see the man in charge. Right now."

"Yes, sir. This way."

The stairwell carried an aroma of decay, as if the very walls exuded rot. It was an odor Bolan had become accustomed to while touring the neighborhood, produced in equal parts by backed-up sewage, poverty, the urban blight of overcrowding. It was stronger in the stairwell, permeating Bolan's clothes and clinging to his skin.

They reached the landing, and his escort gave a coded knock. A small hatch opened to reveal a single eye.

"Who's that?"

"I've got a VIP here, Larry. Will you open up, for Christ's sake?"

"Keep your shirt on."

Bolan heard the latches being thrown, and then the door swung open. Larry was an overweight gorilla dressed in shirt-sleeves, who kept one hand wrapped around the automatic slung beneath his arm.

"Who's that?" he repeated.

"You're looking at an Ace, all right? He's here for George."

"Oh, yeah?" The ape was suddenly respectful, though his eyes retained a hint of dark suspicion. "Well, I guess you'd better take him through then, huh?"

"Good thinking."

"Here, you'd better put these on."

The doorman handed each of them a surgical mask, replacing the box on a small table while they tied the masks in place. They looked like bandits preparing to rob a bank, but Bolan knew the masks were mandatory in a powder factory, where workers faced the hazards of addiction or a lethal overdose from breathing dusty air.

His escort led him through another door, and they were in the plant itself, with men in lab coats working over Bunsen burners, watching dark solutions boil, or sifting snowy powder. Bolan saw the man in charge, a white-clad figure on the sidelines, following every move that his technicians made. The new arrivals put a crease between his eyes — he was obviously frowning.

"What's this?"

"Important business, Mr. Giacorelli. This is Mr., uh, I mean…"

"Omega," Bolan finished for him, hauling out the ace of spades once more.

"I see."

"Well, I don't," Bolan countered. "I expected you'd be packing up by this time."

"Packing up? I don't know what the hell…"

"You didn't get the word?"

"What word?"

"Goddamn it! Don Bartoli told me he'd speak to you about this thing himself."

"I haven't heard a thing," George stubbornly insisted.

"Jesus Christ!"

"So, what's the problem? Can you fill me in, or what?"

"A war's the problem, George. That plain enough to suit you? We've got buttons from New York in town, Bartoli's calling Lauderdale for reinforcements, and you were supposed to shut this operation down two hours ago, before somebody catches on and pays a visit. Get my drift?"

"I hear you. Jesus, you can see what we've got going here. We can't just pull the plug like this, without some warning." George cocked a thumb in the direction of the table. "I've got fifty, sixty pounds of high-grade shit right there, just waiting to be packaged. Are you telling me I have to flush it down the fucking toilet?"

"You could have packed it out by mule train, if Bartoli would've made that call on time. The way things stand… Hey wait a second! Have you got a suitcase handy?"

"Yeah, I've got a couple. Why?"

"Let's try this on for size. You load up what you can, right now, and I take off with all that I can carry. Flush the rest — it won't be much — and lock the place up tight. They bust you after that, the worst that they can do is smash some test tubes."

"I don't know." George hesitated, thinking hard. "I really ought to check this out."

"Go on, then, but be quick about it. And while you're at it, don't remind the boss he fucked things up, okay?"

"You got a point. We really don't have any time to waste."

George started barking orders at his crew, the lab technicians startled as he ordered them to bag the heroin at once, without preliminary sifting or the customary weighin. Any bags would do, as long as they were watertight. The drugs could be repackaged later when they found the time.

The crew chief rummaged in a closet, dragged out a pair of midsized Samsonites and handed them to Bolan's escort. While the bags were being filled, the Executioner kept glancing at his wristwatch, putting on a show of tension that wasn't entirely feigned.

"How long we got?" George asked.

"Who knows? You were supposed to have this place shut down before I got here," Bolan snapped. "For all I know, the bastards are downstairs right now."

"This fuckup isn't my fault, dammit!"

"I know that, and Don Bartoli's got to know it. Whether he'll admit it, now… that's something else."

"I been around too long to let myself get fucked this way."

"Sometimes we got no choice, you know? We take things as they come."

"I thought you Aces were above the bullshit."

"Used to be. These days, you never know."

"I've been expecting trouble from New York."

"It didn't take the bastards long."

One suitcase had been filled and latched; the other took a little longer, since the heroin hadn't been cut or weighed.

"Forget it!" Bolan snapped. "I'm out of time. The excess goes right now, you understand?"

"You're looking at a couple million dollars down the crapper," George complained.

"Let Don Bartoli sweat that out. Next time he'll make the call on time."

"Okay," George told his crew, "you heard the man."

Reluctantly the lab men started hauling bowls and trays of heroin in the direction of an open door that led to a dingy rest room. Bolan saw the first load safely flushed before he took the heavy suitcase from his escort.

"Think about it this way, George. The boss fucked up, and you were here to save the day. You'll be a hero."

"Yeah? I hope I'm still alive to see it."

"Watch your ass. You'll be all right."

He left the crew chief on his own to supervise the flushing of a million dollars down the drain. There was another million, easy, in his suitcase, but the Executioner didn't intend to cash it in. He might find other uses for the powder yet, before he finished his campaign in Port-au-Prince.

Downstairs the protest march had reached the powder factory. He hesitated on the sidewalk, watching for police and finding only stragglers, intent on following the chanting column.

"We'll be ready when they get here," Bolan's escort promised.

"Watch yourself," he growled.

"I always do."

"If anybody asks you, tell them that Omega has the stash. You got that?"

"Sure. No problem."

"Right."

Bolan turned and walked away, the suitcase in his left hand, ready with the right to turn and draw if George or anybody else came rushing down the stairs to cut him off. It seemed incredible that he could walk away with more than thirty pounds of heroin so easily, but he had plumbed the Mafia mentality before. The lower ranks were paid to follow orders, not to question the authority of their superiors. In crisis situations, they began to function like machines, responding to the touch of certain switches, going through the motions on command.

Two blocks ahead, police had set up barricades across the street. The vanguard of the march had nearly reached that point when the Executioner veered off along a side street, moving faster now.

Behind him, suddenly, he heard the blast of tear-gas guns, the crack of wooden clubs on human skulls.


     *

Michelle Saint-Cyr paced nervously around the tiny bedroom, chewing on a ragged fingernail. Her friends were both at work now and had cautioned her to stay away from windows and refrain from answering the door. The Macoutes would never think to seek her here, and if they did…

The danger went unspoken, but Michelle had seen the worry in their faces. They were terrified of being singled out and punished; only friendship made them risk their lives on her behalf. It was another burden she would have to bear, along with losing both her father and her brother.

Cursing under her breath, Michelle searched desperately for something — anything — that she could do to help Petoit and Father Paul, assuming they were still alive. She hadn't seen them at the camp, but then, she had seen nothing clearly after Henri's death. Her jungle trek with Blanski was a waking nightmare, a surrealistic jaunt through hell. Along the way, she must have named her friends, provided him with an address, but she couldn't remember.

Damn! If she gave the names away so easily…

She wouldn't think about arrest. Not now, with memories of violent death still fresh upon her mind. Revenge was all that mattered at the moment, striking back on behalf of her father, her brother, her comrades in arms.

She was never their comrade, in fact. From the day they arrived in the compound, Michelle and her brother had been so much excess baggage, always in the way. They took up space and ate food the warriors might have used to build their strength for battle. Tolerated on the basis of their father's name, they had contributed precisely nothing to the effort.

But Michelle was bent on changing that as soon as possible.

For openers, she had to leave her friends in peace. They weren't members of the rebel movement; it was wrong for her to jeopardize their lives. There were others in the city she could trust to hide her, help her, and direct her to the contacts she would need. An active role this time, and never mind her father's philosophical commitment to nonviolence.

She had seen enough of death among her friends and loved ones. It was time for Haiti's enemies to share in the experience.

If Jacques Petoit was still alive, he'd be working overtime to organize his few survivors in the forest. It might take him weeks to mount another raid, and he had no need of a girl to slow him down. Michelle would make her mark in Port-au-Prince, where all her enemies were congregated. Once Petoit had seen what she could do, he might think twice about permitting her to join his band full-time.

But where to start?

She rattled off the list of names she had memorized from conversations with her father. Someone would be able to assist her, point her in the right direction. If they couldn't help her personally, they could give her other names, new contacts.

Suddenly she had it. Marie Dufresne.

Her father used to speak the name with something close to reverence. Michelle had wondered, sometimes, if Marie might be his lover. Not that a liaison would have shocked her; years had passed since her mother's death, and she was conscious of the yearning that could prey upon a man — or on his daughter. If Marie Dufresne had loved her father, it was all the better for Michelle. In that case, she wouldn't be turned away.

She thought about her promise, made to Michael Blanski when they separated, hours past. It had been easy then to swear that she wouldn't set foot outside or jeopardize herself in any way. Exhausted and beset by grief, she willingly agreed to wait for him, a prisoner inside this homey cage, until he finished with his enemies and found the time to claim her once again.

She recognized that he was acting in her own best interests, but it made no difference. His struggle wasn't hers, and he had suffered nothing of her loss. In other circumstances, she had been prepared to use her body as a lure, to win his help — and she was still excited by the thought of the American's touch — but everything had changed with the arrival of the helicopters, raining lethal fire from heaven. Pleasure had no place in her considerations now. Michelle had found a higher calling.

There was every possibility that it might cost her life, but at the moment, she wasn't afraid. Alone, she bore the Saint-Cyr name, and she couldn't afford to cower in the darkness like a helpless invalid while others did her fighting for her in the streets.

If Blanski struck a telling blow against the enemy, so much the better, but she wouldn't wait for him in solitude, afraid to show her face outside. She had a job to do, and she could put it off no longer.

She must find Marie Dufresne.
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Despite his long experience in dealing with police and the Macoutes, Langois was startled when the violence erupted without warning. It was customary for the riot squad to issue ultimatums, granting time for demonstrators to disperse before they unleashed tear gas, waded in with truncheons and electric prods. Langois had no intention of retreating, but his people needed time, however brief, to brace themselves for the attack.

Instead police along the barricades discharged a cloud of tear gas toward the marching crowd without a word of warning. Father Paul had time to close his eyes and pivot in his tracks before the cloud enveloped him and he began to gag. He'd been gassed before and knew he wouldn't die unless a solid gas projectile knocked him down, but he couldn't avoid the momentary rush of panic that accompanied being blinded in a cloud of choking fumes.

Around him he could hear the scream and curses of his fellow marchers, answered by the snarling voices of policemen, which were muffled by their gas masks as they surged forward to punish and arrest the dissidents. Langois was disappointed that the march hadn't been able to proceed downtown before they were attacked, but he could still provide a fair diversion for his comrades in the forest.

"Forward!"

As he shouted the instruction. Father Paul inhaled a reeking whiff of gas and doubled over, coughing. Someone jostled him in the direction of the barricades, another moving body knocked him back. Langois forced himself to use his burning eyes.

A line of uniforms and helmets loomed in front of him, the rubber gas masks making the riot officers resemble giant insects. Clubs were falling in a steady cadence, driving women to the earth along with men and boys. He saw a pregnant woman battered to the pavement, and an officer hung back to kick her stomach, twice, before he moved along in search of other targets.

Father Paul broke to his left, unsteady on his feet as he began to thread his way through stumbling, falling bodies. Here and there the marchers were resisting, fighting back with bricks and bottles, swinging bludgeons of their own. Langois would once have called for them to stop, but now he felt a surge of grim elation that embarrassed him. Somehow, within the past eight hours, he had shifted from the spiritual support of soldiers to participation in their war.

He prayed that God would understand.

Above the screams and curses, he could hear a harsh, metallic clanking sound, the rustle of a heavy engine, and he knew the water cannon had arrived. Protected by their armored vehicle, the crew approached to point-blank range, the riot infantry retreating to provide an open field of fire. Langois had nearly reached the curb when it began.

Within a second and a half the world turned crimson.

They were firing water mixed with dye, he realized, to mark the dissidents for subsequent arrest. It was a startling effect, as if the cannon had been accidentally connected to a reservoir of blood.

The stream began its sweep from left to right and overshot Langois the first time. He was scuttling for the cover of an alley when the cannon started spitting rapid pulses toward the crowd, each charge delivering the impact of a giant's fist. Langois was struck beneath one arm and staggered, slipping in the crimson froth around his feet. A second blow fell square between his shoulder blades and slammed him forward on his face, the impact emptying his lungs.

Police were on him in an instant, with truncheons raining blows across his back and shoulders. They avoided beating him about the head, as if determined he should not lose consciousness.

He was delivered to an alleyway where other officers, in spotless uniforms, were waiting patiently. He recognized the Tonton Macoutes on sight, and made a feeble effort to escape the clutches of his captors, earning half a dozen solid blows across his back and ribs.

The taller of the two Macoutes stepped forward, smiling. "Father Paul Langois?" he asked almost respectfully.

"I am."

Still smiling, the Macoute drew back one foot and kicked Langois directly in the testicles. The two arresting officers released him simultaneously, and Langois surrendered to the pull of gravity, collapsing in his misery.

The pain was beyond imagination. It deprived him of the power to speak or reason, left him bringing up the remnants of his breakfast, knees pulled up against his chest. The taste of tear gas was forgotten in a heartbeat. Nothing mattered but the agony that centered on his wounded genitals.

They let him suffer for a moment more before they scooped him up, strong hands beneath his armpits, and began to drag him down the alley. Father Paul could feel the gravel scraping on his shoes, but for the moment he couldn't control his legs. A blessed numbness had begun to settle in below his waist, permitting him to think of something else behind his pain.

He'd been taken by Macoutes, and swiftly, in the general confusion of the protest. That could only mean that they were waiting for him, watching, confident that he would show himself if he were still alive. It also meant interrogation — torture — and his recent brush with agony gave the priest a preview of his future.

He'd often thought about the possibility of capture and interrogation by the feared Macoutes, but it had been an abstract exercise, the way green soldiers commonly discuss their plans for action on the eve of combat. Now he realized that being clubbed and gassed in demonstrations was a far cry from dissection at the hands of madmen, knowing there was nothing you could say or do to stop the pain.

They wouldn't let him go, Langois decided, even if he told them all he knew. He'd been singled out, selected. They would use his punishment as an example to the dissidents who followed him. He didn't have a prayer of leaving custody alive.

In some way, understanding that his death was certain, Father Paul gained strength. His enemies might break him, given time, but he wouldn't begin by crawling at their feet. Resistance bought more time for the surviving rebels to regroup, reorganize, retaliate.

Eventually, unless he died, Langois knew he'd tell his captors everything he knew. No man was physically unbreakable, once drugs and cunning torture were employed. The cinema made light of torture, showing heroes who resisted each technique in turn, delivering terse wisecracks on the side, but Father Paul had seen survivors of Macoute interrogations — and the pitiful remains of many who hadn't survived. He knew that he would talk.

In time.

Before he reached the waiting van, Langois had found the strength to help support himself on shaky legs. He took it as a sign. In his imagination, the Macoutes seemed disappointed by his relatively swift recovery.

The time had come to prove himself.

He prayed that he was equal to the challenge.


     *

Jacques Petoit ran through the numbers one more time, disheartened as he realized that he had only fifteen soldiers left. The rest lay dead where the Macoutes had left them, food for rats and vultures, rotting in the sun. He would creep back that night, with darkness, to prepare a funeral pyre, but it was suicide to risk the clearing in daylight. The Macoutes might still be watching, men with radios prepared to call the gunships out of hiding and resume the hunt.

He wondered if his nerve was broken, finally deciding that only time would tell. Petoit had been humiliated by his mortal enemies, compelled to tuck his tail between his legs and run like a beaten mongrel. Twenty-seven men lay dead at the encampment, some of them cut down before they had a chance to reach their weapons, others fighting back until their lives were ripped away and scattered to the winds.

Petoit had failed them all. The very fact of his survival was a brand of shame, when a commander should have gone down fighting with his men. He scanned the grimy faces of his new survivors, wondering how many of them hated him because he was alive.

So many lost!

A few might still be scattered in the forest, but he had no hope of finding them again. He thought of Father Paul, Michelle and the American, all missing from the group of soldiers who surrounded him. Henri Saint-Cyr was dead, beyond the shadow of a doubt; Petoit had seen him riddled by machine guns. It was his final memory from the encampment, watching Henri's body twist and shudder with the impact of a dozen rounds.

Revenge might wipe the burning image from his mind, but first he had to take stock of his survivors and their slim provisions. Of the fifteen men before him, nine were armed with rifles, two had pistols, four had only knives. A single man had carried ammunition, shared already with his fellow riflemen. In any concentrated firefight, they would be effectively unarmed within five minutes.

None of them were wounded; the Macoutes had seen to that by executing stragglers and injured members of his band before they had a chance to crawl away. Ten rifles, counting his, and it would have to be enough until they found some more arms and ammunition.

Soon.

They couldn't wait, if they were going to exact revenge upon their enemies.

There was an outpost east of Leogane, within their reach by nightfall if they pushed themselves. There might be twenty soldiers in the garrison if it was up to strength, but they would be relaxing now, convinced the rebels had been crushed. Surprise could make the difference, and a victory would bring them vital weapons. Rifles, hand grenades, machine guns, ammunition. It would be a start.

He faced the small band of survivors, felt them watching him as he began to speak. They seemed to listen with respect as he described his plan, and no one challenged his authority. He waited for dissenters to express themselves, discount his strategy, but no one spoke.

Survivors all, they had apparently decided to forgive him for the fact that he was still alive.

With greater confidence, he spun a web of hopes and plans around the future. Targets they would capture or destroy when they had armed themselves for war. Selected enemies they would annihilate in honor of their fallen comrades. They would teach the damned Macoutes a thing or two about scorched earth, and if they ultimately lost their lives, they would have left a legacy behind for other rebels, an example to be studied, emulated.

They couldn't be written off just yet.

Petoit had debts to settle with the junta. For Armand Saint-Cyr, Michelle, Henri and Father Paul. For all the three common soldiers who had laid their lives down in a holy cause, to free their homeland from the cruel yoke of oppression.

He meant to pay those debts in blood.


     *

Brognola's eyes in Port-au-Prince had pegged the voodoo temple as a front for the Macoutes and Anthony Bartoli. Haiti's thought police had always worked the voodoo angle in their bid to dominate the hearts and minds of captive citizens; it was reported that the presidential office, under Papa Doc Duvalier, contained a standing effigy of Baron Samedi, the lord of zombies. Time had scarcely weakened voodoo's hold in Haiti, and the Syndicate had clearly seen advantages in forming an alliance with the cult, thus gathering intelligence while spreading tentacles of iron control throughout the population.

Houngans — voodoo priests — who balked at dealing with the Mob or the Macoutes were killed or driven underground once they had been identified. A few, apparently, were working overtime on spells designed to break the junta, but their efforts to the present time had met with no success. For Bolan's part, he put his faith in strategy and steel.

An herb shop fronted for the temple he had singled out that afternoon. The houngan, one Roman Leclerc, peddled drugs on the side and was known to keep tabs on the dissident wing of his church for the government. As a reward, he was free to pursue his illegal activities, banking his cash in a numbered Bahamian account. If police came too close, he had only to pick up the phone.

Bolan entered the shop, killing time at a book rack and letting his pupils adjust to the murky interior lighting. A bell mounted over the door had announced his arrival, but no one responded at once, and he moved toward the counter, examining bottles and jars filled with bright-colored powders, dried herbs, cloudy liquids. In one jar, a deer fetus stood in formaldehyde. In a terrarium close by the register, vipers lay watching through dull, lidless eyes.

"May I help you, monsieur?"

Bolan turned to confront the proprietor, noting that Roman Leclerc was an easy six-four weighing in around three hundred pounds.

"That depends. You the houngan?"

"Perhaps."

Bolan put on a show of impatience. "The thing is, I've got no spare time for a square dance, you read me? I've come with a message for one of your buddies. It could mean his life. If you don't want to help him, that's fine."

"Could you be more specific?"

Leclerc looked suspicious, examining Bolan with caution.

"Bartoli," the warrior replied. "Are you reading me now? Is that plain enough for you?"

"I'm listening."

"Great. You've been pushing his shit in the streets, and New York wants it stopped. You'll be dealing with us from now on, understand?"

"Not precisely."

"Okay, let's try this on for size. Don Bartoli's a thing of the past. Call him history. New York is taking his action, including your franchise on heroin, pills, the whole shot. Are we making connections?"

Leclerc wore a lopsided smile.

"You pretend to know much of my business," he said, "and yet you are a stranger to me. My agreement with Mr. Bartoli — if any agreement exists — is a matter of business and honor between us. Desertion of friends in a crisis entails certain risks to both body and soul."

Bolan snorted. "Your soul's not my problem. But as far as your body's concerned, you've got bigger risks bucking New York. They remember their friends in Manhattan, and likewise their enemies. You don't look stupid to me. Do I have to draw pictures, or what?"

"I do not believe artwork is called for." The big man was circling the counter. His move brought him closer, while keeping a bulwark between them. "You must understand that Bartoli is here, and New York is a long way away."

"Not so far," Bolan told him. "You might be surprised."

"If you've come by yourself…"

"That's mistake number one," Bolan snapped. "Number two is you thinking I can't do the job on my own."

As he spoke, Leclerc's hands slipped under the counter out of sight. Reacting on instinct, the warrior lunged forward, his hands locking on to the taller man's ears. With a sharp forward motion, he slammed Leclerc's face through the glass on the top of the heavy display case.

The black man cried out and swung blindly with a two-foot machete, but Bolan was ready. He parried the swing with a forearm and locked on the wrist, twisting sharply. His free hand maintained its pressure and scrubbed Leclerc's face on sharp prongs of glass.

Bolan vaulted the counter, released the houngan and let him drop to the floor. Leclerc wriggled away from him, hands coming up to his face as he scrabbled for cover, but Bolan pursued him and pinned him, a knee on his chest.

"You'll be phoning Bartoli," he said, "just as soon as they take a few stitches and make you look pretty again. You can tell him New York's in the saddle. You got that?"

"I'll tell him."

"You do that. And have a nice day."

Bolan paused by a stick-figure statue of Baron Samedi, in top hat and tails, which the houngan had parked by his door. Picking up one limp sleeve, Bolan wiped Leclerc's blood from his hands.


     *

Don Bartoli was furious. He'd been on the phone for the past forty minutes with idiots, trying to learn what had gone wrong with his world. Giacorelli, downtown, had been feeding him nonsense about orders to hand over three million dollars' worth of heroin to Omega, and to flush the rest down the toilet. Before that had time to sink in, the don had a call from Leclerc, saying that a man from New York had just carved off his face. It was hard to get through on the voodoo priest's wave length, but one thing seemed clear from his halting description: the "man from New York" was Omega.

Terrific.

The Ace had been in Bartoli's own house, talking strategy, promising help if a war came around, and a short hour later the same guy was ripping him off for three million in heroin, signing his name to the job. It was crazy, but New York was like that. In spades.

So, the Families had a pet Ace on the payroll. Right now, that meant nothing to Bartoli. He was determined to pay back Omega worth three million worth of discomfort the next time they met. Never mind that the Aces were said to be invincible. No one was bulletproof. If he was breathing, the guy could be killed.

The first thing on his list was security, both for himself and his people who worked in the capital. While this Omega was out on the streets, every made man, employee and casual contact became a prime target for violence. The bastard was running amok, but Bartoli discerned a slick method, obscured by the madness.

The Army had a name for it: psychological warfare. Omega was hoping to spook him, which would generate mistakes. It was classic, but now that Bartoli had seen through the ruse, he could lead with an ounce of prevention. It might cost him money, but he would shut down for a day or so, cover his people and keep them on payroll to ward off complaints. While Omega was hunting for targets, Bartoli's top gunners would be hunting him.

The capo sat back with a smile on his face. For the first time since Friday, he felt in control. Let Omega run wild if he wanted; Bartoli would wait in his web and respond with a swift killing stroke when a target presented itself.

In the meantime, if troops from New York showed their faces in his private preserve, he was ready to send them home in a box. Never mind that it might lead to war. That had been New York's choice from the start. The bastards were looking for war. Let them find what they came looking for.

The Aces might not be extinct as a breed, but Bartoli was ready to take out one more of the species. If the Commission resented his move, let the members say so. By then it would be in the bag, and the high priest of voodoo himself would have no luck reviving Omega.

He glanced at his Rolex. In another two hours or so, his troops would be landing to beef up the ranks. He had ordered a check on the airlines, hotels and the cruise liners, convincing himself that New York had no sizable force on the island thus far. While they might have been moving their people as tourists, the climate of violence had minimized travel to Haiti of late, and the «possibilities» still on the island were just over twenty in number. By nightfall, Bartoli would have their rooms under surveillance.

In a few days the war would be history. He could get on with his business in peace, or else take the offensive and bring the fight home to the States. There were ways to eliminate even the strongest of capos, regardless of their security measures. Manhattan would soon have to fold or prepare for a game that would topple their house of cards.

It was Bartoli's deal, and he was playing for keeps.
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Marie Dufresne had been a close friend of Michelle since they had been in school, a fine distinction that had set them apart from countless other girls in Haiti. Most were doomed to spend their lives in ignorance and poverty, Michelle, Marie and several hundred others like them were the chosen few: the children of aristocrats and politicians, born to families with money in the bank.

Sometimes at school Michelle had felt completely isolated from the world outside. She saw the filthy, starving people of her country on the streets, of course, and while the images disturbed her, she believed that there was nothing she could do about their plight. Her father was a liberal, involved in government, and she had learned from his frustration that the problems of the poor weren't about to go away because a young girl wished that it were so.

Marie had helped to make Michelle feel more at home around the school. A few months older, she had taught Michelle the ropes, befriended her and listened sympathetically on stormy nights when the pain of life at home without her mother had come spilling out. Marie had been the one to offer solace when Armand Saint-Cyr was too wrapped up in politics to understand his children's needs.

In time their friendship had evolved into something more like sisterhood, and it had deeply grieved Michelle to run away from Port-au-Prince without a chance to say goodbye to Marie. On two occasions she had smuggled notes into the city with one of Petoit's runners, but there had been no opportunity for a reply.

It was an imposition now, she realized, to simply drop in out of nowhere, unannounced… but she had nowhere else to turn. Marie had shared her views about the government in power, going even further than Michelle in her denunciation of the junta. She hadn't gone public with her criticism yet, to the best of Michelle's knowledge, but Marie was sympathetic to the rebel movement, and she would have helped Michelle in any case.

There would be danger. In Haiti, every action had its price: the risk of possible reaction from a government primarily concerned about its own longevity. Michelle's arrival would immediately make Marie a target, which could cost her her life. Prior to finalizing her decision, Michelle had spent the early afternoon examining her options.

Simply stated, there were none.

If she remained where she was, she jeopardized two friends, and while Marie was closer, more important in her life, the numbers had to count for something. Neither could she sit and wait for Blanski to return. The American had worries of his own, and when he left the island there would be no place for her inside his baggage. It would be Marie or nothing.

The flat was small, befitting Marie's status as a nurse in training, but at least she didn't have to share the room with ten or fifteen relatives. The Dufresne family had roots in Cap Haitien, where they maintained a cargo shipping line. Marie had been the first and only child to turn her back upon the family business, but she did it in a loving way and managed to retain her generous allowance.

The Macoutes would know about her friendship with Marie, but they couldn't watch everybody all the time. Michelle spent half an hour dawdling through the neighborhood, pretending interest in the wares of vendors on the street, alert for any signs of a continuing surveillance. There was nothing, and she crossed the street a half block down, retracing anxious steps until she stood outside Marie's apartment building.

The second-story flat was served by metal stairs, providing access to a long, communal landing. In appearance, the apartment house resembled the motels Michelle had seen along the highway leading to Miami on her one brief visit to America. It wouldn't pass for luxury, unless your present home was something made of tin and cardboard, leaning in an alley choked with filth. It shamed Marie to realize that almost ninety percent of Haiti's population couldn't claim that simple standard for themselves.

She moved along the landing, reached Marie's door and knocked. The door was opened by a smiling man in uniform, who held a pistol. Behind him, she could see Marie hunched forward on the sofa, weeping as she held a bloody handkerchief against her face.

"We've been expecting you," the gunman said.

Michelle was prepared to bolt and risk the bullet, but her path had been cut off by men emerging from the flats that flanked Marie's. She was surrounded, and an aversion to heights prevented her from leaping off the balcony.

Resigned, she gave her head a toss and faced the smiling officer. "Then, shall we go?"


     *

Jean-Claude Solange was pleased with his achievements for the day. He had destroyed a rebel camp before the midday meal, annihilating close to thirty traitors in a single stroke. An hour after lunchtime, he had cracked a leftist demonstration in the streets of Port-au-Prince and nabbed the so-called priest who stood a chance of heading up the rebel movement as a new Armand Saint-Cyr.

The priest, Langois, looked thin and vulnerable on the parrot's perch, suspended upside down and wearing nothing but his chains. Solange enjoyed the preparation for interrogation nearly as much as the sessions themselves. It pleased him to see haughty spirits broken, beaten down as they were stripped of clothing and dignity, hoisted like fresh slabs of meat on a hook. Some cracked without the need of more inducement, but he rarely let them slip away unscathed.

It seemed a shame to bring them all this way and let them miss the party.

In the priest, Solange faced everything that he despised: traitor of the godless left who used his costume as a cover, working to subvert the church and state together. This Langois had no respect for God, tradition, or the junta, and he would be punished for his disrespect. Before dawn's light broke through the darkness to proclaim another day, the man would be begging for another opportunity to pledge his vows.

And it would be too late.

Whatever happened, whether any valuable information was extracted from Father Paul Langois or not, the priest was marked for death. His rebel sympathies had been no secret, but now Solange had evidence that this "man of God" had been a part-time tenant of the rebel stronghold, saying Mass to keep the terrorists believing they were on the side of right and decency.

Solange approached the naked priest, his bull prod dangling from a leather strap around his wrist. "I hope you're comfortable."

"Why have you brought me here?"

It was a stupid question, obviously stalling, but Solange had time.

"Through your participation in subversive actions, you have jeopardized both public safety and the government's stability. A number of your criminal accomplices are known to us, but I believe there might be others. I require their names."

"And if I tell you nothing?"

Langois stared at the prod as he spoke. Solange allowed himself the luxury of honest laughter.

"You will tell us everything, in time. Forget about the childhood stories of a fearless hero taking secrets to the grave. Your mind and body can be broken if you fight us. On the other hand, if you should make the wise decision to cooperate…"

"I'll die first."

"Not so easily as that," Solange assured him. "We have doctors on the staff. Their drugs will guarantee that you remain alive — and conscious — while we have our little chat. If you pass out along the way, we will revive you instantly. Believe me, it can last forever."

"I am prepared to suffer for my God."

Solange emitted a disgusted snort. "Your God? Would that be Marx or Lenin? Mao Tse-Tung, perhaps? Which god have you espoused, who comforts terrorists?"

"The same God who will one day visit you in wrath for all your crimes against humanity, Solange! Do not deceive yourself that you can hide from him."

"I don't believe in hiding, Father. I prefer to hunt my enemies like rodents and destroy them. You are nothing but a rodent now."

"Destroy me, then."

"In time."

He circled the suspended priest and chose his target at the coccyx, just above the buttocks cleft. Langois went rigid at the touch of the electrodes, tried to brace himself, but it was in vain. It was impossible to take the charge without reacting, and Solange had barely stroked the trigger when Langois convulsed, his body thrashing like a game fish on the hook.

He left the rebel chaplain to his agony for a moment, circling back around to stand before him.

"Such pain. Are you determined to proceed?"

"You know about the camp. It is destroyed. I have no further information."

"As you wish. Please trust me when I say that I derive no pleasure from your suffering."

"I think you lie."

Solange was grinning. "Naturally. But we must still preserve appearances."

"Your soul is damned, Solange. A place awaits you in the pits of hell."

He shrugged. "You might be right. If so, I'll see you there. Perhaps we can continue our discussion through eternity. Would you enjoy that, Father?"

He was reaching out with the electrodes when a young lieutenant appeared in the doorway, obviously nervous at the thought of interrupting the commander at his special work.

"What is it?"

Stepping forward with a smart salute, the young man passed a folded slip of paper to Solange. He read it quickly, then again, before he smiled at the lieutenant.

"Offer my congratulations to the team," he instructed.

"Yes, sir."

Solange turned to face his captive.

"Good news. A friend of yours is on her way to join us. I believe you know Michelle Saint-Cyr?"


     *

The Executioner smelled trouble from a block away. He had returned to see Michelle on instinct, trusting the sensation in his gut that told him something might be wrong. As he approached the safehouse, Bolan knew his intuition hadn't failed him.

Two squarish government sedans were parked outside the flat, blocking off the street. One man had stayed behind to guard against theft or vandalism. Two cars meant four men, minimum, and very likely more. With one man visible, that left another three to five inside the "safehouse," questioning the tenants.

And Michelle?

He had no way of knowing, but it seemed to Bolan that she would have been removed at once for questioning downtown, assuming that the troopers knew who they were looking for. And if they didn't, why were soldiers here at all? Bolan needed answers, and he knew that there could only be one source. Accordingly he decided to wait.

The neighborhood, like many in the capital, incorporated both small businesses and dwellings. Bolan dawdled on the sidewalk, killing time with window-shopping, blending with the crowds as much as possible. It wasn't easy for a white man in a business suit to pass unnoticed, but he kept his distance from the flat, convinced that tedium and midday heat would keep the single guard outside from paying close attention to what was going on in the neighborhood.

There was a Catholic bookstore on the corner, and Bolan stepped inside, examining a rack of paperbacks and pamphlets near the window. He chose one or two at random, thumbing through them as he concentrated on the flat, downrange. He had no way of judging whether the Macoutes had just arrived, or whether they had been inside for hours. Either way, it had become a waiting game.

It took another fifteen minutes before three men dressed in khaki uniforms emerged from the apartment building and walked to the cars. They had no prisoners in tow, and Bolan felt a measure of relief. It didn't mean that Michelle was safe, but she hadn't been captured here. If she had escaped, her friends could brief him on her destination.

Bolan waited for the cars to clear the neighborhood before he stepped outside into the street. He had observed no signals passed to watchers on the sidelines, but there still might be surveillance of the flat. If the Macoutes were leaving empty-handed, then it stood to reason they might watch Michelle's known contacts in an effort to secure their prey.

Bolan crossed the street and drifted toward the intersection, scouring storefronts, upstairs windows, spotting no one who struck him as a plant. The enemy might well be more sophisticated than he gave them credit for, but he was gambling against it.

He chose to approach from the rear, negotiating mounds of stinking refuse in an alley where the rusted garage cans had overflowed. No watchers here — unless they were concealed inside the cans — but he released the single button on his jacket all the same, permitting easy access to his side arm. He moved along a sagging chain-link fence to stand behind the small apartment house.

The gate came off in Bolan's hand. He propped it up against the fence and went inside; the wooden stairs in back were old enough to sag beneath his weight, and Bolan heard them groan in protest more than once before he reached the landing.

This was where the enemy would strike if they were waiting. Bolan knocked and stepped away, prepared to fight if he was greeted by a uniform. Instead Michelle's male friend appeared, the woman close behind him, apprehension mingled with relief as they identified the man they knew as Blanski.

"The Macoutes were here," they told him after he was safe inside.

"I saw them."

"There was nothing we could do."

"I know that. Where's Michelle?"

"You have to understand. They knew already!"

Bolan felt the icy fingers close around his heart. "Knew what?"

"I can't believe Michelle would tell them, but they knew."

"Where is she?"

A momentary silence was broken by the woman's sniffling. Her husband answered. "They arrested her this afternoon. She left while we were out and tried to reach another of her friends. Thank God we saw the note before…"

"How long ago was that?"

"She left about…"

"I don't care when she left. How long ago was she arrested?"

"An hour, more or less, if you believe the damned Macoutes."

For once the Executioner was willing to accept an adversary's word. An hour meant Michelle was safely under lock and key, but there was still a chance that the interrogators hadn't gone to work in earnest. If he turned the heat up fast enough and high enough, he still might win her back.

It would require a change in strategy, and he'd have no time to lose.

The Executioner was shifting into frenzy mode.


     *

The airport sweltered beneath a broiling sun. From where he sat inside the air-conditioned limo, Sonny Esposito could see heat waves rising off the runway, making stationary aircraft shimmer like some curious mirage. He shifted in his seat and glanced across at Marco Rizzi, running out of patience.

"Shouldn't they be in by now?"

"Don't sweat it, Sonny. They'll be here. It probably took a little while to clear a flight plan out of Lauderdale."

"I guess. It still seems like they ought to be here."

"You're a worrier, you know that? I'm surprised you haven't got a freaking ulcer."

Esposito stared at Rizzi in amazement. "You're not worried? I suppose this all seems natural to you. I mean, who cares? We start a war with New York's Families every day."

"We didn't start the war, okay? They did. That makes a difference."

"Right. Except I still feel like they've got us on the numbers, five or six to one. I think we're going to get our asses kicked."

"You're sounding like a chicken shit. I wouldn't talk that way in front of Mr. B. if I were you."

"I'm not a chicken shit, all right?" It bothered Esposito that the underboss had pinned his problem down so quickly. Damn right, he was scared, but it would never do to let that show. "I hate these odds is all I'm saying. Us against the Families is one thing. Us against the Families and the Commission might be something else."

"It won't come down to that."

"Oh, yeah? Why not? You got some kind of crystal ball or something I don't know about? Because if I was sitting on the board, I think I'd be inclined to look at what was happening and figure maybe Florida was stepping out of line."

"They aren't all deaf and blind on the Commission, Sonny. We've got friends."

"So why the hell is New York free to come down here and jump our action? I was always taught that the Commission was supposed to keep the peace. Like the United Nations, but with balls, I guess I heard that wrong, if they just shine it on and leave us hanging while New York moves in."

"Who says they left us hanging? Hell, for all we know, they could be talking to New York right now. There could be soldiers on the way to back us up on any play we make."

"Don't hold your breath. You want to see some chicken shits, I think you ought to take a look at the Commission. Those old men don't want to rock the boat by taking on New York. They'd rather let us take it in the shorts than dust off their guns."

"You sure you haven't got an ulcer. Sonny?"

"Nan, I'm saving it for Christmas. That way I can treat myself. You think we're going to see another Christmas, Marco?"

"Pull your weight and you'll be around. Don't let me catch you dogging it or spreading this defeatist crap around the Family."

"I'm talking one to one. It goes no further."

"That's okay, then. Hell, there isn't any crime in getting spooked sometimes. You think I never had a second thought about some job, the odds of getting whacked? I thought about it plenty, but I always went ahead and did my freaking job."

"I hear you."

"Fine. It's good you hear me. Sonny, 'cause I'm giving you the kind of good advice that saves your life. We all get hinky, sometimes, but we can't afford to let it show. It's not the manly thing."

Embarrassed, Esposito changed the subject. "What's the headcount here supposed to be?"

"We called for thirty buttons. Mr. B.'s considering a backup, but the last I heard he hadn't made the call."

"That's thirty with the guns we've got already. And New York's not coming down, remember. They've got plenty business of their own at home. We've checked the airlines out these past few days, along with travel agencies, hotels, the whole nine yards. The tourists have been mostly staying home, in case you hadn't noticed. At the most there's fifteen, twenty guys we can't account for on the island. Figure some of them are bound to be straight citizens, and I'd say we've got fairly decent odds. Like, maybe, four or five to one."

That sounded fair, but Esposito couldn't shake the feeling that his world was ready to collapse around his ears and take him with it.

"Four or five to one? You think so?"

"Guaranteed, If they try to put more people on the island, it'll be like Iwo Jima. We'll be down to meet them at the beach."

"Hey, Marco?"

"Yeah?"

"The Japs lost Iwo Jima."

"Shut up, Sonny. Just shut up."
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Bolan's target was a dockside warehouse, owned — on paper — by a firm called Tropic Freight and Storage. Back in Washington, Brognola's people had unearthed the fact that T.F.S. was operating as a wholly owned subsidiary of Southern Enterprises, founded in the latter part of 1986 by Anthony Bartoli. Southern Enterprises, was a cargo company that farmed its small jobs out to T.F.S. and half a dozen other firms throughout the Caribbean, moving everything from cocoa and bananas to cocaine and automatic weapons.

Tropic Freight and Storage had apparently been organized specifically to handle all material and merchandise required for the construction of Bartoli's new resort at Liberté. In such a fashion, Don Bartoli paid himself for moving lumber, steel and concrete, furnishings and gambling equipment from the States to Haiti, minimizing his expenses all around. For reasons still unclear, he had dispatched the huge casino's slot machines and gaming tables prior to breaking ground; they had been sitting in the warehouse ever since, waiting to fleece the suckers when they got a chance.

The Executioner had other plans.

He parked against the loading dock, eschewing stealth, retrieved a satchel from the trunk and mounted concrete steps to reach a door restricted to Employees Only. It was open, as expected, and he stepped inside.

It must have cost a fortune, but the warehouse had been air-conditioned to protect the stored merchandise against the steamy tropic heat. It fell delicious on Bolan's face as he moved along a narrow corridor to reach the warehouse proper.

Several Haitians wearing hard hats were engaged in shifting crates from one aisle to another, supervised by a man who seemed to be their foreman and a chunky Caucasian in a business suit. The latter would be muscle, pulling easy duty as a watchdog, and the Executioner would have to deal with him before he could proceed.

The foreman and his companion noticed Bolan at a range of fifty feet. The hardman looked him up and down, eyes narrowing to scrutinize the satchel Bolan carried, flicking back and forth from it to Bolan's face.

"You got some business here?"

The tan might be Miami, but the voice had solid roots in the Bronx. Ignoring him completely, Bolan faced the foreman with a smile.

"Do you speak English?"

"Oui." He nodded. "I speak English very good."

"That's fine. I need to have your men stop working now and clear the premises."

"Hold on a minute, here!" The hardman's hand was creeping toward a shoulder rig. "I don't know who the hell you think you are…"

"That's right, you don't," the Executioner replied.

He hauled out his Beretta and put a single parabellum round between the man's piggy eyes in one efficient movement. Impact drove the hardman over backward, toppling him like a fallen redwood while a thumb-sized fragment of his brain took flight and slapped against the nearest stack of crates.

The foreman gaped at Bolan, horrified, as the warrior made a point of holstering the automatic. In its place, he palmed a marksman's medal, reaching out to drop it into a pocket of the foreman's jumpsuit.

"Get your people out of here," he growled. "Make sure Bartoli gets my calling card. Just tell him it's a present from Omega."

Grateful for the opportunity to live, the foreman started barking orders at his crew. The laborers responded with alacrity. The foreman followed his men, glancing back at Bolan once before he cleared the exit.

Slot machines had been arranged inside the warehouse on the basis of their size and value, with the latter clearly stenciled on their wooden crates. The nickel slots had been eliminated, on the theory that a gambler who could fly to Haiti for the weekend wouldn't waste his time with petty cash. The machines on hand were geared to handle coins between a quarter and a silver dollar, with the larger models capable of eating paper currency. Beyond the slots, two hundred gaming tables packed in crates were stacked on top of one another, towering an easy fifteen feet above Bolan's head.

He placed the plastic charges quickly, seating timers as he went. The longest gave him seven minutes, and the shortest sixty seconds. They were synchronized to blow as one and bring the house down.

Outside, the sun scorched Bolan, banishing his memories of air-conditioning and shade. He twisted the ignition key and sat a moment with the engine idling, counting down the numbers in his mind. Ten seconds. Seven. Five.

The blast was muffled, but he heard it all the same, and felt a vestige of the shock wave. Skylights on the roof exploded, windows all around the warehouse spewing glass like frozen waterfalls. A portion of the roof collapsed, dropping the massive air conditioner in pieces to the floor below.

Black smoke belched from the windows and rolled off the roof as Bolan drove away from there. He scanned the roadside, looking for a telephone. He owed his enemies a preview of the nightmare yet to come.


     *

Francois Descartes was startled when his private line began to ring. He didn't want to have another conversation with Bartoli, but he had to answer all the same. Someone of importance in the junta might be calling, and he dared not keep him waiting on the line.

"Hello?"

"Descartes?"

He didn't recognize the voice. "Who's calling, please?"

Ignoring him, the caller forged ahead.

"I just blew up Bartoli's warehouse on the waterfront. That's one. I've got a nice, long list of targets."

Sudden panic seized Descartes. The man must be insane. Bartoli's warehouse! It would lead to war, and there was nothing he could do to stop Bartoli from responding violently. It would mean chaos, carnage in the streets, and…

Stiffening, Descartes maintained his death grip on the telephone receiver.

"How did you obtain the number?"

"Never mind the small talk. Tell Bartoli I'll be dropping in to visit someone near and dear at thirty-minute intervals until his friendly neighborhood Macoutes release their latest prisoner. That means unharmed, without a tail."

Descartes was thinking fast, attempting to ignore the acid burning in his stomach.

"Prisoner? What prisoner?"

"Michelle Saint-Cyr."

He knew the name, of course, as everyone in Haiti must by now. Armand Saint-Cyr had been a leftist troublemaker, vocal in support of dissidents and unions, but his midnight execution had produced a martyr and resulted in a storm of protest. Both his children had escaped arrest when he was killed, but if the daughter had been captured by Macoutes, as indicated, it could mean another round of rioting, more vicious than the last.

"I have no knowledge of the prisoner in question," he replied.

"Then you're behind the times," the caller snapped. "She's been in custody two hours. It's already cost your boss his slot machines and tables, and I'm only warming up. The longer she's inside, the worse it gets. If she's been damaged, you can kiss it all goodbye."

"Monsieur…"

The dial tone rudely interrupted him. Descartes cradled the receiver and slumped back in his leather chair, waiting for the frantic pounding of his heart to stabilize. He had to pull himself together, take control. He'd touch base with the Macoutes before he called Bartoli, and attempt to find out if Michelle Saint-Cyr had been arrested.

Two hours. Good God. The Macoutes could drive a man insane within two hours, never mind a teenage girl. Descartes remembered snatches of stories he'd heard about the special pleasure the Macoutes derived from the interrogation of a female prisoner. He made a point of blocking out such information from his mind, but it came flooding back in grisly detail.

Too late, he thought, already reaching for the telephone.

The tinted office window shivered, buckled and imploded with a crash. Across the room, a piece of antique crockery was vaporized, its fragments raining upon Descartes. The echo of a distant rifle shot had scarcely reached his ears before a crystal rum decanter detonated on the sideboard, spraying fractured glass and liquor on the walls, the carpeting.

Descartes sought refuge underneath the desk as someone put a bullet through his leather swivel chair, destroyed a portrait on the wall and blew his telephone to smithereens. His pulse was hammering so loudly that he scarcely heard the final sounds of gunfire carried on the wind outside his broken office window.

Cringing in his hole, he felt warm blood trickling inside the collar of his shirt, and raised a trembling hand to find the wound. A shard of glass or pottery had nicked him just behind the ear, a superficial cut, but it was bleeding profusely. Looking at his fingers, crimson-slick, Descartes felt dizzy, fearful he would lose his lunch.

Someone had tried to kill him.

No.

He understood instinctively that if the sniper had desired his death, he would be stretched out lifeless on the floor. The shots had been a warning and a reminder of the ultimatum that had been delivered by his recent caller.

"If she's damaged, you can kiss it all goodbye."

Excited voices chattered in the corridor, and someone began to hammer on his office door. Descartes crawled out from beneath the desk and stood on shaky legs. Recovering a measure of his old composure, he began to brush his suit off, knowing it would be too late to save the bloodstained shirt.

He reached the door as uniformed men burst through with pistols drawn, their faces mirroring amazement as they scrutinized the damage to his office.

"Please, if you will step aside!" he barked, ignoring the questions they threw at him. "It's essential that I find a telephone."


     *

Sir Geoffrey Stuart had inherited his wealth and title, but ambition kept him working when another man his age might easily have opted for a premature retirement. At thirty-six, he was respected in his chosen fields of politics and finance, though he held no office personally and remained a silent partner in the firms that owed their very existence to his investments. Power was his aphrodisiac and his obsession.

He had been a freshman at Columbia the summer that his father was assassinated. Edward Stuart, like his only son, had lived for power, wielding it selectively against his enemies, in the support of friends, for which he had been handsomely rewarded. Some of those he served were men who stood outside established law and made new rules to suit themselves. Sir Edward gave his life on their behalf, and later, when his son assumed control of the assorted family businesses, those friends had shown their gratitude.

It had required some time, of course, for Geoffrey to convince them he wasn't a simple minded upstart, trading on his father's reputation. Since Sir Edward had refrained from sharing business details with his son, it had been Geoffrey's task — his pleasure — to unearth the details for himself, examining his father's papers in the dead of night, replacing them precisely as he found them, taking care that not a single paper clip was out of place. Before his father's death — his murder — Geoffrey had assimilated most of the important details relative to half a hundred enterprises scattered over the Caribbean, Central America and United States.

He had amazed his father's business partners by returning from the funeral to demand his rightful share of everything, persuading those who showed reluctance by revealing bits and pieces of their secret histories in solemn tones. Of course, their confidence would be protected, their investments guaranteed, as long as they preserved the status quo. In the event that one of them should try to squeeze his newest partner out, there might be leaks, exposure in the press, inevitably bringing in police. It would be bad for business all around.

His newest partner, Anthony Bartoli, was a man of vision. Crude around the edges, certainly, but he could look at wasteland and imagine cities, picture plush hotel-casinos in the middle of a stinking jungle. He was struggling to build the island's future, while divisive bands of malcontents threw roadblocks in his path.

Sir Geoffrey, through his contacts in the junta and abroad, had helped to smooth the way for building permits, business licenses, the secret payments to officials that had always been a fact of business life in Haiti. In return he found a place on Anthony Bartoli's payroll as a "government consultant," though he held no office of his own. It was a fine arrangement, and he had begun to think there just might be a future for the troubled island after all.

He was content with life in all respects save one.

Sometimes, before he drifted off to sleep, the circumstances of his father's death returned to haunt him. The police had never traced the gunman who invaded the estate, eliminating house security before his father was confronted, killed. There had been rumors, harking back to warfare in the underworld, but none of them had been confirmed.

It was too late to trace the killer now. Too many years had passed, and most professional assassins were themselves assassinated — by their own employers, nervous rivals, targets who preferred to capture the initiative. The man who killed his father would be history by now, but there was still a chance, however slim, that Geoffrey might discover who had let the contract.

Recently, as greater affluence allowed more leisure time, he had begun to scratch around the surface of the case, discreetly seeking answers to a thousand questions. Gradually he began to formulate a theory, filling in the cast of suspects, planning their demise.

He owed his father that, at least.

This afternoon, Sir Geoffrey Stuart left his office at the normal time. His sleek Mercedes waited in the lot outside, a testimony to his independence in the fact he still preferred to drive himself. The chauffeured limousine was saved for ostentatious dinners and affairs of state, when protocol demanded a display of wealth. On working days, he liked the freedom that he found behind the wheel, secure in the fact that none of his surviving enemies could touch him on his own home ground in Port-au-Prince.

He nodded to the lot attendant in his booth, a new man. Stuart made a mental note to learn his name and tip him well before the week was out, then slid behind the wheel of his Mercedes. The seductive smell of leather filled his nostrils as he settled in the driver's seat and slipped his key in the ignition, smiling to himself.

The buzzing sound was barely audible, but sharp ears picked it out. Stuart glanced around him, mildly startled that an insect had been able to invade the car. It was an insect's sound, and yet…

It wasn't.

Swiveling, he craned his neck to look behind the driver's seat. A common suitcase rested on the floorboard, and he realized the high-pitched sound was emanating from inside.

A suitcase filled with bees, perhaps?

He almost laughed, and then the world exploded in his face.


     *

In his fifteen minutes on the job, Mack Bolan, the new "parking attendant," hadn't introduced himself to any of the customers, nor had he parked a single car. He knew the young tycoon on sight, however, from his photographs and the resemblance to his late father.

Years before, when he was running down the Mafia's "Caribbean Carousel," Bolan's hellfire path had led him to the doorstep of Sir Edward Stuart. Stuart was a power in the netherworld, where crime and business overlap, a mover in the grand conspiracy that Bolan was committed to destroy. Their meeting had been brief, decisive, lethal.

He had never planned to call upon Sir Edward's son.

It happens, sometimes, that a boy will follow in his father's footsteps, emulating that which he has seen and learned in childhood. Generations of policemen, doctors, lawyers offered living proof of the phenomenon — and on the far end of the human spectrum there were family traditions in the world of crime. It mattered little in the long run whether Stuart had deliberately trained his son to dodge the law, or whether Geoffrey had decided on his own.

The Executioner concerned himself with physical results.

Beside him, curled up in a corner of the booth, the lot attendant grumbled in his sleep and then lay quiet. Bolan had been forced to render the man unconscious and borrow his cap and jacket. Stuart would be looking for a lackey in the booth, and he would find one.

The Executioner had placed a plastic charge inside the suitcase, fitted with a radio fuse. The detonator lay before him on the lot attendant's clipboard, its antenna aimed directly at the Mercedes. He had used enough C-4 to crack the case without demolishing the car.

He didn't intend to scatter Geoffrey Stuart over two square blocks and leave a harried coroner to sort the pieces out.

Bolan keyed the detonator, listened to the muffled sound of the explosion as the Merc filled up with swirling powder, covering the inside of the windows, making them opaque. Inside the storm, Geoffrey Stuart choked and gagged on clouds of uncut heroin, his fingers groping for the latch and finding it too late.

He spilled out through the open driver's door, already dying, his esophagus and nostrils clotted with the deadly powder. Twitching uncontrollably, he writhed across the pavement like a spastic snowman, wriggling toward meltdown underneath the tropical sun. A final spasm and he stiffened, going rigid on the ground, his sightless eyes locked open, pupils covered by a film of heroin. Behind him, smoky tendrils stretched out from the car, immediately tattered and dispersed by the prevailing breeze.

The Executioner shed his borrowed cap and jacket, pocketed the detonator and retreated toward his waiting car. He was a minute past his deadline, thanks to Stuart lingering inside his office, and he had another call to make.

The time had come for him to speak again with Don Bartoli, one-on-one.


     *

By five O'clock, Bartoli had begun to hate the telephone. It brought him only bad news, and he was sick to death of cautious voices saying that they didn't want to bother him, but if he had a moment free…

The foreman at his warehouse had been first in line, reporting that a madman with a gun had executed Loony Lester and sent everybody else away before he brought the house down with explosives. Armed patrols were on the scene when he received another phone call from Descartes, the bastard, telling him about the call and the shooting at his office.

Anthony Bartoli didn't give a damn about Michelle Saint-Cyr. He hadn't heard her name before that afternoon, although he knew her father's reputation as a rabble-rouser well enough. It was a shame, he thought, that the Macoutes had failed to do their job efficiently the first time, wiping out the whole damned family at once.

But now a stranger had decided that the girl must be released, unharmed, or he'd blow Bartoli's house down. It was funny in a way: some bastard out of nowhere threatening the capo in his own backyard. Except the guy had the brains and muscle to make good on everything he promised, up to now, this guy who had called himself Omega when he visited Bartoli in his home, playing a little game of cat and mouse to find out what the capo might be made of.

A marksman's medal.

Jesus. After all this time, with problems all around him, he was saddled with the Executioner.

Or was he?

There was still New York to think of, and an idiot could buy himself a gross of marksman's medals at the nearest army-surplus store. He wondered if the Families were trying to pull a fast one in their bid to capture Haiti, running double plays to keep Bartoli guessing while they moved in for the kill.

Omega had been first, the Ace who carried word of New York invasion, offering support from La Commissione before he turned around and ripped Bartoli off for several million dollars' worth of heroin. He still might be an Ace — Bartoli couldn't say for sure — but any way you sliced it, he was on the other side.

Now Bolan. Or Omega playing Bolan. Yet another possibility: a ringer from New York, impersonating Bolan while the Ace, Omega, ran around and helped to stir things up.

It was enough to make a strong man cry, but Don Bartoli hadn't shed a tear since he was twelve years old. On that occasion, when his dog had been run over by a garbage truck, his father found him crying in the middle of the street and slapped his face so hard it made his ears ring. Never cry in public, Joe Bartoli told his only son. A real man doesn't cry at all. He gets revenge instead. A few days later, when the office of a midtown trucking company was razed by fire, the old man took his son aside and asked one question: did you do it?

Terrified of punishment and scared to death of lying, Anthony had told the truth. He lighted the fire himself and watched it burn until the hook-and-ladder trucks arrived.

His father had surprised him with a smile and said, "That's better, Tony. Now you're acting like a man."

Bartoli didn't give a damn about Michelle Saint-Cyr, but if she mattered to his enemies, she became important to the capo, too. He wouldn't be intimidated by Omega, Mack-the-Bastard Bolan, or an army from New York. Whoever had their sights set on Bartoli was looking at a war with no holds barred.

The telephone rang again. He waited, listening to half a dozen rings before he picked it up.

"What is it?"

"Doomsday."

"Who the hell…" And then he knew. He recognized the voice. Omega. "Listen, asshole…"

"Have you talked to Geoffrey Stuart lately?"

"What?"

"You missed your chance," the voice told him. "Light a candle."

"I'll be lighting one for you, you piece of shit."

"Your warehouse was a mess," Bolan said, "I had to clean it up a little."

Simmering, Bartoli held his rage in check as he replied. "I'm keeping score. You've got a lot to answer for, already. Maybe we can talk about it, sometime soon."

"We might at that. I want the girl."

"I heard. You looking for a little something on the side?"

"You missed one deadline, Tony. Stuart paid the tab. You're running out of front men."

"I don't know about this girl. She isn't anything to me."

"You ought to reconsider. She could save your life."

"I'll take my chances."

"Nineteen minutes. Think about it."

"Listen…"

But the line was dead, and he replaced the telephone receiver with a gesture of disgust. Smart bastard, thinking he could bluff a capo and the whole damned Family by trotting out a two-bit scrap of metal with some song and dance about the Executioner.

Bartoli hoped that Bolan was in town. The guy had spent a lifetime running rings around the Families, including all the big shots in New York. If Don Bartoli could eliminate the bastard, it would send a message north, and no mistake. Manhattan could proceed with a planned invasion at their peril, realizing that their adversary was a man to reckon with.

And if Omega wasn't Bolan… well, it all worked out the same. He might be, and the medal had been his idea, for openers. A dead Omega might just pass for Bolan in a pinch, and who could prove the two weren't the same?

New York would have their hands full either way, just covering their violation of Commission policy. If it should get around that one or more of the Manhattan capos had been backing Bolan's play, perhaps for years, the whole damned Syndicate would rise against them overnight.

It seemed to be a no-loss situation all around. Bartoli only had to kill Omega to pull it off.

It would be simple.

Like falling in a grave.
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The troops from Lauderdale had been sequestered in a large downtown hotel. Bartoli had no problem getting reservations, with the tourist business knocking on death's door; he booked ten rooms for twenty men and paid the first week in advance. The owner knew which side his bread was buttered on and made no protest when a porter told him confidentially about the shotgun barrel he'd seen protruding from a golf bag on his second trip upstairs with luggage.

The Americans were on vacation. Everybody in the world knew that they never traveled far without their guns.

And they were paying cash.

Avoiding the valet, Mack Bolan parked his car in back, beneath a fire escape, and circled back to enter through the lobby. Disembarking from an elevator as Bolan entered the hotel was a familiar face — the lone survivor from his strike against the payroll convoy Friday afternoon. The gunner wouldn't recognize him in a well-cut suit, without the streaks of war paint on his face and hands, but Bolan took no chances. He veered sharply toward the registration desk before their paths could cross.

"Yes, sir?"

"I need to circulate among the guests who just checked in, make sure there's nothing special any of them need. You get my drift?"

"Of course, sir."

"Trouble is, I don't have all the numbers."

"Numbers, sir?"

"Their rooms."

The clerk began to lose his smile. "I'm sorry, sir, but hotel policy…"

Bolan slid a twenty-dollar bill across the desk; the deskman made it disappear.

"Of course, in that case…"

He began to rattle off the numbers. Bolan read back the list from memory, hearing it confirmed. He thanked the clerk and drifted toward the elevator, grateful that Bartoli's man had found his way outside. He saw the man in profile, handing the valet a ticket stub, and then the elevator doors slid shut to block his view.

The reinforcements occupied three different floors, as a concession to security. It might have been sufficient, in the case of a direct assault by hostile troops, but Bolan had a different strategy in mind. He started at the top and chose the target farthest from the elevator, working backward, hoping that he might be finished with his task before the bodies were discovered. Either way, he'd be heading toward the exit, rather than away from it.

He knocked three times before he got an answer at the first door and was finally confronted with a sallow face, dark eyes and a twisted sneer.

"What is it?"

"It" consisted of a silent parabellum round, dispatched at skin-touch range between the eyes. He gave the door a shove, to keep the dead man's fall from blocking it, and found his partner just emerging from the bathroom, zipping up his pants.

"What's all the… Jesus Christ!"

The shooter didn't have his guns on, and he recognized the fatal error in a heartbeat, breaking toward the bed where several weapons had been laid out for cleaning. Bolan helped him get there with a round between the shoulders, which lifted him completely off his feet and draped him across the mattress.

Bolan checked their weapons and smiled. An Ingram submachine gun with a foot-long silencer attached protruded from beneath the body of his second target. The warrior worked it free and checked the action, trying out the safety, chambering a round.

His own Beretta had the capability of firing 3-shot bursts, but he could use the little Ingram room-broom to facilitate his play from this point on. He found three extra magazines and slipped them in his pocket, conscious of the way in which they weighted down his jacket. It wasn't important. At the moment, fashion was the least of Bolan's worries, and the men he was about to meet would be in no position to complain.

Before he left, he rummaged through an open suitcase, found a pair of frag grenades and clipped them to his belt. The troops had come prepared for war, and he wasn't averse to using their own arms against them. It fit his sense of justice nicely, all in all.

Emerging from the room, Bolan checked the corridor for traffic, carrying his liberated Ingram in the open. His second stop was three doors down.

He knocked, and this time got an answer on the first attempt.

"Who is it?"

Bolan braced himself, the Ingram at his hip.

"Room service."

He could hear muttered conversation on the other side. "We didn't order nothin'."

"Compliments of the house."

"Oh, yeah? Well, what the hell…"

The door swung open. Bolan triggered off a rising burst that ripped his human target from the belt line to his Adam's apple. The follow-through was necessarily abrupt, as Bolan knew the gunner's roomie would be scrambling for hardware.

A second hardman stood near the sliding doors, clearing leather as he recognized the Ingram's muffled growl. He never had an opportunity to use his weapon as a trio of parabellum manglers pinned him against the wall and snuffed out the spark of life. He left a crimson smudge on the wall as he slithered to the floor and came to rest.

Four down, a mere sixteen to go. The Executioner reloaded and turned on his heel. He checked the wall clock, fashioned in a sunburst, as he reached the door.

Death had a schedule to keep, and he was running right on time.


     *

It took a while, but something clicked in Sonny Esposito's mind — the tall man in the hotel lobby, wearing an expensive suit. He wasn't out of place, per se, considering the prices charged by the hotel, but tourists slumming on the island didn't dress that well, and there was something else about the guy — a look, perhaps — that Sonny couldn't put his finger on.

If anyone had asked him off the cuff, he might have said the guy was in from Lauderdale to join the party. But he wasn't. Sonny knew the reinforcements to a man, and he'd never seen the stranger before.

Or had he?

There was something in his posture and the way he moved that struck a chord of memory with Esposito. They hadn't been introduced, of that much he was certain, but he might have seen the big man at a party, one of those conventions that the Families convened from time to time.

New York?

The mere suggestion sent a chill through Sonny's blood. If the bastards had a man in the hotel, they might be getting ready for a major move.

He shouldered through the tall glass doors and scanned the lobby. Zip. He hustled toward the registration counter, where the spit-shined clerk was grinning at him, doubtless hoping for another tip.

"Monsieur?"

"A tall man, dark, expensive clothes."

"Yes, sir?"

"Where is he?"

"I believe he went upstairs."

"Is he a guest at the hotel?"

"No, sir. But he had business with the other members of your party."

"Yeah, I'll bet."

He had two choices: he could either call Bartoli, or he could proceed alone and save some precious time.

The elevator was returning, and its door slid open to reveal an empty car. He bolted for it, making up his mind while in motion, and stabbed at a button with his index finger. He would start on four, and take it up from there. Along the way, he could recruit the other guns to help him in his sweep. They could begin to earn their money right away.

If only he could place the stranger, figure out where they had met before.

It would help if he knew something about the man he was about to kill.


     *

Jean-Claude Solange replaced the telephone receiver in its cradle, scowling. Meddlers! How could spineless politicians expect him to do his job when he was undercut by interference from above?

Francois Descartes had spoken to the officers in charge of Haiti's military government before he called. There had been no mistake on that score, and for all his disappointment, all his anger, it would be a serious mistake to disregard the orders.

He would have to free the girl. As for the priest…

Descartes hadn't explained in any kind of detail. It was «necessary» for Michelle Saint-Cyr to be released, unharmed, as soon as possible. The rulers of the junta had agreed.

So be it.

Moving back along the corridor, he came to the interrogation room and entered, careful to secure the door behind him. Father Paul Langois was still suspended from the parrot's perch, his naked body covered with the welts of beating and burns inflicted by the prod. Michelle Saint-Cyr was shackled to a chair directly opposite, her pristine flesh as yet unmarked by violence.

Solange had taken pleasure in compelling her to watch the priest's interrogation, crying out as if in pain each time that he applied the prod. She seemed to share the cleric's suffering, as if their souls were somehow intertwined, and it amused Solange to make two puppets dance by prodding one.

The girl had been earmarked as a special treat, but now Solange would have to pass. Descartes was waiting. More importantly, Jean-Claude's superiors were waiting, men who held the power of life and death. He might be the commander of Macoutes, but in his heart Solange knew he could never stand against the junta. He didn't have men or guns enough.

"You're going home," he told the naked girl, then immediately turned toward the priest. "And you…I think you've told us everything by now. Is that not so?"

He walked across the room to stand behind Langois, examining Michelle across the bony outline of the cleric's knees. She didn't see the razor in his hand as he bent down to grasp the man's hair, haul backward on Langois's head and bare the curve of his throat.

"Goodbye, my friend."

The blade bit deep, slashing from left to right across the jugular and the carotid artery. Dark fountains spurted high, the crimson droplets falling on Michelle's thighs and breasts. Twin streamers marked her cheeks like bloody tears.

Solange stepped backward, waiting for the priest's convulsions to subside. A drain was centered in the concrete floor, beneath the parrot's perch, and it was gurgling now, a hollow, thirsty sound.

He wiped the razor off on Father Langois and slipped it in his pocket, reaching for the buckle of his belt. Unharmed, Descartes had said. An expert in the field of harm, Solange knew that it didn't mean untouched.

"My child," he fairly whispered. "There is something that you wish to tell me, is there not?"

One hand reached out to smear the blood across her breast, the nipple stiffening beneath his touch. Solange didn't mistake her terror for arousal. He was simply unconcerned about the difference.

"No comment? Very well. Shall we begin?"


     *

"I'm telling you, they didn't bring us all this way, with all this iron, to sit around and watch 'em build casinos."

"Yeah? So where's the fire? Who is it we're supposed to be at war with, can you tell me that?"

Francesco Abbandando spun the cylinder on his revolver, peering through the empty chambers, cleaning brush in hand. The weapon was a big Colt Python; it would drop a charging rhino if you knew precisely where to place your rounds, and Frank the Dasher knew. He was an artist with the weapon and he knew a little bit about the politics of war, as well.

"I'm betting on New York," he said around his cigarette. "They're always hungry. Never get enough, those bastards. Someone bakes a pie, they have to be the first ones with their noses in the oven."

"I don't know about that, Frank."

His roomie, Art Falcone, couldn't let it rest. The guy would argue if you told him that the sky was blue.

"You think I'm wrong?"

"I think Chicago could be pushing it, that's what I think. Things haven't been so hot the past few years, with all that federal heat. I wouldn't be surprised to hear Don Scipio was looking for some extra income on the side."

"You're dreaming, Artie. It's New York, believe me."

"Yeah? I got a C-note says you're blowing smoke."

"I hate to take your money, man."

"So, force yourself."

"You're on. First dude we pop, you wait and see if he's not from the Apple."

"Do I have to hold my breath?"

"I'll tell you something, Artie — no one likes a smart ass."

"Sounds to me…"

His line was interrupted by a rapping on the door. Both gunners glanced in that direction, back at each other, then reached for their iron. The Dasher got his Python loaded, closed the cylinder and slipped his index finger through the trigger guard.

"It's prob'ly Michael, or the Frog."

"I guess. You want to check it out?"

"No problem."

Falcone drifted toward the door, the Dasher covering. He stopped ten feet away, his automatic still inside its holster as he called. "Who is it?"

The response was garbled, indistinct.

"Say what?"

Again, from where he sat, Frank Abbandando couldn't understand the words.

"Sounds like he's talking with his mouth full." Artie grinned. "Some people got no couth."

His hand was on the doorknob, twisting, when the Dasher understood their danger. Rising from his chair beside the bed, he took a step toward Artie, toward the door, and caught himself.

"Hey, Artie, don't do tha…"

Too late. The door was opening, with Artie moving in to block his view. "For Christ's sake, I can't understand a fucking word…"

The Dasher didn't have to see the gun. He recognized its sound, and the effect its short burst had on Artie, drilling through his chest and ripping blow holes in his back. He was dead before he hit the carpet.

Abbandando dropped behind the bed as Artie's killer stepped inside and closed the door behind him. It was reflex, sure. He wasn't frightened. Maybe just a bit concerned, but he was also still alive, and meant to stay that way.

He could explain the seeping dampness at his crotch another time.

By listening, he knew approximately where the gunner stood, no more than fifteen feet away, at roughly ten o'clock. He would be sweeping with the submachine gun, knowing that his second target had to be behind the bed or in the closet. It would be a simple choice; the closet door was standing open, showing luggage on the floor and nothing else.

The Dasher had to make his move, regardless of the risks involved. He couldn't simply lie there on the floor and hope the gunner would leave; it just didn't work that way.

If he could make some noise, alert the others, they would come and help him. Right. Assuming they were still alive and able to respond. He cursed the memory of Art Falcone. The little bastard never should have touched that doorknob.

In the movies, gunmen always came out snarling with defiance, making macho noises for the camera. Never mind that you would give yourself away before you ever fired a shot, with all those barnyard noises. Hollywood was filled with hacks who wrote their scripts so Walter Mitty types could play along.

The real pros killed in silence, sneaking up behind an adversary when they could — or conning someone like Falcone into opening the goddamned door. It made things so much easier when you could take your target by surprise.

The Dasher heaved himself erect and fired the Python twice, its thunderous explosions filling the room before he realized his error. Magnum hollowpoints gouged plaster from the wall, but they had passed through empty air to get there.

Twelve feet to his left, the stranger held an Ingram leveled at his waist. The Dasher knew he didn't have a hope in hell of pulling off the shot, but he would no more give it up without a fight than he would use the Python on himself.

He twisted, trying desperately to aim before he lost his balance. He saw the Ingram's silencer erupt with flame, experienced the hammer stroke against his ribs. And he was falling, weightless for a moment, barely conscious of the pain.

He lost the Python as he fell, numb fingers giving up their purchase. Lying in the middle of the room, he watched the stranger circle, moving closer, holding steady with the stuttergun. There was no feeling in Frank's body below the armpits.

"New York?" he asked the dark man. "Yeah, I thought so. Hey, that's one you owe me, Artie."

Somehow, somewhere, Frank the Dasher hoped he would be heard.


     *

Six down, and there were six more on the fifth floor, eight men on the fourth. He took the service stairs this time and had them to himself. On five he risked a glance along the corridor before emerging and froze at the sight of two Americans approaching.

He ducked back, held the door ajar and waited, listening. The hardmen knocked and waited, answered in a moment by another of their kind who welcomed them inside and closed the door.

Fine.

The troops had settled in, unpacked their bags and were visiting among themselves. It was a natural progression, but it made his work more dangerous. With four men in a room, the odds against his pinning all of them at once were doubled. Twice as many guns meant twice the risk… and he was running out of time.

The two wild shots upstairs hadn't been audible below, and Bolan thanked his lucky stars for that. If there were other guests on six, however, someone might be dialing the police right now. It would be one thing to abort the mission, leaving seventy percent of his intended targets still alive, but slipping past a riot squad was something else.

Bolan flipped a mental coin, deciding to proceed. He stepped into the empty corridor and padded silently forward until he reached his destination. He could hear them through the door, their laughter coarse and as hard as nails.

How many?

If all six had gathered in a single room, his knock might put them on an instant combat alert. On the other hand, if there were only four inside, and they were still expecting company…

Bolan drew the Beretta with his left hand, held the Ingram in his right. He knocked on the door with the butt of the 93-R, and there were no questions this time as the door was opened by a hulk with curly hair and double chins. A shoulder rig supported a.45 beneath each arm.

The warrior led with the Beretta, squeezing off a single, silent round that drilled his adversary's forehead, spouting crimson. He followed with a flying kick against the door. The dead man slammed backward, going over on his back as Bolan stepped inside. There was no time to close the door behind him as he caught four soldiers scrambling to their feet.

Four soldiers, and the one already down made five.

So, where the hell was number six?

They scattered, or attempted to, within the limitations of the room. One guy was breaking off to Bolan's left, a snubby.38 in hand. The Executioner punched him against the wall with two quick rounds from the Beretta, swinging up the Ingram simultaneously to protect his other flank.

One of the gunners had been wiping down a shotgun, polishing the barrel with a chamois cloth. But he forgot the chore when Bolan barged into the room. He was tugging on the slide and chambering a round when the warrior hit him with a figure-eight, the spray of parabellums hurling the guy across the nearest bed and out of sight.

He swept the Ingram back and forth, its muzzle flashing, cartridge cases pattering around him on the carpet. Number four was breaking for the balcony when Bolan caught him in midstride, pitching him forward. The hardman smashed face-first through the tall sliding doors and hung there, impaled, as his life blood trickled out on the floor.

Number five had his pistol in hand and squeezed off a round as he ran for the bathroom and cover. The Ingram was empty, and Bolan relied on the 93-R, putting two slugs through the bull's-eye and dropping his man on the threshold, his face pressing tile.

The Executioner was feeding the Ingram its last magazine when he stepped through the doorway… and met number six. He was late for the party, but fast on the draw with his chrome.45, knocking holes in the wall where his target had stood seconds earlier.

Diving, the warrior emerged from his roll with the Ingram up and tracking, rattling off the last magazine in something like a second and a half. The gunner took it all, his jacket rippling with the impact, shredded on his back by bullets passing through. He toppled backward heavily and lay immobile on the carpet.

Bolan left his borrowed Ingram in the middle of the corridor and turned away. As he retreated toward the stairwell he heard the hiss of elevator doors behind him, turning just in time to lock eyes with an old, familiar face.

The lone survivor of the convoy. And there were other men behind him, holding guns as they emerged into the corridor.


     *

They didn't want to listen right away, but Sonny Esposito had impressed the gunners with his sense of urgency. Reluctantly they put their coats back on and brought their hardware, four guys accompanying Sonny in the elevator, four proceeding to the stairs in case their man was traveling the hard way.

They agreed to start on five, collect the other men there, and move on to six. If there was still no sign of Sonny's target, he would stand them all to drinks and write it off as nerves. It was far better, after all that he had seen in the past few days, to blunder on the side of caution.

He saw the dead man first, and recognized him as a member of the Lauderdale contingent. Next he noticed the open door and a figure moving past it toward the service stairs. The gunman must have heard them coming, for he turned immediately, pinning Esposito with those graveyard eyes.

"We've got the bastard!" Sonny shouted. "Nail him!"

He was deafened by the thunderclap of weapons going off around him. His automatic suddenly felt heavy, but he held it firm in both hands, squeezing off three rounds in rapid-fire before he realized his target had evaporated.

The stairwell!

Esposito didn't have to tell the others what to do. They were already rushing forward, leaving him behind as they attacked the doorway, spreading out on either side in case their prey was waiting just beyond with a surprise.

They huddled at the door for several seconds, listening, before they tried the knob. It opened easily on empty space. Esposito was about to urge them forward when he saw them gaping at their feet, recoiling from an object that had wobbled toward them.

"Jesus Christ!"

"Look out, for…"

The blast knocked Sonny on his backside and emptied his lungs, but he was lucky, even so. Up close, the frag grenade had fired a thousand bits of jagged shrapnel through his troops, and they were lying crumpled on the carpet, plaster sifting down from overhead.

His ears were ringing, and he felt blood streaming from his nose, but Sonny's first reaction was amazement, followed by a flash of rage.

And fear, when he considered how his capo would react.

The mafioso was beginning to feel sorry for himself, when yet another blast sent shock waves rippling through the floor.


     *

The Executioner was waiting on the sixth-floor landing when the stairwell filled with smoke and screams. He had removed the safety pin on one grenade and propped it up against the door, permitting gravity to do the rest when his pursuers tried to follow. It had worked, but he wasn't free and clear.

Below the swirl of dust and smoke, he heard new voices on the stairs. A second hunting party had been sent to cut off his retreat, and Bolan palmed the second grenade, releasing the pin as he moved to the railing, extending his arm over empty space.

His fingers opened after another heartbeat, and the lethal egg was lost in drifting plaster dust. He heard it strike the stairs below, rebounding, striking farther down, as startled voices registered the threat.

"What's that?"

"It sounds like…"

Bolan cleared the access door and closed it as a second blast ripped through the stairwell, rattling the walls. He backtracked, moving down the corridor until he reached the room where he had killed the first two mafiosi. He had locked the door behind him when he left, so he had to shoot the lock off. Stowing the Beretta, he entered and crossed directly to the window.

From the balcony it was relatively simple to reach the fire escape, with Bolan's sports car standing undisturbed below. Any survivors of his hit would be more concerned with patching wounds and fabricating stories for police than mounting a pursuit. But he was counting on a swift reaction from the enemy when word of the engagement filtered back to Don Bartoli.

One way or another, it was bound to hit the fan.

He only hoped that Michelle wouldn't be caught in the cross fire.

Bolan reached his car and slid in behind the wheel. He had his key in the ignition when a sudden movement on his left attracted his attention. He recognized the man who had emerged from hiding in the shadow of a garbage Dumpster.

"You must help me find Michelle," Jacques Petoit demanded.
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The journey into Port-au-Prince had been a risky proposition for Petoit and his commandos, but the news about Michelle and Father Paul had been compelling, forcing Jacques to take the chance. He learned of their arrest almost by accident, when he made routine contact with a sympathizer in the capital, a man with eyes inside the state police and other branches of the government. It was the worst of news, in such immediate conjunction with the slaughter of his soldiers, and Petoit knew some response was necessary. Voting with a show of hands, his fifteen brave survivors had agreed unanimously.

They had scrubbed the raid for arms and packed such weapons as they had, proceeding on a short forced march to reach the highway. There, a farmer was «persuaded» to provide them with a lift, his passengers unloading near the city limits, where the squalid slums hung on like dark, malignant growths.

The rebels found a place to hide themselves inside an ancient, burned-out factory that had become a sort of housing complex for the homeless. The police paid no attention to the area, and they would be secure for several hours while Petoit went into town.

His contact in the city had a wealth of information, which he hadn't revealed when they had spoken briefly on the telephone. Not only were Michelle and Father Paul in custody, but there was trouble with the gamblers, some kind of shooting war among themselves. The lord of Liberté, Bartoli, had imported gunmen from America to sway the odds.

Petoit had recognized Mike Blanski's hand at once. Not only had the American survived, but he was still at liberty and carrying on his war against the gamblers. If there was a way of making contact…

Jacques had pumped his contact, learning that the new arrivals, gunmen all, were staying at a large hotel downtown. With Haiti's tourist business in a killing slump, the odds were they would have the building almost to themselves.

Almost.

Petoit would happily have bet his life on Blanski dropping in to pay the enemy a visit. Twenty targets, all together, was a lure the American wouldn't resist. And if he was mistaken… well, at least he would have had a walk downtown.

The battle had been underway when he arrived. Petoit heard nothing of the gunshots, but the detonation of grenades was audible outside of the hotel, albeit muffled, distant. He was moving toward the servant's entrance, bent on doing something — anything — when he observed a figure scrambling down the fire escape. He found a hiding place and waited.

Sneaking up on Blanski was, perhaps, the greatest risk Petoit had taken yet that day. He trusted the American to look before he fired, and this time faith had been rewarded. Still, there was a tremor in his voice as he addressed the warrior.

"You must help me find Michelle."

"I'm working on it," Blanski told him, when a block of city traffic lay between their backs and the hotel. "I've spent the past two hours rattling Bartoli's cage to make him lean on the Macoutes. I'll keep it up until he comes across or folds."

"And if Michelle…"

He couldn't finish, but the soldier understood.

"I'll blow their house down," Bolan told him simply, with conviction.

"What of Father Paul?"

"What of him?"

"He was also taken into custody. A demonstration in the street."

"I didn't know about Langois. That makes it sticky, but I'll try to put him on the shopping list. No promises."

"I understand."

They drove in silence for a time, until they found a public telephone and Bolan parked beside the open booth.

"This won't take long," he said. "Start thinking of a drop, in case we're lucky."

"Drop?"

"A meeting place if they deliver."

But Jacques Petoit required no time to think about a "drop." He had a meeting place in mind already, which he thought would suit them perfectly.


     *

It took a moment for his call to be patched through to Francois Descartes, and Bolan was about to cradle the receiver when he recognized the high-pitched, nervous voice.

"Hello?"

"I'm hoping you're not dumb enough to try a trace."

"But no, monsieur. You may recall that something happened to my telephone."

He smiled at the indignant tone. "It could have been your head, Francois. A bunch of Don Bartoli's boys just found that out."

"I am aware of the… disturbance."

"Then you know the reason for my call."

"Of course. It is unfortunate you didn't call before your visit to Bartoli's men."

"How's that?"

"The junta has agreed to your demand. Michelle Saint-Cyr will be released."

A surge of sweet relief was swallowed by concern. A trick was almost mandatory in the circumstances, but he had no time to think of that at the moment.

"I also want the priest."

"The priest? What priest?"

"Langois. He was arrested in a street parade this afternoon."

"Ah, yes." The functionary's tone was dismal. "I'm afraid that what you ask will not be possible."

"Why not, Francois?"

"Because the prisoner in question is deceased. He was…"

"Attempting to escape," the soldier finished for him. "Yeah, I know the drill. Consider Don Barton's men a small down payment for Langois. If there's a problem with the girl — and I mean any problem whatsoever — you can count on joining them yourself."

"We must arrange a meeting place."

"I'll call you back. We're too long on the line already."

Circling his car to reach the driver's seat, the Executioner was pondering his problem. They were bound to tail Michelle, in hopes that she would lead them to another rebel stronghold. Bolan's blitz couldn't go unavenged by either the Macoutes or Don Bartoli.

"Well?"

"Langois's already dead." He read the rebel leader's pain as genuine, but neither of them could afford the luxury just now. "How many soldiers do you have?"

"Fifteen," Petoit responded.

"In the city?"

"Yes."

"They're ready to release Michelle, or so they say. We need to pick a drop that we can cover, just in case she has a tail."

"They'll follow her of course."

"I wouldn't be surprised."

"I know a place."

He listened as Petoit described the old, abandoned factory and its crumbling neighborhood. It sounded adequate, but Bolan added a refinement of his own.

"I'd like a neutral pickup point," he said. "One man can meet Michelle when she's released, and minimize the risk of ambush on the spot."

"Agreed."

"The contact leads her to the drop, along with any tails they might pick up along the way. Official vehicles should stand out in the kind of neighborhood you just described."

"Of course. We'll know them instantly."

"What kind of physical support can you expect from the community?"

"They have no love for the Macoutes, but they aren't well organized."

"Are many of them armed?"

"Some certainly have guns. For most, I think machetes, bolo knives and such would be the limit."

Bolan frowned. He wasn't looking for a massacre, but their survival might depend on a diversion that would change the odds.

"What would it take to set them off?" he asked.

"A show of force by the Macoutes might be enough."

"All right." He palmed another coin. "I have to make another call. I've got an arbitrary meeting place in mind. From there we run a simple track and bring her home."

"Along with the Macoutes."

"And anybody else who wants to join the party."

He issued terse instructions to Descartes and waited while the man gave them back from memory without an error. Going through the motions, Bolan told Descartes that it would be «unfortunate» if anyone should try to follow, and the junta's mouthpiece solemnly agreed.

"They bought it," Bolan told Petoit when they were rolling once again.

"And what have we bought?"

Bolan glanced at Jacques Petoit and registered his obvious concern.

"With any luck, we'll have Michelle. And one more chance to shave the odds."

"Have you considered the selection of a pickup man?"

"I'll take it," Bolan said.

"Do you speak French?"

"Not the island dialect."

"It is possible that the officers who make the delivery won't speak English."

"Right. In that case…"

"I'll go." Petoit pronounced the words with quiet self-assurance.

"What about your men?"

"I'll prepare them in advance. Enough of them speak English that you should be able to communicate in an emergency."

"Terrific. Is your mind made up?"

"It is."

"You realize the pickup man has twice the chance of taking hostile fire."

"I've considered all the risks and options."

Bolan shrugged. "Okay. I never argue with a martyr."

"Let's hope that I'll live to fight another day."

"Let's hope," the soldier fervently agreed.


     *

Michelle Saint-Cyr felt trapped inside the prison van, with sweaty men in uniform pressed close on either side. She also felt unclean, remembering her degradation at the hands of the Macoute commander, but she wouldn't break down and cry before these men. She wouldn't give them the satisfaction.

During the rape, she had remained impassive through an almost superhuman effort. Her attacker had been furious — Michelle had robbed him of his climax, after all — but he had managed to restrain himself from striking her. Self-discipline was hardly customary with Macoutes, and she was curious, at first, until another officer returned her clothing and commanded her to dress.

It took some time, in spite of everything, for her to realize that she was being freed. At first she had expected them to kill her, drive her to some lonely spot as they had her father and dispatch her with a burst of rifle fire. But surely, if they meant to kill her, she would have been questioned beforehand.

As had Father Paul.

She trembled at the memory of what she had witnessed in the Macoutes interrogation chamber, how the jets of blood from Langois's severed throat had splashed her face, her body. Torn between the need to weep and vomit, she controlled herself by concentrating on the fact that she would soon be free.

It was incredible. Unprecedented. The Macoutes didn't release their prisoners so easily; in many cases, they weren't released at all. Michelle had learned much by listening to her father, Jacques Petoit, the other rebels, and she understood that something very strange was taking place.

If anything, she might have counted on more brutal treatment than the average prisoner. Instead she was about to be released without a word of explanation, dropped off in the middle of the city where she would be met… by whom?

Another mystery.

It wouldn't be Marie Dufresne, of course; the raiders would have frightened her enough to last a lifetime. No one else knew where she was, or what had happened. Did they? Could they? And what sort of pressure could her few acquaintances apply, resulting in her swift release?

She thought of Michael Blanski then, and felt a giddy rush of hope. If he had learned of her arrest somehow, he might have…

What? Demanded her release? She nearly smiled at the suggestion. How could one man hope to sway the junta, make demands of the Macoutes? It was preposterous.

She had been seated facing toward the rear, the two small windows in the back of the vehicle painted over to keep her from identifying streets or landmarks. She had no idea where they were taking her, but she would get her bearings quickly, once she was released. According to the final statements of her captors, she was being met by someone whom they called "a friend." No names were offered, and she didn't ask, afraid of implicating someone who might otherwise escape official scrutiny.

The van was slowing — for an intersection, she supposed — but then it stopped entirely, and the driver killed the engine. One member of her escort leaned forward with a key and took the handcuffs off. His partner waddled to the double doors in back and threw them open, keeping one hand on his submachine gun as the blinding light of day poured in upon them.

A moment later, Michelle let herself be led outside the van. They were in a parking lot, and the young woman immediately focused on a battered old sedan, which was parked thirty yards away. She blinked, refusing to believe her eyes at first, until she recognized Petoit.

The nearest Macoute nudged her with his weapon, forcing her in the direction of the car. She started to walk faster, half expecting automatic weapons fire to cut her down at any instant, knowing it had to be a trap. Then she stood beside Jacques, his arm around her shoulders.

"Are you well?" he asked. "They didn't… harm you?"

"I'm all right," she told him simply. There would be another time for truth, perhaps, when they were far away and truly safe.

"Come on, then. We must hurry."

As they headed west, she caught him looking out the rearview mirror frequently. Concern was plainly written on his face.

"We're being followed." Even as she spoke, Michelle was certain of the answer, and it didn't come out sounding like a question.

"Yes," he said. "I think so."

"Can we lose them?"

"I don't want to lose them," he responded with a cryptic smile. "They must not be permitted to escape."


     *

Jean-Claude Solange felt awkward in civilian clothes. Deprived of military braid and rank, he was diminished, no more than another peasant on the street. It scarcely mattered that he had an army at his beck and call, prepared to kill or die for him upon command. Without the trappings of his office he felt small and insignificant, a circumstance that fueled the fires of rage that burned inside him.

He'd been ordered to release the girl, but no one had forbidden him to find out where she ran. Through stealth, he might identify her cronies, bring them all beneath his hand for punishment. And when he had the girl in custody again…

Solange felt angry color rising in his cheeks as he recalled his recent humiliation. Failure to perform in bed was one thing; the embarrassment of falling short before an obvious inferior was something else entirely. She would suffer for the discomfort she had caused him.

If she lived.

The first priority was wiping out the rebels — root and branch. If it was possible to take survivors for interrogation, fine. If not, Solange would be content with wiping out his enemies and wading in their blood. It was a prospect that he found appealing.

"Closer."

With a nod, his driver stood on the accelerator, closing the gap between their own car and the vehicle they were pursuing. Solange couldn't identify the driver, but there would be ample time for that once he was stretched out on a slab. Solange would know him then in every detail, from the moment he was born until the hour of his death.

Soon, now, and no mistake.

He slipped the heavy automatic pistol from its holster, double-checking to be certain it was primed and ready. With his driver and the two Macoutes behind them, plus three other cars with four men each, he was prepared to close the noose around his enemies.

The downtown district was behind them, residential streets unfolding in a sprawl of homes that had been fashionable once upon a time, but had fallen into disrepair. Solange ignored the children playing in the streets, dismissing them as insignificant.

He used the two-way radio to keep in touch with his teams. Their vehicles were running parallel and keeping track of the pursuit, prepared to close at once on a signal from Solange. No matter where the rabbits went to ground, they would be trapped, completely at his mercy.

And Solange, just now, didn't feel merciful.

He felt like slaughtering his enemies and grinding them into dust.


     *

Before he left to meet Michelle, Petoit had spoken with his men, appointing two interpreters to translate any orders, if necessary, from the American. Bolan recognized their faces from his training sessions at the rebel compound, and their shrunken numbers forcibly reminded him of all that had been lost.

He counted fifteen men, and wondered what the odds would be against them when Michelle and Jacques led the trackers home. If the Macoutes were feeling confident, they might employ a token force, expecting no resistance in the heart of Port-au-Prince. Conversely, paranoid commanders might dispatch an army, sealing off the old abandoned factory that been chosen for the ambush site, corralling Bolan and the rebel troops.

The factory wasn't ideal for Bolan's purposes, but it would do. Petoit's commandos had persuaded many of the squatters to remove themselves; the handful who remained were sheltered in a concrete storage room where they were safely out of sight and — hopefully — removed from harm. If the Macoutes emerged victorious, the stragglers would be shot as rebels, but they had refused to leave, insisting that they had no other home.

The layout offered high-rise vantage points for snipers on the catwalks of the second story, and seven of the riflemen were stationed there, with orders to conserve their ammunition for precision fire. The Executioner gave one of them his sniper rifle, with some brief instruction on adjustment of the scope, and cautioned him that he must block the enemy retreat if the Macoutes began to cut and run. The eight remaining soldiers were assigned to ground-floor posts, where they would meet the first assault with everything they had. It wasn't much, but if the enemy was once inside, it might be possible to trap him there.

A couple of Petoit's irregulars had carried only knives in the beginning, but the troops had spent some time among their neighbors in the squalid slum, soliciting assistance, picking up three pistols and an ancient shotgun in the process. Other residents were armed as well, but kept their guns at home, declaring that they might — or might not — join the battle when they saw how it was going for the rebel side. It seemed a rational decision in the circumstances, but it left the Executioner without dependable backup force.

The factory itself was old but sturdy, its brick-and-mortar walls still more or less intact, though windows had been smashed by vandals. The surviving doors had been stripped clean of locks by squatters who refused to be kept out. Determined enemies would have no problem gaining entry, but the warrior's plan required precisely that. He didn't have the men or ammunition to defend the building like an ancient fort besieged. The action must be swift, decisive — and complete before their adversaries had a chance to summon reinforcements.

The Executioner was armed with his Beretta and the Desert Eagle.44, with extra magazines for each. If all went well, their enemies would be supplying other weapons soon, but he couldn't afford to look beyond the moment, concentrating on his present strategy. The punishment for overconfidence in battle was inevitably sudden death.

He'd be waiting on the ground floor when the Macoutes arrived, to stand beside the frontline troops and help them meet the enemy. If they were overrun, he was prepared to go down fighting, but with any luck at all, they just might pull it off.

The posted lookout whistled sharply, calling everyone's attention to the battered car that was approaching. Petoit was at the wheel, but he wasn't alone.

Behind the lead car, slowing at the curb, an «unmarked» government sedan was coasting to a halt, a second, carboncopy vehicle appearing close behind. Announcements from the other ground-floor troops informed the Executioner that vehicles were closing on the south and west as well.

Petoit pulled up outside an entrance to the plant and parked his vehicle in such a way that it would block the door. Michelle was close behind him as he entered, eyes immediately going wide at sight of Bolan.

"The Macoutes," Petoit announced. "They're right behind us."

"Guess again," Mack Bolan said. "They're here."
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Michelle knew that they had been followed, but naively she had counted on a simple tail. Petoit, Blanski and the others clearly were expecting an assault at any moment and were scurrying for cover, drawing guns before she had a chance to ask them how her liberty had been secured.

A rebel named Philipe escorted her across the barren floor to an inner room devoid of windows, where at least a dozen ragged souls were tucked away, presumably for safety. She objected, stating her desire to stand beside the others in the coming fight, but she was quietly refused. The rebel had his orders, and he dared not disobey Petoit.

All right, she'd wait until the action started, when the troops were occupied, and slip outside to help them on her own. There must be something she could do, instead of hiding in the darkness like a frightened mouse.

Michelle controlled her fear with a determined effort, concentrating on the faces of her roommates. They were lean and hardened by despair, their eyes impassive, posture stooped, as if the weight of mankind's ills had settled on their shoulders. She couldn't identify with them specifically, because their backgrounds were so different, but she realized a little of the horrors they had seen, the deprivation they endured.

They were the future of her homeland while the junta stayed in power.

She would fight because she had to. She owed it to her father's memory, her brother and to Michael Blanski. He had saved her life at the encampment, and his presence indicated that he also had some role in liberating her from the Macoutes.

She walked among the human scarecrows, finding one who had carried a revolver hidden underneath the tattered, filthy rain coat. She persuaded him to hand it over and opened the cylinder to find three cartridges in place. A few terse questions revealed that half a dozen others had ammunition in their pockets, even though they owned no guns. Two more rounds of the proper caliber were grudgingly surrendered, and she now had five.

Michelle had never killed a man before, nor even fired a shot in anger, but she had learned to hate in recent weeks, and she had suffered through a grim refresher course that day. The raid on the encampment and her brother's death, her own arrest and rape, the brutal death of Father Paul Langois combined to stoke the fires of rage within her.

She could kill now and never lose a wink of sleep at night. If the Macoutes were idiots enough to make themselves available as targets, she wouldn't allow the opportunity to slip away.

With any luck, she thought, her rapist might be one of those who came to take her back. He was a ranking officer, and he'd set her free with obvious reluctance, under orders from above. Michelle could only hope that he'd come for her in person, grant her one small chance to even up the score.

As if on cue, there was a warning shout outside, immediately answered by a volley of rifle fire. The blasts reverberated in the echo chamber of the vacant plant, the whine of ricochets unearthly in their tone.

The young woman glanced outside the storage room, saw men on both sides exchanging fire from any cover they could find. Michelle was terrified, but in her heart she knew she had no choice.

She ducked outside and ran to join the fight.


     *

Jean-Claude Solange was old enough and wise enough to recognize an ambush when he saw one. As his vehicle pulled up outside the vacant factory, he knew that they had been manipulated for a purpose. He experienced no outrage at the thought; if anything, his mood was closer to amusement. It delighted him that his opponents would attempt to play a game of cat and mouse.

It gave him one more golden opportunity to kill them all.

One scout car joined him at the curb, some fifty yards from the deserted plant. By radio, he had the others take positions on the south and west, permitting them to cover three sides simultaneously and prevent the rebels from escaping. Solange would lead the main assault with his seven men; the others would surround the factory and close the circle.

The plan was foolproof.

At the most, Solange decided, only a handful of rebels would be inside the ancient plant. Undisciplined and cowardly, they could be counted on to break ranks and run when they discovered their ambush was a failure. When they ran, Solange would have the sport of hunting them down.

The cars moved closer on his order, the unmarked cruisers shuddering to a halt thirty feet from where Solange's prey had parked the old sedan. Macoutes armed with automatic weapons left the cover of their cars and bolted toward the factory, scrambling through the open frames of windows, some men crawling over the abandoned car to(reach the door.

Solange was close behind them, carrying a short Beretta submachine gun, chambering a round as he advanced. Inside he heard a shout of warning — one of his men discovering a hostile figure in the shadows — and a crash of small-arms-fire immediately followed.

His enemies were armed, and he was faced with an immediate decision. He could join the fight himself, or double back and use the radio to call for reinforcements. Still, he had no clear idea of hostile numbers, and he didn't wish to court humiliation with a panic call before he verified the need for help.

And that could only be accomplished on the inside, where the action was already under way.

Solange approached the nearest window frame and clambered through, a bullet flattening against the wall six inches to his left. He fell to hands and knees, the submachine gun dangling from its strap around his neck, and scurried for the meager cover of a pit where two of his Macoutes had taken refuge.

In the old days, he supposed the pit had been designed for servicing the great machines employed by the factory. It ran for thirty feet, lengthwise across the factory. Layers of ancient grease were crusted on the floor, and the commander nearly lost his footing as he dropped into the pit.

He couldn't count the enemy from where he crouched, his head below the level of the floor, but they were taking fire from several positions. Snipers overhead were firing cautious, probing rounds, attempting to produce a lethal ricochet inside the grease pit, but so far their efforts had been wasted.

With a sudden twinge of fear, Solange began to think he might be trapped. He should have called for reinforcements at the first report of gunfire, rather than proceeding to the battleground himself. The snipers weren't terribly efficient, but they might get lucky.

Solange popped up above the level of the floor and loosed a burst from his Beretta, firing high in the direction of the catwalks overhead-He was rewarded with a flash of sparks as bullets struck the railing, but swift return fire drove him back to cover.

"We're helpless here," he snapped at his men. "We must attack!"

They glanced at one another, doubtful, but his anger spurred them on.

"I gave an order, damn you! Kill them!"

One of his commandos leaped to his feet and scrambled up the makeshift ladder, disappearing into shadows. Number two was halfway up and poised to follow when a bullet struck him in the face and drove him backward, sprawling in the grease pit. It didn't require a second glance to know that he was dead. The corpse's one remaining eye was open, staring at Solange with an expression of surprise.

No time to hesitate. The gruff commander of the Macoutes approached the ladder, breaking off his fingernails in haste as he began to climb. A bullet whispered past his ear; another struck the wall to his left and splattered him with jagged pieces of cement.

He cleared the lip and stumbled, nearly falling as he raced for the protection of a tiny office on his right. The windows had been broken by vandals long ago, but he would find a measure of protection once he slid behind the waist-high wall of cinder blocks.

Another rifle bullet shattered on the concrete floor behind him.

To Solange it sounded like the crack of doom.


     *

From his position of concealment, on the left side of an elevated concrete platform, Jacques Petoit leaned out to scan the battleground for moving targets. Eight Macoutes had entered from the front, eight more approaching from the south and west to close the ring, but two of them were down already. He could see them lying crumpled in the center of the open room, where they had fallen in their tracks.

The odds had shifted in his favor finally, but they could change at any moment. One of the Macoutes might have a walkie-talkie, or they might have left a man outside to call for backup. Either way, arrival of a fresh contingent, sealing off the factory, would spell the end.

He pushed the morbid thought aside and raised his AK-47, sighting on the grease pit where a number of Macoutes had taken refuge. One had slipped away from him already, while Petoit was lining up the shot. He would be ready when the next man showed himself.

Above him, bullets rattled on the catwalk, others smacking into solid flesh. He was glancing upward when a member of the rebel force took a hit, his awkward swan dive ending with a crunch of bone on the concrete. He recognized the tattered shirt and said a silent prayer for Louis DesJardin, a founding member of the people's army. Sacrificed — for what?

The gunner showed himself, and this time Jacques was ready, squeezing off a 3-round burst that struck his target in the face and dropped him back inside the grease pit. One for Louis, and he hoped he might have time to kill the rest of the Macoutes before another wave appeared.

Petoit had ceased to think in terms of ultimate defeat or victory. The moment took priority, survival instinct overriding conscious thought. Michelle was safe while the Macoutes were held at bay, and there was nothing to be done for Father Paul except to seek revenge.

So many dead. Petoit suspected he could fight forever, kill a thousand of his enemies, without redressing the imbalance for his loss.

But he could make a start right now.

Before he could react, a third Macoute erupted from the grease pit, nearly losing his balance, and raced for the office cubicle. Petoit squeezed off a hasty burst, but he was late and high, the bullets gouging pockets in the wall behind his target, wasted. Cursing bitterly, he watched the running figure disappear beyond his line of sight.

He pulled the empty magazine and fed another into the receiver. That left one, and he'd have to make them count. His life was riding on the line, together with the lives of all his men. Perhaps, another vantage point…

Petoit ignored a sudden escalation in the firing as he broke from cover.


     *

The Desert Eagle thundered once and sent two hundred and forty grains of death downrange, its human target vaulting backward on impact like an acrobat. Bolan ducked back under cover as the dead Macoute's two comrades opened up with submachine guns, raising clouds of dust from broken cinder blocks before they realized that they were wasting precious ammunition.

He had counted sixteen hostile guns, and nine of them were down, against a friendly loss of four known dead and one man wounded. He wasn't in a position to confirm the body count, but it was close enough. It said that they were winning, for the moment, if they didn't screw things up.

Bolan shifted slightly to achieve a new perspective on the killing ground. Around the fallen bodies, blood had puddled on the concrete floor, its crimson luster soiled by grease and grime. The smell of gun smoke filled his nostrils, hanging like a pall above the indoor battlefield. The steady beat of gunfire had begun to fade, as each side settled down to wait the other out and save its ammunition.

Bolan knew the rebels must be running short. He counted three positions that had fallen silent in the past few seconds, whether from an act of prudence or exhaustion of their meager stock he couldn't tell. In either case, he heard the doomsday numbers running in his head. They couldn't drag the battle out interminably, or police might happen by and intervene.

Across the cavern of the factory, a clutch of four Macoutes had obviously reached a similar conclusion, breaking cover as the Executioner was searching for a plan of action on his own. Their movement threatened a pair of rebels who were obviously taken by surprise, pinned down by automatic fire.

The Executioner snapped up the Desert Eagle in a secure, two-handed grip and sighted down the slide. The first round struck his target just below the armpit, spinning him around and toppling another man off balance in the process. Bolan nailed the second gunner with a head shot, drilling through one cheek and taking out a fist-sized portion of his skull in back.

Numbers three and four were startled, panicked, and they broke in opposite directions, seeking cover. Bolan chose the nearer for his mark and let him run, knees pumping, face contorted with the rigor of exertion. Sighting on his chest, the soldier stroked his Magnum's trigger, rode the savage recoil, gauging for effect.

The runner seemed to stumble on a hidden trip-wire, wobbling through an awkward pirouette with arms outflung before he hit the concrete floor. There was a dazed expression on his face, as if in death he had secured the unexpected answer to some final mystery.

And number four was gone.

The man had found an open doorway and was safe inside before the Executioner could verify his spot and swing the Magnum into target acquisition. It was careless, but at least the hostile numbers were reduced by three, a pair of rebel soldiers spared from instant death. He left them to it, hoping they could root out the final gunner and deal with him themselves.

Intent on seeking other targets, Bolan nearly shot Michelle. She was a darting shadow on his left, a sudden movement in the midst of no-man's land. When he turned to bring her under fire, he recognized the profile, easing off the trigger with a heartbeat left to spare.

He cursed beneath his breath, was braced to follow her and drag her back if possible, when concentrated fire from other quarters pinned him down. His final view, before she disappeared, revealed her crouching in the shadow of the little bricked-in office, creeping slowly toward the open window where her enemies lay waiting.

There was nothing he could do to help her now.

It would be all the Executioner could do to help himself.


     *

Michelle was out of breath from running over open ground, with bullets snapping at her heels. She thought perhaps both sides had opened fire at one point, neither recognizing her immediately, anxious for a target now that everyone had gone to ground. It was a miracle, of sorts, that she was still alive.

She sat and rested for a moment in the shadow of the office cubicle, allowing pulse and respiration to regain some semblance of normality. The throbbing of her pulse was audible, almost obscuring the sounds of gunfire in the factory. She was afraid her heart might fail and cheat her of a chance to confront her rapist.

But she had seen the man moments earlier, emerging from the grease pit on a hectic dash to reach the office. He was still inside, with others of his kind, and she had sought him out deliberately, the symbol of her shame and suffering. If she could kill this man, alone, her life would have some meaning and she could surrender it with dignity.

Five rounds. She hadn't fired her weapon yet, nor would she waste a single round before she had a solid target. Inexperienced with guns, she knew that point-blank range would be her only hope. And that, in turn, meant she'd have to make her way inside the tiny office.

It might be tantamount to self-destruction, but she felt numb inside, and thus had nothing left to lose. But there was everything to gain.

An empty window frame was just ahead of her, and she was sliding toward it, in a fighting crouch, when one of the Macoutes popped up to fire his rifle. Stretching out her arm before he could react, Michelle squeezed off a single round at skin-touch range and slammed a bullet through the center of his forehead, shattering his skull.

She swallowed her revulsion, lunging through the window as the echoes of her gunshot died away. She lost her footing on the dead man's stomach, falling, and the stumble saved her life as two Macoutes came up firing.

Both had submachine guns, but their haste betrayed them, and the weapons laid down overlapping patterns on the cinder blocks above her head. Reflexively she answered with three quick rounds, amazed to see one gunner topple backward, spewing crimson from a blow hole in his chest.

The other — clearly recognizable by now — was leaping for the nearest window, disappearing in a sprawl of arms and legs outside as she relaxed her pressure on the trigger. Only one round was left, and she wasn't about to waste it while her rapist made his getaway.

Ignoring danger to herself, she sprinted through the doorway, close upon his heels. The man was overweight, but panic gave him speed, and he was running for his life. She saw him breaking for the door where she'd entered with Petoit short moments earlier and veered to cut him off.

The man seemed to know that he was being pursued. Turning as he ran, he loosed a burst in her direction, snarling as the shots flew wild. Michelle stopped short, the small revolver braced in both her hands and drew a bead, her pressure on the trigger long and slow.

She didn't miss, but it wasn't a killing shot. She saw the plume of blood that spurted from a shoulder wound and heard his weapon clatter on the concrete. Reeling, somehow managing to keep his balance, he continued running, reaching the doorway and disappeared.

Effectively unarmed, Michelle gave chase.


     *

Jean-Claude Solange couldn't believe the way his fortune had deserted him. His men were dying in the factory like livestock in a slaughterhouse, and he was running for his life, disarmed and wounded by a woman. He could reach the car at last, attain some distance from the fight and call for reinforcements. Later, when the rebels had been crushed, he could revise the history of the engagement to present himself in a heroic light.

Just now, the issue was survival.

Pounding through the doorway, he was forced to climb one-handed, scrabbling across the old sedan that had been parked to form a barricade. He made it, barely, and was moving toward the cruisers when he saw the crowd.

Perhaps two hundred ragged peasants had descended on the Macoutes' cars and were systematically destroying them with hammers, lengths of pipe and other makeshift bludgeons. Windows had been battered in, antennas stripped away, the hoods pried open so that members of the mob could vent their wrath on the engines.

One of them spotted Solange, and while the colonel had never laid eyes on the man, the peasant smiled in instant recognition. He immediately recognized Solange for what he was.

An eerie, warbling cry was raised. "Macoute! Macoute!"

Solange was forced to draw his pistol as they rushed him. Grappling with the safety, thumbing back the hammer, he fired twice, three times, and watched the leaders of the lynching party topple in their tracks before he was surrounded.

And his own voice briefly joined the screaming chorus as he died.
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The posters had been printed overnight, from grainy photographs of Father Paul Langois. A printer sympathetic to the rebel cause had done the work, producing seven hundred blowups of the movement's newest martyr, with a bloodred caption reading Murdered By Macoutes.

To Jacques Petoit, the face depicted in the photographs seemed unfamiliar, strange, as if a rank impostor had disguised himself as Father Paul. The snapshots, taken at another protest months before, had caught him in the middle of a speech, with one fist raised. It made him look combative, but it failed to catch the gentleness of spirit that had been his trademark while alive.

For all of that, the posters set a mood, and that was Jacques Petoit's main interest now. With yesterday's arrests in mind, the circulation of reports that Father Paul was dead, assassinated by the government, it had been simple to recruit participants for one more demonstration. Thousands had begun to gather on the streets by eight o'clock; by nine o'clock he gave up counting and decided they were ready to begin.

If he was coming, the American should be in place by now.

The demonstration had a point to make with leaders of the junta, but it also had another purpose. Blanski had a special target on the line of march, and if he followed through on schedule, he would use the protest as a cover for his own approach. He had assured Petoit that members of the demonstration wouldn't be endangered by his actions, and Petoit had taken the man at his word.

Considering the numbers of police in evidence, it was the least of his concerns just now.

The body of Jean-Claude Solange had been unrecognizable when his attackers scattered, fleeing the approach of distant sirens, but the radio had carried grave reports of his "assassination by the so-called people's movement." It was one thing, battling Macoutes and soldiers to the death, but quite another when an ogre like Solange was brought to book. Petoit had felt a surge of satisfaction in a job well done, before he realized that there would be a new commander of Macoutes, another to contend with in the endless struggle.

With the passing of Jean-Claude Solange, the junta had prepared itself for war. A handful of police had been on hand at eight o'clock, when marchers started gathering downtown, and they were quickly reinforced. They couldn't match the marchers with their numbers, but Petoit had seen that some of them were armed with riot guns and rifles, in addition to the usual prods and truncheons. Several of the reinforcements also carried submachine guns — in an effort to intimidate the dissidents? Or were they acting under different orders this time? Had they come to kill?

It would be nothing new for troops to fire on demonstrators, but in the past such actions had been taken only in the face of widespread violence, the threat of armed attacks on the police. It would be something else entirely, if the men in uniform were unleashed to avenge Jean-Claude Solange. A massacre might easily result, and if it came to that, Petoit didn't intend for all the casualties to be civilian.

He had spotted seven of his riflemen on rooftops and in the windows of second-story flats along the route of the march. Each sniper was positioned so that he could watch a block in each direction, with the capability of overlapping fire from other nests. The men were to take no action if the demonstration ran its normal course — the usual arrests and clubbings — but they had orders to respond at once if any officer should fire into the crowd.

The demonstrators had begun to move when Bolan arrived. He wore a suit and tie, and carried an attaché case. He scarcely glanced in the direction of the marchers and police. To all appearances, he was a businessman with business on his mind.

Petoit moved on and wished him luck. He had a feeling the American might need it.


     *

Bartoli's private bank was tucked away behind the staid facade of an investment firm in downtown Port-au-Prince. Its address and its function were known at Justice, back in Washington, but money stashed in Haiti or invested on behalf of clients there was well beyond the reach of the IRS. Each month, a «mule» departed from Miami or Fort Lauderdale, his luggage stuffed with cash and the airline tickets covering a round-trip to Jamaica. No one bothered checking baggage bound for Kingston, since Jamaica banking officers had shown their willingness to deal with Uncle Sam. Upon arrival, Don Bartoli's bagman simply caught a short commuter flight to Port-au-Prince, avoiding hassles all the way, and registered the new deposit.

There were no receipts, no passbooks. None was necessary, since Bartoli owned the building and the bank, a small improvement on the banking laws that doubled his security. The «president» and staff had been advised about the consequences of discrepancies in the account. They understood and offered service with a smile.

The Executioner intended to erase those smiles in one fell swoop.

He hadn't robbed a bank before, but he'd done his homework and he came prepared. He'd demand to see the president, and since the man had little else to do, aside from sitting on Bartoli's cash, he would comply. As for the rest… well, that would be a challenge.

As he pushed through the frosted doors, Bolan caught a whiff of money in the foyer. It was a distinctive smell, most often found in boardrooms and the offices of banks like Chase Manhattan. Tiny branch banks, squatting in a thousand shopping malls across America, could never measure up; they smelled like cheap department stores. Bartoli's private bank was rich enough to carry the aroma, and he breathed it in like the bouquet of fine old wine.

The teller-cum-receptionist seemed startled by the actual appearance of a customer. Bartoli had no shipment due this week, and no one else had ventured through the door in more than two weeks. It took a moment, but she managed to approximate a smile of welcome.

"May I help you, sir?"

"I need to see the manager, at once."

"I'm sorry, sir, but…"

"As you should be. I've been waiting for him to return my calls, and I'm afraid my patience is exhausted. Will he see me now, or should I speak to the police?"

Her eyes went wide. "One moment, please."

She disappeared and returned half a minute later with man of middle age. His snowy hair was styled precisely, setting off his sunlamp tan. His teeth were capped, and he looked perfectly at home inside a thousand-dollar suit.

"I don't believe we know each other, sir."

"We will."

Bolan slipped a hand inside his jacket, as if reaching for a business card, and hauled out the Beretta.

"I'm withdrawing my entire account," he said.

The man in charge was having trouble with his voice. "Account?"

"Bartoli, once removed. Let's see the vault."

"You're making a mistake."

"It wouldn't be the first time."

The Beretta settled any further arguments, and Bolan trailed his prisoners along a corridor that bore no great resemblance to a bank's interior. A door marked Private opened onto a second door, which was constructed of armor-plated steel and fitted with a row of combination locks.

"I'm waiting."

Several moments passed before the door was opened. The vault was relatively small and resembled a walk-in closet with a bank of steel drawers mounted in one wall. They were safe-deposit boxes, filled with cash and securities belonging to Bartoli. Money reaped from drugs and prostitution, from extortion and pornography, from the corruption of a thousand honest businesses.

"Dump everything out here," he ordered, pointing toward the middle of the floor. "The cash goes in the briefcase. Large bills only."

The bank employees followed his instructions to the letter, emptying the drawers until a knee-high pile of currency and stock certificates was heaped upon the floor between them. Bolan counted close to seven hundred thousand dollars as the bundles filled his bag. He retrieved it when it was loaded, and directed his two hostages to leave the vault.

He palmed a pair of slim incendiary sticks and dropped them on the pile of loot, the timers running down to doomsday. The went off together with a snap and crackle as he cleared the doorway, white-hot chemicals enveloping the cash and stocks in leaping flames.

"You have a fire alarm?" he asked.

"Downstairs."

"I'd recommend you use it. If they're fast enough, you might save something yet."

The president departed in a rush, but his receptionist was slower, hanging back with Bolan on the stairs. "You're not an ordinary thief," she said. "Who are you?"

Bolan handed her a marksman's medal as the fire alarm began to clamor.

"Give this to Bartoli. It should answer any questions he might have. And thank him for the loan."

He reached the sidewalk as the tail end of the demonstration passed by. Outside, the fire alarm was barely audible above the din of chanting voices, and the officers on riot duty never even glanced in his direction, keeping their attention focused on the crowd.

The warrior left them to it, heading back the way that he had come, and let the press of human bodies carry him along.


     *

"I've got more people on the way," Bartoli snapped. "That's not the problem. What I want from you is some assistance!"

He was getting through, at last. Descartes was shifting in his seat and making nervous little gestures with his hands, a sign of agitation.

"Well?"

"If you desire protection…"

"Jesus Christ! You can't protect the leader of your own goddamned police force. I'll protect myself, all right? You run those rebels down and put them out of action. Can you do that for me? Mmm?"

"Of course, we shall make every effort…"

"You've been making 'every effort' since they tried to rip my payroll off last Friday. So far, all you've got to show for it is vacancies among your own security police."

"In fact, monsieur, a rebel stronghold was annihilated yesterday. I have reports…"

"You killed the wrong damned rebels, then. Or else a shitload of them got away."

"I understood your latest problems were — how shall I say? — a Family matter."

"I've been checking into that. There might be something to it, but I can't be sure." Bartoli made a sour face. "This woman — what's her name?"

"Michelle Saint-Cyr."

"Okay. She's Haitian, right? Her father was some kind of flaming radical or something?"

"Yes."

"All right. So, there you are. It doesn't play with the New York scenario. If someone from the Families was scouting me, they'd have a fix in with the cops, first thing. You'd know about it, right?"

"I can assure you…"

"Yeah, forget it. What I'm saying is, New York has no more interest in the rebel cause than I do. If the junta falls, we're all shit out of luck, you follow me?"

"Indeed. But, as I say…"

"As I said, what we need is quick results in mopping up this peasant army. When my people land, I'm sending them directly to Liberté. They'll be on duty at the site, in shifts, until your people put their house in order. If any uninvited guests drop by — I don't care if they're coming from New York or Port-au-Prince — I'll notify the next of kin first chance I get."

Descartes was getting fidgety again. "I must advise you that the leaders of the junta are concerned about the recent violence, especially that involving your employees yesterday."

"They'd better be concerned. It's real pitiful when visitors aren't safe inside their own hotel rooms. I imagine that the press back home would have some fun with that. You think your tourist trade is in the crapper now? Let's make believe you've got a Haitian massacre of U.S. businessmen on every front page, coast to coast."

"The story has been covered."

"Covered up, you mean. I have to hand it to you there. Of course, there's still a chance someone might let it slip. I think the boys from NBC might just be interested, don't you?"

"Your own concerns would scarcely benefit from such a leak."

"I've got no damned concerns, unless you bring your people into line. I can't do business in a madhouse."

"I will share your views with my superiors."

"I'm sure you will. And make it quick, okay? I haven't got a lot of time to waste."

Descartes assurances were interrupted by the intercom.

"What is it?"

"Phone call, Mr. B. The banker. Sounds excited."

"Yeah, okay. I'll take it. Put him on."

"Monsieur Barton?"

As he listened to the rush of anxious words, Bartoli felt his stomach churning. Frozen halfway to his feet, Descartes beheld the new expression on Bartoli's face and dropped back in his chair.

"One man? He got how much? He gave you what?"

He slammed the telephone receiver down on stammering apologies.

"A goddamned marksman's medal! Seven hundred thousand dollars in the bag, a couple million up in smoke, and now I've got another marksman's medal!"

"Monsieur…"

"I want these bastards dead, you hear me? If I have to do the job myself, I will. Just say the word and get your sorry soldiers off the street. I'm finished playing games with these smart sons of bitches."

"If you will excuse me…"

"Not a chance. You've used up your excuses, Frankie Boy. Next time I hear your voice I want good news, or you can name your beneficiary. I hope that's crystal clear."

"Of course, Monsieur Bartoli."

When he was alone, Bartoli poured himself a shot of bourbon and drank it down. The liquor burned his throat and helped to calm the nervous rolling of his stomach.

A marksman's medal.

Whether it was Bolan or Omega, he'd have to give the bastard credit. First the smack, and then the hit on Geoffrey Stuart. Now the bank. He was looking at a sudden cash-flow crisis and faced hassles from his troops next time he tried to meet a payroll — and came up short.

Omega-Bolan knew what he was doing. He was pushing all the buttons right on cue, as if…

As if he'd done it all before.

Bartoli poured himself a double shot and waited for the other shoe to drop.


     *

The riot started seven minutes into the march. Petoit didn't see Blanski leave, though he was vaguely conscious of a clamoring alarm somewhere behind him, lost in the confusion of the moment. Up ahead the leaders had encountered barricades, and the usual ultimatums were announced by the police.

One minute to disperse, or there would be reprisals.

Jacques had finished knotting the bandanna that covered his nose and mouth, when they began to fire the tear gas. Rolling clouds erupted in front of the marchers, while hissing canisters were hurled above the heads of demonstrators farther back. One landed at his feet, still spewing gas. He scooped it up and threw it back at the police.

The fight was joined as riot troops closed in with truncheons and electric prods. The dissidents fought back with fists and placards, some producing lengths of pipe or chains from underneath their clothing. Angry shouts and curses drowned the chanting of the marchers, punctuated by the sound of bludgeons striking flesh.

Petoit was drifting toward the curb when he was suddenly confronted by an officer in khaki, his face invisible behind the lowered visor of his helmet, his truncheon raised to strike. Jacques feinted to the left, ducked back and took the glancing blow across his shoulder, putting all his weight behind a snap kick to his adversary's groin.

The trooper doubled over, clutching his wounded genitals, and Jacques was able to disarm him, striking with the riot stick before his enemy had time to realize his danger. Two blows did the job, and he was on his way, the stick discarded. He then heard the first reports of gunfire on the far side of the milling crowd.

Petoit reversed direction, digging for the compact submachine gun he had lifted from a dead Macoute the day before. Along the north side of the street, a group of officers had started firing shots into the crowd at random. Petoit glanced toward the rooftops and saw his nearest rifleman already lining up a shot.

The rebel fired, his own shot muffled by the gunfire of police, and Jacques saw one of the troopers topple forward on his face. The dead man's fellow officers looked momentarily confused, deciding someone in the crowd had fired the fatal shot, and they unleashed another volley at the demonstrators. Near Petoit, a woman went down screaming, and he heard a bullet whisper past his face.

As the rooftop sniper fired again, another of the khaki killers tumbled out of line. Petoit was now close enough to join the party, his submachine gun rising to waist level as he waited for an opening.

As if on cue, a trooper with a riot gun unleashed two blasts and cleared the field of fire. Petoit cut loose as screaming men and women broke in all directions, terrified of being caught up in a cross fire. Sweeping his weapon from left to right, the rebel leader dropped one target, then another. He was tracking on the third when general firing opened up along the marching route.

Retreating, Jacques could see that many of the officers were firing warning shots, the muzzles of their weapons pointed skyward. Two or three had seen his nearest rifleman, and they were blasting rounds in the direction of the rooftop in a bid to pin him down. No more than half were firing at the demonstrators, but it was enough to flood the street with bodies and put surviving dissidents to flight.

Petoit was homing on a narrow side street when the human tidal wave engulfed him, sweeping him away. Behind him, the sporadic rifle fire began to sputter, dying out for want of targets.

As he ran, Petoit discovered that his victory had lost its flavor. He swallowed hard, but couldn't shake the taste of death.
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The general and his two favorite colonels faced Francois Descartes across a heavy wooden table elevated on a dais. The luckless man was standing, while his three interrogators sat in high-backed, leather-covered chairs, regarding him with vague expressions of suspicion of contempt.

"You are aware of the events this morning?" the general asked.

"Yes, sir."

"Then you know we have a crisis on our hands in Port-au-Prince. Eleven dead Americans and three more critical, butchered in their own hotel. Two hours later, sixteen Volunteers for National Security were assassinated by subversives, their commander mutilated. Seven officers and thirteen demonstrators were killed this morning, in a riot half a mile from where we sit."

"Yes, sir."

"There have been other acts of violence, directed toward the architects of Liberté."

"Yes, sir. And toward myself."

"Of course." The general nodded condescendingly. "You had a broken window, I believe."

"I was attacked with rifle fire inside my office."

"All the more incentive for a personal involvement in solution of the problem."

"Yes, sir. As you say."

"You knew Solange?" the shorter of the colonels asked.

"Of course, sir."

"You understood his methods?" the other asked.

Hedging cautiously, Descartes replied, "I have no training in police techniques, or…"

"Neither did Solange," the general replied. "He got results because he was a patriot, determined to defend his country from the Communists, subversives, homosexuals and others who would drag us down to abject degradation. He was ruthless with our enemies, as his successor must be ruthless."

"Yes, sir."

"I believe you have worked closely with Monsieur Bartoli?"

"Yes, sir." He would play along with the charade, despite the fact that each of his interrogators was receiving money from Bartoli, payoffs channeled through Descartes for distribution to the junta's ranking officers.

"Our economic future lies in Liberté," the shorter colonel said. "Without new tourist income, we are facing bankruptcy — collapse — within a year to eighteen months."

"I understand."

"It is essential that construction should proceed," the second colonel added. "We can tolerate no further interruptions."

"Yes, sir. I've assured Monsieur Bartoli…"

The commanding general raised a hand to cut him off.

"We are determined that Jean-Claude's replacement as commander of the Volunteers for National Security must be a man acquainted with the special needs and problems of our foreign friends. They must be granted every opportunity to prosper, for the health of Mother Haiti."

"Yes, sir."

Descartes was suddenly uneasy, troubled by the new direction of the conversation. He had expected reprimands, perhaps dismissal, and had come prepared to play the role of scapegoat after the Macoutes had blown their final bid to snare the rebels. If Solange had managed to survive, the bastard would certainly have demoted Descartes, possibly removed him from office for his final blunder. Now, instead of being fired or clapped in jail, Descartes suspected he was being given a promotion.

If his instincts were correct, he was about to be appointed chief of Volunteers for National Security — the dread Tonton Macoutes.

The posting brought remarks and certain risks, epitomized by the last moments of Jean-Claude Solange. In time, Descartes would earn a reputation of his own, but meanwhile…

He wasn't convinced that he could do the dreadful things Jean-Claude had done, but there would always be subordinates to carry out his orders, if it came to that. The new position meant a raise, and greater power over others. He could serve himself and Haiti all at once. There was no reason why the blood should ever touch his hands.

"…may be the man." The general hesitated, frowning. "Are you listening, Descartes?"

"Of course, sir."

"Very well. Are you prepared to take command?"

"I should familiarize myself with basic operational procedures, sir."

"Begin at once." The general and his watchdogs frowned in unison. "You are dismissed."

Outside, a sudden wave of apprehension struck Descartes. Suppose he was unable to produce results. Was there another candidate in waiting to replace him even now?

Descartes shook off the morbid thoughts of failure and defeat. He would succeed. He had to. He had waited all his life for such an opportunity, and he couldn't afford to let it slip away.


     *

The raid on Don Bartoli's bank had been the final straw, from all appearances, and Bolan found the mafioso's other operations buttoned tight as he began a roving tour of Port-au-Prince. The «studio» where bargain-basement porno films were made for ghetto markets had been padlocked, shutters bolted into place across the tiny window. On the other side of town, a small casino had been "closed for renovation." Even the established whorehouse, catering primarily to government officials and police, was dark for the duration.

Bolan gave it up. Bartoli had decided to retreat behind a wall of silence and invisibility, maintaining distance from the battlefront until the issue had been settled. He had lost enough already, and the capo was prepared to cut his losses.

The next thrust, when it came, would have to be at Liberté. It wouldn't take Bartoli long to recognize that fact; he was preparing for the battle now, reducing the availability of targets, channeling his opposition toward a battlefield of the mobster's choosing.

Deprived of targets, Bolan went to see Michelle Saint-Cyr.

Petoit had placed the lady in another safehouse, this one protected by a pair of his commandos. After the engagement at the factory, Michelle had suddenly turned silent, uncommunicative, drawing back into herself. Afraid to press it, running short of time for preparations, Bolan had withdrawn to spend the evening huddled with Petoit, arranging strategies before they both caught several hours' badly needed sleep. That morning when he rose, Michelle had still been locked inside her room. There had been no opportunity for conversation.

Now, returning to the guarded nest at noon, he found her trying to pretend that she had totally recovered from her ordeal. Still, he saw the haunted look around her eyes and understood that she was putting up a front. When they were closed inside her room, she sat beside him, lowering her voice.

"I was a fool," she said.

I wouldn't go that far. You pushed your luck. It didn't hold."

"I wanted to accomplish something. For my father. For Henri."

"You have. According to the latest bulletins, the character you nailed was the Macoute commander."

Bolan watched the haunted look return.

"I saw him murder Father Paul. And then he… he…"

"You don't owe the world an explanation," he informed her. "You're the victim here. You didn't bring it on yourself or 'ask for it' in any way. The guilt lies squarely with the other side. Why don't you let them carry it awhile?"

The tears were flowing now, but she wasn't hysterical. It was a cleansing from within, an unburdening of the soul.

"I couldn't sit in safety, thinking of my family, while everyone around me did their part to help the movement. Someone has to carry on my father's work… his legacy."

"So give it time. Your father had to start from scratch. You've got a leg up on the game, but no one ever said the victory was coming overnight."

"So many wasted lives."

"Not wasted. Not unless their effort counts for nothing in the end. If they're forgotten and the cause isn't pursued, then you can call their sacrifice a waste."

"You're very wise."

"I've been a long time getting here," he told her, smiling gently. "Once upon a time, I thought that I could save the world by putting on a uniform. It didn't work. While I was fighting a world away, my family was being chewed up by the same kind of people who're trying to get a foothold in Haiti. It's easy to believe that hitting back will make things better, but you have to watch your timing. Make it count. Sometimes, you might find breaking even is the best that you can do."

"And have I? Broken even?"

"You set up yesterday's festivities and took out three Macoutes, all by yourself. It turns out one of them was Mr. Big. Without a doubt, he staged the raid that killed your brother. It's a safe bet that he cut the orders on your father, too. I'd say you were doing fine."


     *

It was his second trip to meet a plane, but Sonny Esposito knew that he was lucky just to be alive. It had been touch and go for several moments when Bartoli heard the news about the massacre at the hotel. Sometimes, it seemed that capos still believed in the old tradition of killing the messenger who brought bad tidings, but Sonny had squeaked through by showing off his cuts and bruises, pleading injury.

The worst of it had been the look on Bartoli's face when Esposito had described the gunman. He froze, as if he were looking at a ghost, and then said, "Omega." Marco Rizzi seemed to understand, but Sonny hadn't felt like prying. At the moment, he was pleased to be forgotten on the sidelines.

Marco hadn't joined him on the airport run this time. He was involved with preparations out at Liberté, where Sonny and the soon-to-arrive troops would join him. The plan was simple, fortify the site and slaughter anyone who tried to knock it over — but he couldn't help suspecting they had overlooked some vital point.

The more he thought about it, Esposito realized they were confronted with a one-man killing machine. The guy might have used backup when he hit the payroll convoy, but there was no evidence of a second hitter at the hotel. And it had been the same man. The little mafioso could admit that, now, without collapsing into jitters on the spot.

The guy had already picked off twelve of Don Bartoli's men when Sonny tried to make his play, and there seemed little doubt it would have been a clean sweep all the way. The sheer audacity of going door-to-door and blowing away a dozen guys astounded Sonny.

He felt a sudden chill. A remark from Don Bartoli clicked, and suddenly the pieces started to fall into place. The capo had been grumbling to himself, a litany of curses fired off at his enemies, the government, his friends, when he had dropped a line about a "goddamned marksman's medal." Esposito hadn't caught it at the time, but now he understood. In spades.

Mack Bolan.

Jesus!

Sonny was young, but he knew the stories. Mack Bolan was a wild man who carried some ancient hard-on for the Outfit that he had never laid to rest. There were reports that he had been killed a few years back, but then the bastard had come back from nowhere, kicking ass like he was fresh from a vacation on the Riviera.

The mafioso felt chilled, but he was sweating all the same. It blew his mind to realize that he had faced the Executioner twice — well, more or less — and walked away both times. He couldn't count on luck like that to hold.

He thought about escape. What kind of money would he need to leave the island, hide himself where Don Bartoli couldn't find him? Sonny's smile was rueful, and he realized that there was no such place on Earth. With Bolan, there was still a chance — however slim — that he might walk away. If he turned traitor on Bartoli, he'd have no chance at all.

So he waited for the plane, convinced that twenty guns were nowhere near enough. Bartoli would need an army if he meant to tag the Executioner.

He thought they might just have a chance at Liberté. The guy would have to make his play on hostile ground, without Bartoli's forces being spread around the countryside like sitting ducks. It was a chance: no more, no less. And if they blew it…

Sonny didn't even want to think about the grim alternative.

Next time he saw Bolan — if there was a next time — Sonny decided that he would shoot him where he stood without a second thought. No mulling over options, running back for reinforcements or approval from the capo. It would be a king-sized feather in his cap if he could be the man who brought down Mack Bolan. The million-dollar standing bounty was a fair inducement in itself, but there was more at stake, oh yes. Like rank within the Family. Advancement up the ladder to a level where decisions were conceived and executed.

Power.

Sonny Esposito had his share of raw ambition, fettered though it might have been through years of playing gofer for Bartoli. Hell, if he could nail Mack Bolan, La Commissione might even elevate him to the rank of capo. He would need a Family, of course… but then again, he just might have one ready-made.

A lot of things could happen in the middle of a Bolan blitz. The bastard liked to shoot for bosses, cutting off a Family's head, and if Bartoli bit the big one — Sonny smiled. A lot of things could happen. And some things could be made to happen. If the Executioner missed Don Bartoli, maybe Esposito wouldn't. Maybe he could clear the path himself; one well-placed bullet when the shit was in the fan, and it was taken care of.

But he had to play it cautiously, or else the whole damned thing could blow up in his face. If Sonny's move on Don Bartoli was seen, or if he missed, then God above would be the only one inclined toward mercy.

Risks.

You never got ahead in life without them, but a wise man also knew his limitations. Sonny Esposito was a soldier with ambition, but he wasn't suicidal. If and when he made his move, the time would have to be precisely right. No cowboy jobs. No wild-ass shooting up the scenery before he had a target squarely in his sights.

And no mistakes, please God. No fatal foul-ups.

He would bide his time and watch for openings. When Bolan made his move on Bartoli, Esposito would be waiting in the wings. And if he had to knock off Marco Rizzi in the bargain, well, he wasn't overly fond of the underboss anyway.

Still smiling to himself, the would-be capo settled back and waited for the plane.


     *

As always, violence in the streets produced a cresting wave of discontent throughout the slums of Port-au-Prince. Although the body count showed twice as many dissidents had fallen in the morning's demonstration, the elimination of Macoutes by armed resistance had provided food for thought. As Jacques Petoit began to circulate among the people seeking recruits, he found them more receptive than before.

Of the fifteen soldiers who had survived the helicopter raid, only ten now remained alive. He didn't need an army for the strike at Liberté, but neither was he willing to commit his tiny force to almost certain death. The gamblers had at least two dozen men with weapons, and if Michael Blanski was correct, there would be more arriving at any moment. If Petoit was going to attack a force that size, he definitely needed reinforcements, not to mention arms.

The latter were supplied by Blanski. He had given Jacques a dealer's name, a suitcase full of cash and sent him on his way. The noontime meeting had been conducted in a warehouse, where Petoit was free to browse among the crates of automatic rifles, hand grenades, submachine guns, pistols, loaded magazines and RPGs. The rebel leader made his choices, fronted half of the required amount, and made arrangements for delivery that afternoon.

Recruiting men to use the arms had been more difficult. Long generations of oppression and subservience had taught the men of Port-au-Prince that it was hopeless to resist authority. Disease and hunger sapped their strength. But there were those among them who dreamed of better days to come. They joined in demonstrations on occasion, seized an opportunity to strike back at the system when they could, and waited for a leader who would organize them into a concerted fighting force.

Petoit sought out such men. He knew that there were traitors on the streets, prepared to sell their brothers for the price of a decent meal. He ran the risk of losing everything, but there was no alternative. Without a spearhead force to make the strike at Liberté, he had no chance at all.

There would be no time to train the recruits or to have them practice with the weapons. At the very least they could learn to load and aim their weapons. The rest was in the hands of fate.

He only prayed that it would be enough.


     *

Bartoli supervised the disposition of his troops at the construction site, examining their hardware, plotting strategy until he satisfied himself that they would have no problems beating back an armed attack. The rebels had been weakened, losing men and weapons through attrition over several days, and he was confident they couldn't field an armed contingent large enough to overrun his outpost. If they tried it — and he almost hoped they would — the end result could only be a massacre.

It was tough about Solange, but he had never really liked the bastard. Inevitably someone else would take his place, and the machine would go on functioning as it had done for years on end. The Haitian people were conditioned to a yoke around their necks, and Don Bartoli had no plans to tamper with tradition.

Drifting toward his air-conditioned office, he was mildly curious about the silence from New York. If someone in the Families was really flexing muscle on the island, they should have been in touch by now. It made no sense to push a thing this far without delivering your ultimatum, trying to negotiate a settlement.

Unless they wanted Don Bartoli dead. It had to be. Whatever else was said about the New York dons, they weren't a bunch of numbskulls. Someone in the crowd had realized Bartoli wouldn't take the muscle lying down. He wouldn't fold his tent and crawl away, so they were pouring on the pressure, waiting to negotiate with his successor once they made the hit. No other explanation came to mind.

The Bolan angle was a clever ploy, but Don Bartoli was not falling for it. With the countless targets stateside, Bolan would be wasting time in Haiti, but a wise guy in Manhattan just might hope to make Bartoli think the Executioner was interested in Liberté. That way, if any squawks got back to the Commission, an established enemy would take the heat.

Bartoli felt a little pang of jealousy, and wished that he had thought up the plan himself. He could have used it in reverse, and staged a coup against his enemies.

Too late for that, but knowing what they had in mind was half the battle. And the other half was kicking ass, which happened to be Don Barton's specialty.

He was especially looking forward to the showdown with Omega-Bolan, who had cost him several million dollars in the past two days. It was approaching paycheck time, and Don Bartoli always relished settling his debts. If New York's pointman had the pure bad luck to let himself be captured, they would have a high old time together, guaranteed. And only one of them would be around to reminisce about it afterward.

Bartoli meant to be that one, and he would light a candle for the soldier who had given him a hot run for his money. He'd light a candle, sure — and shove it down the bastard's throat.

A little foretaste of the fires to come, when he was roasting merrily in hell.
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From his position in the forest, Bolan studied the construction site at Liberté. It was a beehive of activity, between the native workmen striving to complete their daily tasks and hard-eyed gunners wandering about the place at will, sometimes obstructing progress. Bolan noted that they carried their weapons openly, which included stubby shotguns, submachine guns and automatic rifles.

Bolan had to give Bartoli credit. When it came to going hard, the capo definitely knew his business. He was turning Liberté into a makeshift fortress, and the place would close up tight once all the workmen had gone home.

Despite the greater risks involved, the attack force had to wait. Bolan hadn't come this far to have a hundred-odd construction workers caught up in the cross fire of his private war with Don Bartoli. Let them leave in peace, and he'd do whatever was required to even up the odds. With any luck at all, the new additions to the rebel arsenal might do the trick.

Bartoli's liberated cash had bought them AK-47s, Uzis, hand grenades and ammunition, plus a little something extra. Four Soviet RPG-7 portable rocket launchers had been added as a bonus, providing Bolan and the rebels with power punch transcending meager numbers. Thirty-nine inches in length, the RPG weighed fifteen pounds and fired a five-pound payload. Accurate up to five hundred yards with static targets, the projectile would penetrate 12.6 inches of armor on a direct hit, detonating with cataclysmic force. Unlike the disposable LAW rockets, the RPG was reloadable, but the rebel budget hadn't permitted acquisition of surplus rockets.

Still, if properly employed, the Executioner thought four should be enough. One of the launchers lay beside him now, as well as an AK-47 assault rifle. With his side arms in reserve and fragmentation grenades suspended from his military harness, Bolan felt he was prepared to meet the enemy.

Prepared or not, he had no choice.

By this time, Don Bartoli could have been in touch with the Commission, or the New York Families directly, if he cared to try. Assuming that his paranoia kept him off the phone, he'd be checking and rechecking every angle of attack, attempting to identify his enemies before the final showdown. In the end, it mattered little to the Executioner if his opponent realized the truth. It was essential only that the Haitian project be neutralized by any means available, the spread at Liberté" reduced to smoking ashes.

He checked his watch and found that it was still a quarter-hour before quitting time. By now, Petoit's commandos and the new recruits should be in position, waiting for the signal to attack. He only hoped the new men would be disciplined enough to wait, and cool enough to choose their targets under fire without expending all their ammunition in an aimless burst.

Bolan watched as a staff car and a pair of troop trucks rumbled into view. The vehicles disgorged uniforms that fell in line to wait for their instructions. With a hollow feeling in his gut, he realized the odds against his side had roughly doubled in the space of thirty seconds.

Still, it made no difference. They'd have to go ahead as planned.

There was simply no other way.


     *

Francois Descartes had opted for a bold first move against the enemy. By reinforcing Liberté, he would immediately demonstrate his willingness to meet the rebels in an open confrontation, simultaneously winning Don Bartoli's favor by protecting the American's investment. If the peasant «army» never struck at the construction site, so much the better. Then, Descartes could claim that his preliminary move had served as a preventive measure, warding off attack.

And if they did appear, he'd be safe at home, or in his office, when the bullets started flying. Let his field commander take the heat. Descartes wasn't a soldier, nor was he responsible for the shortsightedness of junta leaders who had cast him in a warrior's role.

He watched as the uniformed Macoutes leaped from the trucks and fell into double ranks, their weapons slung on their shoulder straps. He walked along the line, pretending to inspect them, noticing Bartoli as the mobster left his air-conditioned office and strode toward the vehicles. His face bore no expression whatsoever, and Descartes couldn't decide if he was pleased, amused, or just disinterested. Two gunmen trailed him, armed with M-16s, alert to any hint of danger from the new arrivals.

"A token of the government's concern that nothing should disrupt your progress here," Descartes explained before Bartoli had a chance to speak. "My men have orders to defend the site at any cost."

"Your men?"

"Indeed, monsieur." Descartes puffed out his chest to take advantage of the tailored uniform that had replaced his business suit. "Since the unfortunate removal of my predecessor, I have been appointed to command the Volunteers for National Security."

"Congratulations." Was there irony in Don Bartoli's voice? Descartes decided it was best to let the question go unanswered for the moment.

"Have you been in touch with your associates?" he asked. "I hope this matter can be peaceably resolved."

"Don't hold your breath. New York's not talking, but I've got their number all the same. I'm not fresh off the boat, the way some people seem to think."

Descartes wasn't familiar with the turn of phrase, but he pretended perfect understanding. "No, of course not."

"I don't figure we can scare them off," Bartoli continued, "but we can damn sure kick their asses if they try to use the muscle here. In another day or so, I'll have things covered on the other end, and we can wrap it up. I'm looking forward to business as usual."

Descartes was anxious to be gone, but he couldn't allow his eagerness to show. If nothing else, he had his uniform and office to consider. He must not be seen as running away from the prospect of a fight.

"If there is any more that I can do for you…"

"Come in and have a drink before you go." Bartoli cocked a thumb in the direction of his office. "You can beat the heat and leave your boys to get things sorted out. They know their business, right?"

"Of course. Unfortunately I have urgent business to complete in Port-au-Prince. My first day on the job, you understand…"

"Your paperwork's not going anywhere," Bartoli said. "Come on."

Descartes considered standing firm, insisting that he had to leave at once, but he'd probably offend Bartoli in the process, and he had no wish to do so. Adamant in his decision that a single glass of whiskey would suffice, he trailed the mobster and his escort back to the temporary office building, frowning at the dust that had already fouled his shoes and the trousers of his uniform.

One drink, no more, and he would have his driver take him back to Port-au-Prince, no matter what Bartoli said. As the commander of Macoutes, he had a nation to protect, and in the hours since his appointment, he had come to take that duty seriously. If he also made a profit in the bargain, well…

There were subversives in the land, committed to a revolution that would shatter Haiti from within. No matter that the blights of poverty, illiteracy and disease had gone a long way down that road already. He wasn't prepared to countenance solutions that involved the decimation of the ruling class.

Descartes himself had been a humble man — though never poor, as those he drove past every morning in the streets of Port-au-Prince were poor. His father had been a merchant in the capital, and he had earned enough to put Francois through school. Loyalty to the Duvaliers had guaranteed his slow but steady progress up the ladder of success, and now a twist of fate had placed him near the pinnacle. If he impressed the leaders of the junta in his new position, he might hope for greater things.

And if he never rose above his present rank, he still had opportunities for wealth and power beyond a Haitian merchant's wildest dreams. Bartoli could assist him there. One drink wasn't a grievous price to pay, all things considered. If the whiskey tasted good enough, Descartes might stay for two.

The paperwork would wait, as Don Bartoli had suggested. At the moment, in the fine tradition of his predecessors, he was looking out for number one.


     *

At precisely six o'clock workmen started packing their tools then drifting toward the buses that would take them back to the city. They worked eleven-hour days at Liberté, not counting time they spent in transit, and the laborers looked weary as they punched the time clock. It would be full dark before they reached their homes.

Tomorrow, if they came to work, they would be starting off from scratch, amid the ruins.

Jacques Petoit refused to let the newly arrived Macoutes scare him from his chosen course of action. Twice the opposition simply meant that his troops would have to do their work with twice the usual precision, striking by surprise and punching through the line before the Macoutes had time to mount a viable defense.

Petoit was nervous, waiting for the signal that would send his men to battle. Grudgingly he had agreed to let Blanski choose the moment, picking out a target for his RPG that would begin the general assault. If everyone performed on cue, the hostile forces should be decimated in the first barrage; survivors could be mopped up afterward at leisure.

A rocket launcher rested on the spongy ground beside Petoit, primed and ready. The remaining RPGs had been dispensed to his most trusted marksmen, the targets chosen in advance for maximum effect. They would be aiming for the most expensive pieces of equipment and the office building, where the leader of the gamblers had retreated with the officer in charge of the Macoutes. One rocket mightn't do for everyone inside, but it would startle them enough to leave the troops effectively deprived of leadership for many crucial moments.

As the buses rolled away, Petoit picked up the rocket launcher and rested it across his shoulder with his index finger curled around the forward trigger. Blanski had assured him there was very little recoil, since the launcher's tube was open at the rear, much like the obsolete bazookas used in World War Two. The simple sights were accurate enough for fair precision work inside the RPG's effective range, and Jacques had shaved that distance by 150 yards, encroaching on the very tree line with his vantage point.

It couldn't be much longer, now. The last bus had rumbled out of sight, its cloud of dust already settling back to earth. The uniformed Macoutes were taking up positions along the perimeter, their numbers supplemented by the gunsmen from America. Petoit despised them all and wished them dead.

A moment longer, and he meant to see his wish fulfilled.

His palms were sweaty, and he wiped them on his camouflaged fatigue pants. The launcher resting on his shoulder seemed to weigh a ton, but he couldn't afford to lay it down. Not now, when Blanski's signal might be flashed across no-man's land at any instant.

His finger tightened on the rocket launcher's trigger, and he waited, smiling in the shadow of the trees.


     *

Relaxing in the saddle of a Caterpillar tractor, Sonny Esposito watched Bartoli and the Haitian in the stiff new uniform as they proceeded toward the office, stamped the pale dust off their shoes and disappeared inside. He could imagine how the air-conditioning must feel and wished that he could join them, but the capo had decided Sonny's place was with the men, outside. If they came under attack, he'd be among the first to meet the enemy, and while Bartoli might pretend it was a plum assignment, Esposito saw the job for what it really was: a kiss-off.

He was being used for cannon fodder, plain and simple. Don Bartoli had decided that Sonny was expendable, like any other soldier on the line. The fact that Esposito had survived two confrontations with their common enemy appeared to count for nothing, and it might have worked against him in the capo's mind. Instead of treating Sonny as a fortunate survivor, Bartoli seemed suspicious, casting funny looks at Esposito from the corner of his eye and frowning.

More reason, Sonny thought, for stepping up his plan to dump Don Bartoli. It would require finesse, but Esposito knew that he could do it. Once the shooting started he'd slip back toward the office, ease his way inside and deal with all hands present. Marco Rizzi was already on his list, and if he had to drop the hotshot in the uniform as well, so be it.

When the smoke cleared. Sonny would be sitting in a rather different driver's seat, and anyone who wished to deal with the Bartoli Family — correction, with the Esposito Family — would have to come with hat in hand, prepared to pay up front for any favors they received.

The sun was setting in a blaze of orange and crimson, just beyond the tree line, and the temperature had begun to drop. In another hour, Sonny knew from personal experience, he'd need the jacket that he'd removed upon arrival at Liberté. For now, however, he was glad for easy access to the shoulder rig that held his.45 and extra magazines. If there was trouble coming with the darkness, every second would be crucial to his plan.

He watched Bartoli's gunners walking the perimeter, remaining carefully aloof from the Macoutes and whispering among themselves, their weapons carried at the ready. Esposito knew a number of them from Miami and Fort Lauderdale; they were efficient, lethal, but the jungle was an alien environment for soldiers raised on city streets. He hoped the darkness wouldn't put their nerves on edge, provoking them to fire at shadows in the trees.

He lighted a cigarette and pocketed the lighter, shifting in the tractor's seat to give his cheeks a breather. In the forest, night birds had begun their eerie serenade beneath a gibbous moon.

Instinct saved his life. The muzzle-flash on Sonny's left alerted him to danger, and he made his move before the whooshing sound had time to reach his ears. He never saw the rocket streaking across the open ground of no-man's land, for he was airborne, leaping off the tractor like a circus acrobat.

His hands and knees absorbed the impact, making Sonny thankful for the layers of dust he'd been cursing moments earlier. Behind him, an explosion rocked the Caterpillar, flinging shrapnel skyward, pushing his body to the ground with a violent shock wave.

Sonny's ears were ringing as he scrambled to his feet, and he could scarcely hear the small-arms fire on the perimeter. No matter. The fight was starting, and he had a job to do.

The would-be capo drew his.45 and headed toward the office and a date with Don Bartoli.


     *

Bolan waited for the final bus to clear his line of fire. The RPG was resting on his shoulder, aimed downrange as he scanned the compound through its sights, appraising targets, making his selection as the numbers started falling in his mind.

He passed on Don Bartoli's office, since a rocket blast was bound to leave survivors, and he wanted to be certain of the capo's fate. His second choice, the actual casino structure, was considerably closer to Petoit's position, so he passed on that as well.

The tractor drew his full attention when he recognized the gunner in the driver's seat. Their meeting yesterday at the hotel had obviously left him fit enough for duty, and Bolan watched him light a smoke as he was lining up the shot. His finger tightened on the rocket launcher's trigger, and he watched the rocket streak toward its target, its back-blast scorching undergrowth behind him as the recoil spent itself among the trees. He caught a fleeting image of the gunner, scrambling from his seat, and Bolan had to give him target points for swift reaction under fire. His sleek projectile rocked the Caterpillar with a blast of heavy-metal thunder, raining shrapnel, as the forest suddenly erupted in a sheet of small-arms fire.

On Bolan's signal, the remaining rockets were unleashed. One rattled through the entrance of Bartoli's grand casino, blossoming with fire and smoke inside. Another struck the giant crane that had been parked nearby, a flash like lightning shearing off the arm and dropping it to earth in clouds of smoke and roiling dust. The final rocket struck Bartoli's office, peeling back a portion of the roof and raining hot debris on everyone inside.

By then the Executioner had raised his AK-47, sighting on the nearest clutch of hostile gunners, squeezing off a burst that dropped two in their tracks. Bartoli's people and the Haitian troops were scrambling for cover, managing weak return fire as they ran, but many of them were dropping to the ground, their bodies twitching in the dust.

Ironically a bank of automatic floodlights blazed to life just then, responding to the failing light of dusk, and so the killing field was brilliantly illuminated, framing human targets in the form of scuttling silhouettes. Unable to resist, the Executioner dropped two more of Bartoli's men before he left the cover of the trees, a gliding shadow moving toward the lights in search of more important prey.

Along the tree line, he could hear the rebels advancing, bellowing defiance with their voices and their guns. They broke the first line of Bartoli's troops and wheeled hard-left to bring a pocket of resistance in the main casino building under fire.

The Executioner pressed forward, pursuing targets of his own. Around him gunfire echoed like the crack of doom.


     *

Bartoli heard the Caterpillar blow, though he couldn't have named the source of the explosion. Vaulting from his chair, he thrust Descartes aside and headed for the exit, pulling out his automatic pistol with a flourish. It was happening, by God, and he wasn't about to miss the action.

As the capo reached for the doorknob, he was flattened by a blast that rocked the building and blew off a portion of the roof as if it were constructed of cardboard. Slats of wood and twisted metal showered down around Bartoli, one piece opening a gash across his scalp before it slammed him to the floor. Descartes bent over him, his face an ashen mask of dust.

"Monsieur Bartoli! Can you hear me?"

"Help me up, goddamn it!" As he scrambled to his feet, Bartoli grabbed the other man by his lapels and pulled him close. "You've got a fucking job to do!" he snarled. "Get to it!"

This time, when he tried the door, it came off in his hand and nearly knocked him down again. Disgustedly he flung it to the side and shoved Descartes ahead of him, down folding metal steps, to reach the battleground.

Before they took a dozen steps, the floodlights answered to a silent signal of their own and flared around the site's perimeter. At once Bartoli saw the full extent of damage from the rockets, witnessed darting shadows as they broke the tree line, automatic weapons raining lethal fire upon his troops.

"Get after them, for Christ's sake! They're about to break the line!"

Descartes staggered off through clouds of drifting smoke and left Bartoli on his own. From nowhere, Marco Rizzi turned up at his capo's side and seized his arm.

"Come on, boss! We've got no percentage waiting here."

Suddenly a small hole opened in Rizzi's forehead, spurting crimson, and he toppled backward in the dust.

Bartoli left him there and ducked behind the smoking wreckage of his office. Marco had been right, of course: there was precisely nothing to be gained by standing in the line of fire and waiting for some peasant marksman to get lucky. He'd leave Descartes to earn his paycheck, while Bartoli turned his thoughts toward looking out for himself.

His limousine was waiting out back, if he could make it there before the sneaky bastards cut him off. Don Bartoli got his second wind and started running for his life.
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Reeling through the pall of smoke and dust that hovered over the construction site, Francois Descartes attempted to evaluate the tactical deployment of his men. It took a moment for him to remember that he wore a pistol on his belt, and when he drew it from its holster, he discovered that his hands were trembling badly.

Gunfire echoed all around him, and the blazing glare of floodlights made the battleground as bright as day. Descartes immediately understood the danger of the lights, which, at the moment, illuminated only the defenders, leaving their opponents safe in the surrounding darkness. Watching as Bartoli's men and his Macoutes sought desperately for cover, Francois made extinguishing the lights his first priority.

One of Bartoli's people staggered past him, one hand pressed against an oozing scalp wound. Descartes reached out to grab his arm. "The lights!" he shouted, anxious to be heard above the sound of battle. "How can I turn them off?"

"Main switch," the wounded gunner said. "It's on the power board, back there."

He pointed vaguely toward a group of sheds, half-hidden by the main casino's bulk. Descartes released him and struck off in that direction. With the floodlights blazing down, he felt exposed and helpless, like a cockroach in the middle of an endless kitchen floor.

Bartoli should have thought about the lights. It was insane to light the compound while his enemies were hiding in the forest, thereby making every person on the site a perfect target. Even if the rebels hadn't chosen to assault the place in force, their snipers could have had a field day firing from the darkness and the cover of the trees.

It suddenly occurred to the commander of the Macoutes that he might die tonight. The possibility had never seriously crossed his mind before — except for fleeting moments in his office, when he had been under sniper fire — but now he realized that death was all around him, drawing closer by the moment.

Panic seized him, and he ducked around a corner of the grand casino, seeking shelter from the light. It was a wasted effort, since the floodlights seemed to cover every inch of the construction site, and now he had been spotted by the enemy.

He realized the latter fact when bullets started gouging pockmarks from the concrete wall, a foot above his head. He dropped to his hands and knees. Another burst, from the direction of the shattered office building, and Descartes had found his enemy at last.

He triggered three quick shots in the direction of the muzzle-flashes, startled by the recoil of the pistol, which he'd never fired before. He scrambled to his feet and sprinted for the nearby sheds, less interested in turning off the floodlights now than in securing substantial cover for himself.

The first shed had a padlock on its door. Descartes cursed briefly and stumbled backward toward the second as a rifle bullet trilled the aluminum siding behind him. Number two was open, but the cramped interior was packed with shovels, axes, hoes and rakes, as well as an assortment of other tools he didn't even recognize.

In desperation he scrambled to the third shed, slipped inside and closed the flimsy door behind him. From the ceiling, low enough to scrape the peak of his cap, a single naked bulb had been suspended to provide illumination. It was burning now, and showed Descartes that he had accidentally achieved his purpose. He had found the master power board.

The «danger» warning had been printed in both French and English, above and below a gray metal panel alive with wires. One wall was lined with at least a hundred switches. One of them was larger than the rest and painted brilliant red, which he now took to indicate the master switch.

Success!

Descartes stood and was on his way to the power board when someone standing just outside the shed unleashed a burst of automatic fire. The heavy bullets punched through thin aluminum like cleats through cardboard, staggering Descartes as one round drilled a hole beneath his shoulder blade. The impact drove him forward toward the power board, hands thrown out to catch himself.

He would have screamed, had there been time. Instead he struck the power board head-on, amid a shower of sparks that left his body twitching, smoking, as the current rippled through his flesh.

Outside, the floodlights flickered once and died.


     *

The office was a mess, but Esposito quickly realized that there was no one dead inside. Some speckles on the floor might have passed for blood, okay, but nothing in the way of bodies.

"Shit!"

He'd been counting on an easy kill, considering the rocket blast, but Sonny's follow-up had been delayed by sniper fire, and now he found his quarry had escaped.

"Goddamn it!"

How was he supposed to find Bartoli in the three-ring circus that was going on outside? For all he knew, the capo might be lying dead already, with a bullet in his brain. If he was still alive, he could have made it to the car by now, and… The limo!

If Bartoli was alive, he'd clear out as fast as possible. The waiting limo was his ticket, but he had to get there first, and if he hadn't left already, Esposito had a chance of pulling off his coup.

He left the shattered office, circling around back, and almost stumbled over the remains of Marco Rizzi.

"Good riddance," Sonny muttered. It was one less job that he would have to do himself. If he could only find Bartoli…

The capo had parked his armored limousine beneath a stand of trees that had survived the excavation, roughly twenty yards behind the office. If he found Bartoli there, the driver might be with him, but at this point, odds of two-to-one were nothing to lose sleep about. Surprise would see him through, if nothing else.

He stepped around Rizzi's body and headed toward the limo — and the lights went out.

"Goddamn it!"

He could hear the gunfire escalating behind him, drawing closer. Sonny glanced in that direction, momentarily distracted by the muzzled-flashes that winked like fireflies in the sudden darkness. It was impossible for him to plot the positions of his friends and enemies.

No matter. Sonny focused on his goal and struck off for the car.

From twenty yards away, he spotted figures huddled by the car — two men, from all appearances. He rushed forward, cutting the distance by half before one of them opened a rear door, his action automatically turning on the interior dome light.

Sonny grinned ferociously at the sight of Don Bartoli and his wheelman. Standing firm at thirty feet, he braced his.45 in both hands, sighting down the slide, and fired.

Too soon.

The heavy slug skimmed past Barton's face and flattened on the nearest windowpane, alerting both his targets to their peril. As Bartoli ducked inside the limousine and slammed the door, his driver swung toward Sonny in a fighting crouch, a stubby Ingram submachine gun in his hands.

The Ingram's first burst should have done it, but the guy was nervous and fired high, giving Sonny a second chance. He squeezed off two quick rounds and one of them found flesh. The driver slumped backward, braced against the car.

But he didn't fall. The dying man unleashed another burst at his adversary, pivoting to grab the handle on the driver's door and swing it open. Once again, the dome light flared, and Sonny's target formed a perfect silhouette as he began to climb behind the wheel.

It was incredible. The man intended to drive his boss away before he died from shock and loss of blood. In desperation, Sonny tried another shot and nailed his target through the throat.

Smiling broadly, Sonny sauntered toward the car.


     *

Bartoli watched his driver die, the final outburst from his Ingram muffled by a heavy plate of armored glass between the driver's seat and passenger compartment. With the doors locked, he was momentarily secure, but he didn't intend to play the role of sitting duck while his assailants looked for ways to smoke him out or set the limousine on fire.

From ten yards out, he recognized Sonny Esposito, and his vague, unformed suspicions were confirmed. The slimy bastard was a traitor, doubtless working hand-in-glove with the New York invaders to destroy the empire Bartoli had been building for himself. The fucking Judas had already cost him at least thirty men, and it was time to settle the tab.

He pressed a hidden catch behind the driver's seat and dropped the panel that concealed a pair of loaded Uzi submachine guns. Choosing one, he flicked the safety off and drew the cocking lever backward, chambering a parabellum round to get the weapon primed.

Outside, his would-be nemesis was leveling an automatic at the window, frowning as he realized the.45 would never make a dent. Bartoli could imagine Esposito's thoughts: what should I do? How can I crack the limousine and reach the target?

He'd never get the chance.

Bartoli turned a knob that opened a three-inch gun port in the limo's door. If Esposito noticed, it wasn't reflected on his scowling face. Bartoli slid the Uzi's muzzle through the gun port, aimed by instinct and prepared himself for the hellish noise as he fired.

At that, he very nearly missed his target, cutting Sonny's legs from under him when he was hoping to get the bastard in the chest. It scarcely mattered, though, since Sonny fell across his line of fire while Don Bartoli held the Uzi's trigger down, a wicked stream of parabellum manglers ripping through his stomach, chest and face before he hit the ground.

The capo fed the stuttergun another magazine before he stepped outside the car. It was a pity he wouldn't be able to interrogate his Judas, find out who had anted up the thirty bits of silver, but at least he had begun the job of cleaning house. In future he would have to be more cautious with promotions from the ranks.

Bartoli circled Sonny's corpse to reach the driver's door. He left his Uzi on the fender for a moment, as he needed both hands to drag the driver clear. He felt a flicker of revulsion as he slid behind the wheel. The seat was slick with blood, and it was soaking through his slacks, the fabric sticking to his thighs.

Bartoli had his hand on the ignition key when he realized the damage that the final burst from the Ingram had inflicted upon the dashboard. The speedometer, the fuel gauge, clock and AM/FM stereo were shattered; random rounds had nailed the driver's telephone, the air-conditioning controls, the glove compartment.

Without a shred of hope, he turned the key and was rewarded with a muffled groan from beneath the limo's hood. The second time he tried, Bartoli got no sound at all.

He slammed a fist angrily against the steering wheel, aware that he had soiled his clothes with blood for nothing. Scooping up his weapon, he quit the car. He knew that there must be some other form of transportation on the site. The company had several cars and pickup trucks that were used for daily runs to Port-au-Prince. If he could find one that hadn't been shot to hell, the capo had it made. The keys, he knew, would be inside what was left of the office.

Cursing underneath his breath, Bartoli stepped across the driver's corpse and started back the way he had come.


     *

Petoit had led the rush toward the casino, where a number of Macoutes and armed mobsters had taken refuge. Several of his men were lost as they advanced beneath the lights, but then the building site went dark and the survivors finished their approach by moonlight, clinging to the walls before they slipped inside the building.

The main casino was designed with several sets of double doors and massive windows, none of which had had glass installed. The apertures admitted moonlight, but the cavernous interior was still a murky place of gliding windows, lighted only by sporadic muzzle blasts from automatic weapons.

Petoit crept on his belly over cool concrete, covering thirty yards before he came up short, against the cover of a native stone partition. From his vantage point, he had a panoramic view of the casino battlefield, almost a hundred yards across, with riflemen in isolated pockets trading fire across the central floor. He had a fair idea of where his people were, determined by the path of their advance, and so was able to identify the enemy without being within point-blank range.

Some fifty feet in front of him, two members of the opposition force were laying down determined cover fire with submachine guns, halting the advance of his commandos on the right. Petoit took aim with his AK-47, sighting on the muzzle-flashes first, then picking out the human forms in silhouette. He squeezed off half a dozen rounds, repeated when the second figure didn't fold immediately, and the guns fell silent.

Tracking on, he quickly saw that the defenders, isolated as they were in several points around the room, had missed his entry to the battle. Armed with the advantage of surprise, Petoit selected other targets, still within his weapon's optimum effective range, repeating the procedure until he had silenced seven guns in all.

The defenders recognized him now, their concentrated fire descending on his sniper's nest and driving Jacques to the ground. He wriggled back along the stone partition, feeding a fresh magazine into his rifle as he went, prepared to try another angle of attack if he could only find the way.

He found it moments later, nearly toppling down a flight of steps before he caught himself. A sunken bar was near completion, off the main casino, and he scuttled past the upright posts installed for stools, concealed from his opponents by the darkness and his drop below their normal line of sight. Another forty feet, and he found other steps that took him back to the casino floor, but he was coming in behind a number of his adversaries now to take them by surprise.

He removed one of his two grenades from his belt as he approached a group of half a dozen riflemen whose concentrated fire had proved a major obstacle to the advancement of his troops. When he was close enough to make it count, Petoit withdrew the pin and pitched the lethal egg from twenty feet, a gentle underhand that dropped it squarely in the midst of his targets.

Belly-down, he rode the shock wave as the frag grenade went off, its shrapnel slicing through the nearest gunners, blowing them away. Petoit was on his feet before the echoes of the blast died and was closing in to finish the survivors, firing single rounds from his assault rifle at their moaning, twitching forms.

His rebels were pushing back the enemy now, confining them within a corner of the giant room. Here and there he heard the voices of Macoutes as they began to plead for mercy and were answered by the blast of automatic weapons fired at point-blank range. His tiny strike force could afford no prisoners, and they weren't inclined to mercy after all that they had suffered through the years.

It was a weary business, hunting men, but Jacques Petoit had made his choice and there could be no turning back. His people had endured enough from despots in their time, and they were pledged to even up the score.

Petoit stood, the weight of Haitian history upon his shoulders as he moved to join the hunt.


     *

Bartoli wasted precious moments scouring the office, but he finally uncovered several sets of keys and stuffed them all inside a pocket of his tattered, bloodstained jacket. It was possible that he had missed a set or two, but he was running out of time, and with the keys that he had he should be able to obtain some form of transportation to take him out of there.

The problem was that no one had as yet devised a central parking lot, for Liberté. The vehicles he sought were scattered around the site, and he'd have to take his chances on the battlefield to find one. It was risky from the start, but it was still the only game in town.

Emerging from the office, he heard the steady beat of small-arms fire reverberating from inside the great casino. Jesus, it would cost another million dollars, easy, to repair the damage done this night, but it would all be worth the price if he could put the New York Families in their proper place. The bastards had a lesson coming, and Bartoli relished his position as the teacher.

Moving out, he shied away from the casino, drifting away from the concerted action on the open ground. He came upon a pickup first, but both front tires were flayed by shrapnel, rusty water draining from the punctured radiator.

He was scanning for another option when he saw the big man, moving like a wraith through wafting clouds of battle smoke. It was Omega, sure as hell, but he had been transformed, completely clad in black now, wearing a military harness and holding an automatic rifle in his hands. He hadn't spotted Bartoli yet, from all appearance, but at a glance the capo knew he was Omega's chosen prey.

Bartoli dropped beside the wasted pickup, fingering the Uzi's trigger. He could try a burst from there, uncertain of the range, but if he blew it he was up Shit Creek without a paddle. On the other hand, if he could slip away before the Ace discovered where he was…

The capo spied the car, some fifty feet away, and noted that it seemed undamaged. It was open country all the way, unfortunately, and Bartoli knew that he could never make the move unnoticed by Omega. He'd have to. take the bastard first — or pin him down, at any rate — in order to protect his flank and buy some time.

From that point on, it was a relatively simple matter: reach the car without some other asshole blowing him away; sort through the different sets of keys and pray he had the right ones in his hand; drive off before Omega or some other enemy could stop him with a stray round through the engine block.

No problem.

First, Omega. Bartoli rose from cover, bracing elbows on the pickup's dented fender and sighting down the stubby barrel of his submachine gun. It was sixty feet or more, but he could make it if he held the weapon steady and remembered not to jerk the trigger in his haste to make the kill.

All nice and easy, Don Bartoli thought.

And then he let the Uzi rip.


     *

A sniper unwittingly saved Mack Bolan's life. The rifle bullet whispered past his ear, and Bolan went to ground precisely as the Uzi opened fire. He kept on rolling as the parabellum rounds kicked up a cloud of dust beside him, swinging up his AK-47, ready to respond as Don Bartoli broke from cover and sprinkled over open ground.

The soldier recognized his prey and realized his destination, shifting his attention to the car that was parked beside an uncompleted wing of the hotel. Bartoli still had twenty feet to go when Bolan shot the starboard tires to hissing ribbons, finishing the job with four rounds through the fender, striking home beneath the hood.

Bartoli faltered in midstride, his hopes evaporating. Furious, he spun to face the Executioner, his face a twisted mass of hate.

"You worthless bastard!" he cried. "How much is New York paying you for this?"

The Executioner was on his feet again.

"New York's not part of this," he replied. "It never was."

"You lying son of a bitch. Why should I believe you?"

"I've already told you why."

Bartoli spent a moment letting that sink in. "It's really you," he said at last.

"It's really me."

"You played me for a sucker all along."

"I did my best."

The mafioso seemed confused. "Why me?"

"Because of who and what you are. Because you're here."

"You've got a hundred bigger fish at home. You didn't have to come down here and take me on."

"Let's say I like the tropic sun."

"You want some heat, you bastard? Right. I'll give you heat."

Bartoli came for Bolan over open ground, the Uzi blasting from his hip. He wasn't good enough to make it count at such a range. Bolan raised his AK-47 to his shoulder, squeezing off a single round that drilled between the capo's eyes. Bartoli wilted in his tracks and toppled backward, settling in a dusty heap.

Around him, Bolan heard he sounds of combat fading. Armed resistance in the main casino had been crushed, and rebel troops were mopping up in the hotel. The few Macoutes and mafiosi who attempted to surrender had been executed on the spot.

Bolan counted it a victory of sorts, but he understood that victories were transient in an everlasting war. His enemies would rise again with other faces, other names, on other battlefields. Their criminal objectives would be subtly altered, but their major thrust would be the same. They would devour everyone and everything that lay before them, if they weren't stopped by force.

His battle was finished here in Haiti, but Mack Bolan's everlasting way marched relentlessly on.

The Executioner turned hungry eyes toward the next engagement.
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Ruger GP 100 Revolver

The GP 100, the latest n  line of large-
frame Ruger revolvers, incorporates
significant improvements in its design.
Frame width has been increased in the
critical areas that support the barrel, and
both frame side walls are solid and
integral. The lock mechanism is
contained within the trigger guard,
which is inserted into the frame as a
single subassembly. To provide strength
10 withstand the pressures of the 357
Magnum ammunition, the cylinder
locking notches are substantially offset
and are cutinto the thickest part of the
cylinder walls. The cushioned grip
system helps reduce shock recoil.

‘The weapon also takes full advantage
of such standard Ruger features as the
floating firing pin mounted in the frame,
the transferable safety and the use of
strong coil springs.

length: 23.8 cm (9.3/8 in)
barrel length: 10.16 or 15.24 cm
(4or6

weight: 1.16 kg (41 02)






