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VOLATILE RELATIONS

A new era of friendship between the Syrian and US governments is threatened when American high-tech weapons go missing en route overseas. Determined to destroy the stolen arms before they can be used, Mack Bolan discovers nothing is what it seems between the Syrian regime and the loyalists–including the beautiful double agent working with him.

Getting to the weapons alive is only one of Bolan’s problems. Tracking down the enemy behind the theft–without starting a war–will put his years of experience to the test. But discretion is of the utmost importance, and the lives of millions are at stake, which makes the Executioner the only man for this mission.


Bolan froze. His nostrils flared.

The smell was unmistakable. It was human body odor, and if he was smelling that, it could only mean one thing.

There were enemy soldiers right here, right now.

Bolan ripped his knife free and slammed the blade into the dirt next to his knee. A scream welled up and blood darkened the arid soil. Bolan left his knife where it was lodged and threw himself into a forward roll.

The ground erupted around him. Half a dozen soldiers, concealed in shallow grave-like depressions, popped up all around him. The soldiers pushed themselves to their feet, their weapons and web gear trailing plumes of dirt. Weapon-mounted lights cast hazy beams in the dusty air.

Bolan’s suppressed Beretta machine-pistol was already in his fist. He pivoted on one knee, tracking the weapon lights.

The Beretta coughed out 3-round bursts as the Executioner tapped out a Morse code of death on the trigger.
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And some that smile have in their hearts, I fear, millions of mischiefs.

—William Shakespeare,

Julius Caesar

The world is full of people looking to start trouble. But you can’t let yourself be overwhelmed by those who live for chaos. You have to focus on what you can affect. You deal with that, and you deal with it directly. The rest sorts itself out.

—Mack Bolan


THE

MACK BOLAN

LEGEND

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

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

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

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

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

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

Now, after a lengthy lone-wolf struggle and much soul-searching, the Executioner has agreed to enter an “arm’s-length” alliance with his government once more, reserving the right to pursue personal missions in his Everlasting War.
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Mack Bolan flexed his knees as the ground rushed up to meet him. He rolled when he hit, hurrying to slap the quick release on his parachute. The black chute billowed behind him once he was free of it, carried by the high winds that had made his high-altitude, low-opening jump that much more difficult.

The man once known as the Executioner rolled and caught the chute, pulling it to his chest and folding it several times. In the moonlit darkness he would be nearly invisible, but there was nothing to be gained by leaving the chute floating around the desert where it could alert some passing patrol.

Crouching, using the night sky to silhouette any enemies who might approach, Bolan checked his gear. He wore a KA-BAR-style combat knife inverted on his web gear, which was concealed by a lightweight three-quarter-length jacket. Over his chest was slung his canvas war bag, which contained most of his munitions. Holstered in custom leather under his left arm was his action-tuned Beretta 93R, while a Desert Eagle in .44 Magnum was tucked in his waistband, in a Kydex IWB holster behind his right hip.

He’d been told his local contact would provide him with heavier weaponry on an as-needed basis. It wasn’t practical for him to drop in with much more equipment than he had, so he’d opted to max out his weight limits on loaded magazines and grenades rather than adding an assault rifle to his kit. Toting two handguns and a knife, he wasn’t exactly unarmed…but if a patrol found him out here, where there was no cover and nowhere to go, he would definitely be outgunned.

Arid scrubland, broken by hills and promontories of rock, extended in every direction. The night sky was brilliant overhead. Bolan checked his direction against the stars and faced north, as he’d been instructed. There was no telling how long he might have to wait. He settled into his crouch, prepared for the long haul, knowing that the night would grow much colder before dawn. He didn’t relish the thought of spending hours out here, but he would if there were no other choice—

Bolan froze. His nostrils flared.

He put two fingers to his left ear as if activating communications gear. The motion concealed the slow drift of his right hand to his combat knife.

“Zero one zero,” he said in a stage whisper, loud enough for anyone within ten meters to hear. “This is Space Commander Alpha One. I’ve touched down at Zulu Marker Zeta. Mortars are on standby.” It was nonsense, but it didn’t really matter what he said. Those listening would not be native English speakers. Chances were they spoke no English at all. As he wagged his left elbow, trying to draw attention to that side of his body, the fingers of his right hand curled around the rubberized handle of his knife.

He shifted his foot. Dirt and pebbles moved under the toe of his combat boot. He pretended he didn’t feel the answering movement, the barely concealed reaction to his presence.

His nose twitched again. The smell was unmistakable. It was human body odor, and if he was smelling that, it could mean only one thing.

There were enemy soldiers right here, right now.

“I’m getting ready to dig a foxhole,” Bolan told his imaginary radio contact. “Standing by in four, three—”

He ripped his knife free and slammed the blade into the dirt next to his knee. A horrifying scream welled up from the ground below. Blood darkened the arid soil. Bolan left his knife where it was lodged and threw himself into a forward roll.

The ground erupted around him. Half a dozen soldiers, concealed in shallow gravelike depressions, popped up all around him. It was like something out of a zombie movie, Bolan thought, as the soldiers pushed themselves to their feet, their weapons and web gear trailing plumes of dirt. Weapon-mounted lights cast hazy beams in the dusty air.

Bolan’s suppressed Beretta pistol was already in his fist. He pivoted on one knee, tracking the weapon lights, keenly aware of the short window in which he had to work. Only his faster reflexes and his experience saved him.

The Beretta coughed out 3-round bursts as the Executioner tapped out a Morse code of death on the trigger. He fired, rolled and fired again, changing position with each shot, staying low in the darkness to keep his enemies against the sky. The hollow metallic clatter of Kalashnikov rifles rolled over him; the shock waves of the multiple discharges hammered his eardrums as the enemy weapons ripped the earth around his body.

The Beretta’s 20-round box magazine cycled dry. Rather than dump it and attempt a reload, Bolan shifted the weapon to his left hand. He drew the Desert Eagle with his right, still avoiding enemy gunfire. The triangular snout of the .44 Magnum Israeli hand-cannon belched flame each time he pulled the trigger. He was careful not to look directly at it, doing his best to salvage his night vision.

He heard the shots before he saw the new shooter. The sound was different; it was higher, from another angle, and he threw himself backward in the dirt before he could fix the new threat’s location. The chopped AK, a Krinkov with a folding stock, cut down the last two soldiers in the circle of resistance. Bolan had swung his Desert Eagle in the direction of the approaching form but stopped himself before pulling the trigger.

The figure that came to stand over him pulled a desert scarf from mouth and nose. Bolan saw, against the night sky, long hair falling free of the square of cloth. The distinctive sound of a classic fuel-oil lighter snapping open was followed by a flare of light. In the flame, a beautiful woman with dark hair and darker eyes looked back at him.

The desert was suddenly very quiet. Bolan could hear the flickering of the lighter’s flame in the night wind.

“Are you…lighting a cigarette?” he asked.

“I do not smoke,” the woman said. She wore a military field jacket and fatigue pants that did little to hide the curve of her hips. The hilt of a Jordanian-military-style jambiya combat knife was visible in her belt. The tube of an RPG launcher was secured over her shoulder. “But if you see me, perhaps you will not shoot me.”

“You think so?” Bolan said.

“If you are Matt Cooper,” the woman replied. “If you are not, I may shoot you?”

Bolan almost laughed. “Yes, I’m Matthew Cooper, and no, you should not shoot me. Either you’re my contact or the operation is compromised.”

“I am Sabeen Yenni,” the woman said.

The name was the right one, the name Hal Brognola had given him only hours ago, when Bolan was preparing to board the flight to Syria.

“Your contact,” the big Fed had told him through the scrambled satellite link, “is a double agent named Sabeen Yenni. Intelligence has been aware of her for some time. She has a network of her own, or more accurately, several networks, which extend into some pretty deep, dark areas of that region. Formerly she was with an al-Qaeda women’s brigade in northern Syria, but she was co-opted by US elements and brought on board to work for us. She still claims to be a spy for the Syrian loyalists, whom she’s supposed to be selling out.”

“I’m not up on the latest in Syria,” Bolan had admitted. “Loyalists?”

“Loyal to the previous regime, Striker,” Brognola said. As head of the Sensitive Operations Group and the man to whom the Stony Man Farm counterterrorist teams answered, Brognola was also one of the few people alive who knew Bolan’s history as the vigilante called the Executioner. “Recently, there was a coup in Syria. The new regime is like a political unicorn, something we never thought would fall in our laps. They’re nominally open to normal relations with the United States. The new Leader for Life of Syria is one Basram Hahmir, who was fairly highly placed in their military before he used it to take over.”

“Funny how that works,” Bolan said.

“Hahmir is something of a golden boy to the Man right now,” Brognola revealed. “As part of the agreement through which the United States and the UN Security Council formally recognized the new Syrian government, Hahmir traveled to the United States for an extended meet and greet with various diplomats. You were overseas when it happened, and officially, it never did. We hushed it up in the American media and it’s gained no traction among the conspiracy nuts on the internet.”

“What are you talking about, Hal?”

“Hahmir,” Brognola explained. “He jumped between the President and a would-be assassin. Fortunately, the Secret Service was able to get to the few journalists on-site and preempt the story before it became…unwieldy. In a joint press conference later that day, the Man and Hahmir announced the dawn of a new era in US-Syrian relations.”

“Sounds a little too easy.”

“I thought the same thing,” Brognola said. “The Farm’s looking into it. But as you can imagine, the President and Hahmir have become fast friends. That has in turn prompted instant cooperation on the part of the United States. The Man has a personal stake in Hahmir’s regime. A Syria loyal to the United States is a tactical prize we simply can’t afford to pass up.”

“I think I can see where this is going,” Bolan said.

“Hahmir’s government will almost certainly come under attack from its former allies. Syria was no friend to the West, and now that it is, the region will destroy itself unless we do something to stop it. The United States has shipped an aid package to Syria that includes next-generation weaponry, particularly mobile missile systems.”

“There’s a ‘but’ coming,” Bolan said.

“But,” Brognola continued, “the weapons shipment has gone missing. It was stolen right out from under the Syrian authorities’ noses at the airfield. That, by itself, is suspicious enough. Hahmir is all apologies and, honestly, his regime is frantic to locate the weapons because they’re worried the loyalists might figure out how to deploy them first. His New Governmental Militia has been tearing up the countryside, torturing and strong-arming Syrian citizens.”

“Storm troopers?”

“Something like,” the big Fed told him. “The militia is the reason Hahmir took power in the first place, but it’s starting to look like Hahmir’s operatives within the military have ambitions of their own. Specifically, a vicious character named Sudhra ‘the Wolf’ Fafniyal. It’s Fafniyal’s secret police that your contact is supposed to be spying on the loyalists for.”

“Can’t tell the players without a scorecard,” Bolan said drily.

“They’re color-coded,” Brognola said. “The previous Syrian regime’s color was royal red. The loyalists wear red armbands as a result. Fafniyal’s troops wear black. Hahmir’s regular militia wears blue, if I remember correctly.”

“And this Sabeen Yenni? What color does she wear, working for us while ratting out the loyalists to Fafniyal?”

“It’s safe to say her loyalty is to herself,” Brognola admitted, “but her track record as a freedom fighter is well documented. It’s why she was approached by US Intelligence in the first place.”

“Trust, but verify,” Bolan said. “I’ve got it. I’ll just have to watch out for knives at my back.”

“And bullets. And grenades,” Brognola said.

“So where does that leave us?” the soldier asked. “Any chance of support from the Farm?”

“Able Team and Phoenix Force are otherwise engaged,” Brognola told him. “Although we do have the support of the cyberteam. We’ve been monitoring Syria with real-time satellite imagery retasked for this mission.”

“That will help,” Bolan commented.

“The Man is grateful to his new friend, but he isn’t stupid. The Farm was told to track that weaponry shipment through to its destination. Thermal imagery shows us multiple locations in remote areas of Syria where we believe the weaponry has been cached. It’s only a matter of time before the loyalists, without the benefit of US technical advisors, figure out how to deploy the missile systems. When they do they’re going to set that region on fire. We’re looking at all-out war.”

“So I go in, find the weapons and destroy them, with Sabeen Yenni to show me all the local highlights.”

“That’s the upshot, yes,” Brognola said. “But it’s more complicated than that.”

“It always is.”

“No matter what you do there, Striker,” the big Fed said, “it could touch off a war for control of Syria at the very least. The United States cannot be seen as interfering on the ground, or the resulting backlash could cause us problems almost as bad as losing a sympathetic government. Your presence in Syria isn’t sanctioned by Hahmir’s government, and we couldn’t allow them to know about it for fear of compromising you. That’s the official word. Unofficially, they know damned well we’re sending someone to track the weapons, even though everyone involved is going to play dumb. The Man has even shared some intelligence with them, as a good-faith gesture.”

“That leaves me plenty vulnerable,” Bolan said.

“There’s no other way to put a team, or even a single man, on the ground,” Brognola said. “Hahmir’s government claims it will play ball, at least off the books. But if they’re pressed, they, too, will claim they have no knowledge of your mission. They’ll treat you accordingly.”

“You drop me into the nicest meat grinders, Hal.”

“We need you to ferret out who has done what, if you can, but under the cloak of plausible deniability,” Brognola went on. “That means we’re giving you an internationally available electronic tablet that you can use for mission data and so on. There can be no way of tracing you back to us should you end up in enemy hands. And there’s no shortage of potential enemies who might want to put you down.”

“Understood,” Bolan said. He understood, all right. It was a familiar story…as familiar as the thin ice on which he now stood.

“Striker, there’s one more thing.”

“Yeah?”

“If you do find evidence of perfidy on the part of Hahmir or elements within his government, you do have one more option.”

“And that is?” Bolan asked.

“Option Zeta,” Brognola said. “It’s a file in your dossier. Read it thoroughly and memorize the codes. You might need them.”

“Got it,” Bolan had said. “Striker, out.”

And now he was here, in Syria, with his boots—and his back—on the actual ground. He would either return the weapons systems to Hahmir’s government or he would destroy them. And along the way he would determine, if at all possible, whether the President could trust the Hahmir regime. But right now, there was the matter of the dead men who had been lying in wait under the ground.

“This is a problem,” Bolan said, indicating the bodies. He took Yenni’s hand when she offered it, and allowed her to help him to his feet. The freedom fighter draped her desert scarf around her neck, pocketed her lighter and crouched next to him.

“They are dead,” she said. “And we are alive. This is not a problem.”

“Not in the immediate sense,” he replied. “But the drop coordinates were known only to your network. These men were waiting for me. Right here.” He knelt and played the beam of his tactical flashlight over the nearest body.

“Black scarves,” Yenni said. “These are the Wolf’s men.”

“You’re supposed to be working as an operative for Fafniyal, right?”

“Yes,” Yenni replied, nodding, “but it would not matter. There is very little trust between the Wolf’s people and all others. If they find us they will kill us immediately.”

“So somebody knew about the meet,” Bolan said. “Which means our operation may be compromised before it begins.”

“Someone in the network, or with access to it, intercepted coordinates,” Yenni said. “These men were left to conceal themselves beneath the dirt. They did not know what was coming. Do you think they would have worn oxygen masks and let the sand fleas bite them for just one American?” She held up the mask the nearest corpse had worn on a rubber cord around his neck.

Bolan had to admit that she had a point, but he was still worried about the implications. There was no telling where the leak came from. The entire process was potentially porous, from Hahmir’s government—which knew that a force of some kind was to be inserted by the United States to track the missing weapons—all the way down to boots on the soil.

“Your move, then,” he told her. “I’m counting on you.”

“And I am counting on the Americans. I’ll help you to free Syria. Whether that happens now or twenty years from now does not matter. What matters is that the work is done.”

“We’ll need to bury these men,” Bolan said.

“No,” Yenni replied. “There is no time. There are frequent patrols. The gunfire will have attracted one of these.”

“Fafniyal’s people?”

“Yes,” she said. “Leave them. I will take their magazines.” She went from soldier to soldier, stripping the bodies of ammunition, adding it to her gear. She also reloaded the little Krinkov.

“Are we on foot?” Bolan asked.

“I have a truck half a kilometer east, under a camouflage net.”

Bolan patted down his web gear. The little ruggedized tablet was right where it should be. He used it to access a real-time topographical overlay of their position against a satellite map of the area. The encrypted tablet also contained the coordinates of the weapons caches. He noted the position of several icons on the screen and read through the captions.

“We should get moving to the closest target site,” he told Yenni. “Before…” He let his words trail off. He could hear something on the night wind.

“Cooper,” Yenni said. “Do you hear that?”

“Trucks.”

“It is a Fafniyal patrol. We must go quickly.”

“That’s not all,” Bolan said. “I hear a helicopter.”

“Not merely a helicopter. It is a gunship. The Wolf makes use of many Soviet surplus Hind aircraft.”

“Not good,” Bolan said. “But I think I have a plan.”

“What is your plan, Cooper?”

“We run like hell.”
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Bolan and Yenni ran east, through the scrub and rocks, toward a defile Bolan had spotted on the topographical map.

“Where are we going?” Yenni asked. She didn’t seem winded at all, even sprinting alongside him, working harder to keep up with his long strides.

“I’ll know it when I see it,” Bolan said, casting a wary glance over his shoulder. “Slow down. Pretty soon we’re going to—”

“You are very slow. You should run faster.”

“That’s me,” he replied, not breaking stride. “Slow as molasses.” He eased the Beretta 93R from its holster, checked the selector and looked behind him once more. Somewhere high above, the whirring of the enemy helicopter was louder. He couldn’t see the Hind, if Yenni was correct. He hoped she wasn’t.

Yenni surged ahead of him by a pace, then three. He opened his mouth to warn her.

She disappeared.

Bolan dropped in behind her. The almost invisible hole she’d fallen into was nearly as deep as he was tall. He landed heavily on his combat boots, crouching in the dirt. He couldn’t see her in the darkness.

“I’m all right,” she said without prompting. “You could have warned me.”

“You could have waited,” he said.

The “hole” extended in either direction in a straight line. It was five feet wide and five feet deep. In the darkness, against the sky above, Bolan could see Yenni moving to one knee.

“What is this?” she asked.

“Leftovers,” he said. “Satellite imaging says these trenches crisscross the area for miles. Immediately after the Arab Spring unrest, when civil war first broke out, the network was dug out by the first rebel forces. From the tactical reports we received—”

“We?” Yenni asked.

“From the reports my government received,” Bolan said, ignoring her attempt to pry, “that group of rebels was wiped out before they got a chance to fall back to their trenches. Outdated tactics, used in the wrong context. There’s a right way and a wrong way to make war.”

“And so the trenches remained.”

“Yes.” Bolan took out his tablet and brought up the overlaid map grid of their location. “The last time this area was imaged from space, the leading strip of trench went on for several hundred yards. There are cross trenches branching off along its length. The entire area has been dug out.”

“We must hurry, Cooper,” Yenni said. The chopper was almost on top of them now.

“Do you have an e-tool in your pack?”

“Yes,” she said, sounding confused. “Why would you—”

“Give it to me,” Bolan said. “And your RPG. And then run that way,” he told her, pointing.

She handed over the folding entrenching tool and unslung the RPG tube. “I have only one round,” she said.

“It will have to be enough.” Bolan took the rocket-propelled grenade from her and slung the tube over his shoulder, jamming the folding e-tool as far as he could into the outer slash pocket of his jacket. He tucked the RPG round inside the coat, making the garment sag heavily. “I’m heading in the opposite direction,” he said. “Draw them off me, but don’t do too good a job. When I open up on them I want that chopper coming at me.”

“You’ll be killed.”

“Sooner or later,” Bolan said, “we all are. Now scram.”

Yenni looked as if she might ask a question, but instead she closed her mouth, turned and ran without another word. Bolan did the same, fleeing through the rough-hewn trench, increasing the distance between them. The folding e-tool and the rocket-propelled grenade battered his flanks as his coat moved against his body.

The helicopter roared past.

He looked up just in time to see the chopper cut through the rectangle of sky delineated by the trench walls. He caught only a glimpse, but there was no mistaking that silhouette. He’d seen it many times before.

It was definitely a Mil Mi-24, designated the Hind by NATO. Introduced in the early seventies by the Soviets, the Hind was called the “flying tank.” With twin turboshaft engines driving a midmounted five-blade rotor, not to mention a pair of stub wings that served as three-station weapon hardpoints, the flying beast could carry a Gryazev-Shipunov twin-barreled autocannon, AT-2 “Swatter” antitank missiles, and a rocket pod or pods bearing S-8 rockets.

He pressed himself against the wall of the trench. Voices were coming closer, and the helicopter’s buzzing was receding. Sound echoed strangely inside the old trench network, but as near as Bolan could tell, that meant the chopper was circling around the target site as the ground troops closed in.

Mack Bolan stopped running. He cocked his head to one side.

A man fell into the trench at his feet.

Bolan had time to step back before two more enemy soldiers, both wearing the black armbands of the Wolf, tumbled into the trench. The enemy gunners had obviously been running in pursuit and encountered the trench network as abruptly as Yenni had. Bolan didn’t wait for them to recover, didn’t wait for them to shout a warning. He simply swept the suppressor-equipped barrel of his Beretta across the fallen, scrambling men and stroked the trigger repeatedly.

The subsonic 9-mm rounds churned through the fallen soldiers. The men writhed and were still. Bolan, wary of a surprise attack should one of them be shamming, rifled through their web gear. He came up with three Kalashnikov rifles and half a dozen loaded magazines, which he quickly shoved into his war bag. Pausing to pop the cover from the first rifle, he ripped its bolt free and threw it as far along the trench as he could. Then he dumped the stripped rifle and checked the other two, pulling back the bolt far enough to verify that a round was chambered in each.

He had just enough time to lift the barrel as a fourth soldier dived into the trench.

This man had seen the lip of the excavation coming, or perhaps he’d heard the scuffle or the cough of Bolan’s suppressed Beretta. Either way, he leaped into the ditch as if he intended to make some war.

Bolan was happy to accommodate him.

The American soldier triggered his borrowed Kalashnikov and raked the man across the chest. The enemy gunner was dead before he finished hitting the dirt. Farther along the trench, somewhere between his current position and where Yenni had been, more soldiers were piling in from above, their weapons ready. Bolan knew he couldn’t face them all. The trench walls formed a fatal funnel that could work both for him and against him. Without the element of surprise, he would be just as vulnerable to the enemy’s guns as they were to his.

He opted for distance, moving along the passage in a low crouch, headed away from the soldiers massing between him and Yenni. He could hear gunfire behind him and to his left. At this distance it was hard to tell Yenni’s chopped AK from the full-size Kalashnikovs chattering to meet it, but he thought perhaps he could. He didn’t need her to hold out long, and in fact, he’d meant it when he’d told her he didn’t want her to do too well in drawing fire. It was essential that the Hind eventually fix on him. He just needed a little time to work.

Footsteps above his head brought him up short. Two lines of the Wolf’s uniformed patrolmen were now paralleling the trench on either side. Bolan crouched low so they couldn’t see him in the darkness. By his rough count, there were five on either side. He knew what they were after, too: they were walking the trench in order to sweep it clean. No doubt there were more doing the same thing in the opposite direction.

The Hind made a closer pass and a spotlight came alive, one attached to the Hind’s nose cannon. The bright shaft played across the arid scrub and dipped in and out of the trench, back and forth, as the chopper’s pilot walked his craft sideways along the ditch.

The patrol would see Bolan any moment now. All they had to do was point a handheld light in his direction. He raised his Kalashnikov, making sure the selector was on full automatic, and spun his body in a tight arc. The soldier blasted away at ankle level, chopping down the patrolmen, continuing his spin to raze the feet of the men at his right. Unable to process what had happened, the men simply started screaming. Bolan spared them mercy rounds with the rest of his magazine, burning half his bullets on one side, half on the other. His ears were ringing from the echoes of the gunfire as he hurried on.

Above him, the Hind abruptly stopped its gliding, sideways pattern. Either its occupants had spotted him, which was unlikely, or they had seen the muzzle flashes of his short engagement.

He nearly collided with the dirt bank as the trench ended. Judging the height of the walls around him and casting one more glance at the helicopter, he estimated the trajectory he would need.

It was time.

He slung the Kalashnikov over his shoulder, where the twin loads of both rifles and the RPG tube weighed him down. The folding e-tool he’d borrowed from Yenni snapped open from either end, forming the shovel blade and a small triangular handle. He twisted the locking collar and was grateful that the unit felt solid. He’d seen plenty of collapsible shovels that were little better than toys. Now was not the time for his tool to fail him.

Furiously, he began to dig.

The shooting at the other end of the trenches was chaotic now. The Wolf’s patrolmen seemed to be firing in all directions. That made Bolan smile. Yenni was a skilled guerilla fighter. She was giving them a run for their money.

The Hind moved heavily, pausing to hover above the ground where Bolan had done his bloody work. The spotlight played over the corpses he had left behind.

The pilot, as if reading Bolan’s thoughts, brought his nose gun up. The beam of light swept the trench, headed directly for him.

The Hind’s automatic cannon opened up.

Around Bolan, the earth itself exploded as the Hind’s shells ripped apart everything in the vicinity. The pilot wasn’t really sure of his target—or Bolan would have been a cloud of meat-laden mist already—but if the barrage kept up, it wouldn’t matter. Bolan’s life expectancy amid that hail of death was not measured in minutes, but in seconds.

He lifted the RPG tube from his shoulder, aimed and pulled the trigger.

It was an old trick the Somalis had learned, to bring down American helicopters. The back-blast from a rocket-propelled grenade launcher made it impractical to fire elevated, where the blast would hit the ground at the gunner’s feet. But dig a hole big enough to absorb that blast, and you could use a grenade launcher to take out a helicopter. The key was to strike the chopper at a point vulnerable enough to—

Bolan’s train of thought left him as he watched the RPG go wide, too wide, trailing smoke as it arced far right of the chopper. He’d been hoping to strike the Hind in the canopy. Hitting the main rotor would be ideal, but that target was too small and too far away. Only blind luck would put the round in the Hind’s relatively vulnerable tail rotor, the key to its steering and stability.

The rocket-propelled grenade exploded, obliterating the tail rotor.

Bolan would have smiled if he hadn’t anticipated what would happen next. The chopper, already listing in his direction, started to spin. As it rotated, faster and faster, its massive fuselage looming in the night sky, it began to lose altitude.

And now the Hind was coming right for him.

Bolan ran in the opposite direction. There was no time for subtlety and no time for unnecessary weight. He dropped the RPG tube and shed his extra rifles as he went, sprinting for all he was worth along the tunnel. He needed to get out of the dug ditch, or get far enough that flames from the exploding chopper wouldn’t be funneled right to him. If he paused to try to scramble up over the lip of the trench, he might not make it in time. Worse, he might become a target for any of the Wolf’s men still operative at ground level.

The few gunshots he could still hear in the distance were drowned by the electric death whine of the Hind as it spiraled to the ground.

It was going to strike the trench right behind him.

This was going to hurt.

He felt the chopper more than he heard it. The impact reverberated through his body, enveloping him in a cloud of heat and sound and pain that crushed the air from his lungs and rattled the bones of his rib cage. The darkness briefly came alive in the light of the fireball that was the Hind. For that instant, night was day.

The blood-soaked floor of the trench rushed up to smash Bolan in the face.

Then there was nothing.
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Al Tabkah, Syria

Faces.

Bolan saw faces. They were the faces of every woman he had ever loved, every man he had ever fought beside, every innocent to whom he’d extended his protection. He remembered them all. Each and every face was etched on his brain, indelibly printed in his memories.

So many had died. Some of them had simply vanished, lost to him. Some had perished as he’d held them. Some had been tortured, reduced to gibbering wrecks for whom a bullet was the only kindness.

The litany of the dead, the rolls of the fallen, were never far from his mind. But in the heat and light and pain of the explosion, something had brought the memories flooding into the forefront of his brain.

Bolan’s eyes snapped open, his head jerking forward.

A palm against his chest stopped him. He looked down, then to his left. The surprisingly slender palm belonged to Yenni, who was driving the truck with her left hand. The Toyota Hilux bore the scars and dust of driving many miles across the Syrian terrain—or wherever it had driven from to get here. The dirt road on which they traveled was pocked and scarred with ruts of all sizes. A city, such as it was, began to open up around them.

“You were restless in your sleep,” Yenni said.

“A dream.”

“You had many dreams,” she replied.

Bolan changed the subject. “Where are we? What happened?”

“Your plan was not a good one,” Yenni said. “You should have told me you intended to have the helicopter fall on you. I would have spoken against it.”

“That wasn’t exactly… What I mean to say is—”

“So you did not intend for the helicopter to fall on you. This was an accident?”

“Not exactly,” Bolan said. “It’s complicated.”

Yenni took a pack of gum from inside her jacket, unwrapped it with one hand and popped the square of pink bubble gum into her mouth. She gestured with the pack to Bolan.

“I’m trying to quit,” he said.

She chewed, shaking her head. At no time did she slow the truck, which continued to raise a furious dust cloud behind them. The streets began to grow more congested, but Yenni was undeterred. “To answer your question,” she said, “the helicopter fell on you.”

“What?” Bolan said. “We’ve established that pretty thoroughly.”

“You asked what happened.”

“After the helicopter.”

“Which fell on you,” Yenni continued. “A horrible plan.”

Bolan told himself not to sigh. “Right,” he said. “So stipulated.”

She looked at him with a slight frown, as if she didn’t know the word, then went on anyway. “Your wounds were not severe. I am concerned you may have a concussion, however. The windows of your eyes are not quite the same size.”

“The windows of my…” Bolan realized she meant his pupils. Leaning forward, he examined them in the rear-view mirror. If one was slightly blown, he couldn’t really tell. His head felt a bit thick, but that was normal after absorbing an explosion. “I feel fine,” he said. “Although I could really use some coffee.”

“Here, there are many Star-pokes,” Yenni said and laughed at her own joke.

“That’s not actually what they’re called.”

“We have none of the others, either,” she stated. “We are in Al Tabkah. There is an arms bazaar here that will have the weapons you require. Had you not dropped a Hind gunship on the Wolf’s patrol, we might have scavenged more than enough arms from the enemy soldiers.”

“I’m particular about my hardware,” Bolan said. “Besides, we need serious explosives if we’re going to be ready to neutralize the missing weapons systems. A couple of rounds from my Beretta won’t do it. And I think it’s time we moved on, philosophically speaking, when it comes to the Hind.”

Yenni blew a big pink bubble, popped it and pulled it back into her mouth. “We should buy you a helmet,” she said. “Your head is not as thick as it looks, I think.”

Bolan made no reply. The air outside was surprisingly cool despite the time of day and the bright sun beating down. Al Tabkah was typical of Syrian towns in that multiple layers of architecture sprawled among one another. Soviet housing blocks and French flats, relics of the 1970s, reared their heads above modern twentieth-century prefabricated concrete and old Ottoman and French Colonial structures. No building was untouched by concrete rubble and holes from artillery or small-arms fire.

Yenni was eyeing him curiously, spending too much time staring at him and not enough—as far as he was concerned—watching the road. She reached behind her seat with one hand and offered him a dented metal canteen. Bolan thought it looked like 1980s Soviet-era issue. He uncapped it and took a swallow, surprised to find the water cool and delicious.

“Drink well,” she said. “You look dry, Cooper. Death can sneak up on a dry man.”

“Death has been sneaking after me for a while,” he answered. “We’re old friends.”

“I’m not surprised.” She took the canteen when he handed it back, drank some water herself, then stowed it away again. “We are almost to the bazaar. The man we want is named Khasky. He is well-known in Al Tabkah, with many allies. Do not antagonize him.”

“I’ll do my best,” Bolan said.

Traffic picked up as Yenni navigated the streets. There was no real order to the pedestrians, bicycles and motor vehicles they passed, or which surged around them at break-neck speeds. People walked wherever they pleased and seemed to trust that the motorbike and truck drivers would shoot behind or in front of them. At least once, Bolan saw a rust-eaten sedan snap the mirror from an equally aged flatbed truck. The sedan’s driver kept going. The truck driver didn’t even bother to waste an angry gesture from his open window.

They were entering the oldest quarter of the city. The bazaar Yenni had mentioned was covered with cloth tarps that stretched from the nearest buildings to create an on-again, off-again fabric roof, offering some protection against direct sunlight. There were many gaps in the canopy, which followed as little plan as the traffic.

The surrounding structures were a mixture of ramshackle stone huts and a handful of more modern concrete blocks. There were plenty of rubble piles, and an equal number of craters and gaping holes in the buildings. Bolan thought he could pick out individual mortar and artillery scores amid the pockmarks from small-arms fire. None of the damage seemed recent.

Yenni parked the truck in a nearby alley. The narrow passageway smelled of garbage and urine and was littered with debris. Wrapping her scarf more tightly around her face, she beckoned for him to follow. Bolan made sure his weapons were concealed beneath his jacket and jogged along after her.

He still felt slightly lightheaded. She might be right; he might have a mild concussion. The thought did not worry him overmuch. His body was a mass of scar tissue from previous dances with fate. There was no reason today should be any different.

The crowd was thick at the bazaar’s perimeter, but thinned as Yenni led him on toward the rear of the canopied space.

Smells, both exotic and mundane, enticing and foul, assailed his nostrils. A booth of sorts offered what he thought might be Turkish coffee…or something more narcotic in nature, judging from the glazed faces of the men within the enclosure. Other stalls featured dry goods and foodstuffs. Some slightly more illicit booths were offering everything from knockoff designer sunglasses to what Bolan thought might be stolen cell phones.

The crowd was predominantly male, although he saw several women wearing black abayas—long, loose-fitting robes. Their heads and faces were covered, showing only their eyes. The men generally opted for head scarves and the didashah, a loose, one-piece robe. There were also several men wearing a variety of fatigues and other paramilitary garb.

What surprised Bolan was that he saw no military-police patrols. None of Hahmir’s regular army and none of the Wolf’s men were in evidence. He had gotten the impression, from his intelligence briefing, that the new Syrian government was busily asserting its authority over those areas in its control.

That might mean Al Tabkah was a pocket of loyalist resistance, dominated by fighters who supported the previous regime. The farther they traveled without evidence of government presence, the more likely that seemed.

Bolan was mildly surprised when they stopped not at a booth but at the door of a stone building that faced the bazaar at the far end. The female guerilla fighter rapped on the rough-hewn wooden door with her knuckles, waited, then rapped again. Finally, the door opened. A man in a white robe and red-checkered head scarf, with a Skorpion machine pistol hanging from his right shoulder on a leather strap, glared at them both.

Yenni spoke a few words Bolan could not understand. Her tone was urgent, her pace quick. The guard—for that was most certainly what he was, and Bolan had met the type countless times—squinted at them. He hesitated, but finally stepped back, gesturing impatiently for them to follow.

Bolan entered the building behind Yenni. The guard slammed the door shut behind them and waved with his Skorpion toward the narrow hallway ahead. The cloying smell of hashish was almost overpowering. At the guard’s glowering encouragement, they made their way down a narrow stone-walled hallway and through a beaded curtain.

The room they entered was vast. Bolan scanned the ceiling and walls and, from the marks on them, assumed this chamber had been made by removing interior walls. At an immense octagonal poker table, of all things, a fat man in a bright white robe and matching head scarf sprawled on a brown leather recliner. The poker table was gray with age and matched the enormous man’s skin.

The fat man smiled. Three of his teeth were gold. His face was covered in a few days of stubble and a sheen of perspiration. He wore multiple gold and gem-studded rings on his thick fingers. On the table before him, he was shuffling an oversize deck of playing cards. Bolan did not let the motion draw his eyes. The man cut the deck, shuffled and riffled the cards in a practiced motion. He wore a diamond-studded gold watch on one thick wrist. A hookah stood on a shabby ottoman next to him, while a plate of dates sat on the poker table amid several greasy paper wrappers. Bolan assumed these were from whatever passed for take-out food in this place.

The pearl grip of a revolver jutted from the fat man’s armpit. He wore his shoulder holster over his robe. A pair of designer sunglasses, probably counterfeit, was perched on his forehead.

The guard with the Skorpion was joined by two others. One of the newcomers held a machete. The other had no weapon visible, but he was easily the biggest of the three, with hands that looked as if they could crack walnuts. Unlike the man at the poker table, nothing about the big guard looked soft or fat.

“How curious,” the fat man said in excellent English, “that you would bring a stranger, a Westerner, here to this place, Yenni.”

“Khasky,” Yenni said, offering a slight bow from the waist. “We have money. We come to buy weapons.”

Khasky squinted at them. He had one lazy eye. Bolan was careful to make no sudden movements. This man was a predator. There was no mistaking the hollow look in his eyes. He would order their deaths the second he thought it would profit him.

“What is it you require?” he asked.

Yenni glanced at Bolan. “Heavy weapons,” he said. “An assault rifle and grenade launcher combination. Explosives, preferably Semtex or something similar. Light enough to be portable, powerful enough to be effective. Detonators. Loaded magazines for the rifle. Grenade rounds for the launcher.”

“Hmm,” Khasky said. “You sound like a man who is preparing for war. What war do you fight here, American? And what makes you think I will help you fight it?”

“We have money,” Yenni interjected. “You sell weapons.” Her tone seemed to say this should be the end of any debate on the matter. Bolan would have grinned if he was not keenly aware of the iron in Khasky’s eyes.

“I do not think you understand.” Khasky’s gold-toothed grin grew wider. From under the table he produced an ancient tape recorder.

“What is this?” Yenni asked. Bolan shot her a glance. It was best not to ask more questions than necessary when you had a blade at your throat, figurative or otherwise.

“I have conducted business here for a long time,” Khasky said. “Things were much better before Hahmir took over. My profits are down. My people suffer. The Wolf’s patrols do not come near Al Tabkah. They know better now. But this did not come without a price. Many of my best fighters died.”

Bolan risked a reply this time. “That has nothing to do with us,” he said.

“Does it not?” Khasky asked. He pressed the play button on the tape recorder with one fat finger.

“…American interference,” said a distorted voice. “Highest alert. The Americans seek the weapons.” The voice continued, but was too garbled to understand. The words had been in English but with a heavy accent. That was curious.

“We do not know who sent this,” Khasky said. “We recorded it from the radio. Now you, Yenni, bring me an American.”

“He is Canadian,” she said.

“And I am king of this land,” Khasky replied. His evil grin never wavered. “No. He is an American. He is an American come to find Hahmir’s American weapons. And this will not do. For if Hahmir and the Wolf secure these weapons, those who believe as I do will suffer more. And my control of Al Tabkah may be broken. I cannot allow this.”

They were loyalists. Whoever had tipped them off—possibly the same person who had told the Wolf’s men to expect an incursion in Bolan’s drop zone—wanted to make sure Bolan didn’t find those weapons. Was it the Wolf himself, pursuing his own agenda? Was it some other force? Was Hahmir hiding the weapons and claiming they were stolen, in order to deceive his newfound Western allies? There was no way to tell yet.

Before he could learn more, Bolan was going to have to survive the next thirty seconds.

Khasky drew a machete from under the table, where it had probably been in a sheath affixed beneath.

“Khasky, this is a mistake,” Yenni said. “We will pay you double.”

“Kill them,” the fat man told his guards.
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Hal Brognola watched his .45-caliber Glock disappear into the metal tray and reappear on the other side of the blast-reinforced Plexiglas. The stone-faced attendant logged the weapon into his computer, nodding the big Fed through the door at the other end of the chamber. That door was tempered steel and opened on hydraulic pistons. Brognola ducked his head to clear the upper edge, mindful of the teeth that meshed with slots in the floor, then waited for the door to close behind him.

The hardened black site, a stone’s throw from the Potomac in the subbasement of a nondescript government building, employed a level of security that made Guantánamo Bay look like a summer camp. No weapons were allowed except those wielded by the staff. Potential recruits were drawn from the same pool of men who eventually became the blacksuits of Stony Man Farm. The counter-terrorism facility, hidden in plain sight in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia, used them for its day-to-day operations and to occasionally assist Mack Bolan or the action teams when needed. The blacksuits were seasoned police officers and military personnel, extremely capable. Looking at these guards, Brognola did not have to remind himself that he was dealing with equally capable professionals. They moved like panthers and they carried their M4 rifles with easy familiarity.

The public would go apoplectic if people knew that a “black prison” was operating right in Wonderland, a cab ride away from the Capitol. Still, sites like these were necessary. As much as Brognola hated to skirt the Constitution, he was forced to do so on a regular basis. The nation’s enemies didn’t follow the rules, nor could he afford to have his hands bound by idealism. There were times when it was necessary to go the black-bag route.

Today, for instance, there was the ugly business of interrogating the man who’d tried to kill the President.

Brognola carried in his hands the complete dossier Intelligence had compiled on the man, who’d given only one name: Eidra. Calling it that—complete—oversold the case. They knew very little on Eidra himself. His prints weren’t in the database, and while they could run his DNA, it would take weeks to get a match. Interpol had nothing on him, nor did the Farm’s supersecret compiled files. The worst part was that every time Brognola stared at the man, he felt as if he was missing something. It was a nagging feeling at the back of his mind, as if he’d walked into a room to get something and then forgotten what he’d come to find.

The guards walked him down several long corridors, which switched back on themselves and were, he swore, deliberately designed to be confusing. The halls were a uniform battleship gray, the doors steel with barred, inset windows. The bars protected bullet-resistant Plexiglas. Specifically, they prevented prisoners from kicking the square and popping the pane of high-tech Plexi straight out of the door. Each window was coated with a translucent film that prevented prisoners from seeing out and observers from seeing in…unless they wore a pair of specially coated sunglasses that somehow defeated the film. Brognola had been briefed on how the tricky little optics effect worked and had concluded he did not care. The guards with him were wearing those shades, which looked like the type of thing a snowboarder might wear. It didn’t make them seem any friendlier.

Brognola drew a deep breath and wished he hadn’t more or less given up actually smoking cigars. These days he chewed them more often than not…when he wasn’t chewing antacids to counteract the stress of his job. Today was worse than usual, because he had to steel himself for some of the most brutal work a man in his position was likely to supervise.

It wasn’t called torture.

And, honestly, it wasn’t torture, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t intensely uncomfortable for the subject. Brognola didn’t like it and didn’t enjoy watching it, but again, some things were necessary.

And once more, there was that nasty little voice nagging at him. What was it? What was he missing? He looked at the file again as he walked, shuffling through the photos of Eidra, the description of his arrest and the appended analysis of the security flaw that had allowed him to get so close to the President.

In theory, security at the meet and greet with Hahmir had been as tight as Wonderland got. There should have been no way for a random national to penetrate the concentric rings of the security cordon, but Eidra did. He’d posed as a member of the press. When it came time for the dog-and-pony show after the President and Hahmir had done a lot of talking for the television cameras, Eidra had stepped forward.

On the table next to the media dais had been a cup of those stupid pens politicians used to sign bills one letter at a time. One of the Man’s people had scheduled a ceremony to sign some piece of legislation or other after the main diplomatic fanfare was over. Eidra had moved up to the microphone cluster, sidestepped as if he’d tripped and then dived for the pens, coming up with one in his fist like some kind of dagger.

He’d been within three steps of the podium on which the President stood. Eidra had covered that distance in fractions of a second, diving for the Man as if he would bury that pen in his neck.

Hahmir had stepped in front of the President.

The Syrian leader had taken a stab to the shoulder before the Secret Service tackled Eidra. Still more operatives hustled all the dignitaries to separate armored safe rooms. The place had been utter chaos for the next hour, as the finger pointing and speculation began. That was when the talk of Hahmir-as-hero had started. The idea stuck, and by the time the President and Hahmir had called their joint press conference later that day, the two of them were pretty chummy.

Hahmir’s wound was superficial and, as part of covering up the whole incident in the press, the Syrian leader had agreed not to speak of it. Much as the media loved a hero story, it would be far too ugly if word got out that an unauthorized individual had gotten so close to the President and visiting foreign dignitaries. It was that much worse that it all happened on White House property. And while the President was not stupid, he very much wanted to believe that Hahmir’s good faith was genuine.

Which left only the mystery of Eidra.

A lone nut sneaking into the media pool was not so far-fetched. Eidra need not be anything or anyone more sinister than a crazy person. After all, there was no shortage of nuts who wanted to take a poke at the President.

But Eidra, at least at first glance, appeared anything but nuts…and their attempts to investigate his background had met with enough obstacles that Brognola was becoming very suspicious. Eidra was a ghost. Someone didn’t disappear that effectively unless a skilled cybertechnology team was backing him up, and that meant the involvement of some government or terrorist organization.

Except for speaking his name, Eidra had not uttered another word. He’d given them nothing to go on. They didn’t know his nationality and they weren’t sure of the derivation of Eidra itself. So far, while imprisoned, he had eaten mechanically when food was put in front of him, slept when he was allowed to sleep, and made absolutely no comment, protest or action of any kind with regard to his incarceration.

It wasn’t natural. Brognola was no stranger to conducting interviews and interrogations from within the deepest, darkest government holes imaginable. When a man dropped off the world and into a place like this, he went through predictable phases. Sure, those phases didn’t happen in the same order with everyone, and they weren’t always of the same duration, but you could count on some degree of defiance, bargaining, despair… There were a few other shifts, but what they all had in common was that the prisoners reacted. They made noise. They demanded to see someone in authority, perhaps to speak with their own governments. They pleaded. Sometimes they cried. To just sit, stand or eat without making any comment at all… It wasn’t natural.

It all added up to a picture Brognola didn’t like. That was why he’d come here today. He wanted answers. He wouldn’t be able to sleep until he got them. The President seemed to think the matter was over, with Eidra imprisoned and the Syrians now nominal allies. But the moment the weapons shipment had gone missing, Brognola knew there was more to it all than this simple narrative.

Finally, they arrived at the door to Eidra’s cell. They were on the lowest level of the black site here. That was fitting, Brognola supposed. No one had ever escaped from this place. No one ever would. That was because the men who guarded it would kill Eidra, Brognola and even themselves if that was what it took to keep Wonderland secure from the monsters lurking behind these locked doors.

“Open it,” said the man from Justice.

The guards nodded. At Brognola’s order, they opened Eidra’s cell door. The interior was much like any cell in any prison across America, with one exception: this one had a cot, a stainless-steel toilet with no seat and a steel table with two steel chairs. The table and chairs were cemented to the floor. No amount of time and effort would set them free, not without power tools. The reason the cell boasted a table and chairs was because here, in the black prison, every cell was also an interrogation room.

“Do you want him chained?” one of the guards asked. Eidra, sitting on his bunk, didn’t look up.

“No,” Brognola said. He supposed he was being macho, proving to himself that a spindly punk like Eidra couldn’t take him barehanded. Brognola might be aging and he might spend his days riding a desk, but he’d be damned if he was going to shrink in fear behind these stevedores while a scarecrow like Eidra stared him down. The prisoner could not possibly weigh more than a hundred and thirty pounds. He was one of the thinnest men, for his height, that Brognola had ever seen.

“I’ll get the bucket,” one of the guards said. He let himself out of the cell. Brognola nodded to the other one, then sat down at the table. The remaining guard went to the bunk, clamped one beefy hand on Eidra’s shoulder and guided him up and over to the interrogation table. Eidra sat across from Brognola without prompting.

“You heard?” the big Fed said. “The bucket is for you. We’re going to waterboard you. ‘Enhanced interrogation,’ they call it. It’s going to feel like you’re drowning. You won’t be. You’ll stay alive and awake for as long as we keep you that way. And you’ll get to feel every excruciating moment of it, for as long as we say you do.”

Eidra looked up at Brognola and actually met his eyes. Then the corners of his mouth turned up. He smiled. Brognola did his best to hide his surprise.

“Eidra,” the prisoner said.

“The name, rank and serial-number bit, eh?” Brognola said. “Okay. That’s fine. Nobody thinks they’re going to break the first time.”

Eidra leaned forward on the table. Brognola told himself to be wary. If the man tried to head-butt him or bite him, he would be ready for that. He had seen people blinded, had seen them nearly lose noses, when victimized by similar maneuvers.

“Eidra,” the prisoner said again. He leaned back and smiled even more smugly.

The other guard returned with a cart containing the items necessary to get the job done. “It’s time,” Brognola said. “I just wanted to see if you had anything to say before we began.”

Eidra shook his head, which was remarkable of itself. He crossed his arms, still defiant. And in that moment, in that second of familiarity, Brognola felt as if he’d been hit by lightning.

“Damn,” Brognola said.

The guards looked at each other and then at Brognola. The man from Justice wasted no time explaining, however.

“Secure the prisoner and escort me out. Now.”

The guards were well trained. They didn’t ask questions or delay him. They just did as he ordered, discarding the notion of conducting the interrogation and making sure he got where he needed to go. A driver behind the wheel of a For Official Use Only Chevy Malibu raced him through the streets of Wonderland, and Brognola was soon shoving open the door of his own office.

Once behind his desk, he opened his secured, scrambled laptop and fired up his connection to Stony Man Farm. The head of the Farm’s computer team, Aaron “the Bear” Kurtzman, appeared on the screen through the encrypted connection.

“Hal?” he asked. “What’s wrong? You look like somebody just shot your dog.”

“Bear,” Brognola said, “I need you to call up the Fafniyal file right now. I need to see our highest-resolution pictures of the Wolf. The ones I was looking at when we prepared Striker’s dossier for the mission.”

“You got it,” Kurtzman said. His fingers flew across the keys, faster than Brognola would have thought possible if he hadn’t seen it many times before. The files began appearing on Brognola’s screen, served up by the computers at the Farm.

“No,” he said. “Next. Next. Not that one.” With each image, he asked for the next one.

Then he saw it again.

“That one!” Brognola said. On the screen, the Wolf was standing with his arms crossed, looking smugly at whatever his attention was focused on.

“Hal?” Kurtzman asked.

Brognola swore. “Bear, give me facial recognition on Eidra, the suspect in the attempted assassination in the Rose Garden.”

“But we ran that,” Kurtzman said. “It didn’t match anything in our files or in the Intelligence databases.”

“Not against the files. Run Eidra against Fafniyal. Give me points of similarity.”

Kurtzman’s expression changed on the pop-up window on Brognola’s screen. He’d realized what the big Fed was after, and it had hit him as hard as it did Hal. “You’re not thinking…” he began.

“I am,” Brognola said.

“Give me five minutes. Maybe ten.”

Brognola waited impatiently as the Stony Man team and computers worked their magic. He was on his third ant-acid pill, working his way through the pack in his jacket pocket, when Kurtzman came back on.

“Well?” Brognola asked.

“You were right. There’s a high probability that the two are siblings. And if the Wolf and this Eidra are, in fact, related…”

“Then Striker is in big trouble,” Brognola said, “because the Wolf’s brother tried to attack the President in order to give Hahmir the chance to ‘save’ the Man.”

“Striker’s radio-silent,” Kurtzman said. “That was your own mission parameter. We can’t reach him and he’s not going to call us.”

“I know, damn it. Don’t you think I know? But we’ve got to find a way. We’ve got to get this information to him somehow.”

“We’re on it,” Kurtzman said. “Farm, out.” The secure transmission ended.

Brognola stood up and went to the window, feeling his stomach roil. He hadn’t wanted to believe it. But he was one of the few people in the Western world who’d actually seen a picture of the Wolf, not to mention the Wolf and his apparent brother. It was no wonder the connection hadn’t been made before. Now that they knew, however, they had to warn Mack Bolan.
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Bolan ripped the Beretta from its shoulder holster and stroked the trigger repeatedly, spraying 3-round bursts across the surface of Khasky’s poker table. Confetti filled the air as bullets tore through the deck of cards. The fat man squealed and toppled over in his chair, dropping his machete. Seated behind the table, Khasky was never the real threat. That came from the guards. Bolan simply needed the distraction that targeting their leader would provide.

Obviously, Yenni and Bolan had miscalculated. The loyalists wanted Hahmir’s regime to fall; they’d also suffered under the yoke of the Wolf. That meant the loyalists would want the stolen weapons to remain out of Hahmir’s hands for as long as possible, preventing the new Syrian government from asserting control over the nation.

Khasky struck Bolan as the type of craven merchant who did whatever was necessary to stay in business. Clearly, he’d liked the old days of the previous Syrian regime better. Fragile as a new government could be in dictatorial hellholes like this one, it wasn’t a bad bet. If a roach like Khasky could outlive that government, he could survive to relive his glory days when things went back to how they had been.

Bolan and Yenni would find nothing here unless they fought and killed for it. But the gunfire, in the midst of this loyalist outpost, would quickly summon others. Bolan felt his sixth sense for combat prickling the hairs at the back of his neck from the first pull of the Beretta’s trigger. They were on borrowed time, and that time was measured in seconds, not minutes.

The man with the Skorpion was bringing his machine pistol up. The angle was bad for him. Time seemed to slow in the Executioner’s mind as he focused on the deadly ballet that was close-quarters combat. Every muscle, every cell of Bolan’s body fired in concert as adrenaline coursed through him. His vision narrowed on the threat, tunneling out. His hearing faded to auditory-exclusion levels. He experienced these things calmly, knowing them intimately.

It was time, once more, to go to work.

Bullets from the Skorpion singed the air to the left of Bolan’s face. Yenni dropped, spinning on one foot, rolling out of the way in a graceful move that he found impressive even in the heat of battle. As she cleared his line of fire, he spit out the last of the Beretta’s 20-round box magazine. There was no time to reload. He did not intend to try.

The man with the Skorpion was swinging the muzzle of his weapon toward him. In the tachypsychia of the gunfight, Bolan watched the barrel move. The stream of small-caliber bullets squirting from that gun would kill him just as certainly as rounds from a larger one. The trauma of multiple bullets striking simultaneously would induce shock that could take him out even if the bullets themselves missed his most critical organs.

Bolan threw the Beretta.

The Farm’s armorer, John “Cowboy” Kissinger, would be mortified, but in the thick of battle, Bolan did whatever he needed to do. The Beretta struck the man with the Skorpion, hitting him right at the bridge of his nose.

Bolan’s hand was already moving back toward his belt. He brought up the Desert Eagle and shoved it forward, letting it fire itself, pressing the trigger by instinct. The .44 Magnum round exploded in a gout of fire, rocketed through the air and dug a tunnel through the Skorpion gunner’s left eyeball. It kept going when it reached the back of his skull, spraying his brain across the already damaged poker table.

The dead body swayed on its feet for an impossibly long time before it finally collapsed.

The deafening roar of the Desert Eagle momentarily paralyzed the other two guards. They were, for a split second, both looking at the sudden corpse of their comrade. When the body hit the ground, they scrambled to bring their own weapons into play.

The machete man raised his long blade, perhaps thinking to sink it into Bolan’s skull. He was big enough to manage it, certainly. But in the blood spatter and noise of the gunfight, everyone but Bolan had forgotten about Yenni. She popped up behind the guard, drew the Jordanian military knife from her belt and rammed it over and over again into his kidneys. He screamed and dropped his weapon, crumpling to his knees.

Yenni kept stabbing him until he went all the way to the ground. She never made a sound while doing it.

The big guard, the one with the bone-crushing hands, was rounding on Bolan now, but the nose of the Desert Eagle was already tracking him. Bolan fired and fired, emptying his weapon, punching .44 Magnum holes into the giant. He went down like a felled tree. Bolan’s ears rang from the roar of his weapon.

“Behind you!” Yenni shouted.

Bolan spun just in time to feel Khasky’s machete cut an icy path down his flank. The blade embedded itself in the much-abused poker table as the soldier spun clear.

He held only the empty Desert Eagle, so he clouted Khasky across the face with it. The weapons dealer rocked back, but was not stunned. Bolan let the gun go and, as it fell, slipped his combat knife from its sheath. The blade went into Khasky easily, plunging deep.

The man screamed.

Bolan didn’t have time to dig around in Khasky’s guts until he managed to get to something important. Instead, he brought up his combat boot and smashed first one knee, then the other, chopping his opponent’s legs out from under him. The fat man collapsed, blubbering and cursing, and Bolan slammed his blade into the junction of Khasky’s head and neck. It was like throwing Khasky’s off switch.

“We must flee,” Yenni said.

Bolan nodded and stepped over the corpse, wiping his blade on the dead man’s clothes. He sheathed the knife, retrieved his pistols and reloaded them before reholstering them. The Skorpion guard’s machine pistol was lying there for the taking, so Bolan did. The dead guard’s body yielded several magazines.

“Let’s go,” Bolan said. “Back the way we came in. To the truck.”

“Yes.”

The sound of a siren, like a hand-cranked air-raid warning, began to wail throughout the bazaar and the surrounding town.

“Uh-oh,” Bolan said.

They ran, picking their way through Khasky’s building and then through the stalls of the market outside.

Bolan saw the gunmen before Yenni did. He threw himself left, knocking her over and pushing her to the ground. At the other end of the bazaar, men wearing mismatched paramilitary garb and bearing the red scarves or arm ties of the loyalists raised Kalashnikov rifles and opened fire.

Bullets tore through Khasky’s bazaar, striking people and merchandise with equal indifference. Bolan smelled coffee again. Whatever brewing apparatus was stationed in the stalls had probably been ripped open by gunfire.

Bodies fell all around them. The loyalists did not seem to care who was killed as long as Bolan and Yenni were among the victims. It was time for some drastic action.

“I think we should do something,” Yenni said, crouched by his side. Both of them were on one knee, trying to stay below the hail of bullets.

“I was just thinking that,” Bolan replied. “Any ideas?”

Yenni pulled the RPG launcher from her back. Bolan’s eyes widened. In these close quarters, the weapon would be very dangerous to everyone, themselves included.

“Do it,” he said.

Yenni snapped the launcher to her shoulder, took aim and pulled the trigger. She was up and running almost while the grenade was still in the air. When it struck, it scattered loyalist fighters in bloody hunks of meat. She was so fast she very nearly ran through the bloody mist that lingered in the scorched bazaar.

Bolan followed. Together the two of them ran for the truck.

“Faster, Cooper!”

“You drive,” he told her.

She pushed the vehicle so hard from a standstill that they were very nearly on two wheels when she turned at the first intersection. Bolan shifted in his seat so he was facing backward, the Skorpion in his hand and hanging out the window.

“What do I do?” Yenni demanded.

Bolan turned to look. She was pointing forward, where a pair of sedans that Bolan swore were Soviet-era ZILs were getting into position to block the narrow alleyway. The vehicles were still moving, but the gap between them was narrowing.

“Run it!” Bolan commanded. “Pedal to the floor!”

Yenni, who seemed to already have a lead foot, needed no further encouragement. She slammed the accelerator to the firewall. The old truck’s engine screamed, rocketing them both back in their seats as they jounced and banged over potholes in the alley.

“This is a very bad plan,” Yenni had time to say.

The truck smashed through the shrinking gap between the enemy vehicles. Armed men wearing paramilitary outfits were behind the wheels of both sedans. Bolan assumed they, too, were loyalist operatives.

Metal shrieked. The front fenders were ripped from Yenni’s truck, one completely, the other hanging by the most tenuous of tortured POP rivets. But they made it. Their truck burst through on the other side and careened around a corner, once again flirting with the idea of getting two wheels off the ground. Bolan grunted as they hit hard, coming out of the turn, bottoming out the suspension with a terrible scrape of frame on gravel.

“Here they come,” Bolan said.

Enemy vehicles were now pursuing. He counted three Hummer-like four-wheel drives, which he recognized as Chinese copies of the American military vehicle.

Bolan had a few grenades left in his war bag. He hated to use them up before they’d secured more of the munitions he required for this mission, but if he didn’t, he might not live long enough for supply-chain issues to vex him later. He took out one of the baseball-size bombs and, juggling the Skorpion, pulled the pin.

“Worse plan! Worse plan!” Yenni shouted.

“Relax,” Bolan said. “I’m not keeping it.” He dropped the grenade out the open window.

“What have you done?”

“Three,” Bolan said. “Wait for it. Two. One.”

The grenade exploded between the leading Chinese Hummer and the one behind it, ripping open the second vehicle’s engine compartment, splaying its hood across its windshield. Bolan, who’d been scanning the street from side to side to make sure there were no combatants in the cross fire, leveled his borrowed Skorpion and began spraying the magazine into the lead chase vehicle. The Czech weapon’s little bullets wouldn’t be very effective if he dumped them into the pursuing truck’s grille, but that was not his intention. He concentrated instead on the windshield, turning it into a spiderwebbed mess and causing the loyalist driver to duck behind the dash.

In the narrow streets of Al Tabkah, the maneuver was a fatal one. The moment the enemy driver ducked, he jerked his steering wheel, causing him to nose into the stone building on his left at full speed. The hurtling Chinese truck tore a scar out of the structure three times its own length before stopping in a smoke-spewing, tire-screeching cloud.

“Two down,” Bolan said. “One to go.”

“We are clearing the borders of Al Tabkah,” Yenni informed him.

“Good. Circle around. We need to head back in the way we came.” He reloaded his Skorpion and drew the Beretta 93R. Yenni looked at him as if he was insane.

“You want to go back?” she asked. “We only just escaped.”

“I like to think of it as the proverbial tactical withdrawal. The last thing they’ll be expecting is for us to turn around and come back at them.”

Yenni spun their damaged truck around, causing its tires to squeal, and sent them barreling forward toward Al Tabkah with an enthusiasm that belied her expression.

Bolan transferred his Beretta to his left hand and held the Skorpion in his right. “I’m going to put my leg over yours,” he said.

Yenni eyed him, her incredulity written in her eyes. “Is there time for this?”

“Not that,” Bolan said, shaking his head. He shifted his left leg over hers, careful not to stomp on the accelerator, and planted his right leg on the passenger side. Both windows were open and unobstructed. He pointed the weapons out the windows, side to side. From the shift in Yenni’s position, Bolan could tell she realized then what he was after. That was good, because she had seemed just tense enough to punch him moments earlier. No doubt her initial thought was that her crazy American passenger was trying to take certain liberties with his female liaison.

It wasn’t that the thought hadn’t occurred to Bolan. Yenni was beautiful and fierce, proud and vital, but the soldier had a job to do. There was a time and a place for such things.

They crossed back into Al Tabkah. Yenni was taking them at right angles back to the bazaar, tacking her way in like a sailing ship using unfavorable winds. Loyalists wearing red scarves tied around their arms or necks were soon shooting at them from passing vehicles and the windows of buildings. Bolan fired his weapons with deadly precision, one round at a time, picking off enemy gunners with a sniper’s icy accuracy.

They reached the perimeter of the bazaar, but this time Yenni did not stop. Instead she poured on the speed, ramming through the flimsy stalls, smashing her way through the building that had served as Khasky’s headquarters, driving over the bodies of him and his deceased henchmen. The last wall to fall beneath their steaming, crumpled grille was that of Khasky’s weapons room. The space bore table after table heavily laded with modern weapons and explosives. With Khasky and his people dead, there was no one to guard it.

They could have saved time by staying here in the first place, Bolan thought, but then, they’d needed the truck to break into this chamber. Yenni had done so with purpose. She had to have known the layout, having dealt with Khasky before. She had simply miscalculated how devoted he was to the ousted Syrian government.

Mistakes happened.

They could hear shouts over the truck’s dying engine. Bolan smelled coolant, thick and fishy. The radiator had to be completely smashed.

It wouldn’t matter. They’d find another vehicle. There would be plenty left without owners or drivers in a few minutes.

“I think every fighter in town is coming for us here,” Yenni said.

“I’m counting on it.” From the nearby table Bolan picked up an FN Minimi belt-fed machine gun. Its box of ammunition was already in place and locked into the weapon. He hefted it, brought it close to his body, felt its weight.

He saw the faces of the dead once again. Those who’d fallen fighting creatures exactly like these loyalists. They were predators who lived by violence and oppression. They were evil men who wanted nothing but to reestablish their totalitarian power.

Bolan let loose with the machine gun as the first of the loyalists appeared at the perimeter of the shredded bazaar. He leaned into the mighty weapon, feeling it vibrate in his chest, feeling it kick against his shoulder, feeling the heat from its dragon’s mouth of a muzzle. His rounds burned through the marketplace, shattering bone and shredding flesh. He barely heard the rattle of the FN as he erased loyalist after loyalist.

Bolan walked his weapon from left to right, from right to left. He held the trigger back and let waves of heat from the FN wash back into him. Still he fired.

Bodies fell. They fell so fast that they began to pile up, forming a wall around the bazaar. Blood ran so thick that it pooled in a liquid carpet.

“Cooper!” Yenni was shouting at him. “Cooper!”

Bolan let go of the trigger. When he realized how hot the FN had become, he eased it to the ground. There was no sound now. There was only the ringing in his ears.

Al Tabkah, or at least this area within reach of Mack Bolan, had been silenced.

The soldier blinked. His head felt thick. There was nothing but death all around them now.

“They are all dead,” Yenni said quietly. “I think you have killed every loyalist here.”

“I hope so,” Bolan said.

“We have a problem.”

He turned away from the carnage in the bazaar to look at her. “What is it?”

“We have to figure out,” Yenni said, spreading her arms to indicate Khasky’s vast remaining store of arms, “how we are going to fit all of this into one truck.”
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Desolate was a word that didn’t quite describe the northern coast of Al Assad Lake. Bolan, who had traveled the world many times over, was nonetheless awed by the rugged terrain that stretched before him. Yenni was driving the “borrowed” Mahindra pickup down the faintest outline of a dirt road, a road that Yenni insisted was there and which Bolan was fairly convinced was a figment of her imagination. Still, the Mahindra was an able vehicle.

Their haul of weaponry, stolen from Khasky and the dead loyalists of Al Tabkah, was covered by a tarp strapped over the bed of the truck. They were hauling enough explosives to make even Bolan slightly nervous when they struck the deepest ruts in the “road.” Yenni seemed unperturbed, but only because she was of the opinion that Semtex did not explode unless you wanted it to. Bolan agreed—but he wasn’t so sure about some of the vintage grenades in crates in the back.

The soldier wore a bandolier of 40-mm grenades for the M16/M203 grenade launcher combination that would be his primary weapon. It was among the best modern assault rifles in Khasky’s inventory and he’d found many loaded 30-round magazines for it. Both Bolan and his war bag, as well as the load-bearing gear he wore, were laded with the spoils of their victory over the arms dealer.

Yenni had been shooting sidelong glances at him since they’d pulled out of Al Tabkah. He couldn’t decide if she was worrying about him or simply impressed by the number of enemy gunners he had taken out. The FN Minimi was loaded in the back with the other weapons and would be useful for light support, equipped with its bipod. He intended to post Yenni on some spot overlooking whatever battleground they might encounter, as long as they could position her with a commanding field of fire. It would be a good support position for her and would enable Bolan to do what he did best without worrying about catching her in the cross fire.

If Bolan were to guess, he’d say Yenni was not the worrying type. Already her quirky sense of humor and her casual attitude were having an effect on him; he liked her. And she was certainly bloodthirsty enough. He didn’t doubt that she approved of his work at Al Tabkah.

He was, however, concerned about the fallout from that incident. Yenni had made it clear that the Wolf’s patrols were not men they could reason with. If Fafniyal’s people decided Bolan and his guide were someplace they shouldn’t be, Yenni’s status as double agent wouldn’t keep her safe. It hadn’t protected her from Khasky, who was supposed to consider her if not an ally, at least a customer with a history of dealings with his organization. It would not protect her from someone like the Wolf, per Yenni’s own descriptions of the man.

But that wasn’t what worried Bolan. If the loyalists came to understand just who was responsible for the attack on one of their strongholds, they would come after Bolan and Yenni. Sneaking around the Syrian countryside, hitting military sites per the data provided him by the Farm, was hard enough to do without getting caught. The odds, at least, were with them; there was a lot of countryside and not many troops, numerically speaking, to cover every square mile. Drawing attention to themselves was inevitable, but it was going to make everything they did that much harder.

The territory was growing more hilly. Bolan consulted his ruggedized tablet, checking the topographical map against those features of the terrain he could identify. The unit had a secure GPS built in, a device that was stringently controlled because of its accuracy, and to prevent enemies from using it to trace the bearer. Should Bolan’s body be recovered from Syria with the tablet on his person, tracing the tech inside would lead to some international market in Eastern Europe. That was typically how Kurtzman and his team solved such problems when plausible deniability was required.

“That ridge up ahead,” Bolan said. “Let’s leave the truck at the base and hike up to the top. If I’m right and the intelligence is accurate, we’ll have a view of the first weapons site below.”

Yenni nodded. She brought the Mahindra to the bottom of the slope and parked it. They both stepped out. Yenni had a camouflage net in her supplies, but she didn’t bother to deploy it. It wasn’t likely they would be here that long. Bolan slung his M16/M203 over his shoulder and got the FN Minimi with its bipod and box of ammunition out of the back.

They hiked up the ridge, casting wary glances about them. It was midmorning and the sun was bright, but a cold wind howled across the Syrian landscape. Bolan would have preferred the cover of night for this or any of the operation to come, but there was no time to wait. Every day they delayed attacking and neutralizing the weapons placements was another day for whoever had stolen them to figure out how to deploy them.

At the top of the outcropping, Bolan and Yenni went prone. He took the compact monocular from his war bag and scoped out the target site below. There were trucks here, some of them local troop vehicles and even commercial passenger ones. There was also a mottled desert-camouflage mobile rocket launcher with a digital pattern Bolan recognized as American military.

They had found it. This was the first of the missing weapons emplacements.

“Do you recognize that uniform?” Bolan asked Yenni, who was looking through binoculars of her own. The troops swarming around the launching vehicle wore a tiger-striped camouflage pattern Bolan had never seen before. He assumed it was a local variant. There were no colors or flags evident, nothing to tie the troops to one of the many players in this cluttered field of combatants.

“No. The Wolf’s men do not use it, nor do Hahmir’s regular military. They would show blue, which is Hahmir’s symbol. Royal blue for the man who would be king.”

Bolan glanced at her and then back to his monocular. “Whoever’s down there doesn’t want observers to know who’s currently in possession of the weapons, then,” he said.

“That is very possible.”

“Set up here with the machine gun,” he told her. “I’m going to need you to provide cover when it starts going to hell down there.”

“How will I know when this hell happens?”

“Things will start exploding.”

“This is not unusual for you,” he heard her say as he made his way from where she was now stationed behind the machine gun. He pulled back the plunger on the M16 and chambered a 5.56-mm round. As he moved, keeping low and to what little cover there was amid the scrub and rough terrain, he tried to keep the distant vehicles between himself and the largest knot of camouflage-uniformed men milling among them.

The sun had baked the earth for decades in this place, or so it looked to Mack Bolan. Giant crags had formed, creating cracks in the ground that afforded him some means of concealing himself as he approached. He stayed to the deepest of these, gliding heel to toe in a combat crouch. He stopped when he was within grenade-launcher reach of the enemy encampment.

One of his goals was to determine who was behind the disappearance of the weapons shipment. Primary among all his objectives, however, was to make sure these unsecured weapons were not used by anyone but Hahmir’s authorized government, in a manner approved of by the Man’s administration. Bolan was not going to learn who was behind all this by engaging the enemy in combat unless he could secure a prisoner, and that seemed unlikely. It also didn’t matter. He was going to smash this emplacement and keep smashing the ones he found. He was going to burn Syria clean of this threat…and then, when the wreckage was smoldering behind him, then he would worry about who was pointing fingers at whom.

Brognola would have no illusions about that; the big Fed had worked with Bolan long enough to understand this was how the soldier worked. He knew that unleashing the Executioner on any battlefield was like flicking a lighted match into a room soaked in gasoline. The fire would burn and it would destroy whatever was in the way. Only Mack Samuel Bolan would walk away, scorched but alive, ready to fight again.

He triggered his grenade launcher.

The thump of the weapon was almost anticlimactic. The grenade soared through the air, struck the nearest of the civilian pickup trucks and blew it apart at the junction of the cabin and the bed. Flaming-hot shrapnel tore through the bodies of the men closest to it.

The FN opened up above. Its bullets raised lines of dust as Yenni walked them across the field of battle, targeting the soldiers around the launching vehicle. Bolan made everything worse for them, shucking the grenade launcher open and loading up another 40-mm explosive surprise. He fired it, and the moment it left the tube he loaded another and fired that, as well.

One of the men in Bolan’s sights had managed to make it to a military half ton on the perimeter of the encampment. As that truck started to move, Bolan targeted it, first firing a grenade that blew apart the rear of the vehicle, then triggering the assault rifle. His rounds perforated the cabin, starred its windshield and shredded the man inside. Using the rocky soil beneath him as a partial rest, Bolan spread himself flatter, snugged the stock of the rifle against his shoulder and took careful aim. The iron sights were not as versatile as, say, red-dot optics might have been, but there was no assault rifle made today with which Bolan was not intimately familiar. He knew the sights as well as he knew his own face in the mirror.

He poured on the firepower, dropping the magazine from his rifle, slamming another one home and rocking the plunger back in a practiced motion. Now the sniper within him came out. As well armed as he was, there were many battles ahead of him, and he could not simply burn ammo recklessly. He began targeting the camouflaged men for head shots, striking an eye here, a throat there, a forehead beyond that. With minute shifts of his body he brought the sights of his rifle onto one figure after another, punching rounds through them as easily as tagging metal silhouettes on a static range.

Bolan stood now. The vehicles surrounding the launcher were burning, smoking, churning out heat and flame that made the encampment glow orange-yellow. Stalking forward, weapon at the ready, he began firing again, in short bursts. His feet started to pump beneath him.

He was charging the encampment. He was emptying his rifle, reloading, emptying it again. Now he was in their midst, and as soldiers ran from the flames, they encountered the heavily armed wraith who had visited this destruction on them. One man nearly stumbled directly into Bolan, who took a moment to smash him down with the butt of his M16. As the fallen gunman struggled to pull a pistol from a flap holster on his belt, Bolan triggered a burst that nailed him to the ground.

The Executioner swiveled. He was vulnerable here in the open, and ranks of enemy gunners were moving up around him, trying to flank him. The hairs at the back of his neck shot up and he dropped to one knee, ducking his head and covering up with one arm.

Yenni’s machine-gun fire ripped through the ranks of the enemy soldiers, spraying them across the burning vehicles, clearing a hole for Bolan that he was quick to surge through. He kept firing along the way and punching rounds through man after man. Then he was on the other side.

Flames guided him like a lighted runway, eclipsing the harsh Syrian sun. He marched forward to the launching system and, as he’d been instructed in his mission briefing, found the control panel.

The shipments of advanced weapons machinery had included launchers of this type, which could be programmed for surface to air or surface to surface. It was what made the weapons so devastating; they could be used to control Syrian airspace and also to devastate targets to a range of many miles. This launcher was just one of many weapons that could not be allowed to stay in hands that were not sanctioned by the Man.

Bolan checked behind him, making sure he was not about to become a target. The burning, roiling destruction all around him was nothing but smoke and fire, dead men and empty brass. Yenni was still firing from above him, but her targets were far off and to the left of him. Blazing trucks separated Bolan from whomever she was taking down. He was as covered as he was going to get.

The control panel opened when he slid its outer cover back. The display screen came up in multiple languages, one of them English.

“Configure,” read the text on the screen. “System not initialized.”

That was good. That meant these men, whatever affiliation they had, still had not managed to activate the system or target anything with the weapons. Bolan took the Semtex charges with their attached detonators from his war bag, planted one directly on the control panel and placed two more at the junction of the launcher’s swivel mount beneath the rockets themselves. The detonators were wireless. Next he took out the control switch and popped the protective cover. These switches were dead-man capable, meaning pressing the red button on top of the metallic cylinder would arm the detonation signal. Releasing that button would cause the charges to explode.

Bolan pressed the button. As he walked away from the circle of smoking wreckage, he realized that the chatter of the FN had stopped. Yenni had apparently done as much damage as she needed to. He kept walking, putting distance between himself and the launcher. The Semtex would not detonate the warheads in the rockets. That required an electric sequence internal to each warhead. The material inside would simply burn once the missiles were torn apart.

Bolan released the switch in his hand.

The launcher exploded, sending pieces of itself in every direction, digging a fiery crater in the center of what had been the enemy camp. Bolan looked left, then right, scanning the ground for movement. There was none. There would be none. Nothing lived here now, except him and, high above, Yenni with her machine gun. That was how it had to be. Many more would fall before this mission was over.

Bolan kept going. He did not look back.
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Rough terrain had forced them to leave the truck half a mile back. The trail they were following paralleled the shore of Al Asad Lake. They were moving in the direction of the Euphrates River now, through the vast stretches of territory that separated the populated areas in this remote portion of the country. Ahead of them, however, they had spotted plumes of smoke that signaled fairly decent-size fires. There was a camp of some kind up ahead.

From the protection of a rock outcropping, Bolan and Yenni broke out their optics and surveyed the threat. The soldier scanned the tents and people ahead of them. He did not like what he saw.

“They are flying a red flag,” Yenni said. “There are many wearing red scarves.”

“A loyalist camp.”

“Without doubt,” she replied. “We should skirt their camp, give them a wide berth. I see nothing that could be stockpiles of your American weaponry here. And none of the rocket-launching trucks.”

Bolan continued searching the camp. She was right. It made sense for the loyalists to be out here, far from Hahmir’s government, where they could live off the land and prey on small villages. Bolan’s dossier had mentioned just that. Satellite imagery indicated raids by the loyalists on small, unmapped communities out here in the Syrian wilderness. In fact, it was happening right in front of Bolan’s eyes.

The loyalists had prisoners.

He watched as one of them prodded a string of women forward. They were a chain gang, literally chained together at the neck, and the loyalist guard behind them was moving them from one tent to another, using what might have been an electrical cattle stick. There were other loyalists swinging rods that Bolan recognized as livestock whips—flexible lengths of fiberglass, not unlike the African sjambok weapon, which inflicted pain without doing damage more serious than bloody welts.

Bolan’s blood boiled. The loyalists were herding their captives like animals being driven to slaughter. And the soldier had no doubt this was exactly what was happening. When predators like these were finished violating their captives, they would not see a point in keeping those captives alive. They would kill them and leave the bodies in a shallow grave, if they bothered burying the dead at all.

“There is no benefit in targeting this camp,” Yenni said.

“No, there isn’t,” Bolan said. His hand clenched the monocular. His knuckles turned white.

“There is nothing to be gained by killing these men,” Yenni added. “We will burn ammunition and time and gain nothing that advances your purpose here.”

“That’s correct.”

“We are going to hit the camp anyway,” Yenni said. It was not a question.

“We’re going to hit the camp anyway,” echoed Bolan.

“Very well, Cooper.”

“Take the machine gun,” he said. “Circle around to the left. Find a vantage point and start taking them out when I initiate contact. That big tent on the right, where that line of prisoners was just driven… I’m going to start my sweep from there, free as many of them as I can. Drive forward and meet me in the center of the camp. Once there, we’ll knock off any stragglers.”

“And then?”

“Then,” Bolan said, “we burn everything.”

“This is a good plan,” Yenni said.

“Go.”

She did as instructed. Bolan checked his assault rifle and made for the right, moving in as irregular a pattern as the terrain would allow, just in case someone spotted him and tried to take a shot at him from a distance. He did not think anyone would notice, however. The camp had the smell of a party, the type of celebration that takes place after the homes of the helpless have been pillaged. What did the loyalists out here have to do, after all, except bide their time in their conflict with Hahmir? There was no reason they wouldn’t spend the afternoon savaging their prisoners, simply to amuse themselves. That was how the minds of these creatures operated.

Mack Samuel Bolan was their natural predator.

He could hear the screams and cries of the captive women as he neared the large tent from the rear. All over the world that sound was the same. All over the world, the harsh laughter of men willing to inflict themselves on others was also the same. Bolan slung the assault rifle over his shoulder and drew his combat knife.

He needed to give Yenni time to get ready. He was going to have to reveal his position and, for that matter, his very presence in the enemy camp. When he did, he would become the focus of every loyalist fighter here. That meant a silent kill or kills to start, if he could manage it.

His knife cut into the fabric of the tent effortlessly. He pulled downward, enlarging the slit, feeling the canvas give under his blade. The tenor of the rough voices, the laughter and the screams of the victims inside did not change. The loyalists were too focused on their war crimes to notice the Executioner slipping into their midst.

Finally, the hole was large enough. Bolan stepped into the tent, crouched low and waited. The only illumination was from the sunlight that filtered in through the tent’s doorway. He waited for his eyes to adjust.

On air mattresses spread along the floor of the large enclosure, several loyalist fighters managed to sleep through the noise of their fellows’ depredations. Bolan had seen that before. A man with combat experience could sleep through pretty much anything, anywhere, in any position. It was a skill he possessed himself.

The captive women, chained together at the neck, were huddled in the corner under the watch of a guard with a red scarf tied around his throat. The man had a Kalashnikov rifle slung over his shoulder. His back was to Bolan.

One of the prisoners had been separated from the chain line and was being dragged toward an empty air mattress in the center of the tent. Her captor was another of the loyalists, who was not alone. Two other soldiers were behind him, each hitching up his belt, obviously anticipating the day’s entertainment. They, too, had their backs turned, focused as they were on the screaming, struggling girl.

They should have posted a guard outside. They should have posted sentries. The loyalists had become accustomed, way out here, to operating with impunity.

Then again, if this was the type of military discipline that typified the loyalists, it would explain how Hahmir, with the brutal Wolf to back him up, had asserted control over Syria in the first place.

Bolan crept up behind the group of men standing around the girl on the mattress. He picked one almost at random, as they were all more or less easy targets. His hand snaked around to cover the loyalist’s face and snap his head back, as he jammed the blade of his combat knife into the man’s kidney with the other.

His comrades turned, their jaws dropping. Bolan didn’t give them time to process what was happening. He swung the bloody knife, plunging the blade into the side of a second loyalist’s neck, then ripped it through. Blood sprayed. The third man was now drawing an old Browning Hi Power from his belt, but Bolan was quicker. The blade of the combat knife entered the loyalist’s eye socket and pierced his brain. Bolan jerked the weapon free as the corpse collapsed.

The Executioner’s sixth sense was telling him he was due for gunfire from behind. He was not wrong. As he spun, pulling the silenced Beretta from his shoulder holster, he saw the hapless guard trying to grab his Kalashnikov, but he was in such a hurry, the motor skills needed for this task were beyond him. Bolan put a suppressed round right through the bridge of the man’s nose. The women he’d been guarding screamed.

The loyalist’s hand clenched the Kalashnikov. In death, he managed to trigger a wild round that buried itself in the ground between the dead men.

Not good, Bolan thought, realizing the gunfire would draw unwanted attention.

In the distance the FN started buzz sawing its way through the camp. That was Yenni, and it meant that loyalists were now moving, most likely to converge on Bolan’s position. Her gunfire would help draw some of them off, giving him less to deal with all at once.

He holstered his Beretta and unlimbered the M16. There were many footsteps and urgent calls audible outside the tent. If he were out there, he knew his first impulse would be to cover either his own point of entry or the front flap of the tent. He did neither, drawing his knife again just long enough to cut another exit at right angles to both of these. Then he slipped outside.

At least one loyalist saw him doing so and opened fire, but Yenni was on top of the situation. Machine-gun fire from the flank knocked the man down and kept him there as the female guerilla fighter raked the fallen man’s skull with a deadly blast. Bolan cut between two smaller tents, his eyes and ears open for more hostages, and worked his way toward the field latrine the enemy fighters had set up and cordoned off with canvas. The station was unmistakable from its smell.

He saw a man dive inside to hide.

Bolan reached into his war bag, popped the pin on an incendiary grenade and let the spoon fly free. He lobbed the canister over the canvas enclosure of the latrine as he ran past it.

“Fire in the hole,” he said quietly.

White phosphorous erupted in a shower of waste. Bolan was glad he was out of range. The poor devil caught within had time to cry out in pain and horror before that scream was cut short by the all-consuming chemical fire.

Bullets ripped the soil at Bolan’s feet. He brought up his assault rifle and triggered the grenade launcher, punching a 40-mm round through the tent directly in front of him. It was close enough that he felt the heat and concussion from the blast.

Havoc descended on the camp. Loyalists ran in every direction as Yenni, her machine gun raging, began to move through the area from Bolan’s left, sweeping the terrified, formerly complacent loyalists toward him like so many deer. The soldier used his M16 to burn them down. It was surgical. It was methodical. It was without rancor. Bolan was fueled by justice, not bitterness. His enemies were numerical obstacles, an equation to be balanced.

Ahead of him, he saw first one loyalist, then another fall to Yenni’s gun. On the ground beyond the corpses, a hand suddenly materialized in the dirt. As quickly as the fingers appeared, they disappeared again.

Now, that was something you didn’t see every day.

Careful to move slowly enough that Yenni would be able to identify him, Bolan made his way to where he had seen the hand. What he found dropped him to his stomach in the dirt. He peered into the hole, which was covered by a metal grate.

He saw three women wearing little more than rags. One stared up at him, wide-eyed, while the others huddled together and whimpered in fear.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Bolan said. He put his rifle on the ground beside him and grasped the grate with both hands. It was heavy, but he thought he could lift it. At each distant gunshot, the women in the pit flinched, but the pace of Yenni’s fire was slowing now. That was encouraging. Every moment Bolan spent here, not engaged in the fight, was another in which he might become a target. But these women needed him. He would not abandon them.

The one who stared up at him opened her mouth to say something. Her voice cracked, but on the second try, she managed it. “A-American?”

“That’s right,” Bolan said. It flew in the face of the mission’s requirements for plausible deniability, but this was a victimized woman, not a head of state. “I’m an American and I’m here to help. Do you speak English?”

“I speak,” she said.

“Good. I’m going to take this grate off,” he told her, “and then I’m going to help you and those other two out. Nobody is going to harm you. We’re here to help, to free you. You understand that? Freedom.”

“Freedom,” she said. She almost smiled…and then her eyes became saucers, fixed on something behind him.

Bolan recognized that look and rolled aside, just in time to miss the blade of the bayonet that came down to strike the grate. The man who landed on top of him was a loyalist soldier, bleeding from a graze to the head, stabbing over and over again with his bayonet as if he were a sewing machine. Bolan managed to avoid the wild thrusts and clamp a hand on the man’s wrist.

The loyalist wrenched free and tried to bring his weapon to bear once more. Bolan barely managed to block it. Over and over again, he stopped the knife from plunging into his body, but it would take only one stab to kill him. He had to get out from under this enemy and he had to do it now.

He rolled.

Whipping his leg up, he used his momentum to throw the enemy over his hip. The loyalist landed on the metal grate with such force that the barrier rang like a drum. He tried to get up, to press his attack, but his knife fell through the grate…and then he screamed. He was suddenly struggling to move, but couldn’t raise his arms.

Bolan realized then what was happening. The women in the pit below had reached up through the grate and were holding the loyalist there, pinning him to the open mesh. His red scarf was being pulled through the grate, strangling him. His cries became quieter and quieter.

Bolan stood, picking up his rifle. He started to aim it at the loyalist, but then thought better of it. The women in that pit had suffered horribly. This was their moment of justice. This was their payback for what had been done to them.

Bolan simply waited. The man on the grate writhed in pain, his face purpling, his eyes clenched shut. The scarf was pulled tighter. They might strangle him to death, and when they did, Bolan would pull the corpse free and remove the grate so he could rescue the women below. But first he was going to let them finish what they were doing.

Sooner or later, one of them would find the fallen bayonet…

The loyalist’s eyes bulged and he tried to scream through the scarf cinching his neck. He turned deathly pale.

There it was. No doubt the knife was sticking in him from below. The man thrashed and struggled, growing weaker by the second.

Bolan heard footsteps. He turned to check, but it was only Yenni, her FN braced on one shoulder, its box empty, the chamber trailing a few belted rounds. She nodded.

“The camp is clear,” she told him. “I found two men in one of the tents, tied up. They are elders from a nearby village who were taken with the women. They wait with the other prisoners you freed. The elders suggest we give them one of the trucks to carry them, their women and whatever supplies they can scrounge. They will flee for the hills.”

“They don’t want to go back to their homes?” Bolan asked.

“No. They would not speak more of it.” She nodded to the dying man on the grate. “There are prisoners below him?”

“Yes,” Bolan said. “We’ll free them and send them with the others. Your elders can take them along, keep them safe.”

“So they should.” Yenni’s eyes narrowed as she regarded the helpless loyalist. “What is happening to that man?”

“Justice,” Bolan said.
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It was a doll.

The hand-sewn toy had been stitched together by some adult, or perhaps even a child, for the sole purpose of making another child happy. Bolan knelt, picked up the doll and held it in his hand. Once more he felt cold anger.

After wiping out the loyalist encampment, he and Yenni had followed the path on along the shore. This was not part of their mandate, although they were moving in the general direction of the next target site, according to his tablet’s mission data. No, this time they were following a hunch of Bolan’s.

He hadn’t seen any community close to the loyalist camp on their way there. That meant there was a good chance the village raided for sex slaves was farther along the road, so he and Yenni had traveled until they reached this place.

There was no doubt in Bolan’s mind that this was the village.

But it was a village no more. If it ever had a name, that name would be lost to time, swept from the map like the homes here had been.

“Always,” Yenni said. She had left the truck to come stand with him and now stared down at the doll he held.

“Always?” he asked her.

“The children. The children and the women.”

Every structure had been leveled. They saw the smoking remnants of what had been homes. The stone huts and concrete-block buildings had been blasted apart with grenades. Nothing moved. There were plenty of corpses, left in the open for the sand and the arid wind to pick at and wear down. There were animals, too. The brutes had killed even the dogs.

That this was the work of loyalists was not in doubt. Several slogans had been spray-painted on the rubble. These, Yenni translated for him, were all hymns to the previous regime or threats against Hahmir and the Wolf. There were even, she explained, a few taunts that warned residents of the village not to attempt to return or rebuild it.

“Censeo Carthaginem esse delendam,” Bolan said.

Yenni stared at him. “What are these words?”

“Cato the Elder,” he replied. “He was declaring that the city of Carthage must be destroyed. Supposedly that was the beginning of the Third Punic War. Rome destroyed Carthage and, according to the legend, plowed the earth with salt to prevent anything from growing there ever again.”

“I have studied history,” Yenni said. “I attended university in London. Before I became a fighter. Before my parents died and lost everything.”

Bolan turned to her, the doll still clenched in his hand. “All around the world,” he said, “people like the loyalists destroy whatever they touch. And the innocent suffer.” He looked around the village. “Plowed under with salt. Bullets were as effective as if they had actually done it.”

“Innocents,” Yenni said. “Women and children. Shall I tell you?”

“Tell me.”

“I was born in this country. It has always been hard here, but my parents had wealth and certain connections. I have traveled. But none of it mattered. None of it cured the ache in my heart for the women and children of my nation. I have fought here. I have fought on soil not of my birth. And always I come back to this place. Always I think of the innocents, as you say. I want to help them. I want to stop the fighting. I want to bring peace. And if I die, I die.”

“How long do you think you can do it?” Bolan asked.

“As long as I have to. Is it different for you?”

“No,” he said. “No, it is not.” He handed her the doll. She looked down at it and tears welled up in her eyes.

“I have never had a child,” she said. “I cannot. In one of my earliest battles, I was injured. Shrapnel from a grenade. The wounds were repaired, but I required surgeries that took my ability to have children of my own. And so I fight for the children of others. And for the children who will never be born. And for their parents, who suffer, as well.”

Bolan went back to the Mahindra and leaned against it. “That’s why you were willing to be ‘turned.’ Because you saw a way to help more people.”

“Yes,” Yenni said. “It is my only desire. I will die alone. I will never leave children to carry on behind me. I will never have more than I have now. And so I fight, so this will not be the fate of other women, of other young girls.”

“I’m sorry. I know what that’s like.”

“You know death, Cooper? You know loss?”

“I do.”

“You will tell me your story, yes?”

“No,” Bolan said. “Not…not here. Suffice it to say that once, long ago, people I cared about were hurt. I looked at that and I couldn’t stand the thought of nobody paying for it. So I found justice for myself. And when I was done, I couldn’t stop. So I kept fighting.”

“How long?”

“Forever. So long that it’s my only life.” He rubbed his forehead. The dull ache in his skull had become a constant throb. “I’ve lost people I cared about. Good people who deserved better than what they got. But they died for the best cause there is. They died for freedom. It’s an ideal I still believe in. It’s the same one you fight for.”

Yenni looked at him. She unwrapped the scarf she wore, revealing her face. She was achingly beautiful. She stepped to him and put one hand on his chest, leaning up to meet his gaze.

“We fight the same fight, yes,” she said. Her lips parted.

Bolan leaned down…

A bullet punched a hole in the driver’s window of the Mahindra. Bolan shoved Yenni down and away, out of the line of fire, and threw himself to the ground. He drew the Desert Eagle and sent a trio of .44 Magnum rounds in the direction from which the random shot had come.

He could see two jeeps, each painted in mottled camouflage with red stripes. It was definitely a loyalist patrol. They were either pursuing Bolan along the shore of the lake, after his assault on the camp, or they’d simply been in the area, perhaps making sure none of the residents of this village actually came back.

The Executioner was not going to let these bastards get away.

He stood and walked away from the truck, deliberately making himself a target, drawing the attention of the patrol. The two trucks were still quite distant, men leaning out the windows firing Kalashnikovs in his direction. The bullets were striking nowhere near him. These men, these loyalists, were not good shots. They were not particularly well trained.

They were not warriors like the Executioner.

Bolan planted his feet. He raised the triangular snout of the Desert Eagle. The hammer was back, the safety off. The weapon was action-tuned to be deadly accurate and reliable with the loads provided. Those Magnum rounds were hollow points, expanding into ashtrays when they struck flesh, ripping massive holes in whatever pliable targets they found.

They were also great at punching holes through windshields and the faces behind them.

Bolan took careful aim. He no longer heard the enemy gunfire. He didn’t hear the rounds tearing up the ground around him, didn’t hear the roaring of the enemy jeeps, didn’t see anything except the nearest vehicle and the man behind the wheel.

The soldier’s finger squeezed. The Desert Eagle fired, rocketing its payload downrange, smashing effortlessly through the lead truck’s windshield and through the open mouth of the driver. His brains painted the backseat. With a dead man behind the wheel, the truck, still accelerating under the weight of the man’s boot, surged forward and hard left. It smashed into the rubble of a wrecked structure and flipped on its side. Glass shattered. The jeep’s engine roared and then subsided to a sickly idling.

The second truck was coming. Bolan shot it, shot it again and shot it a third time, walking rounds across the windshield and causing the driver to swerve as he ducked behind the dash. The jeep turned, under control of its operator, and slipped between two more ruined structures, one of them still sending a plume of black smoke into the air. They would be back in the time it took to circle around and find a vector they thought would be hidden from his view. He looked over his shoulder.

Yenni was gone. He wasn’t worried about that. She and her Krinkov would be stalking through the wreckage of the dead village, looking for any enemies still mobile, backing up Bolan with uncanny accuracy. In the short time they’d fought together, he knew he could expect that from her. It felt good to have a partner he could count on.

Bolan walked to the overturned jeep.

Loyalists were crawling from the vehicle. They were bloody and dazed. Bolan reached the first of them and kicked him in the ribs. The man rolled onto his back and went for a pistol in a holster under his left arm.

Bolan stepped on his neck. The man’s reflexes prompted him to stop going for the pistol and claw at the ankle of Bolan’s combat boot.

“You came to this place and did whatever you wanted,” Bolan said. He looked up. Two other loyalists had survived the wreckage of the jeep. They were trying to pull themselves to their feet and bring their weapons up. He paused long enough to shoot one through the neck and the other through the face. Then, with the barrel of the Desert Eagle smoking slightly, he trained the weapon back on the man underfoot.

“Please,” the man said. “Please, American. Do not kill me. I was not involved. I did not do this. It was not me. It was others.”

Bolan’s grip on the Desert Eagle did not waver. “You talk like someone with a guilty conscience. You and your friends razed this town for no reason. You butchered women and children. You raped the innocent. And you told them they couldn’t have their town back. You wanted your humiliation, your subjugation, to be total.”

“It is war!” the man said suddenly. “It is war!”

“This isn’t war,” Bolan said. “What you did to this village? It was slaughter. And what I’m about to do to you? That’s war. But it’s also justice.”

The loyalist narrowed his eyes and grabbed for his pistol again. Bolan shot him in the head.

One more predator for the fires the Executioner would leave behind him.

The other jeep was coming back now. He heard it. Surveying the piles of rubble that had once been the houses of this village, he tracked the vehicle as it blew past one after another, through clouds of black smoke from the wooden beams that still burned. The driver was overthinking it. You didn’t have to put that kind of planning into gunning down a single man. Bolan was not superhuman. His flesh would be torn apart by bullets as easily as that of any other man.

But so far no one had been able to do it.

And as far as Mack Bolan was concerned, as long as his cause remained righteous, no foe would do so until it was finally time for him to stop fighting.

“Come on,” he said to the distant jeep. “Come get me. Come face me.”

The throbbing in his head was growing worse. He felt as if his brain was trying to escape.

He moved farther out into what had been the main street. Calmly, he dropped the magazine from his Desert Eagle, took a fresh one from his war bag and slammed the rounds into the butt of the pistol. There was still a round chambered. All he had to do was send the weapon’s high-caliber inventory toward the enemy.

He raised the gun.

“I’m right here,” he told the oncoming jeep. “Come get me. Face someone who can actually fight back, you spineless cowards.”

The jeep started picking up speed. But a speeding car was something you couldn’t turn easily. Spin the wheel too hard and fast and you would lose control of the vehicle. He could move out of its path faster than the driver could correct to tag him. He bent his knees, coiling his body for action.

Not yet. Not just yet… Wait until they’re as close as possible. Wait until you can see the fear on the driver’s face. The man behind the wheel would be expecting that bullet, would be expecting to eat lead as he neared his bipedal target.

Bolan was not going to disappoint him. He was just going to make him wait for it.

The jeep was very close now. Bolan felt his finger clench on the trigger, felt the finely tuned action of the Desert Eagle start to give. He knew every millimeter of this machine, knew its capabilities, knew its tolerances, knew its limits. It was part of him. It was a chrome extension of his hand, an avenging sword whose blade could reach for hundreds of yards to cleave the skulls of the wicked.

The windows of the Jeep exploded inward. Suddenly Yenni was there at his right flank, pouring fire from her Krinkov into the jeep from the side, spraying the men within all over each other. Bolan ducked aside just as the jeep flashed past him. He felt the mirror on the passenger side ruffle the fabric of his sleeve. Then the jeep was crashing into the remains of a concrete block building, its only passengers the corpses Yenni had made with her rifle.

She walked over to him. “You,” she said. “You I do not understand. You are here in the middle of the street begging to be run over. How does this help us?”

“I have my own way of doing things.”

“I think you were lucky,” she said.

“Lucky?”

“One time,” she answered. “One time I have liked your plans. The rest of the time they are bad.”

“Even a broken clock is right twice a day,” Bolan said.

“This is you. You are a broken clock.”

The sound of boots on the gravel caused them both to turn and point their guns.

A bearded man dressed like a private military contractor stood there holding an M4 carbine. He had what appeared to be a tomahawk on his belt. He wore a pair of black-on-black sunglasses, of a type popular in the 1980s.

“We better get the hell outta here,” he said. “There’s more loyalist patrols coming up the road. I saw the dust cloud through my binocs.”

Bolan and Yenni looked at each other, then back at the armed man.

“Do you know this man?” Yenni asked.

“No.”

“Seriously,” the bearded guy said. “Let’s beat feet, or we’re all gonna get dead.”
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The Mahindra’s cab was crowded as Bolan drove the truck from the doomed village as fast as it would carry them. Yenni sat between the men, her eyes annoyed behind her head scarf, which she’d wrapped tightly around herself when this newcomer appeared.

It hadn’t taken long for the patrols to acquire them. Now they were trying to stay ahead of the enemy vehicles. It was hard to get an accurate count in the rearview mirror, because of the plume of dust the trucks were all raising.

“You’d be Striker, right?” the bearded man asked.

Bolan raised an eyebrow. “Who are you, exactly?”

“A friend of a friend sent me.”

“Keep talking,” Bolan said.

“J. P. Wolski,” the man continued. “Folks call me Ski. Military contractor out of Iraq. It’s been pretty nuts in the region for a while now. Plenty of work for folks like me. You know the Middle East. The gift that keeps on giving, if you like war.”

“So our mutual friend…”

“How do you think I got your code name?” Ski chuckled. “‘Striker.’ Cheese, man, pure cheese. Although with a name like Ski I guess I can’t complain.”

“And how do you know our mutual friend?” Bolan asked.

“I’ve done contract work for a lot of people in the past, through CIA and No Such Agency,” Ski said. “I’m a specialist. Don’t work and play well with others, no, not me. I’m only happy when people are shooting at me. So as you can imagine, when I got the call to come find you here in Syria, I was freaking ecstatic.”

“How did you find us?”

“Well, that’s a funny story,” Ski said. He propped his M4 between his legs and made sure a round was chambered. “They gave me a list of places they thought you might go. Didn’t say why. I didn’t ask. I’ve been hot on your trail for a little while now. Saw the work you folks did on that missile truck, or whatever it was. Now, that was interesting. Hard to say from all that wreckage, but Mama Ski didn’t raise no dummy. Tell me that wasn’t an American launcher. Probably had American rockets on it before it blew to sky highness.”

“Do tell,” Bolan said.

“And then there was what used to be a camp,” Ski said. “Lotta bodies there. Those particularly nasty loyalist types. Although there’s plenty of nasty to go around in these parts. Was that you two? You have an army with you I don’t know about? Pretty impressive work. Oh, but I’m forgetting how somebody punched a hole in the middle of a town called Al Tabkah. You’d think a tiny tactical nuke went off. Whatever Special Forces team did that deserves a medal.”

“Right.”

“Right, he says.” Ski laughed. “If you don’t mind, I’m just going to hang my white behind out this window and take some shots at the guys who are following us, because, honestly, if I don’t, at the rate they’re catching up, we’re all gonna die before the top of the hour.”

“Okay,” Bolan said. He turned to Yenni. “What was that?”

“Nothing,” she said. “I did not laugh.” Behind her scarf, her eyes were bright with amusement.

“Right,” Bolan said.

Ski laughed again. He shifted in his seat with some difficulty; he was a big man, and there wasn’t that much room in the Mahindra’s cab. But he managed it nonetheless.

“I know a girl, her name is Sue,” Ski said in a singsong cadence. “She can do things that will turn your—” Whatever off-color comment he made was lost in the noise of his short-barreled M4 as its muzzle turned into a bloom of orange fire. “I proposed marriage, she said no,” Ski continued singing. “So I took her by the hand and I—” Again, his words were lost in gunfire.

“His plans are probably horrible,” Yenni said.

“You’re really stuck on that, aren’t you?” Bolan replied, putting the Mahindra’s accelerator to the floor.

“I count four trucks,” Ski said, shouting to be heard over the air rushing past the window. “Angry loyalists, no doubt. The trucks are those dodgy Chinese Hummer-looking things. Probably smell like burned plastic and bad choices inside.”

“Can you get a head count?” Bolan asked. They were entering a curved portion of the dirt trail, which caused Ski to lean hard against the side of the cab. Bolan did his best not to lose control and put them off the road.

“Maybe…three in the first truck,” Ski said. He aimed carefully through the red-dot scope on his M4. Once again the rifle bucked, this time with a single shot. “Okay, two in the first truck. Can’t really tell about the ones behind. Average of three at least, though. They’re loaded for hell and all. I think seeing their buddies wasted has them riled up. That your fault?”

“Don’t look at me,” Bolan said. “I’m a broken clock.”

“Good buddy,” Ski said, firing his rifle rapidly. “I’ve heard a lot of guys say a lot of things when I talk at ’em, but that has to be the first time anybody’s said that. I’ll remember that, Streaker.”

“Striker.”

“Call me Iron Wombat, then.”

“I am not calling him that,” Yenni said.

Bullets began to strike the rear of the Mahindra. Bolan focused on shoving the truck from side to side with fast shifts of the wheel, trying to make them an erratic target. It was a dangerous game. Every time the vehicle slewed he ran the risk of dumping them off the road entirely, and if he ditched the truck, their pursuers would reach them and kill them as surely as Bolan had killed so many of their fellows.

“So what was so important that they sent you into a war zone to track us down, with nothing to go on but a target list?”

“Hey, I didn’t say what it was,” Ski said. “Fact is, I don’t know that. I don’t want to know that. Coordinates are just coordinates to me.” He leaned out again and took careful aim with his next shot. The M4 barked. “Lead truck just has one, the passenger. Driver’s got a sudden case of dead. Okay, lead truck crashed. New lead truck in a pack of three vehicles. Three guys in it.”

“Two,” Yenni said. Ski’s rifle belched flame.

“Two,” he echoed, taking a moment to grin at her through his bushy beard.

“Just in case you take a bullet while you’re out there,” Bolan said, “you should probably tell me what you know.”

“Oh, right, right. Okay. Turns out the fella who tried to assassinate the President back in the States is kin to Fafniyal, this Wolf character. His brother. The Syrians have spent a lot of time and effort covering up that connection, but when it was discovered, word had to get to you.”

“What?” Bolan said. “Say that again. Less folksy this time.”

“Fafniyal and the assassin are brothers. Which means—”

“Which means,” Yenni interrupted, “the attempt on your President’s life was most likely staged by the Wolf for Hahmir’s benefit.”

“And that would mean they did it so Hahmir could be the hero and open up better relations between Hahmir’s government and the United States,” Bolan said.

“You figure he did it so the Man would give him presents?” Ski dropped one of his magazines, reached for another in his vest and reloaded. Enemy AK fire took off the mirror on his side, nearly hitting him. He swore and ducked back inside the truck for a moment. “The weather out there’s not great,” he said. “This thing go any faster?”

“We could throw grenades at them,” Bolan said.

“Now, there’s an idea. Trade you.” Ski handed his M4 to Bolan. Yenni took it instead, propping it on the seat next to the Executioner. Then she looked to Bolan for approval. He nodded, and Yenni handed the M16/M203 combination to the contractor.

“I will pass the grenades,” she said. She plucked one from the bandolier on Bolan’s chest, leaning close as she reached for it, then handed it to Ski.

“Get a room, you two,” the man said. He loaded the launcher tube. “Now we’re talking.” Another bullet knocked paint from the rear of the Mahindra, and Ski looked at the back of the truck as if he hadn’t considered its cargo before. “Uh, hey, you don’t have a lot of old dynamite or something in the back, do you? Because I’d rather not explode.”

“No,” Bolan said. “Mostly Semtex, small arms and ammunition. A few heavier items. Oh, and some ancient grenades that might blow if we shake them around too much.”

“Awesome,” Ski said. “Hold her steady, Strikeforce.”

“Striker.”

“Broken Clock,” Yenni said quietly. “This is what we should call you.”

“Don’t encourage him.” Bolan spared Yenni a look. “You realize that we still don’t know exactly what’s going on here. Say that Fafniyal and Hahmir did cook up the assassination to make Hahmir look like a hero. Maybe they knew the natural response to a friendly regime in Syria would be to prop it up with modern weaponry, the very thing everybody in this region wants to get their hands on. If that’s the case, why doesn’t it stop there? Hahmir gets his weapons and then uses them to shore up his regime. Why would he let them go missing? What does he gain?”

“Maybe there’s more players on the checkerboard.” Ski paused, aiming. “Fire down below,” he said and chucked a 40-mm grenade through the air. In the cracked mirror on his side, Bolan watched the lead truck explode in a fireball that engulfed its engine compartment. “Score one for the home team!” hooted Ski. Then he frowned. “Uh, wait, that’s not right. Technically, we’re the visiting team.”

“Who are we visiting?” Yenni asked.

“Not you,” Ski said. “Say, I bet you’re hot under that scarf.”

Yenni glared at him. Bolan smiled despite himself.

“Players on the checkerboard,” the soldier echoed. “Hahmir really does need those weapons to secure his hold on the nation. The constant civil wars have made maintaining control difficult. His enemies know that. So they arrange to steal the shipments, taking advantage of the fact that Hahmir’s rule is less than total. And now they’ve set up the weapons around the country and are trying to figure out how to deploy them, so they can challenge Hahmir for control of Syria.”

“This does not explain why the men we found with the launcher were not loyalists,” Yenni said. “The loyalists want Hahmir gone most of all.”

“But they might have been,” Bolan said. “The loyalists might be too clever by half, and they’re trying to hide their possession of the weapons for the sake of international public relations. Maybe they’re going to carry out terrorist attacks on neighboring countries with the rockets. Maybe they want to make it look like it’s the work of Hahmir’s government, so he’ll lose Western support, and it’ll be that much easier to take him down.”

“This is making my head hurt,” Ski said. He’d reloaded the grenade launcher and within minutes blew apart the next vehicle in the line. “I’m not great with math, but I’m pretty sure we’ve got just the one truck on our butts now.”

“Well,” Bolan said. “Make it explode.”

“Man after my own heart. I’m working on that, I truly am.” Ski fired several more grenades. The last of these struck close enough that Bolan could feel the concussion rock through the rear of the Mahindra.

“Really, really old grenades,” he reminded the contractor. “I feel like I haven’t emphasized that enough.”

“Keep your shorts on, Stealth Bomber,” Ski said. “Look, this last fellow’s tricky. He’s seen what we did to his buddies, and he’s not going to let me get a bead on him.”

“All right,” Bolan said. “I’m going to slow down, let them come alongside of us.”

“You do that and they’re going to light us up before they get here.”

“I wasn’t going to give them enough time to try,” Bolan said and stomped both feet on the brake pedal.

The Mahindra screeched to a smoking, fishtailing halt, but somehow, Bolan managed to pull the truck to the side of the road without dumping them over or putting them in a ditch. The pursuing Hummer-like vehicle shot past them, knocking off the mirror on Bolan’s side, before the driver even thought about applying his own brakes.

“Now,” Bolan said.

Ski stepped from the truck, braced the assault rifle on the hood of the Mahindra and fired the grenade launcher. The explosive projectile took the rear wheels off the loyalist truck and pitched it up and onto its roof. Its engine went dead in the crash. Bolan was quick to put the Mahindra back on the road proper, then pull up cautiously alongside the enemy vehicle.

“Any chance these loyalists will tell us anything useful?” he asked Yenni.

“What is it you Americans say?” she said. “It cannot hurt to ask.”

Bolan and Yenni piled out of the truck. There was movement inside the overturned Chinese “Hummer,” but no one was trying to crawl free. Bolan whistled to Ski, who tossed him the M16. Bolan caught it with his right and returned the M4 with his left. Ski patted the rifle as if it was an old friend. Then he dropped his folksy charm and became all business, covering Bolan’s and Yenni’s approach to the downed patrol truck.

Bolan dropped to one knee and checked the men inside. One of the passengers had fallen on his neck, breaking it. He was upside down inside the truck, his leg twitching like that of a biology-class frog attached to a nine-volt battery. The other men were dead except for the driver, who’d been strapped into his seat. Using his combat knife, Bolan cut the seat belt, yanking the terrified loyalist from the vehicle. He threw the man into the dirt.

“English?” he demanded. The captured loyalist spoke rapidly in a dialect Bolan could not interpret.

“He says he does not speak English,” Yenni said.

“Ask him if he knows anything about the weapons shipments.”

Yenni asked. The prisoner answered. “No,” she said. “He claims he knows nothing.”

“Ask him how he feels about getting his fingers chopped off one at a time.” Ski hefted his tomahawk, which he’d slipped from a fast-deployment sheath on his belt. “I haven’t scalped anybody in a week at least. You don’t have to add that part.”

Yenni translated, but the response was not encouraging. “He says it does not matter how much we torture him because he knows nothing of value.”

The prisoner started chanting under his breath.

“What’s that about?” Ski asked.

“He’s praying,” Bolan stated.

“Yes,” Yenni said. “He makes peace with his god. He knows that one of you is going to kill him. He would prefer not to be scraped.”

“Scalped, I said,” Ski retorted. “Not scraped. And you weren’t supposed to tell him that part.” He looked to Bolan. “What you figure? Leave him here without his boots so he can’t follow us?”

“He’d just take a pair off the closest corpse,” Bolan said. His features hardened. To Yenni, he said, “Will you be able to tell if he lies to you?”

“I think so. He does not seem very smart. And he is afraid.”

“Ask him if he was part of the operation that took the village,” Bolan said. “Ask him how many children he murdered.”

The prisoner stared, wide-eyed and terrified, at Bolan and Ski. Then he looked back to Yenni and muttered something under his breath.

“Hell,” Ski said. “I don’t rightly know what he said, but I guarantee you that was a lie.”

Yenni drew her Jordanian combat knife. “So do I,” she said and cut the loyalist murderer’s throat.
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The little town of Sarrin sat northeast of Aleppo, just east of the Euphrates River. It had a population of just six thousand. Bolan’s dossier said the area was replete with archaeological sites, more than anywhere else in Syria, meaning this portion of the country had great history attached to it.

Bolan’s target list told him this was where they’d find the next emplacement of stolen weaponry.

They had dropped Ski off along the way. As much as he would have enjoyed fighting alongside them, he’d said, there were places to go and interesting people to kill there. He was on the clock, he explained, and that meant they would have to shoulder on through the rest of whatever covert mission they weren’t on without the benefit of his stellar company.

Bolan thought he might actually miss the quirky contractor. He would have to ask Brognola about him. Ski seemed to think Yenni and Bolan were contractors like him, and had known enough not to inquire too deeply into their identities. He was a good man.

That was a professional, right there, and Bolan would have been proud to stand with him again. He was also glad Ski hadn’t joined the legions of fallen allies he carried around in his mental roster…although, for a warrior like Ski, dying in battle was probably his life’s calling.

Bolan’s was likely no different…but that wasn’t on the agenda today.

Today, they were going to smash the enemy troop placement.

They rolled into town, doing their best to look casual in a truck that was sporting several bullet holes and some body damage. Fortunately for them, in a country torn by an almost perpetual civil war, bullet holes and scorch marks were things nobody even blinked at.

Bolan surveyed the town, finding plenty of evidence of human habitation. Here, a line of drying laundry was suspended between two stone buildings. There, a couple sat on a bench, with a baby carriage nearby. The streets were quiet, but he chalked that up to the remote village’s poverty.

The community, however, was dominated by what appeared to be a large, modern factory. White walls rose in the center of town, and a stack attached to the side of that blocky structure emitted a plume of smoke. Here, in Sarrin, there was some form of industry.

“This feels wrong,” Yenni said.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I have never seen a factory like that. It has no markings. No names. No windows. Only a smokestack. And there is nothing around it. No loading docks. No places for the parking of cars. Nothing going in. Nothing going out. Does this not seem unusual to you?”

“Yeah,” Bolan said. “It does. Come on. Let’s take a stroll through the streets of Sarrin.”

They left the vehicle, careful to park in the shadow of an alleyway, where it would be less visible. Yenni hid her Krinkov under her coat, while Bolan carried only his concealed handguns. They made a circuit of the block, giving the civilians a wide berth, and then did so again.

“What is it, Cooper?” Yenni asked. “You keep snorting the air.”

“Sniffing,” Bolan said. “I’m sniffing.”

“Snuffing what?”

“Sniffing,” he corrected. “That smoke. Coming from the ‘factory’ at the center of town. That’s wood smoke.”

“So?”

“So,” Bolan said, “that’s exactly what you’d smell if you made a small campfire beneath an empty smokestack to simulate a working factory.”

“Twice a day,” Yenni said. “That is the saying. A broken clock is right twice a day.”

“Touché,” Bolan replied. He stopped. The couple on the bench down the street hadn’t moved. “Look at them,” he murmured. “Strike you as odd they’re just sitting there with their arms by their sides?”

“Let us look.”

They approached carefully, but soon it was apparent they need not worry. The figures on the bench were mannequins. Their arms were by their sides because they were molded that way.

Bolan peered into the baby carriage. Back in the States, almost no one used such things anymore. Strollers and car seats had replaced these now old-fashioned conveyances. But inside the carriage, beneath its canopy and wrapped in a dirty blanket, was a doll, not unlike the one they’d found in the doomed Syrian village. The parallel was infuriating.

Yenni went to the clothesline. The garments hanging on it were streaked and stained, obviously not clean.

Props. They were all props.

“Why do all this?” Yenni asked. “Who does it help, to hide the weapons like this?”

“Satellites,” Bolan said. “It makes perfect sense if you don’t know that my government has the ability to track the weapons using heat signatures and other means. They’re trying to fool overhead imaging from the West. They put a few weapons emplacements out where we can see them, hoping we don’t find them, but knowing they can be sacrificed. They hide others in a sham like this. They had no way of knowing we could see through it. They probably still believe it’s working. That’s why there aren’t any sentries out here.”

“But…Sarrin is not a fake. Sarrin is a real town.”

Bolan looked around. His head began throbbing again. “No,” he said. “Sarrin was a real town.” He picked a house at random, tried the door. It did not budge. He took a step back and planted his combat boot against it, smashing it inward.

The smell hit them both like a hammer.

It was days’ worth of rot. Actually, in this dry climate, it was much more than that. The bodies had been there long enough that they’d rotted despite the low humidity. Whoever had killed these people had simply dumped them inside the house, then locked the door.

“Oh, no,” Yenni said. “This cannot be. Not like this. Not six thousand people.”

“The town has been cleared out,” Bolan said. “The residents were sacrificed by whoever controls the weapons. That ‘factory’ was built specifically to hide them. It’s probably pretty flimsy, something they could erect quickly in between what they think are the satellite paths. And inside is another of the missile-launcher trucks, probably with guards and technicians crawling all over it.”

“Six thousand people,” Yenni said again. She pulled her scarf free, as if she could not breathe.

“No, we don’t know it was that many. They might have evacuated most of the town. In fact, it makes sense that they did. But you know how people are. There are always stragglers. And those people, those who wouldn’t obey… they were the ones who were massacred and dumped. Because they couldn’t be controlled. Because they couldn’t be counted on to keep the secret.”

“It is inhuman. We must do something.”

“We will,” he said. “Come with me.” He beckoned and she followed him back to the cargo bed of the Mahindra. There, he opened the tailgate and began removing Semtex charges and detonators.

“What do you mean to do?” Yenni asked.

“This town is one big graveyard,” he said. “We’re going to wire the portion of this neighborhood around the fake factory. Then we’re going to wire that, too. We’ll punch a hole in the middle of this mockery, but first, we’re going to go on a little sightseeing trip. See if there’s anybody left alive. Everywhere you go, I want you to plant a charge.” He handed her one of the cylindrical trigger switches. “This is a dead-man switch. Press down to activate. Release to make it blow. Got that?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” Bolan said. “Now go. Take these.” He handed her a duffel bag full of Semtex charges. They’d acquired several such bags from Khasky’s arms store. “I’ll take one, as well. We meet at the center, wire the fake factory, then back our way out. And don’t comment on my plans.”

“This—” she started to say, then stopped. “Very well, Cooper.”

“Get,” Bolan said.

Yenni left. Bolan circled in the opposite direction. He kept his Beretta 93R with its silencer handy, as he didn’t want to alert any guards who might, in fact, be patrolling the ghost city of Sarrin.

Evil. Nothing but pure evil, cleaning out a town and using it as a prop like this. He was going to make them pay for it. He was going to hold them responsible. Whoever they turned out to be, no matter what connections they had, no matter how powerful they thought they were.

And he was going to start by blowing this place to ashes.

Bolan went house to house, lobbing Semtex charges. The little plastic explosive bombs were some of his preferred munitions because they were lightweight, compact and carried one hell of an explosive charge. Semtex was also popular on the world market among terrorists, hostile militaries and other elements not immediately identifiable with the West, so it helped to use Semtex whenever plausible deniability was an issue. Bolan, for his part, had spent enough time around the stuff that he actually sort of liked the smell.

He left charge after charge. He made his circuit around to reconnect with Yenni, and when the walls of the fake factory were directly before him, he strode up to them. This close, it was obvious the entire thing was more or less tacked together. Like the mannequins, it was meant to fool an eye in orbit, not one a few feet away with boots on the ground.

Bolan placed several charges at the base of the factory. Then an idea occurred to him. There was a single doorway in the enclosure, an ill-fitting slab of plywood on rusted hinges. He rapped on this and then stood well aside. Yenni was visible at the edge of his vision, trotting toward him with an empty duffel bag over her shoulder.

Bolan knocked again. Yenni looked at him as if he was insane. Then she cocked her head, crept up to stand against the wall of the fake factory and put her ear to it. “Do you hear that?” she asked.

He pressed his own ear close. “It’s…music,” he said.

“I have never heard this before.”

“I have,” Bolan said. “Sounds like the guards came here to have some fun. We’re going to crash their party.”

“What is it? The music, I mean. It is so…”

“Yeah. ‘Soul Finger,’ I think, by the Bar-Kays.”

“This means nothing to me,” Yenni said. “Why do you smile?”

“No reason. Sounds like a hell of a party in there.”

“You are insane,” she said.

“Just watch.” He rapped on the door again, louder this time. A voice answered from the other side.

“He says ‘Who it is?’”

“Candygram,” Bolan said. Again, Yenni looked at him as if he’d grown a third eye.

The door opened. Bolan struck like a cobra, grabbing the man and wrenching him outside. Yenni, who was fast on the uptake, slammed the door shut as Bolan smashed a heavy fist into the side of the man’s head. It took two more punches to knock him cold, but Bolan had little difficulty applying the necessary force.

“He wears that same uniform,” Yenni said. “The one we could not identify.”

“He does. And we’re taking him with us.”

Inside the enclosure, the music continued to thump along, all horns and bass. Bolan couldn’t get it out of his head, which still hurt badly, as they dragged the unconscious man through the streets of the ghost town and back to their truck. Once there, Bolan bound him with zip-tie cuffs from his war bag, gagged him with duct tape and pushed him into the cab of the Mahindra.

A siren began to spool up inside the fake factory.

“Uh-oh,” Yenni said.

“Damn it.” Bolan started the truck, then thought better of driving. “Switch with me,” he told her.

Yenni threw open her door, ran around to his side and climbed in, while he took up the shotgun position. The unconscious man in the mysterious camouflage uniform started to snore.

“At least someone is comfortable,” Yenni said. She slammed the accelerator to the floor and sent the Mahindra tearing out of there, headed for the perimeter of what had once been Sarrin.

The gunfire started.

“Where is it coming from? I cannot see anything,” she muttered.

“Probably because we have no working mirrors left,” Bolan said. The rearview mirror in the cab was useless because the truck bed was full of munitions. Once more Bolan was reminded of the old grenades they carried.

The soldier risked his skull and stuck his head out the window, looking back the way they’d come. They passed the perimeter of Sarrin. “There are more of those Hummer-like vehicles,” he said. “Probably a lot of them in the Syrian regular military before pieces started getting passed around in the wake of Hahmir’s rise to power. Either that or we’re simply dealing with loyalists in disguise.”

“Should you not be shooting at them?”

“I thought about it,” Bolan said, “but we’ve got enough of a head start that I don’t think we’ll need to.”

“You mean…”

“Yes. Pull over and step out quick.” He checked the prisoner, who was still out cold and snoring like a man in his own bed. Then Bolan jumped out of the truck and walked toward the rear. Sarrin was before them.

“Do it, Yenni,” he said. “Take the honors. Before the pursuing trucks get out of range.”

“Yes.” Yenni held up the metal cylinder and popped the protective cap. “For the people of Syria,” she said. Then she pressed the button.

Nothing happened.

“Let go,” Bolan reminded her.

“Oh,” Yenni said. “Of course.” She raised her thumb.

The chain reaction of Semtex charges rolled over them like thunder. It was followed by a sandstorm that caused them to cover their faces. Yenni wrapped her scarf once more around her face, while Bolan simply ducked his head.

A burning truck rolled slowly out of the town limits and came to a stop on the road. Nothing else followed.

“We should check the weapons emplacement,” Yenni said.

“Wait for it.”

The secondary explosion happened then, emanating from the center of town. “Ah,” she said. “The launching vehicle.”

Bolan, looking through his monocular, nodded. “The launching vehicle. Now we can go back in, survey the damage from the truck and make a quick escape.”

“Escape to where?”

“Just down the road a piece,” he answered. “I want a nice, quiet place for us to talk.”

“Us?” Yenni’s tone had changed.

“Uh, I was thinking more along the lines of me and Sleepy here.”

“Oh,” she said. “So afterward. You and I will finish the conversation we tried to start. About the battles we fight.”

Bolan wondered, then, if this mission hadn’t gotten him into even more trouble than he’d anticipated.
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“That is a minefield,” Yenni said. “There are many like it out here in the wastes, their purpose forgotten, their explosives remaining to maim and to kill. We are fortunate this one is clearly labeled. Many are not. It is children, most often, who find the mines, when they go out and play.”

Bolan nodded. He massaged the bridge of his nose. “We’ll stay clear of it,” he said. “I just want to run parallel to it, up and down this dirt road, while I chat with our friend Azhul.”

Their captive had given his name as Anren Azhul. They knew little else about him except that he was Syrian. Bolan intended to correct that.

He would have to walk a fine line here. Bolan hated torture and those who engaged in it. He had seen too many good people reduced to quivering carved turkeys by those he fought. But he needed the prisoner to believe he would do anything, commit any atrocity, to make him talk. A prisoner who truly feared his captor would give up what he knew in hopes of saving himself. And Bolan would be able to tell if that man were lying, because there was no better lie detector than bald-faced terror.

So how to induce this state in a man without actually torturing him? Bolan knew that one of the principles of physical coercion was this: you never threatened to break a man’s arm. You broke the arm and threatened to break the other one. But Bolan would no more break a captive’s arm than he would remove his fingernails. It just wasn’t what he did. He was a soldier, first, foremost and always.

“Get me the chains from the truck,” Bolan told Yenni. “The ones for the tires.”

She clearly did not understand how this was helpful, but she didn’t argue. Since Azhul had awakened, she’d been careful to say little. She understood that Bolan had to appear to be in complete control. Undermining him through banter would not help their cause in making the prisoner fear the big American.

Bolan thought Azhul would be a reasonably easy nut to crack. The man was terrified. There was no way to know what sort of function he might have played at the weapons emplacement, but at the very least he knew which of the various Syrian factions claimed his loyalty. That alone would go a long way toward telling Bolan what he had to do here to fulfill the parameters of his mission.

“Time to pay the piper, Sleepy,” Bolan said. He brought the chains over, hooked them tightly around Azhul’s arms and dragged him to the rear of the Mahindra. There he connected the chains to the truck’s back bumper.

“What is this?” the man demanded. “What are you doing?”

“Oh,” Bolan said. “You speak English. Maybe you should start by telling me what you do for a living. Who do you work for?”

“I will tell you nothing,” Azhul said defiantly.

“I was hoping you would say that.” Bolan opened the driver’s door of the truck, reached in and started the engine. Behind the vehicle, Azhul began to caterwaul.

“What are you doing?” the prisoner demanded. “This is against the Geneva Convention!”

“You don’t even know what I’m doing,” Bolan said. “And honestly. Geneva Convention? What, did you see that in a movie or something?”

“I have rights!”

“You have nothing,” Bolan said. “Now, Azhul, I’m going to drive up and down this dirt road. It’s going to take longer than it might if it was asphalt—”

“‘Asphalt?’” he said. “What is this ‘asphalt’?”

“Pavement,” Bolan said. “Don’t interrupt. It’s going to take longer on a dirt road, but eventually, I’m going to flay all the skin from your body. And the best part is, it won’t kill you. You’ll still be alive to answer questions.”

“No!” Yenni stomped over, her hands on her Krinkov. “Strikeforce, you are mad!”

Bolan opened his mouth to correct her, then realized what she was doing. She had deliberately used the wrong code name. “You stay out of this,” he told her, faking anger.

“I will not!” she said. “I stood idly by the last time you tortured our prisoners. I cannot see you abuse another human being again! It is wrong. You are wrong. I cannot let you.”

“You’re going to.”

“Wait,” Azhul said.

“Leave him his eyes, for pity’s sake,” she said. Bolan was amazed. She actually sounded as if she was on the verge of tears. “How can you carve out a man’s eyes like that? He will live the rest of his life as a freak—”

“Please stop!” Azhul screamed. “Please, not my eyes! I will do whatever you ask! Anything you say! Please!”

Bolan turned on the prisoner, grabbed him by the collar and drew his combat knife. He put the blade near Azhul’s face. “Who are you and what do you do?”

“My name is Anren Azhul,” he blubbered. “I am a computer technician. I was assigned to deploy the American weapons system.”

“And did you?” Bolan asked.

“No. We do not have the arming and launching codes. These can be reconstructed, but it will take time. We did not achieve this goal.”

“How close are the other teams?” Bolan demanded. “How many emplacements are there?”

“I do not know,” Azhul said. “I know nothing about the other weapons sites or the progress of their teams.”

That made perfect sense. Bolan didn’t bother to tell Azhul that he believed him. Fear would keep the man talking. Silently, he congratulated Yenni on her intuitive grasp of the whole good-cop, bad-cop routine. He would have to thank her later.

“Give me the locations of any other weapons sites you are aware of,” Bolan said.

“I do not know any! I swear! Please, American, do not take my eyes.”

“Oh, relax,” Bolan said. He unchained Azhul from the bumper, but left his hands bound. “Now comes the easy question. I want to know who you’re working for. That uniform was chosen to hide your affiliation. Why?”

“I can say only—” Azhul began. Then he bolted.

“Cooper!” Yenni called out.

The Syrian technician was quick. He took off like a jackrabbit…and ran straight into the minefield.

“Damn, damn, damn,” Bolan swore. “Yenni, get me my rifle from the truck.” He followed Azhul to the perimeter of the field and began calling after him. “Azhul! Azhul, stop! You’re running through a minefield!”

The Syrian either did not hear or did not care. Yenni returned with the rifle. Bolan ripped the plunger back, ejecting a live round over his shoulder. Then he put the weapon against his body and peered through its sights.

“Do you mean to shoot him?”

“Just the opposite,” Bolan said. “If he blows himself up we’ll lose our chance to know who’s behind this. I don’t intend to let him do that.”

“But what is it you mean to do with that rifle?”

“Blaze a trail.” Bolan started shooting.

The rounds impacted well before Azhul, who was too afraid to stop despite the sound of gunfire from behind him. Bolan did his best to sweep the terrain in front of the fleeing man, spacing his shots as close together as he dared. The minefield was a ribbon barrier delineated by signs on both sides. He could see the opposite side from here, distant though it was. He just had to see Azhul safely there before giving chase.

The Syrian reached the far side. He did not seem to consider why Bolan might have fired before him. None of the rounds had caused a mine to detonate, but then, neither had any of Azhul’s footfalls.

“I’m going after him,” Bolan said. He handed Yenni the rifle. “Hold this for me. I’ll be back.”

“Cooper!” she shouted. “This is a bad plan!”

“I know,” he said as he ran into the deadly minefield.

In the arid soil, Azhul’s boots had left clear footprints. The man’s stride was not as long as Bolan’s, which the soldier found awkward to negotiate, but he managed, stepping only where Azhul had stepped. Soon he, too, was on the opposite side of the barrier. He looked back and threw Yenni a thumbs-up. He wasn’t sure she could see it, but it couldn’t hurt. Then he ran harder. Azhul was already a fairly distant speck.

Bolan had spent a lot of days and a lot of miles on the march. He knew how to beat a fleeing man. Many people did not realize it, but the human being was actually the best distance runner on the planet. Some cultures practiced “persistence hunting,” in which they simply ran after an animal until the exhausted prey, capable of much faster short-distance sprints than the human, gave up in exhaustion.

It didn’t take long for Bolan to catch up. When he did, he tackled Azhul, dogging him to the ground. The Syrian fought back, but it was no contest. Even if the man’s arms hadn’t been chained, he would have been no match for Bolan. The two tussled for a few moments before Bolan got the man on his back, straddling his chest. He slapped Azhul a few times to leave him dazed, then stood and dragged the prisoner to his feet.

“Time to carve out those eyes,” Bolan lied.

“Please…no,” the man said, breathing hard. “Fafniyal. I am a member of Fafniyal’s Wolf Brigade.”

Bolan didn’t want to believe it. “Fafniyal is working with Hahmir to hide the weapons?”

Azhul actually spit on the ground. “Hahmir is a fool and a puppet. Fafniyal is the strong leader Syria needs. Fafniyal will lead us to true greatness. Hahmir is weak. He can do nothing.”

Bolan didn’t like where this was going. “You’re coming back with me,” he said. “First we’re going to negotiate that minefield again. I hope your luck holds, because you’re going first.” He paused. Beyond Azhul, in the distance, he saw a dust cloud rising.

His captive followed his gaze and laughed. “The Wolf is coming, American! He will free me and kill you. You cannot stop him. And soon we will control your Yankee Doodle missiles.”

Bolan snorted. “Great,” he said. From his war bag, he took out his binoculars. Focusing on the line of vehicles headed his way, he saw that it included tanks and armored personnel carriers.

Azhul was squinting into the distance. “That…that is not a patrol,” he said.

“No, it’s not. That’s a full-on military force. And from where I’m looking I see royal blue.”

“Hahmir.”

“Regular Syrian military,” Bolan said. “Not the Wolf. Looks like Hahmir might know something about the Wolf’s intentions. That unit looks like it’s moving with purpose on Sarrin.”

“Which you have already blown up,” Azhul said. “Murdering American—”

Azhul’s head exploded.

Bolan hit the dirt. The crack of the gunshot rolled over him. The oncoming column was firing at him with sniper weapons. That shot might even have been intended for him. Hitting someone at this distance from a rolling armored vehicle was not easy.

The soldier ran. More gunshots chased him, churning the dirt around him. He had no choice now but to race full bore back the way he’d come. The armored column would not pass through the minefield, not unless they had a minesweeper vehicle or men with metal detectors. Either way, the mines would provide the barrier necessary, however temporary, to let him and Yenni escape. They could not face down the regular Syrian military. They simply couldn’t match that kind of firepower head-on.

And now Bolan was running straight for the very minefield Azhul had sprinted through.

He hoped Yenni would get the idea.

She did, but she did it her way.

The sound that opened up from the opposite end of the minefield was not Bolan’s M16, but the FN Minimi. Using the high-cyclic rate of the machine gun, she chattered away, pouring rounds across the ground in front of him. Twice, landmines exploded, and each time Bolan shielded his face from the blast with his arm. With Yenni’s help, he managed to get back across the minefield and to the Mahindra, which she was already revving.

“Head that way,” Bolan said, pointing north. “There’s a column of regular military coming for us. The mines will only slow them down a little.”

Yenni nodded and urged the battered truck onward. “The regular military is not as powerful as Fafniyal’s troops, not as numerous as the loyalists,” she said. “But Hahmir’s soldiers massacred entire villages when he initially rose to power. There is no difference between them and the loyalists. Not when it comes to the crimes they have committed.”

“They’re also well trained,” Bolan said. “My mission brief outlines that.”

“What of Azhul?” Yenni asked.

“Shot by the Syrians. They may have been trying to hit me. Either way, we have part of our puzzle. The camouflaged men with the weapons systems are working with and for Fafniyal.”

“The Wolf,” she said. “He is behind this.”

“He could still be working with Hahmir,” Bolan said. He didn’t actually believe that, however. If Hahmir controlled the weapons, it would make no sense for him to pretend he did not, then stage them in secret. His control over Syria hinged on creating the impression that he had the strength to fend off any more revolts.

“What shall we do?” Yenni asked.

“We stick to the plan. We keep following the priority target list. The weapons have to be neutralized. Nothing about that has changed. We just know it isn’t the loyalists who control them.”

“I would kill them all if I could,” Yenni said. “Murderers. Puppets of a tyrant regime.”

“I don’t blame you,” Bolan said. “But it does mean the loyalists are not our mission priority.”

“You do not seem to care about ‘priorities’ when it is a question of what is right,” she said.

“Guilty.” Bolan checked his tablet and read off another set of coordinates, then gave her a compass bearing.

“I cannot believe you ran through a minefield. You truly are mad. You need someone to take care of you, Cooper, or you will be dead in months. Perhaps weeks.”

“I’ve done pretty well so far.”

“Cooper?” she said.

“Yeah?”

“What will we do if Hahmir’s forces give chase?”

“Keep running and then circle back,” Bolan said. “They can’t match our speed as long as the truck holds out.”

“And if it does not?”

“There’s always a way,” he replied. “Always another direction. Another step to take. Combat is fluid. That’s why my military stresses adaptability above all else.”

“Like the Germans in World War II,” Yenni said. “They developed the machine gun fire team. Made their forces mobile and flexible.”

“You know your history.”

“Benefits of a classical education,” she said. “But not all of it was of benefit.”

“No?” Bolan said. “Why not?”

“When you read the history, when you read the classics,” she said, “you learn a lesson.”

“That is?”

“History is nothing but tragedy.”
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“I have heard that American children do this,” Yenni said. “I have seen it on television.”

She and Bolan had dug a pit for a small campfire. The hole helped conceal the flames in the night. They’d stopped just short of their next goal, in what he thought of as the official Middle of Nowhere of northern Syria. A few kilometers distant, the largest concentration of the stolen weapons was housed in a small depression or valley in the otherwise flat landscape. That much Bolan could glean from the topographical enhancements of the region. As far as the actual force they faced, that was anybody’s guess. The more weapons, the greater the protection that was likely to be in place around them.

He had set a couple cans of chili near the campfire to warm. One of the crates they’d taken from Khasky’s stores had actually been full of American- and Canadian-manufactured canned goods. Bolan’s war bag contained a very compact mess kit, as eating was not normally a high priority on missions.

Fortunately, he had a cast-iron stomach, a gift from his time spent on missions abroad. He could eat things that would make most grown men ill. But that wasn’t in the cards tonight. This evening he’d have a pleasant dinner with a pleasant-looking woman.

“What is it you’ve heard about American children?” Bolan asked. “The counterterrorism or the camping under tarps in the Syrian wasteland?”

Yenni laughed. She had a nice laugh. Lounging next to him, she looked beautiful in what little firelight there was. They had attached the spare tarp from the truck bed to the cab, using the driver door, then staked the opposite end in the dirt, making a lean-to that would also help shield their fire. They were relaxing beneath it, cooking Khasky’s stolen food.

“Camping, yes,” Yenni said. “That is the word. Americans have fine homes with many luxuries. So they set up tents outside or travel far from their comfortable homes to do so. I have never understood this until now.”

“I’ve spent a lot of time in the field,” Bolan said. “I don’t think I would choose to ‘camp’ if I could sleep under a roof. You learn to appreciate the little luxuries where you can take them.”

“You are a liar, Cooper,” Yenni said. “A liar and a bad plan-maker.”

“Oh? How do you figure?”

“You would endure any hardship if you thought it was needed to accomplish your goal,” she said. “I can tell this about you. I have seen it. You are unusual.”

“How am I unusual?”

“Another man like you would brag. He would be insufferable. He would have a mighty head.”

“Uh, I think you mean a ‘big’ head.”

“That is what I said. But instead, you and I are sitting here talking of how much you enjoy luxuries. Next you will suggest we find sticks and make smears.”

Bolan laughed. “S’mores.”

“S’mores? But that makes no sense.”

“Some more,” he said. “You know. Some more. S’mores.”

“Oh.” Yenni sounded almost disappointed. Shaking that off, she moved closer to him by the fire. “There is something else you have not done,” she said.

“What’s that?”

“You have not tried to kiss me,” she said. “Most men would have done this by now.”

“I’m not most men.”

“That is clear enough,” she said and kissed him, hard.

They remained intertwined for some minutes. Then, without warning, Yenni tensed in his arms. She pulled away slightly.

“Did you hear that?”

“I did,” Bolan said. Yenni’s hand fell to the hilt of her jambiya. Bolan drew the Beretta 93R. They turned away from each other without needing to discuss it, each checking different portions of the night horizon.

It was a scraping sound, the kind gear made when noise discipline wasn’t followed and a soldier’s equipment rubbed together. Bolan watched the night intently. Next to him, Yenni sheathed her knife and ran back the bolt in her Krinkov. The weapon made a loud clack when the round chambered.

The night lit up with muzzle flashes.

Some of the shots struck in and around their little camp, while others went wide. It seemed many of the gunmen out there had no real idea what they were supposed to be aiming at. They were simply squeezing off shots into the darkness.

“Just like the village,” Bolan said. “Circle wide and to your right. I’ll go left. We’ll both sweep our circuits and then come back, meet at the truck. That should shake loose whoever is out there.”

“Cooper,” Yenni said, her voice a whisper.

“Yeah?”

“Be careful, Broken Clock. We have unfinished business.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Beretta in hand, Bolan slipped off into the night. Once more he used the old trick of staying low in order to silhouette his enemies against the night sky.

This all felt too coincidental and he didn’t like it. How had the enemy located them? There was so much open territory out here. Ski had found them because he had an identical target list and knew, logically, where they would need to go. Was the enemy using satellite tracking of some sort? Was it simply the empty countryside making it easier for them to be spotted? Had someone managed to pin a tracker on one of them?

The most obvious answer was that Yenni was some kind of spy. Well, she was a spy, with double- or triple-agent status, depending on how you wanted to look at it. But he didn’t think she’d betray him.

It wasn’t because she seemed to have feelings for him, either. Having heard her story, Bolan was confident it was true. If it weren’t, Yenni would have to be one of the most brilliant actresses of her generation…and a total sociopath. He’d seen the pleasure she took in getting revenge on the loyalists. She had lost no sleep over the deaths of the Wolf’s men, either, and she shared Bolan’s concern about getting caught up by Hahmir’s troops. Her genuine bloodthirstiness was not something easily faked. If Bolan was any judge of character, she was who she claimed to be.

But that left the nagging mystery of how their enemies had stumbled on them here. Bolan did not believe in luck that good, or that bad. So how had these gunmen found them?

Once he was out in the darkness, seeking his enemy, he realized just how large the patrol was. The night was full of movement.

He chose a moving shadow and headed for it. It would be so easy to simply open fire on these figures, knowing they had opened up on him first. But he did not shoot what he could not identify. And he had to admit he was curious. He drew his combat knife with his left hand, keeping the Beretta ready in his right.

When he reached the moving shape in the darkness, he smashed the man across the face with the butt of the knife.

The enemy went down, crashing to the ground with a whimper, trying to activate a flashlight duct-taped to the forward end of his Kalashnikov. He succeeded in illuminating only his own torso and the bloodred scarf tied around his neck.

Loyalists.

Bolan shoved his knife into the would-be killer’s neck and wrenched it free from the side, ending the man’s life. Wiping his blade on the dead man’s uniform, he tucked it away, holstered his Beretta and picked up the Kalashnikov. It was time to sow some chaos in the enemy’s ranks.

Using the dark, Bolan moved once more into the thick of the creeping foe. Now he deliberately gave away his position. He didn’t know enough of the local dialects to say anything the troops would find convincing, but some things were universal. He whistled shrilly through his teeth and then started firing blindly into the night, away from the camp he shared with Yenni. It was easy to spray out the magazine on full auto.

That would draw them. Bolan tossed the useless AK aside. No one would find it in the dark. He once more filled his hand with the silenced Beretta and waited, a wolf ready to slaughter sheep.

As he crouched there, he felt his head ache. Yenni was right. He should probably see a doctor, eventually, when the mission was over.

Bolan realized too late that his mind had wandered. A living, breathing enemy crashed into him, pinning him down. He heard the man’s heavy breathing and processed the fact that this was a uniformed soldier in load-bearing gear. It was a loyalist, a killer, an enemy who favored the previous totalitarian regime. But Bolan’s head felt so thick. He couldn’t think what to do.

The loyalist screamed and began throwing punches. Bolan felt the sides and back of his head stinging as the idiot tried to stun him with fisted blows. That was the thing about the human skull: if you didn’t know how to hit it just right, you would break your knuckles before you did any worse damage. Bolan was on his stomach and the enemy, who had crept up to him in the dark, was on his back. He tried to roll and could not. He was pinned fast.

Bolan arched his spine.

Shrimping along like that, he found it took several surges to dislodge his rider, but he eventually managed it, bucking the heavy weight to one side. Bolan extended his hand to shoot his foe.

His hand was empty.

The loyalist fighter took the advantage and rushed him again, diving for his waist, bulling him back to the ground. Now they were wrestling once more. But Bolan didn’t have time for a protracted fight. More loyalists would be converging on his position, and when they got here, they would overwhelm him.

What do you do? What do you do in a situation like this? He couldn’t think. He couldn’t breathe.

His fingers brushed the hilt of his combat knife. Of course! Why had it taken so long to think of it? He slipped this free and plunged it into the enemy’s flank, pumping it in and out, feeling warm, wet liquid soak his hand and sleeve. His mind might not be working properly, but his body remembered. As if on automatic pilot, he wiped the blade clean and tucked it away. He rolled onto his back.

Something was digging into him. He reached down and grabbed it. It was the Beretta. This, too, his body knew what to do with, and he holstered it again. Like a zombie, he stood. His feet felt heavy.

Put one before the other, he told himself. Take a step. Take another. Keep going.

His mind, his combat computer, addled though it was, registered the approach of more loyalists. They had heard his attempt to draw their fire, and they were coming for him. He had created this situation. It was now his task to survive it.

The Desert Eagle, the hand cannon that had in one form or another accompanied him on so many missions, saved his life so many times, taken out so many foes, felt heavy but familiar in his fist. Its thick grip filled his palm. It was a friend. He dropped to one knee, bracing himself as best he could, staggering somewhat. Then he raised the Desert Eagle and started pulling the trigger.

Muscle memory did the work for him. What was the old saying? That you had to practice a motion ten thousand times before it became automatic? Mack Bolan had no idea if he’d fired ten thousand or ten times ten thousand rounds in his lifetime of war. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that his rounds find their way into his enemies.

He fired. The yellow gout of flame from the Desert Eagle’s heavy barrel shocked him. He told himself to move, that when you gave your position away in darkness you were supposed to move with every shot. Where had he learned that? How did he know it? The answers seemed faraway.

Lift. Aim. Fire. Lift the gun. Aim the gun. Fire the gun. His world was reduced to this. When he ran out of ammunition, he let his muscles remember how to reload, and they performed the task without conscious involvement from him.

His mind was starting to drift away. He felt as if he was floating. It was dark, or it had been dark. Now he saw orange light at the periphery of his vision. The colors were strange. Pink and orange, like salmon.

That’s not good, some part of him said. That’s exactly what it looks like when you get choked out.

He was losing consciousness. He was fading. If that happened here, surrounded by enemies, they would take him, and there would be nothing he could do to save himself.

The ground rushed up to club him in the face. He felt the dull thump reverberate through him. Was this how he would die? Was this the end, after so many years of his endless war?

He looked up and saw stars. Out here, with almost no light pollution, the stars were amazing. It wasn’t just the number of pinpoints of light or the differences in their brightness. He could see satellites pass overhead, looking like tiny comets. He could see variations in the night sky, the very fabric of the cosmos itself. He was staring into eternity.

I really am far gone, the rational, calculating part of his mind said.

He tried to pick himself up. That rational inner dialogue asserted itself now, taking inventory of his body, assessing the damage. He had not been shot. He had no wounds, nothing that would stop him from functioning. He was lying on his back in enemy territory, staring at the night sky. The Desert Eagle was in his hand. Did he have any rounds left? He wasn’t sure, but he did distinctly remember eliminating everything that was moving toward him.

“Come on,” Bolan whispered to himself. The sound of his own voice surprised him a little. “Get up. Get up, damn you. Get up and drive on. There’s more work to do.”

He strained, feeling the impossibly heavy pull of the ground beneath him. This really wasn’t good. Something was wrong with him, something he’d missed before. The helicopter. The explosion. That was it. He remembered now. He had suffered some kind of head injury.

He could be bleeding inside. Things could be even worse than he was just now realizing. He might need surgery and, if that was the case, he was dead already, because there was nothing to be done about that here and now.

Drill a hole in my skull, he thought. Let the evil spirits out.

Something about that was funny. He laughed out loud. As his vision began to dim once more, the stars were replaced by a woman so beautiful he was stunned. For a second, he thought her name was Barbara. No, it was April. No, it was—

“Cooper, it is me. It is Yenni. Can you hear me? Are you all right?”

But Bolan couldn’t hear her anymore.

He couldn’t hear anything.
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Hahmir’s troops were forming up into a circle, trying to save themselves. Fafniyal, riding atop his tank and flying his banner—a white scimitar on a black field—would have laughed, if not for the fact that he didn’t believe in celebrating victories before they were truly earned.

It had been bad luck for this column of Hahmir’s regular military to stumble across Fafniyal’s own mobile armored command, out here in the middle of nowhere. Fafniyal was here to conduct a meeting, but there was plenty of time before that rendezvous to remove this troubling remnant of support for Hahmir.

A lesser man might have felt regret for his actions. Fafniyal saw no reason that he should. The way of the world was strength. Strength took what it could. Strength protected what it had.

Hahmir had dreamed of being the sort of leader the Syrian people could love. That was why he’d thought up this ridiculous scheme to win over the Americans, to trick them into supporting his regime. Fafniyal still scoffed when he thought of it. Absurd as the plan was, it had brought them multiple high-tech American weapons systems. He couldn’t complain about that. He simply had to figure out how to make them work.

Diverting the weapon shipments has been easy enough. He was Hahmir’s second in command, the feared Wolf, whose legions were loyal to him first. When he gave orders, people obeyed, because disobeying meant death. That, too, was strength. It was what Hahmir lacked, for all his pretensions to power.

In some ways, Fafniyal pitied his boyhood friend. Hahmir had always fancied himself a leader. It had never occurred to him that he was being used. Hahmir did have one thing Fafniyal lacked—the ability to smile on command, to ingratiate himself to others. Hahmir was naturally charismatic. In truth, that was what had drawn them together when they were boys growing up in Damascus. Fafniyal had seen in Hahmir a talent that could benefit them both.

For strength was not always enough. Strength made enemies. Strength clinched power, but often, to secure power in the first place, you had to be able to smile and persuade. Fafniyal’s idea of persuasion was torture and murder. He lacked finesse. He understood this.

As teenagers, it had been Fafniyal who’d approached his classmate. Hahmir was a handsome enough boy, but he had problems contending with school bullies. Fafniyal, for his part, was feared among the student body, a bully in his own right. But there was much competition. He could fight the other boys, take over through power, but in the process he would make many enemies. Far better, if he wished to run the student body behind the scenes, that a charismatic leader be found. Someone Fafniyal could serve as enforcer. Someone who wouldn’t realize Fafniyal was the power behind the throne.

They started slowly. Fafniyal made sure the other school bullies left Hahmir alone. He never took credit for this fact. If people spoke of Fafniyal at all, it was in hushed whispers. Word spread: do not mess with Hahmir, or you will deal with the one they call the Wolf. Fafniyal would sneak up behind you after class in some dark Damascus alley, it was said. It was rumored he’d put one boy in the hospital by beating him with a rock. It was said he’d stabbed another.

These rumors were true. Fafniyal didn’t care what classmates said as long as the authorities could prove nothing.

In time, Hahmir and Fafniyal had risen to the first levels of paltry power in their private school. Both of them came from families of privilege, so it seemed only natural for Hahmir to enter politics. He and his strange, quiet friend, Fafniyal, had endured the long years of political turbulence here in Syria. Fafniyal had filled Hahmir’s head with all manner of delusions. He was destined to lead, Fafniyal had told him. People would flock to him. Hahmir would unite all of Syria under his royal-blue flag.

Hahmir was said to have come to power through a combination of bold diplomacy and championing the people. Fafniyal knew this was a lie. While Hahmir was campaigning publicly, building support for the new, supposedly moderate government he claimed he would institute, Fafniyal was working behind the scenes. He intimidated. He bribed. He threatened. He murdered. He did whatever was necessary to see to it that Hahmir ended up in the seat of power. He waged a covert war of blood and fear, and the result was Syria held by Hahmir.

Fafniyal understood the loyalists and their devotion to the previous regime. They wanted strength. They wanted a leader like, ironically, Fafniyal. And that had given the Wolf an idea…

He would take over. He would be the power behind the throne. And Hahmir would become the mere figurehead he deserved to be. It was only just. Success had made Hahmir arrogant and foolish. He’d begun to take the Wolf for granted, had started to speak as if the Wolf were hired help. Fafniyal would not tolerate such disrespect. It was the final push he’d needed to put his plan in motion.

He and Hahmir had been discussing a way to eliminate the loyalist threat and bring Syria under unified control. Hahmir, the fool, had come up with the plan to ingratiate himself to the US President, then appeal to the American leader for the weapons he needed to defeat his loyalist foes. Fafniyal had arranged for his most trusted operative, his brother, to carry out the assignment.

Briefly he wondered how Eidra was faring in American hands. The prisons of the West were notoriously soft and the Americans had many laws. Even with a high-profile political prisoner like Eidra, the Americans would not execute him. They lacked ruthlessness. They were incapable of breaking their own incredibly stifling rules.

Eidra would wait. He would be safe enough with the Americans. Once Fafniyal had full control of the weapons, full control over Syria, he would use Hahmir to politely ask the Americans to turn over the wayward Syrian citizen who had attempted to do this terrible act. Eidra would claim to be a hard-liner and a loyalist who’d sought to murder Hahmir. It would thus be revealed that the President of the United States was not the intended target, and this would help mollify the Americans and convince them to release Eidra to Syrian custody.

Fafniyal was impressed with his own cleverness. He’d thought it all through.

However, when he had explained that they could extort even more weapons from the Americans by conveniently “losing” them to rebels and requesting resupply, Hahmir had balked. He didn’t want to risk his new friendship with the US.

He’d allowed the Americans to mount a search-and-destroy mission to keep the weapons out of unsanctioned hands, out of Fafniyal’s grip. The Americans didn’t know the Wolf was the enemy they faced, but they were clear enough in their intentions. That had been extraordinarily inconvenient.

Fafniyal had diverted the shipments and carefully placed them around the country, some disguised, some not. He knew how tricky the Americans were. He knew their eyes saw everything from the orbit above Syria. But he was smarter than the West. They would all dance to his tune.

He hadn’t counted on just how deluded Hahmir had become, however. When Fafniyal stole the shipments, his old friend had deployed his troops. He’d also discovered just how much his military had been compromised by Fafniyal, who’d converted more and more soldiers to his own cause.

From the moment Fafniyal had moved forward with his plan, his men had been hunting down contingents of the military whose loyalty was to Hahmir. This armored column was the last of these forces.

Fafniyal hadn’t been seeking these men. He’d stumbled across the force as they’d moved in pursuit of some other quarry.

The Wolf was on his way to meet with the loyalist leadership, here in the wastes. For weeks he’d been in secret talks with them. They saw him as a forceful leader, of the type they missed, the type they respected. He planned on promising the loyalists a position with his elite guard. They saw how formidable Fafniyal’s troops had become. They saw the power he commanded and they desired that for themselves. Once everything was in place, they would help cement his control, not because of Fafniyal, but because keeping Fafniyal’s regime in place would mean keeping their own privileged positions.

Like the rest of his plan, it was brilliant.

From atop his tank, Fafniyal watched as his men finished corralling the last of Hahmir’s armored column. He was pleased to see that in most cases, it hadn’t been necessary to destroy the personnel carriers and tanks.

Now there was only the matter of Hahmir’s men.

Once Fafniyal had achieved total control, he would simply convince his old friend that the only way to survive, and to watch Syria prosper, would be to continue on as Fafniyal’s puppet. Hahmir would learn to like his new life. Fafniyal would see to it that he had plenty of luxuries, all the trappings of power. Hahmir was, after all, a very superficial man. Soon he would become accustomed to the new arrangement and, as long as he remembered his place, Fafniyal would allow him to retain it.

An icicle of fear, unfamiliar to him, tickled the back of the Wolf’s brain. He found himself thinking about what might happen if he was wrong. What if he could not stop the Americans? What if they learned of Syria’s deception? What if Fafniyal himself died in the battles to come? What of Syria then?

If only Hahmir had seen things his way. If only they’d been able to work together.

One of his lieutenants came to stand beside his tank. The man saluted. “Sir,” he said. “We have captured prisoners.”

“How many?” Fafniyal asked.

“At least forty, sir.”

“Very good. Have them form up in ranks at the center of our cordon.”

“Yes, sir.”

The Wolf waited as the enemy soldiers were assembled. His men surrounded the prisoners, pointing their assault rifles. Fafniyal took up his bullhorn.

“You are my prisoners,” he told them. “You will swear allegiance to me. You will repeat the words I say.”

The prisoners looked confused, but nodded their assent. Unfortunately, any man foolish enough to fight on the side of Hahmir lacked the judgment necessary to make himself useful.

Part of this was psychological. Hahmir had to know there was no one he could call for help in resisting the Wolf’s wishes. Fafniyal’s grip on Syria had to be total so Hahmir would go along with being made a puppet leader.

“I solemnly swear,” the Wolf said through his bullhorn.

“I solemnly swear” came the chorus of responses.

“That I will go to my death knowing,” the Wolf said.

“That I will go to my death knowing,” the prisoners echoed, their voices wavering now.

“That I have backed the wrong leader,” Fafniyal said. “Fire!”

His troops opened up, executing the prisoners, blowing them apart with a hail of bullets. The corpses fell to the ground, soaking the Syrian soil with their blood.

Fafniyal might have smiled. But he did not feel like doing so. Not today.
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Bolan woke to the feeling of soft, feminine lips on his. He opened his eyes, squinting against the Syrian sun. He was lying in the back of the Mahindra. Yenni, kneeling next to him, snapped her fingers in front of his face.

“Are you alive, Cooper?” she said. “How do you feel?”

“How long was I out?”

“A very long time,” Yenni told him. “I feared you would not wake.”

Bolan tried to sit up. His headache stopped him.

“Slowly,” she said. “Your pupils have returned to normal, but I am not sure what exactly is wrong with you. Do you feel like your brain is bleeding?”

“How would I know that?”

“How many fingers am I holding up behind my back?” she asked.

“That’s ridiculous,” he said. “You can’t check me for blurry vision if I can’t see your fingers.”

“I am not checking your vision,” she said. “I am checking your brain. If you were soft in the head, you would try to tell me what you cannot see.”

“Touché. Where are we?” he asked as she helped him sit up. “What’s going on?”

“I drove us to the coordinates you explained were our next target,” Yenni said. “I did not know what else to do while you were unconscious. We are above the valley indicated. Cooper, something very strange is happening.”

Bolan looked around for his war bag and his weapons. Yenni had placed them nearby in the bed of the truck. He put his shoulder holster back on, arranged his jacket around himself, strapped his war bag across his chest and then fished out his monocular. She had already set up the FN Minimi and several other pieces of hardware.

Mortars.

Bolan had been holding these back. They had many rounds for the mortars, but he was planning for the long haul, for a protracted engagement. He was pleased to see that she’d set things up as they needed to be.

“How is your head, Cooper?”

“My brains haven’t leaked out,” he said. “Not yet anyway.”

“Are you in much pain?”

“Some,” he admitted. “But it isn’t as bad as it could be. I feel better than I did when I collapsed.”

“That is not saying a great deal, if I am any judge.”

Bolan made no comment. He took his M16/M203 from the truck and settled himself on the ridge overlooking the weapon emplacement below. “What the hell is going on down there?” he said, looking through his monocular.

“This is what I have been trying to tell you. The Wolf is here. The loyalists and the Wolf’s troops both came to the weapon emplacement and were greeted by the camouflaged crews as if they were allies. Now they stand there, talking and joking.”

Bolan studied the scene. There in the thick of it, talking to several men wearing red scarves, was the Wolf himself. He had brought plenty of his own guards with him, but Bolan sensed no hostility.

“I have been reading their lips through my binoculars.”

“Useful skill,” Bolan said. “What did you learn?”

“I believe Hahmir and Fafniyal hatched a plot together,” Yenni said. “To make the United States think Syria is an ally. Once the weapons arrived here, Fafniyal took control of them. Now he and Hahmir fight for power in Syria. Fafniyal gave the loyalists the means to follow us to our target sites, gave them the coordinates the United States shared with Hahmir. That is how they have stayed so close behind.”

“Explains a lot,” Bolan said. “Not satellite imaging, after all. Not carelessness on our parts. Just good old-fashioned betrayal and porous intelligence. Not in that order.”

“I do not know what is this porous,” Yenni said. “But yes. You are right. Fafniyal intends to give the loyalists a favored place when he completes his takeover of Syria,” she went on. “The loyalists do not like Hahmir, but they fear the Wolf. Hahmir, meanwhile, is prisoner in his own palace. The Wolf’s troops have surrounded Hahmir’s troops, with Hahmir in the center. The Wolf means to make Hahmir his puppet. He will rule, while Hahmir provides the face of Syrian government.”

“Another strongman. Just what Syria doesn’t need.”

“There is more,” Yenni said. “The loyalist leadership is here, as are most of their command hierarchy and some of their troops.”

“So if we wipe out their leaders, what’s left of the loyalists won’t pose much of a threat to the country. We’ll have removed a variable.”

“Yes.”

“Well, then,” Bolan said, “let’s get to work.” He began analyzing the terrain below.

The meeting between Fafniyal and the loyalists was taking place amid the largest concentration of weapons and equipment from the stolen shipment. Three launching vehicles were down there, all crawling with technicians dressed in Fafniyal’s covert camouflage. Surrounding them were a series of tents and collapsible outbuildings the technicians had obviously been using for housing. A barbed-wire perimeter had been erected around the whole affair, wiring off most of the little valley and turning it into something resembling a Vietnam firebase.

Several armored vehicles and a tank, all bearing Fafniyal’s black banner, were gathered on one side. Troop trucks and passenger vehicles, some of them those ubiquitous Chinese Hummers, were parked on the opposite side, and they bore red colors. Bolan knew that stopping these forces from aligning would also help keep Syria out of the totalitarian grip of men like Fafniyal. The Wolf might die tomorrow of a bullet or a heart attack, but if the mechanisms of power were left in place, including this alliance between him and the loyalists, the inertia of the whole affair would keep Syria oppressed.

He heard Yenni’s words in his mind, remembered her passion for freeing Syria, her emotion when she spoke of the suffering of its people.

“Yeah,” Bolan said.

“Yeah what?”

“Get on that FN.” He pointed to the belt-fed machine gun. “It’s time to get this going.”

“Ready.”

“Fire in the hole.” Bolan took a mortar round from the crate next to the launcher tube and dropped it in. The tube thumped and the round sailed overhead.

The Executioner kept one eye on the men below and one on what he was doing. The trick with mortars was to keep feeding them at regular intervals, getting your rate of fire up without making a mistake that would cause you to explode. Kurtzman had once told him that video footage of terrorist insurgents around the world was now available on the internet, showing them blowing themselves up accidentally through equipment failures or simple inexperience with the machinery of war.

It was a crazy world.

“Now, Cooper?”

“Not yet,” he said. “Don’t engage yet. We want to soften them up first.”

Mack Bolan fed the launch tubes, first one, then the other, establishing a rhythm. The mortar rounds whistled through the air and shattered vehicles below. The Wolf’s men and the red-flagged loyalists scattered, but it was too late for them.

The mortars wouldn’t be able to penetrate the tank’s armor, even with it sitting as a tempting stationary target. The moment some of the personnel carriers started to detonate, Fafniyal sealed himself within the tank and started to flee. Bolan decided to let him go. They had a few LAWS in the truck, which could be used to take out a tank at close range, but at the moment they were too far away to be able to target the Wolf reliably. Better to save the specialty antiarmor munitions for a sure shot.

Besides, there would be time to deal with him later. Bolan intended to visit the Syrian palace, once they were finished here. The Wolf couldn’t escape the fate that was coming for him.

For now, though, Bolan was content to smash the loyalist command structure.

“Now, Cooper?” Yenni said again.

“Wait for it.”

He made adjustments in the mortars’ targeting, using the hand cranks provided, relying on his keen eye and doing the math in his head.

The mortar rounds destroyed the last of the armored personnel carriers and wreaked havoc among the firebase below. Bolan walked his fire to the loyalist vehicles and began blowing them apart, too. A few had begun moving as the loyalist leaders tried to pull out, but Bolan did not need to target them. Instead, he bracketed the trucks that were parked nearby. The deadly hot shrapnel thrown as they exploded was enough to break apart the men and the vehicles unfortunate enough to be caught nearby.

Enemies were running in every direction now. There was no safe place, nothing Bolan’s rounds could not touch. He started blowing apart the tents and outbuildings, careful to stay away from the trio of launch vehicles.

“Now, Cooper?” Yenni demanded.

“Now.”

“Firing at the holes!” she shouted. The FN began blazing away, covering her in expended shells and links for the ammo belt.

“Firing at the holes,” Bolan said under his breath, smiling. He was starting to think she said those sorts of things deliberately. Her command of English seemed to wax and wane depending on her mood.

“Pour it on,” he urged. “Make them pay.”

Yenni did just that. She gave the FN Minimi free rein, firing it in long, sustained bursts that raked the firebase below and took down man after man. Sundered corpses were starting to pile up. The soil was red with blood. Bolan checked through his monocular and watched Fafniyal’s tank, far away now, continue to put distance between the Wolf and this disastrous meeting.

The smoke was beginning to clear. Vehicles on both sides of the firebase were burning. The tents, the other structures, had all been turned into craters. Nothing moved except the speck of Fafniyal’s tank, hurrying out of the little valley.

The launching trucks and their payloads stood untouched.

“The launchers,” Yenni said. “You have not hit the launchers.”

“No,” Bolan said. “I haven’t. I’ve got a good reason for that.”

“Is this another of your plans?”

“Yes.”

The words that came out of her mouth next were, he was certain, local profanity. “Come, then,” she said. “We must make our way down there.” She stood, hefting the now empty FN, and began walking toward the truck. When she returned she helped Bolan gather up the mortar tubes and what was left of the supplies.

“Careful on the way down,” he said. “I’ll ride shotgun with my rifle. We don’t know what surprises are in store.”

“I am ready. Come on. Hurry. You can devise more of your horrible plans in the truck.”

They took the long way, using a series of defiles to get to the valley, moving cautiously once they were within range of small-arms fire. The devastation of the firebase seemed total. Yenni, perhaps remembering Sarrin and the other unnamed village destroyed by the loyalists, seemed to be taking real joy in rolling over the bodies of the fallen troops.

Bolan looked at the launch vehicles, surveying them for damage. As he did so, he made a decision. “Come on,” he told Yenni. “We’re going to do something Fafniyal’s technicians couldn’t.”

“Cooper?”

“We’re going to activate these weapons.” He took out his secure tablet and began tapping the screen. In minutes he’d opened a scrambled channel to a satellite, which was in turn relayed to Stony Man Farm. The alarmed face of Barbara Price, the Farm’s honey-blond, model-beautiful mission controller, appeared on the screen.

“Striker,” she said, paling. “What are you doing? We’re radio silent for the duration of your mission.”

“I’m taking emergency option Zeta.” He rattled off a code number. “Do you hear me? I’m taking emergency option Zeta. I need real-time satellite surveillance of the presidential palace here in Syria. Feed it to my tablet.”

“We…we’ve got you covered, Striker,” Price said. “Just please be careful.”

“I’ll do the job, Barb,” Bolan said. “That’s all I can do.” He cut the voice transmission in order to leave all the tablet’s bandwidth open for the data he needed.

“Cooper,” Yenni said. “What are you doing?”

“Something I don’t like. There are a lot of variables. It’s not like lobbing mortars down a hill. But these weapons systems are very special.”

“Special how?”

“It’s one of the reasons the Man was so insistent that his new Syrian allies have them,” Bolan said. “The reason they’re suitable for antiair and surface-to-surface use. The rockets—missiles, technically—are capable of going suborbital. They burn a solid fuel derivative that can keep them aloft for a long time compared to conventional rockets. And they carry very advanced targeting systems, slaved to GPS and satellite contours if warranted.”

“What does all this mean?”

Bolan pointed to two of the three launchers. “I need you to go to the first and second trucks,” he said. “Open the control panels. Press the power icon on each one.”

Yenni complied, heading for the first. “It wants to be initialized,” she said.

“Type in the code I give you,” he said, gazing at his tablet. He recited the code, waited for her to go to the second launcher and recited another. Meanwhile, he was configuring the third launcher.

“You haven’t told me why we are doing this,” Yenni said. “Why would we want to make these platforms work? Hahmir has lied to your President. If he or the Wolf takes control of these launchers…”

“They won’t,” Bolan said. “But trust me, we need them. It’s the only way to finish this mission.” He continued tapping keys on his own launcher’s control panel.

Yenni sighed. “All right. Explain to me this plan.”

“If we’re going to stop all this,” Bolan said, “if we’re going to take out the troops now guarding the palace, and get to Hahmir himself, we’ve got to have enough firepower to do it. Two of the three remaining launchers can do that. I can use them to neutralize the forces surrounding the place, and I can delay their delivery until we get there.”

“That is insane,” Yenni said. “What will the missiles be doing all that time?”

“They’ll go suborbital and come down per the trajectories I calculate.” Bolan held up the tablet. A satellite image of the presidential palace was now displayed there. “Everything is ready.”

“And the third launcher?” Yenni said. “We must destroy it, yes? Why would we activate it?”

“Because we need it.”

“For what, Cooper?”

“Remember the Wolf?” Bolan said. “He strikes me as a sore loser. And I haven’t forgotten.”

“Tell me what it is you plan,” Yenni demanded.

“Wait for it,” Bolan said. He pointed to the sky.

The sound came to them on the wind.

It was the rhythmic thumping of helicopter rotors.
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They came in low, slow and deadly. There were three of them, possibly representing a good chunk of the Wolf’s remaining airpower. All three were Russian Hind aircraft. All three cut through the air like bull sharks, their pods laded with missiles and rockets, their automatic cannons searching for targets.

“Stay near me, near the launcher,” Bolan ordered. “They won’t want to risk destroying it. And once they see us launching rockets, they’ll want to take possession of this emplacement. It’s the only shield we have.”

The Hinds opened fire with their cannons. The rounds went well wide of the launchers, but the message was clear. Automatic fire ripped up the ground and tore through the bodies that lay around the launchers. The rotors of the Hinds whipped up the plumes of smoke rising from the burning vehicles, spreading it around, creating a gray, acrid haze that hung over everything. Bolan was not paying attention to that. As long as he and Yenni were practically on top of the launch vehicle, they would be all right.

“I do not understand what you are trying to accomplish,” she said.

“Surface to air and surface to surface, remember?” Bolan said. “Brace yourself.”

“For what—”

Thick white smoke inundated them as the first of the launching platforms began unleashing its rockets. The vibration traveled through their chests and rattled their bodies. On tongues of fire, the rockets lifted off, one after another shooting into the sky. Yenni stared after them in amazement as they continued to travel up and up.

“Hang on,” Bolan said. “It’s going to get worse.”

The Hinds began peppering the territory around them with rockets. Again, the pilots were careful to not actually hit the launchers, but they were still determined to scare Bolan and Yenni away so they could move in and take possession. Bolan tried his best not to let the fire from the war choppers bother him, but each blast made his teeth feel as if they were being shaken out of his head. Yenni actually clung to him at one point, holding him and burying her face in his chest.

* * *

IT WAS TIME.

Bolan plugged in the firing solution into the display. The radar and tracking systems in the launch platform engaged automatically. Right now the pilots and gunners in those double-bubble cockpits would be hearing every warning tone and alarm their machines could produce. The Hinds, though, were heavy and slow, arguably outdated technology. They were fierce when you faced them from the ground with little better than an assault rifle, but in the air, tracked by a modern system like this, the predator became the prey.

“Hold your breath,” Bolan warned.

Their launcher began shedding its payload.

The vibrations had been bad before. Now they were almost unbearable as the launcher did its best to shake them to pieces. The heat from the exhaust of the rockets was amazing. Bolan felt as if he were being flash-tanned in the blast-oven temperatures. As soon as the sensation began, however, it was over, leaving behind only the dense white smoke of the rockets’ passage.

One of the rockets released so close to a Hind that it actually clipped the chopper and kept on going. The Hind, fatally damaged, began spinning. As Bolan and Yenni watched through the smoke, it crashed to the earth and burst into flames.

The pilots of the other two helicopters, realizing they’d flown into an ambush, tried to turn and run. A rocket immediately destroyed the second Hind in midair. Hot fragments of it and its crew rained down on the bloody soil below.

The remaining Hind began popping countermeasure flares from ports at its rear. The missile that was following the chopper nosed down when it encountered the flares, dug into the soil below and detonated. The Hind was shaken by the updraft but not damaged. It started to swing around to make another strafing pass. It was coming right for them.

“Uh-oh,” Bolan said.

“You keep saying this. And every time you do, it means something about one of your very bad plans has gone very wrong.”

“It’s not my fault,” Bolan said. “That one’s been retrofitted. They aren’t supposed to have any countermeasures that can confuse these missiles.”

“Now it will kill us.”

“It’s not that,” Bolan said. “In air-to-air mode, the missiles are persistent in their bogey tracking.”

“I do not know this word bogey.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Bolan said. “The first missile, the one that clipped the chopper but didn’t detonate? Kept on going?”

“Yes?”

“It’s coming back.”

Just then the missile streaked through the sky, struck the Hind from the rear and turned it into an airborne fireball. Bolan pinned Yenni to the ground, protecting her with his body. Flaming wreckage pelted them and the launcher, but nothing large enough to do any real harm. When it was over, Bolan stood, helping her to her feet. He looked at his watch.

“You have somewhere to be?” she asked.

“We both do,” Bolan said. “Come on, run! Back to the truck.”

“Why? You have defeated all our enemies here.”

“The last missile,” he said. “I programmed it to go suborbital and then come back. Right down on our heads.”

Yenni shot him a furious glare. He knew that look by now. This is a bad plan, it said.

They were rolling as fast as the Mahindra would carry them when the missile came down amid the three launchers. The primary explosion created three more, and the repercussions rippled down through the valley to shove their truck with concussive force. The blast was so powerful it blew out the taillights on the Mahindra. Bolan and Yenni rocked forward in their seats, but he managed to keep the truck on the road.

“Cooper,” Yenni said. “Look!”

The tank. The tank was coming up on them, angling in from their flank, its gun tracking them.

Bolan slammed on the brakes. A crater formed scant meters from their bumper, spraying the abused Mahindra with dirt and rocks, pocking its already damaged windshield. The sound of the tank’s main gun hammered their ears.

“Back, back,” Yenni shouted. “We must keep turning to keep the turret off us!”

Bolan pressed the accelerator down as far as it would go. The Mahindra leaped forward, rocking them violently as he drove over the rough terrain, skirting the crater from the blast. The tank fired again, and again, and now they were playing the deadliest high-explosive game of cat and mouse, with the tank chasing and Bolan doing his best to evade its fire.

“That is Fafniyal’s tank,” Yenni said. “He was not trying to escape. He wanted us to believe he was. He has circled back for revenge, just as he sent in the choppers.”

“Yeah,” Bolan said. “I have to admit the tank didn’t occur to me. I would have pegged Fafniyal for the type who stays well out of range when the going gets rough.”

“If you must pig the Wolf,” Yenni said, “pig him as vicious first, and a coward second.”

“Peg,” Bolan said. “Not pig.”

“How is this different?”

“I’m really starting to think you do that because you think it’s funny.”

Whatever Yenni would have said in response was lost when another shell from the tank rocked the Mahindra from the driver’s side. Bolan barely kept control. He rounded a curve, but the respite would be short. Soon the tank would be able to reacquire them on the relatively flat terrain beyond.

“Where are we going?” Yenni asked.

“We’re headed for the presidential palace. The loyalist leadership will never be the same. The stolen weapons have been neutralized. And we know that Hahmir’s government, with or without the Wolf, put one over on the United States. That means it’s time to clean house.”

“You keep looking at your wristwatch,” Yenni said.

“We’re on the clock,” Bolan replied. “We’ve got to get to the palace as fast as possible. We do have a major problem with the tank, however.”

“We cannot avoid its shells. We could outrun it, but before we do, it will blow us apart when we try to escape on this flat ground.”

“Exactly,” Bolan said. “That’s a Type 63A amphibious light tank. Its top speed is 75 kilometers per hour and it has a range of 400 kilometers. That makes it fast enough to kill us before we can get out of the effective range of its guns. So you’re going to take the wheel.”

“What?”

“I’m going to crawl out onto the roof and then the truck bed. I’m going to grab a LAWS. Then I’m going to jump off and try to stay low so they don’t see me. And you’re going to do your best not to get blown up until I can take out their engine or one of their tracks.”

“This is—”

“I know,” Bolan said. “I know. Now take the wheel.”

She did as he instructed. Bolan climbed out the open window, negotiated the roof of the truck and tumbled into the back. There he stumbled across the box of ancient grenades he’d been complaining about for days now.

“Why the hell not,” he said. He began pulling pins. With each one he pulled, he tossed the grenade high, lobbing it far from the Mahindra.

The explosions didn’t harm the pursuing tank; it was too distant for that. But the dust, dirt and debris the explosions churned up formed an excellent smoke screen. Bolan kept it up until he was out of the old grenades, then grabbed one of the two light antitank weapons systems they carried. The olive-gray tube was reassuring in his hand. He rolled from the truck and felt the dirt road bruise his ribs.

Stars danced across his vision. He did his best to ride out the impact, but jumping from a moving vehicle never got any more comfortable. Still, he managed not to take any additional injuries.

Then the tank nearly crushed him.

The Type 63A came through the dust cloud and clanked right past him, its tracks rolling over the dirt and rock just inches from his head. He waited for it to go past and then took up position behind it. He could hear the turret motors whine as the tank crew tried to line up the Mahindra for another blast from the main gun. The little truck was gaining ground fast. The tank crew was probably eager to hit it for fear of losing their quarry.

Bolan pulled the retaining clip on the LAWS and yanked the tube open. The sights sprang up. He put the tube on his shoulder and aimed very carefully. He had only one shot. If he missed, if he made an error, Yenni might be blown apart.

Bolan pressed the trigger.

The armor-piercing round shot from the LAWS and streaked out to touch the right side of the tank. It blew the track apart, causing the tank to shudder and smoke. The war machine ground to a halt.

One of the crew popped up and manned the machine gun mounted on the top. Swiveling the weapon Bolan’s way, he opened fire. There was no technique, no control. The gunner just held back the trigger and sprayed the landscape with as much firepower as his gun could throw.

He never came close to Mack Bolan.

The dust cloud from the tank’s passing shielded him adequately, even as it began to settle. Bolan drew his Desert Eagle, took careful aim and popped a single round through the smoked visor of the gunner’s helmet. He pitched forward on his machine gun and was still.

The body was now blocking the top hatch.

Bolan ran for it, still carrying the empty LAWS tube. He saw the corpse begin to jerk as the men below tried to push it out or drag it back in. He had to get to the tank before that happened.

Bolan reached into his war bag, and the cylinder that came to hand was a white phosphorous grenade. He almost felt bad.

Almost.

He hit the edge of the tank, hoisted himself up and scrambled to the turret. He reached the hatch just as the corpse was shoved up and out. The dead body tumbled across the turret and into the dirt, but Bolan was shoving the LAWS into the gap before the tank crew could seal themselves off. He shoved his Desert Eagle into the hole and triggered two rounds. The .44 Magnum bullets clattered around inside the metal tank, drawing screams from the crew.

“I want the Wolf!” Bolan shouted. “Give me the Wolf!”

Bullets fired from a submachine gun one of the soldiers must be carrying rattled inside the war machine. The gunner had miscalculated the angle. No rounds actually left the turret. Instead, they ricocheted around within the vehicle. There were more screams and now angry cries of protest.

“The Wolf!” Bolan shouted again.

He couldn’t understand the soldiers’ words, but he knew their tone. The Wolf was either dead inside the tank, which he thought unlikely, or not there at all. That made much more sense to Bolan. Fafniyal had retreated to save himself, then sent his helicopters and his tank crew back in an attempt to find and neutralize the threat.

The Executioner would catch up with the Wolf soon enough. He popped the pin on his white phosphorous grenade, let the spoon go and dropped the canister inside the tank. Only then did he pull the bent LAWS tube out of the gap and shove the hatch down hard, holding it there with his body.

A dull thump signaled the bomb’s ignition inside the tank. The screams that came after were inhuman.

Bolan climbed down off the tank and walked away, leaving the would-be killers inside to burn.

He walked for a few minutes before Yenni managed to make it back with the Mahindra. Its engine was squealing and clanking. A fan belt was slipping and he smelled burned oil. The little truck had given a lot, but it didn’t have too much left. He hoped it would be enough to get them within striking distance of the presidential palace.

Yenni moved over so he could drive. When he had them rolling again, she said, “Do you really mean to face the Wolf, and even Hahmir, where they are strongest?”

“I do.”

“These are sick men,” Yenni said. “The Wolf especially. He will want revenge for what you have done to him. He and Hahmir will be very angry.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Bolan said. “Yeah, they’re sick. Individually and as groups like the loyalists and the Wolf’s patrols. But they’re just part of the world, and the world is undeniably sick. You can’t let yourself be overwhelmed by that sickness or you’ll go mad. You have to focus on what you can affect. You deal with that, and you deal with it directly. The rest sorts itself out.”

“So we go to deal with them directly,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Cooper,” Yenni said. “I want to know you. You guard so much. Tell me what lies behind. You have heard my story. Now I would hear yours.”

“Some things are better kept secret.”

“You will lose much, going through life that way.”

“I’ve lost a lot,” Bolan said. “I have no regrets.”

“No. A man like you would not. But I wonder. I wonder if you need…”

“Need what?”

“A woman like me.”

They drove together in silence after that. The presidential palace, and the end of this mission, lay ahead.
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Basram Hahmir cursed himself for a fool.

He sat in his lavishly appointed office, filled with the most expensive furniture from around the world. His desk cost twenty thousand American dollars and was one of a kind, an elaborate affair in expensive hardwoods and marbles. On his floor was a genuine lion-skin rug, from a magnificent animal he’d taken himself on a “canned hunt” in Africa.

He had a Ferrari, a Lamborghini, a Bentley and several custom cars in the garage at his estate. Everything was limited edition. Everything was very expensive. Many of his most prized possessions were imported from Canada and the United States. He exemplified luxury. International magazines had profiled him, feted him and heralded him as the new, moderate face of government in a soon-to-be-enlightened Syria.

On his wrist he wore a Rolex watch studded with diamonds. In the drawer of his desk was a gold-plated handgun, a wildly expensive revolver of an exotic make that few men had even heard of. He didn’t remember the name.

His wine cellar was stocked with incredible vintages that cost hundreds of American dollars a bottle. And his personally siphoned treasury held millions of such United States dollars, to finance both his current lifestyle and what he hoped, eventually, would be a lavish retirement on a tropical island. He wanted, more than anything in the world, to travel to some tropical port, live quietly aboard a sailboat and pay twenty-year-old bronze-skinned prostitutes to serve his needs when he was an old man.

He did not think this was too much to ask.

Yet today his dream of a quiet retirement, after a long career as leader for life, seemed very distant indeed. He had the ambition of his longtime friend Sudhra Fafniyal to thank for that. Sudhra had made him a prisoner in his own palace.

What had happened? How had he lost control of his own country?

He knew what Fafniyal wanted. His old ally had been perfectly clear. Fafniyal was no longer content to be second in command, no longer satisfied by being Hahmir’s feared enforcer. Now the Wolf wanted the military to answer directly to him. He wanted it known that the true power was his.

A figurehead. Did Hahmir truly wish to become a puppet leader with no real power?

Why should he? Why should he voluntarily give up being a man?

Still, he’d considered it. As long as he had all the luxuries, as long as people hailed him as leader, as long as he was able to siphon moneys for his own enrichment, what did it matter if Fafniyal was in charge? The thought was a comforting one. But Hahmir had not worked for so long to become another man’s slave. For that was what he’d been offered: slavery under the Wolf.

Hahmir began to wonder if Fafniyal had been using him all along. Was that even conceivable?

He did not want to believe that. They had been friends. They had confided in one another. They’d worked to help each other. He didn’t want to think his whole life had been a lie.

The sound of gunfire roused him from his reverie. He reached into his desk and withdrew the gold-plated revolver. Making sure it was loaded, he crouched behind his desk.

Beyond his door, a firefight raged. That could be only one of two things. Either the American commandos looking for the stolen weapons had somehow decided Hahmir was to blame for the weapons systems’ disappearance… or the Wolf was here to force his hand.

It was, he soon learned, the latter.

Sudhra opened the door using his copy of the key. Hahmir hadn’t been able to change the lock and, truth be told, even with his own loyal men outside the palace, he had always been Fafniyal’s prisoner. The Wolf stepped inside and closed the door behind him. He held a smoking Tokarev pistol.

“What is the meaning of this, brother?” Hahmir demanded.

“Brother?” Fafniyal said. “We were never brothers. You are a fool, Hahmir. You always have been. And my patience has grown short. We no longer have time for ridiculous games between us.”

“State your cause plainly.”

The Wolf raised his pistol. “Unload that revolver and put it down,” he ordered. “Or I will kill you where you stand.”

There was iron in his voice. And Hahmir had never known his old friend to shrink from violence of any kind.

Hahmir obediently broke open the cylinder, dropped the brass cartridges on the desk and put the revolver back in the drawer. He waited several seconds before Fafniyal, satisfied, set the Tokarev on the desktop.

“I’m out of ammunition anyway,” the Wolf said.

“Would you really have killed me?” Hahmir asked.

“I would have beaten you to death with the pistol, if necessary. Now, I want you to listen very carefully.”

“What is going on?”

“I have traveled far and fast,” Fafniyal said. “The Americans have neutralized the weapons emplacements.”

“What? All of them? We need those weapons! The loyalists will usurp power once more if we don’t have the means to—”

“None of that matters anymore,” Fafniyal said. “It does not matter that my men and yours will doubtless take to fighting among themselves in the outer cordon, either. You and I are here, deep in the safest part of the palace, and here we will remain. I will post my private guards around us, and what is left of my forces, those not detailed to the outer perimeter, will do their best to stop the American. But I’m telling you, Hahmir. If we’re going to survive this night, we must make a unified front.”

“A unified front against what?”

“The Americans did not send a search-and-rescue team,” Fafniyal said. “They sent some kind of death squad. That squad has massacred loyalist forces across northern Syria and also destroyed each of the weapons emplacements, no matter how well hidden. I tried to ensure the death of the Americans by helping the loyalists—”

“You tried… But why would you deal with the loyalists? They are our enemies! They want us dead!”

“They want you dead,” Fafniyal said. “You never did understand how to be practical, Basram. But none of that is relevant. Yes, I tried to take power from you. I am telling you now that we must unite if we both wish to live.”

“You did worse than try to take power!” Hahmir said. “If you hadn’t diverted the weapons, the Americans would not have needed to send their death troops to our shores. Your ambitions have brought us to this! You and you alone will be responsible for destroying everything we have worked to build!”

“Stop being dramatic,” Fafniyal said. “The American troops have done us a service. I have just received word that the loyalist leadership is smashed. My own troops can mop up what remains. The major opposition to your rule has been crushed.”

“You are the major opposition to my rule!”

“Listen to yourself,” Fafniyal said. “You sound like a bitter child. Can you not grasp that there are certain realities in play? I tried to take power. I deserve power. Syria deserves a leader who is strong.”

“I am strong. I can rule as forcefully as you can. But I am capable of more than ruling through fear.”

“Fear is the only true constant,” Fafniyal said. “That is why I was able to draw off military units to my own forces, eclipsing your own.”

“Do you not care that your men have been dying in droves? Or mine? We are weakening each other in this conflict. Who benefits? Syria will fall again, and you and I will end up hanged in the public square by the very people who once cheered our names!”

“Why can I not get through to you?” Fafniyal said. “Here. Perhaps this will help.” He reached into the desk drawer, took out the revolver and loaded it again. Then, before Hahmir could protest, he raised the gun and put the barrel to his old friend’s forehead.

“What are you doing?”

“I am making a point,” Fafniyal said. “The American commandos are coming here. The Americans are a gun to your head. If you and I do not act together, if we do not work as one, they will murder us. The threat is as real as a gun pointed in your face, for if the Americans determine that we cannot be trusted, that we tricked them into sending weapons, their wrath will be great. They will cut us off. They may even take military action against us. Their President will not like being tricked.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“It is possible I will fall this day. And if I do, it will be your task to persuade the Americans that you are still their ally.”

“What?”

“Listen to me, damn you,” Fafniyal said. “My men and I will be the last line of defense, here in the palace. This is where the Americans will come. They attacked my meeting with the loyalist leadership. They secured and neutralized the weapons. I sent my men to kill them, and my men failed. The Americans know they’ve been tricked, and they will come here to make us all pay. It’s what I would do in their position.”

“What should I do?”

“I will try to stop them,” Fafniyal said. “But if I can’t, you must lie to the Americans. Blame everything on me. Tell them I took you prisoner, I threatened to torture you, I was a rogue operative and you had no say in anything I did. Tell them you had no idea I used my brother to set up the assassination attempt. Persuade them, Basram. Make them believe it. You can live through this…and Allah help us, so can Syria, if you can make the Americans believe you were not part of the trap to fool their President.”

“Why?” Hahmir said. “Why would you do this?”

“Because this is the only way to get what I want,” Fafniyal said. “And if I fall, if I die trying to achieve this, there is very little point in being so spiteful that you and Syria fail as well, is there? I am the rightful leader of our country. I have the strength. I deserve the power. But in my absence, why should it not be you?”

“I have never heard you talk like this. You’ve never known fear.”

“The Americans have stymied us at every turn,” Fafniyal said. “I have never known a foe like this. I am reminded of that general, in a war long ago, who said the Americans are like a sleeping giant. We wake that giant at our own risk. And in tricking them into giving us the weapons systems, in using them to prop up our government, I fear we have made a mistake.”

“That failure is as much my fault as it is yours,” Hahmir said. “It was my idea to capture their goodwill through deception.”

Fafniyal sighed. “Do you not see, you fool? We are beyond all that. What good is blame now? What difference does my ambition make, or yours, if we all die?”

“But…Sudhra… You are strong. You are the strongest fighter I have ever known. Why can you not kill these men?”

“Damn you,” Fafniyal said. “Do not make this harder than it already is. I am leaving you your gun. Use it wisely.” He placed the revolver on Hahmir’s desk.

“You will defeat the Americans,” Hahmir said. “We will…we will rule Syria as you wished. I will be the face of the nation. You will be its backbone. You will make the decisions.”

“If we live, then yes. Of course that’s how it will be. It could be no other way.”

“I hear defeat in your voice,” Hahmir said. “How is this possible?”

“Shut up, Basram.” At the door to Hahmir’s private chambers, Fafniyal paused. Without turning to look at his old ally, he said, “I…did not mean what I said. About you being my brother. I, too, considered you that. Once.”

“Sudhra—”

“Goodbye, Basram,” Fafniyal said. He walked out and closed the door behind him.
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Bolan was still checking his watch when they parked the smoking, creaking Mahindra just outside the presidential palace grounds, on an artificial, landscaped rise above the property. Sneaking into the city had been easy enough. Their truck was no more or less wrecked than many other vehicles on the streets. And this was the busiest city in the nation, so there was plenty of activity to provide cover.

The Executioner surveyed his target. Yenni watched as he scanned from left to right and back again with his monocular. She was following his instructions and setting up the mortars. The remaining rounds would help pave the way for Bolan’s attack on the palace grounds.

Fafniyal had arrayed his armored vehicles and jeeps in a cordon around the palace grounds. Inside that was another ring of vehicles, mostly jeeps with machine-gun mounts, not to mention sandbagged emplacements where soldiers crouched. A sort of uneasy cease-fire seemed to be in effect. Hahmir’s troops weren’t firing on the Wolf’s people, but the Wolf’s soldiers were preventing Hahmir’s from escaping the palace. The deadly stalemate would last for as long as the Wolf wanted it to. Hahmir’s men were outgunned and outnumbered.

It would take a miracle to save Hahmir and his smaller force.

“They’ve been hit over and over again,” Bolan said. “They’ll be thinking defensive. For one thing, if they draw off too many personnel, they run the risk of providing a hole that Hahmir’s men can get through. So they’ll stay close to the palace, which means you’ll probably have only one or two snipers or scouts to deal with. Once you’ve used up your mortar shells, there’s no reason to stick around here. Move your ass out of here, take cover, and I’ll do the rest.”

“This puts the burden on you,” Yenni said.

Bolan glanced at his watch. “Trust me. It really doesn’t. We’re running out of time. I need to move.”

“When should I fire?” Yenni asked. “Will the hell break open again?”

“Yeah,” Bolan said. “I’d say that’s a safe bet.” He marched down the hill toward the palace, but not too quickly.

He looked at his watch one last time.

“Four,” he said. “Three. Two. One.”

He hit the dirt.

The suborbital missiles came singing through the air, falling from the heavens like so many avenging angels. The precise coordinates of each and every one of Fafniyal’s vehicles, calculated to within inches using secure GPS technology, had allowed Bolan to choose the most effective configuration of missile strikes.

On the hill above the palace, he dropped to one knee, readied his M16/M203 and closed his eyes.

The first missile vaporized an armored personnel carrier. The blast knocked over the next two and set the surrounding four on fire. The missile dug a crater the size of an indoor swimming pool in the soil of the palace grounds, erasing the men who’d been stationed there. A dust cloud rolled back toward the Executioner and washed over him, ruffling his hair with warm wind and gritty debris.

Bolan waited for the concussion to pass. He did not open his eyes yet.

The second missile struck, strategically placed to cause maximum damage, building on the destruction of the first. More vehicles were ripped apart. More enemy troops were burned to cinders, blown to pieces, sent flying through the air.

And still the missiles came.

Bolan waited, counting. Each rocket descended from its suborbital holding pattern to rain destruction on and around the palace grounds. The troops guarding Hahmir’s men were now in complete disarray. Their lines had been shattered, their equipment destroyed.

It was going to get worse.

Hahmir’s men started shooting into the ranks of the burning, smoking, running, screaming gunmen who’d held them captive. It didn’t take long for new civil war to break out, as the Wolf’s troops and Hahmir’s men started fighting for what was left of the palace. The president’s main force began to concentrate on the steps of the palace, near a pair of mighty brass-gilded doors. Bolan briefly opened his eyes to survey the carnage, noting the position of Hahmir’s men. Their lines had broken, too, as the Wolf’s more vicious troops fought to push them back and gain distance from the outer perimeter. The grounds of the palace looked like something out of a disaster movie. Debris and fire were everywhere.

Fafniyal’s troops were desperately trying to regroup, but now it was Yenni’s turn. Bolan could hear, over the crackling of flames and the calls of the dying, the thumping of the mortar tubes. She had watched him and was emulating his technique, firing one and then the other, alternating between the two to send a constant hail of explosives down on the grounds.

More craters erupted. More men were torn in half, torn apart, torn limb from limb. Those few vehicles not already destroyed were hit. It didn’t happen all at once, but Yenni eventually struck them all. She kept on firing until she’d exhausted the supply of mortar shells.

Fafniyal’s reserve troops had been smashed. If any of them survived, they’d scattered and fled. Now only Hahmir’s guards remained.

Bolan stood. He pulled back the plunger of his M16. It was time to take the fight straight into the heart of the enemy.

The Executioner moved down the hill, half crouching, staying low and ready. He reached the first line of destruction, at the outer edge of what had been Fafniyal’s cordon. Finding a suitable piece of scorched armored personnel carrier to hide behind, he checked his watch one last time.

The final rocket, the last of those he had programmed, descended. This one hadn’t been set to pinpoint the palace grounds or Fafniyal’s men.

It was intended for the main doorway of the palace.

Too late, Hahmir’s men, still massed at the palace entrance, saw their mistake.

Every last one of them was a member of a totalitarian regime. The fact that they were currently fighting among themselves to see who got to be in charge of that regime didn’t really matter. Any one of them would have killed Bolan, given the chance. He wasn’t going to let them stand in his way. He wasn’t going to let them protect Fafniyal or Hahmir, both of whom had proved to be enemies of the United States.

No, Bolan was simply going to remove these pawns from the chessboard.

The missile detonated, and the explosion tore the columns from the front of the presidential palace. Hahmir’s military forces were scattered and set afire. Debris and flames flew through the air, propelled at deadly velocities. Rubble struck Bolan’s APC cover but did not penetrate.

In the next moments, the chaos would be greatest. The soldier pushed himself up again, rifle ready, and walked into the bloody, fiery, smoking mist. Dead and dying men were all around him, puppets of this monstrous regime. He stepped over them, except for those whose suffering he could end with a mercy round.

Footsteps behind him made him spin on his heel. He brought the barrel of the M16 up to cover the threat.

It was Yenni.

She carried her Krinkov and wore a brilliant smile, framed by the scarf around her head. “I have come to help,” she told him.

“I told you to get to cover when your part was done,” Bolan said.

“I am not going to let you have all the fun. You are not good with plans and you have a swollen brain.”

“Don’t you mean a swollen head?”

“No,” Yenni said. “Your head is the same size. It is your brain that worries me.”

“Me, too,” Bolan said. “Well, come on if you’re coming.”

They entered the wreckage of the presidential palace.

They didn’t get far beyond what had been the doorway. Some of Hahmir’s men were dug in here. They opened up as soon as Bolan and Yenni walked into view. The soldier shoved his partner aside and dropped to the ground next to her. Bullets blew chips from the walls and the marble floors all around them.

Bolan snapped off a shot with his 40-mm grenade launcher. The explosion temporarily silenced the enemy guns, giving Yenni and him a chance to move farther into the palace.

They now faced an open doorway leading to an access corridor. The walls, the floors, even the ceiling were incredibly ornate. Their boots had rung on the exquisite marble. Bolan was no judge of art, but he imagined the paintings in gilded frames were probably expensive.

Then there was that doorway. Bolan didn’t like the look of it. It was a choke point and he’d bet there were armed men beyond it. He thought about firing another grenade round, but if he collapsed the corridor at this end, he would cut off their only means of getting in there. He reached into his war bag.

“Some say the world will end in fire, some say in ice,” Yenni said.

“What?” Bolan looked at her. Was she battle-mad? Had something hit her on the head?

“Classical education, Cooper. A poem about ice and fire. We need one of your incendiary grenades.”

“Great minds…” he said, removing one from his bag. He pulled the pin and rolled the grenade down the hallway. The innocent-looking metal cylinder traveled easily down the corridor and past the open doorway.

Shouts from the men hidden there told Bolan he’d been right to be cautious. The grenade detonated. Now the shouts of alarm were screams of agony. The fifteen ounces of white phosphorous—Willy Pete, in military jargon—burned at a temperature of 5,000 degrees Fahrenheit. Once embedded in a man’s skin, particles of Willy Pete would continue to burn until denied oxygen. You could stop them by submerging them in water, but they would reignite as soon as they dried out again. It was vicious stuff.

It was also nothing less than these troops deserved.

Bolan and Yenni used the cover of the flames to charge the choke-point doorway. In the corridor beyond, men burned and struggled. Bolan did not have to offer them the mercy of a bullet. Yenni beat him to it, swinging her Krinkov left and right, spending no more than one round each for the dying.

“You kill well,” Yenni told him. “I like this about you.”

“You’re not so bad yourself. Come on. Hahmir is hiding somewhere. We find him and we put an end to all of this. Syria will have a chance at a better government. Or at the very least, not a worse one.”

“I will follow you,” she said.

They passed through another set of double doors, which were hanging open on blown hinges, and entered an ornate ballroom. This had already been the scene of a firefight. Bullet holes pockmarked the walls. A grenade had gone off, causing a crater in the marble.

“Someone has snuck inside the palace,” Yenni said. “Someone has battled with Hahmir’s guards.”

“Who could that have been?” Bolan wondered aloud. “Who would have the ability to skirt the outer cordon and make their way inside the palace, past most of Hahmir’s men?”

“Fafniyal,” Yenni said. “When he fled the field of battle he came here, perhaps for a final confrontation with Hahmir. Perhaps to fulfill his plan of making Hahmir his puppet.”

“It makes sense. So where is he now?”

“Hiding somewhere in this building?” Yenni said.

“No doubt. Let’s go find him.”

The next few rooms were deserted. There was more evidence of battle, and there were bodies. These wore the blue of Hahmir’s forces. Finally, they reached a metal door bearing a sign in Arabic. Bolan turned to his partner.

“It says that below this level, only Hahmir’s elite guards are permitted,” Yenni said.

“Then that’s where we want to go. That looks like a computerized lock. Do you have any Semtex left?”

“No,” Yenni said, shaking her head.

“Doesn’t matter,” Bolan said, checking his war bag. “I’ve got two charges.” He took out one and affixed it to the metal barrier. “Back. Let’s use the other doorway, get behind the corners.”

Once they were behind cover, Bolan detonated the charge. The noise of the explosion rattled his teeth.

The metal barrier slammed to the floor.

Automatic gunfire immediately welled up from below, striking the wall opposite the door, punching scores of holes in the expensive works of art. Bolan wondered just how many thousands of dollars’ worth of damage was being done. A luxury palace like this one, in a nation whose people were impoverished and suffering…why, there was no more fitting way for it to come tumbling down—shot apart from within by the very people who’d built it.

But he still needed to get down those steps.

Yenni reached into his war bag. Bolan looked at her with one raised eyebrow. She winked back at him and lifted two baseball-size HE grenades. The high-explosive bombs were just the ticket.

“I think you have no more of these left,” she said. “But I have no more grenades. You will be happy to share with me, I hope. We can make smears.”

“Do you mean s’mores?”

“No, Cooper,” Yenni said. “This time I mean smears.”

“Just throw them.”

This reinforced “safe zone”—as evidenced by the thick steel security door—was constructed to withstand such weapons. That was the whole point of a redoubt within your stronghold. Bolan didn’t think they risked collapsing the passage downward.

Yenni popped the pins and tossed the grenades down the steps.

“Three,” Bolan said.

“Two,” Yenni said.

Someone called out an alarm below.

The grenades detonated, annihilating the soldiers and clearing the way. Bolan raised his assault rifle and stepped forward. Yenni came eagerly behind, Krinkov at the ready.

“Hahmir!” Mack Bolan called out. “Hahmir! We’re coming for you!”

His foot hit the floor at the bottom of the now twisted, warped staircase. The sound of a dozen Kalashnikov bolts being pulled back greeted them.

“You say you have come for Hahmir,” Fafniyal said. “But instead you have found only me.”

Yenni and Bolan exchanged glances.

“You’ll do,” Bolan said, turning back to meet his gaze.

“Kill them!” the Wolf said.


[image: ]

18

The bomb-shelter redoubt ahead of them bore a series of alcoves in the walls. These were likely designed to provide cover and concealment for gunners engaged in last-ditch defense of the safe zone. At Fafniyal’s command, Bolan threw himself at Yenni. Bullets filled the air as he knocked her to the ground and pushed her into an alcove. Kalashnikov rounds chipped away at their cover like angry hornets. Yenni returned fire with her Krinkov, braving the storm, ducking out just enough to point and shoot the chopped-down weapon.

“Now what?” she asked him.

“Now we improvise.” Bolan looked up. The ceiling of the safe zone was low. A 40-mm explosive grenade in these close quarters could very well kill them. There would be no telling just what pressures might develop down here. The grenades they’d rolled down the steps had not appreciably diminished Fafniyal’s forces; they had only given Bolan and Yenni enough time to get downstairs without being killed. There had to be another option.

Bolan searched his war bag. He had several shotgun rounds, essentially ball-bearing loads that turned the M203 into a massive smoothbore shotgun. He reloaded the assault rifle with a fresh 30-round magazine.

But he was running low on the shotgun rounds. Before long he’d have to start scavenging AKs from fallen adversaries.

He wondered how many truckloads of Kalashnikovs he might own if he’d saved every one that he’d picked up and used in the heat of battle.

There was a lull in the shooting as the gunmen paused to reload. There was no discipline here. The Wolf’s shock troops should have known better. You staggered your reloads when you wanted to keep the pressure on. Bolan risked a glance from around the corner of the alcove and saw the Wolf retreating through another metal security door at the far end of the hall.

“We’re losing him,” the soldier said. “We’ve got to find a way to get through these guards.”

“Then we must do something decisive, yes?”

“Nothing crazy,” Bolan said.

“You dropped a helicopter on your head and you lecture me about crazy?”

“You really need to let that go,” he told her. The Kalashnikov gunfire picked up again, raising a cloud of marble dust around them. “All right, here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to charge them.”

“That is a bad plan.”

“It’s the best we’ve got,” Bolan said. “Cover me from here. Once I charge, pick off anybody who sticks his head out to try to take a shot at me. I’ll get behind them and we’ll catch them in a cross fire. Our angle up here is all wrong. But if I can get to the opposite end of this hall, I can get a better bead on them. And then I can bring this into play.” He patted the grenade launcher.

“All right, Cooper,” Yenni said. She checked her Krinkov. The action was almost a nervous tic, something she did without thinking. “I am ready.”

The gunfire began to fall off. The enemy’s magazines were running low again.

“Now!” Bolan said. He dived from the alcove and ran straight for the Wolf’s troops, his M16 firing burst after burst with practiced presses of his index finger. Trigger control was a part of Mack Bolan. He could fire an automatic weapon like a concert violinist could squeeze beauty from an instrument.

The only notes played by the instrument he now held, however, were notes of death.

He managed to make his run, strafing the enemy positions, and in passing he triggered the 40-mm launcher. The oversize blast of man-killing ball bearings shredded the closest gunman and spread him all over his nearest comrades. The act had a chilling effect, immediately demoralizing the Wolf’s supposedly crack fighters, driving them undercover.

“Stay there!” Bolan said. “Stay there!”

“I am coming to you!” Yenni vowed.

“Stay there!”

Yenni ran. Bolan shouldered his rifle, switching left and right, acquiring targets as fast as he could. He took down one man, then another, then a third. Bullets struck the floor all around Yenni, causing her to duck, to jump back, to zigzag from side to side. She scrambled for all she was worth until she, too, was abreast of the alcoves where the Wolf’s men were sheltering. Bolan did his best to cover her, to kill anyone who tried to draw on her, as she pumped her Krinkov’s contents into the men she passed.

Pools of blood began to form in the alcoves. The sound of automatic gunfire had his ears ringing and had brought back the ache behind Bolan’s eyes, pressing on his skull. He shook his head, trying to clear it.

The enemy gunmen were dead.

Yenni stood among them, breathing heavily. She dropped her magazine and grabbed the last of her reloads. Reloading a Kalashnikov was not like reloading an M16 or AR15 rifle. The magazines had to be angled in, and roughly. Yenni swapped her old magazine out with the fresh one like a pro, then hammered the new one up and in, rotating it to lock it.

“You are slow,” she said. “If I wait for you, we will never be finished.”

“Right.” Bolan waited while she tried to scavenge some AK magazines from the dead men. She came up empty.

“They are out of ammo,” she said. “And I, very nearly so.” She joined him at the door where the Wolf had disappeared.

It was unlocked.

“It is a trap,” Yenni said.

“Most definitely,” Bolan replied. “Stay here. Watch my back.”

“I am watching.”

He threw open the door and stepped inside.

The next room was completely dark. He unlimbered his combat flashlight, clipped it beneath the barrel of his rifle and tapped its momentary-on switch with the edge of his support hand. Then he scanned the room.

The chamber was roughly octagonal. Wooden doors, not metal security barriers, led from five facets of the octagon. The one on the far wall was probably an exit, given its position. The others could lead to anything. Fafniyal could be hiding behind any one of them.

It was a good old-fashioned room clearing, then.

Bolan kicked in the first door. In the split second it took to swing inward, he processed the presence of two soldiers wearing black armbands. There was no time for anything fancy. They were already bringing up their guns. He stroked the trigger repeatedly, walking the M16 from left to right, blowing them apart with 5.56-mm bursts.

The second door was thrown open from within. Bolan shoved his back to the nearest wall, held the M16/M203 at waist level and triggered the shotgun round. The soldier who walked into that storm of ball bearings simply disappeared under the blast, his face and some of his chest erased by the buzzing metal spheres.

The third and fourth doors were opposite each other. Bolan slammed his knuckles against one, dived and rapped the butt of the M16 on the other. The men inside each room reacted by trying to shoot him through the panels, resulting in screams from the unseen shooters on both sides. Blood began to well from under both doors.

That was life and death on the wrong side of justice.

Fafniyal was not here. He had exited through the fifth door. Bolan eased this open and looked carefully past it, expecting a bullet at any moment.

He was not disappointed. The knot of Kalashnikov-wielding thugs in the narrow hallway had lined themselves up two deep. A pair of men knelt side by side, while another two stood and aimed their rifles from that height.

Bolan dropped back. The four gunmen fired, burning the air where he’d just been. The Executioner performed a rear break fall, tucking his head down onto his chest, shifting to his side slightly, letting his flank take the brunt of the collision with the floor. He rolled through it, bending forward, careful not to rock up too fast and into the line of fire. At the same time, he let the M16 fall against his chest, across his body, and he emptied the magazine as the weapon lay there. Shooting between his own legs, Bolan zipped all four of the gunners who’d been lying in wait.

There was a howl of some kind from the other end of that corridor. Bolan recognized it as a rallying cry. Multiple men, their black scarves tied across their faces, came surging up, climbing over the four corpses, almost rabid to get at him. They carried AKs, but weren’t firing them. After a moment he realized why. They’d affixed bayonets to their rifles and were rushing forward to stab him.

Fafniyal’s troops had run out of ammo. They were now doing the only thing they could: charge him with their combat knives fixed to their rifles. Bolan scrambled to get up on one knee and press himself against the doorway. He dropped his mag, reloaded and emptied the next in a long string of rapid-fire bursts. Still the enemy kept coming. Bolan loaded a fresh magazine. He fired again. He was building a small mountain of corpses, but the Wolf’s fanatical troops were climbing over the dead. What they lacked in discipline they made up for in dedication. This kind of bloodthirsty resolve in the face of oncoming gunfire was rare.

How many of them were there? It had to be Fafniyal’s entire reserve force. This could mean only one thing: Bolan was close to his goal. The enemy was going for broke.

He fired out his assault rifle’s magazine. He reloaded and emptied it again. He did this once more. Finally, there were no more magazines. A trooper tried to leap up onto him bodily, after climbing the pile of corpses, but Bolan caught him with a shotgun blast from the M203. The load was so powerful it shredded the man in midair.

Discarding the M16, Bolan drew his Desert Eagle and his Beretta. With a gun in each hand, he fired again and again. The Wolf’s men came for him with their bayonets, screaming bloody murder, and he made his stand in that blood-soaked corridor because it was the only option left. The Beretta belched flame in 3-round bursts. The Desert Eagle chucked flying ashtrays with thunderous explosions. Bolan fired his guns empty, juggled each under his arms to reload, burning himself as the barrels grew hot.

He shot. He pistol-whipped. He clubbed men down left and right with both guns, shooting them, smashing them, breaking them. Blood began to soak through his boots as the dead men piled up before him. It was like a painting of hell. It was the worst that war could offer, a suicidal charge among desperate men who feared their leader more than they feared oblivion. Bolan fired his guns until he thought his ears might bleed from the roar of the .44 Magnum.

Two more men were on him, holding knives in their fists, and Bolan’s weapons were empty. He wrenched his combat knife from its sheath and slashed and stabbed at his assailants. One man he slashed across the throat. The killer went down gurgling. Bolan buried his combat knife in the other fighter’s eye. It stayed wedged in the skull as the corpse hit the floor.

And then it was done.

Bolan stood in a corridor half-clotted with a stack of dead bodies. At the far end of the hall lay the door through which Fafniyal had escaped. Back the way Bolan had come, Yenni would be waiting. The soldier, breathing heavily, reached down to retrieve his pistols and reload them.

There were no more magazines.

His war bag was almost empty, too. It bore a single Semtex charge. Holstering his guns, he bent to take the flashlight from the M16, tucking it in his pocket and leaving the rifle behind.

Yenni was sitting on the bloody marble in the alcove-studded anteroom. He walked over to her. “Did you get tired?” he asked. “You’re the one with all the energy.”

She made no answer.

Bolan frowned. He crouched next to her and turned her to face him. Her eyes fluttered open. The soldier realized that the blood on this part of the floor was not from Fafniyal’s dead troops. Yenni’s side was soaked in it. She felt cold to the touch.

“I made a mistake, Cooper, when I charged. I should have…listened to you.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Just a scratch,” she said. “It is nothing. I can still fight. But I will need more ammo.”

“You’re done fighting for now,” he said. “You’re going to rest.”

“I do not need to rest. I can fight.”

Sitting next to her, Bolan pulled her close. He held her, cradling her shoulders, as she grew colder. “You are a good man,” she said. “You are a warrior. There are so few warriors these days.”

“I’m looking at one,” Bolan said.

“I want you to…take my knife.” She drew the Jordanian jambiya and handed it to him, hilt first. “It is a good knife. It should be with someone who will use it well.”

“I will.”

“Cooper,” she said. “I was wrong. I thought I would die alone. But I am not dying alone. You are here.”

“I’m not going anywhere. I’ll stay with you.”

“It is I who will leave,” Yenni said. “I can feel it coming. And…Cooper. I do not mind. I have lost so much. Fought so much. I think I…would like…to rest.”

“You’ve earned it,” Bolan said. “Sleep now. You’re going to be fine.”

“No,” Yenni said. “I am not. But as you say…it does not matter. I am glad that…here at the end…I may spend it with you. After this there will be nothing. No child. No one to remember me.”

“That’s not true. I’ll remember you. Always. I will carry your name and what you’ve done with me for the rest of my life. In my head, I remember all the names of all the warriors with whom I’ve fought. You aren’t alone, Yenni. And you won’t be forgotten.” Bolan closed his eyes. Her face, too, would join the others in the rolls of his memory.

“Cooper?” she said. Her voice was very quiet.

“Yeah?”

“You will tell me your story now, yes?”

Bolan nodded and thought about where to start. “My real name,” he said finally, “is Mack Samuel Bolan.”

But she was already dead.
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Bolan stepped past the mountain of the dead. His combat boots left bloody prints on the floor behind him. In his hand, he held Yenni’s knife. The door at the far end of the corridor opened at his touch. The next room was a circular chamber, its walls mirrored. He could not divine its purpose. He didn’t care.

Sudhra Fafniyal stood in the center of the room. He, too, held only a knife, an AK-47 bayonet. He smiled when he saw Bolan, for he was not alone. The Wolf was accompanied by a squad of men, all holding rattan sticks. These two-foot-long weapons were used for training in Filipino martial arts, among other things. Bolan stared at the assembled killers.

“Come in,” Fafniyal said.

Bolan stepped inside.

“I applaud you, American. That is who you are, yes? The American agent sent to find the missing weapons. Perhaps a member of the Central Intelligence Agency? Or maybe the National Security Agency?”

Bolan did not feel like bantering with the Wolf. His fingers curled around the grip of Yenni’s dagger.

“This is a training room,” Fafniyal said. “My men and I practice combat here. It is an arena, American. How fitting, then, that we meet here. That we finish it here.”

Still, Bolan said nothing.

“I am astonished there is only one of you. There were two before, but I was expecting an entire team of commandos. You cannot have done all this damage alone, American. It takes more than even two people to accomplish the destruction you have wrought today.”

Finally, Bolan spoke. “I had help,” he said. “Good people. One person especially, who died along the way. And because of her you’re not going to leave this room alive.”

“You can’t possibly hold this against me,” Fafniyal said. “You would do the same thing, in my position, to help your country. So I went behind Hahmir’s back. So I made him think he was a hero. It was all my doing, a ploy to get my hands on American weapons systems. Hahmir played his part, the dupe, without ever knowing it was not genuine. He truly does believe he is an ally to your leaders, but Syria deserves better than him. Syria deserves me.”

“You deserve to die,” Bolan said. He held the Jordanian knife low, at his side. Its wickedly shaped blade glinted in the light.

“So I tricked you,” Fafniyal said. “It was a carefully laid trap, tailor-made to stroke your President’s ego. All men in power want to believe they can ensure legacies for future generations. What American leader would not want to secure amity with a nation that has traditionally been hostile? I knew the plan would work. You blundered into my tripwire and never even saw it. It was the perfect plan.”

“It was,” Bolan said, “a very bad plan. And I’m here to put an end to all of it.”

“One of us will live through this day,” the Wolf said.

“One of us will.”

“Kill him.”

The men with the fighting sticks ran for him. Bolan, with his knife held low, waited for them to attack. He slipped the first strike, wrapped up the man’s arm and snapped it, delivering as vicious a break as he was capable of performing. Then he snaked the stick free of the man’s hand and, with Yenni’s knife in one fist and the stick in the other, stopped to gesture with both weapons at the circle of fighters who now surrounded him.

“Come and get it,” Bolan said.

They charged. Bolan dodged and hit, dodged and hit, blocking strike after strike. The rattan would leave bloody welts if it struck his limbs, but a solid blow to the head or neck could put him down. He was content to play the game. He was content to fight them on their own terms, with the addition of Yenni’s knife.

This would not turn out as they expected.

He knew this type of training. Fafniyal’s men practiced full contact with the sticks. They were used to being bloodied, bruised, even concussed. They were used to suffering in their training, to enduring pain. But they did not train with live blades. They trained with sticks.

The soldiers came at him. Bolan danced among them, taking painful blows to his shoulders, his arms, his flanks. But with each strike he took, he gave one harder, and whenever he was in range, he slashed or stabbed with the keen blade of Yenni’s knife.

He cut a man’s throat. He stabbed another one in the eye. He slashed yet another across the inside of the wrist, nearly severing the hand, leaving him to bleed out.

Fafniyal’s men attacked at extreme close quarters, trying to overwhelm him, but they were only doing precisely what Bolan needed them to. He began moving his knife at incredible speeds, cutting and digging and turning, slashing their faces and their eyes and their necks. Here, he cut open a femoral artery. There, he slashed a carotid. Now, he plunged the knife deep into another man’s eye socket, penetrating the brain, yanking the knife free as the corpse tumbled. The sticks fell to the floor in pairs. Two dropped. Then another two. Then two more. It didn’t stop. Bolan wouldn’t permit his enemies to recover, would not give them a chance to regain the initiative. He poured on the fury, cutting and stabbing and slashing and clubbing.

The faces came back to him. He saw the ranks of the fallen. He saw Yenni.

Bolan fought harder than he’d ever fought in his life. He became a whirling death machine, wielding his stick and his knife and the lethal force that either could bring to those they touched. He laid open one fighter’s face. He cracked another in the skull with the “crusher” pommel of Yenni’s knife. He plunged the blade through the neck of a man he’d smashed in the bridge of the nose, pulling the knife out and spraying blood all over the training hall.

Bolan stopped. He was breathing hard. His sleeves were covered in blood, his pants soaked through from the knees down.

He was surrounded by dead men.

“Stay away from me,” Fafniyal said. The Wolf gestured with his bayonet.

“So that’s what it comes to,” the Executioner said, stalking forward with his knife in a reverse grip. “The Wolf is a coward. The man who can deal out death to so many is afraid to meet that death when it comes for him. You’re so typical of the predators of this world, Fafniyal. You’re so transparent. I’ve met you a thousand times. I’ve killed you a thousand times. And now I’m going to kill you again.”

Fafniyal tried to run. But there was nowhere for him to go. He glanced toward the exit at the far end of the room, but didn’t take it. That would be where Bolan would find Hahmir. Fafniyal was playing the role of the Spartans at the pass, trying to stop the Executioner from getting through to Hahmir. To go the other way, Fafniyal would need to get through Bolan, and that was what he was afraid to do. He saw his death in Bolan’s eyes. He saw the utter finality of it. He saw the sincerity of it.

Bolan took a step forward.

Fafniyal backed up against the round wall of the training hall. There were no corners for him to stop in. He held his knife out in front of him.

He’s shamming, Bolan thought. He wants me to think he’s afraid. Okay. Let’s work with that.

The soldier came for him, slowly, inexorably. “I’m not going to torture you, Fafniyal,” Bolan said. “I’m not going to cut you into little pieces. I’m not going to make you suffer under my blade. I’m just going to remove you from the planet. I’m going to dispense the justice you deserve.”

“Who are you to judge me?” Fafniyal screamed. He lunged then, using his anger to drive him forward, plunging the knife through the air at Bolan’s face. They circled each other for a few moments, Fafniyal thrusting for his face each time, Bolan slipping and dodging the maneuvers. The Wolf had some knife training; that was clear. A man who hunted the face like that knew how disconcerting such strikes were to an opponent. But Fafniyal was a one-trick pony. Beyond basic aggressiveness and the fact that he was armed, he showed little depth of experience. Men who made their living shooting helpless innocents invariably grew complacent. Fafniyal was a coward and a user. He was a predator. And Bolan thought it was finally time to put that predator out of his misery.

Yenni’s knife plunged deep into Fafniyal’s subclavian artery. Bolan had slammed it down in an overhand strike that aimed for this hard to hit but most vital of targets. He gave Fafniyal a moment to think about what had happened, then jerked the knife back and forth. When he wrenched the blade free, Fafniyal’s wound jetted blood. He paled and staggered, dropping to the floor on his back.

“Well…done…American,” he gasped. “You…do not… disappoint.” He tried to laugh and instead coughed up blood. “I am going to my reward.”

“No. You’re going to hell, if there’s anywhere to go at all. When you get there, tell them I sent you.”

“I do not…understand…” Fafniyal said.

“This was personal,” Bolan told him. “Her name was Sabeen Yenni. She was a good person. She fought her whole life against scum like you. And she’s dead now, because of you.”

“I…I…”

Bolan brought up his knife and slashed Fafniyal across the throat.
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Bolan wiped the jambiya on Fafniyal’s clothing. There wasn’t much farther to go now, only one last door. He tucked the jambiya behind his belt, went to the door and carefully swung it open.

Hahmir sat behind his desk. He held a very expensive-looking revolver in his hand.

“That is far enough,” he said in English. “American, you have invaded the presidential palace on the sovereign soil of Syria. I demand that you leave.”

“You can demand all you want,” Bolan said. “I don’t care.”

“You must let me explain,” Hahmir said. “I have been duped. Fafniyal tricked me. He made me believe I was a hero. I had never met his brother. I did not even know he had a brother. He did everything without my involvement. I am a good friend to the United States. I would not betray your President.”

“Sure,” Bolan said. He walked across the room and held out his hand. Hahmir looked up into Bolan’s eyes, saw something there and handed over the revolver. Bolan dumped the cartridges and tossed the weapon into the corner of the room with a clatter.

“That is very expensive!” Hahmir protested.

“Shut up.”

“But you don’t understand,” Hahmir said. “It was all Fafniyal. None of it was me.”

“I get it,” Bolan said. “My government always suspected you had no real power. When Fafniyal set you up to play the role of ruler here, how much was he paying you? What did you get out of it?”

Something flashed across Hahmir’s face. Bolan saw it. It was pride. Hahmir did not like to be told he wasn’t the man in charge.

“I was not paid,” he said quietly.

“Oh, right. You were afraid of the Wolf, so you pretended to be in charge and did what he told you. I’m surprised you didn’t try to defect to the United States when you were there. We have a lot of great social programs. You could have applied for citizenship. Maybe got a nice job working in a fast-food restaurant.”

There it was again. The anger. Hahmir was starting to turn red in the face.

“I am the leader for life in Syria—”

“Oh, you can drop that,” Bolan said. “The Wolf is dead. He died like the coward he was. I mean, you’d have to be pretty weak to live in fear of a guy like that. But we can’t all be manly men, right? Lots of weaklings have suffered the way you have.”

“I am not weak!” Hahmir screamed. “It was my idea to fool the Americans! Mine! Fafniyal tried to steal weapons from me, because he was foolish. I could have run Syria all by myself. I did not need him! I simply let him think he was using me. I, in fact, was using him! And with more American weapons, I can consolidate my power. People believe the loyalists were brutal. But I can be twice as brutal! I will make the people of Syria regret doubting my leadership! Every man, woman and child will feel my iron boot upon their necks—”

Bolan punched him.

The Executioner clenched his fist and busted Hahmir in the jaw, knocking the Syrian leader backward over his chair. Hahmir hit the floor with a yelp and struggled to right himself. He grasped the edge of his desk to pull himself back up to his feet.

Bolan shoved a Semtex detonator into his hand. “Hold that,” he said.

Using a roll of high-speed tape from his war bag, Bolan strapped Hahmir to his chair. He placed his last Semtex charge underneath the chair, activated the charge and then popped the cap on the detonator he’d taped into Hahmir’s fist. “Put your thumb on that button,” Bolan said. The man did so, pressing the button down.

“What are you doing?” Hahmir asked weakly.

“Sit there,” Bolan said, “and think about the people who’ve suffered because of you and your buddy Fafniyal. Let that switch up and you’ll go join the Wolf wherever he went. Just hope, once I seal you in here, that nobody has a similar detonator. I had only a couple for my charges and they were all keyed to the same frequency. If one of Fafniyal’s men survived, finds another detonator lying around and starts playing with it…you might explode before anyone finds you.”

“Please!” Hahmir shouted. “Don’t leave me like this!”

Bolan opened the door. “Leave you like what, Hahmir? Living in fear? Fear of death? Fear of injustice? Now you know what it was like for every man, woman and child who lived under your rule. Now you know how people suffered thanks to you and the Wolf.” He closed the door.

Bolan took his time leaving the presidential palace. On his way, he stopped to get Yenni’s body. He carried her out of there and laid her gently in the cab of the old Mahindra. He would find a place to bury her. It would be a peaceful place, and he hoped she would approve.

He looked up at the presidential palace one last time. Before he started the truck, he reached over and gently took the other Semtex detonator from Yenni’s pocket.

Popping the cap, he pressed and released the trigger.
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Epilogue

Tourists, suits and locals wandered the park alongside the Potomac River. The spot was one of Bolan’s favorite meeting sites. When Brognola arrived, the Executioner was waiting for him, leaning on the railing and looking out over the water. The two shared a warm handshake.

“Striker,” Brognola said. “You look well. Did they give you a clean bill of health?”

“Signed and filed by Barb,” Bolan said. “Apparently, I had a pretty nasty concussion and something of a blood infection.”

“I’ll say. I read the report. If you’d waited just three more days before coming in, you might have collapsed and ended up paralyzed or dead. Were you having hallucinations? The report said that was a possibility.”

“You know how it is. That’s life in the big city.”

“Right,” Brognola said. He joined Bolan at the railing, gazing out over the water. This place always seemed so peaceful, so incongruous compared to the politicking of Wonderland. “You’ll be happy to know that thermal imaging from our satellites confirms that you found and neutralized all the Syrian weapons emplacements. Clean sweep, Striker. Good job.”

“Yeah,” Bolan said. “Thanks.”

“The Man isn’t thrilled at having been taken in, but of course we have the perfect cover for the whole affair,” Brognola went on. “The official news is that yet another military coup in Syria has produced yet another government. And that one is likely to be swept away in the endless civil wars raging there.”

“Meet the new boss,” Bolan said.

“Same as the old boss.” Brognola finished the quote for him. “I’m told the current regime is fairly hostile, but it’s not like we really lost an ally. Looks bad on the world stage. But the way the media works, everyone will have forgotten it in another week. The next time a celebrity says something stupid, it will drop off the cable news cycles.”

“Fafniyal called it a tripwire,” Bolan said. “A careful trap laid with that fake assassination attempt on the President.”

“It was pretty smart,” Brognola admitted. “The best plots are. But it couldn’t hold up to the harsh light of truth. And that’s why it fell apart.”

“Yeah. What’s going to happen to Eidra? His brother is dead. The regime he worked for is gone. Will he end his days in some black site somewhere?”

“It would be the least he deserved,” Brognola said. “But alas, Mr. Eidra is no longer with us. Word of Fafniyal’s supposed death in the new Syrian overthrow got back to him, and he killed himself in prison. Gnawed through both wrists with his teeth.”

Bolan made no comment. He had seen that kind of thing before. He stared at the water for a moment longer before saying, “Did you have any luck tracing Yenni’s family? I don’t want them to find out indirectly. I’d like to tell them that she died fighting for her people.”

“There’s no one to tell, Striker. I’m sorry. Yenni has no living relatives. They were all killed in the various Syrian conflicts.”

“I was hoping there was somebody,” Bolan said.

“Not that we can find.”

“All right.” He shook Brognola’s hand again. “Thank you for checking, Hal. You know where to find me the next time you need me.”

“You’re spending your downtime at the Farm, right? Barb will be happy to see you.”

“Yeah,” Bolan said. “I’ll be along.” He started to walk away.

Brognola, watching him, felt his stomach begin to roil again. He wanted an antacid. He thought of all the people who’d died in Syria in the past twenty years. He thought of Yenni, whom Bolan had obviously respected. He thought of his own work with the Sensitive Operations Group.

“How much longer can you keep doing this, Striker?” Brognola said, calling after him. “How much longer can I, for that matter?”

Bolan paused. He turned and glanced over his shoulder. With the sun setting behind the soldier, Brognola had to shield his eyes. The Executioner was wreathed in red-tinted light that looked like blood.

“As long as we have to, Hal,” Mack Bolan said. With that, he turned and walked off into the thinning crowd, leaving Brognola to stare after him.

The corners of the big Fed’s mouth curled up into a smile.

Yeah, he thought. As long as we have to.

* * * * *
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