

[image: image]



HUNTER’S SNARE

On an uncharted island in the Indian Ocean, a psychotic hunter stalks the most dangerous prey: man. His newest target is an international arms dealer, a criminal who was in CIA custody when his plane was shot down. Sent in to locate the missing prisoner, Mack Bolan finds himself caught in the same trap.

But Bolan isn’t the only one trying to secure the arms dealer. A team of mercenaries has joined the game, and they’re playing to win. Hunted by the mercs, a psychopath’s army and the island’s deadly animal life, Bolan will need every tactic in his arsenal to recapture the prisoner and put an end to a maniac’s big game hunt.


The tiger sprang toward him, jaws wide.

Bolan hurtled forward, the sharp edges of the plants smacking into him. He could hear the tiger panting behind him.

The Executioner began calculating the distance he would need between himself and the animal to get off a good shot. If it came down to it, he would have to roll when the beast lunged and try to get under it. He might stand a chance if he could put a shot into its heart or its head before the tiger opened him up with its claws.

Suddenly, the greenery gave way to a sea of lights. Bolan skidded to a halt inches away from the wide expanse of tinted glass that marked the boundary of the rooftop atrium. The glass was wet with condensation, but even so he could see the panorama of Hong Kong at night spread out before him.

Bolan heard the scrape of the tiger’s paws and spun, leveling the UMP. Too late. The tiger hit him like a cannonball, and he slammed backward into the glass. There was a sound like a hundred bottles shattering, and then the night air caught him, and he was spinning through space in a cloud of broken glass.
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MURDER ISLAND
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The good man is perished out of the earth: and there is none upright among men: they all lie in wait for blood; they hunt every man his brother with a net.

—Micah 7:2

The world is full of bloodthirsty men, but not all of them are brutal hunters. And those who would betray their brothers, their allies or their country will have to deal with me.

—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 paused, straining to catch the smallest whisper of sound. The air was hot, and a trickle of sweat inched its way between the dark fatigues he wore beneath his body armor and the skin on the back of his neck. Insects buzzed softly around him, audible but not visible. The jungle was awash in sound, but it was muted by the close-set foliage that cast shadows over the trail ahead.

Bolan had a lean, rangy shape. He stood so still that if anyone had been present, they might have thought him simply one more shadow among the multitude cast by the trees that rose up around him. Their wide, fleshy leaves formed a green canopy overhead.

There was no sky to be seen above him and no road ahead of him—only a wall of vibrant greens, yellows and browns. The air pressed in on Bolan’s mouth and nose like a wet towel. He was reminded of a Louisiana hothouse he’d once had the bad fortune to spend a night in. He’d been hunting that night, as well—different targets, but for similar reasons.

Wary now, his combat-honed senses tingling, the Executioner sank down and checked his gear. A Heckler & Koch UMP-45 was strapped across his chest and his Ka-Bar knife sat snugly in its sheath on his leg. His Desert Eagle pistol was on his hip and a sound-suppressed Beretta 93-R was holstered at the small of his back. The Beretta was set to fire 3-round bursts—something that had proved handy more than once. It was a .22 TCM conversion, with a 25-round magazine, plus one in the chamber. The Desert Eagle, in contrast, had only eight rounds in the magazine, but it also had a good deal more stopping power.

All three firearms, as well as the quintet of M-18 smoke grenades hanging from his web gear, had been provided by Stony Man Farm’s resident weapons guru, John “Cowboy” Kissinger, and as such could be relied on to perform to battlefield specifications.

Bolan crouched there for long moments, poised on the knife edge of action. An acrid odor filled his nostrils—a raw scent, an animal stink that set cruel hooks into the atavistic portions of his brain. His body screamed at him to freeze, but he had long experience in ignoring such instincts and he lunged forward, rolling away.

A heavy body, tawny and striped black, slammed down on the spot where he’d been crouched. A long shape unwound and turned toward him, tail lashing in frustration as Bolan rose to his feet. He hadn’t expected to see a tiger and the microsecond of surprise that followed nearly cost him his life. The animal leaped again. Bolan jerked aside. His back slammed into a tree and the tiger surged past, vanishing into the foliage with a frustrated snarl.

Adrenaline pumping now, Bolan tracked the flashes of orange as the animal circled him. He hefted the UMP, considering. The soldier rarely killed animals unless absolutely necessary. Then again, he might not get the chance. Tigers were, pound for pound, among the most dangerous animals on the planet, fully capable of killing a man as well-schooled in the ways of war as himself.

Even as the thought crossed his mind, the tiger sprang at him again, jaws wide. Bolan shoved away from the tree and began to run. He hurtled forward, the sharp edges of the plants smacking into him. He could hear the tiger panting behind him. The Executioner began calculating the distance he would need between him and the animal to get off a good shot. If it came down to it, he would have to roll when the beast lunged and try to get under it. He might stand a chance if he could put a shot into its heart or its head before the tiger opened him up with its claws.

Suddenly the greenery of the jungle gave way to a sea of lights. Bolan skidded to a halt inches away from the wide expanse of tinted glass that marked the boundary of the rooftop atrium. The glass was wet with condensation, but even so he could see the panorama of Hong Kong at night spread out in front of him.

This close to the window, he could hear the alarms and see a query mark of oily smoke rising from the car he’d set on fire on the street below. The fire had occupied the building’s staff while Bolan had taken the elevator as high as it could go. Unfortunately the elevator required a code and a retina scan to go any higher. It had been simple enough to climb out the hatch in the elevator’s roof and haul himself up the cables to the next floor, insert a pry bar between the elevator doors and make his way into the penthouse apartments of Byron Cloud.

The guards outside Cloud’s apartment had been easy enough to dispatch, and quietly at that. But the ones inside had been a different matter. The firefight had allowed Cloud to make his escape. He had the instincts of a rat and he’d fled the moment Bolan showed his face, running for the stairs that led from the penthouse to this atrium and a helipad.

The indoor jungle was only one of Cloud’s seemingly endless indulgences. The tiger was another, judging by its rhinestone collar. Cloud had likely let the animal loose, hoping it would occupy Bolan. He shook his head slightly, bemused. It wasn’t often that someone threw a vicious animal at him.

Cloud made his tiger money by selling weapons to the weaponless. Guns, bombs and worse were his stock-in-trade; if it could be used to kill, Cloud had it in stock. He’d supplied more than a dozen terrorist organizations and criminal cartels with the tools of their filthy trade, and he had contact with the representatives of a dozen more.

Cloud was a walking Rolodex of operational intelligence, both for American security agencies and those of America’s allies. But he was protected, both politically and otherwise, which meant extradition of any sort was out. He occupied the first three floors of a building he owned through a shell corporation, and he had a security staff big enough to take over a small island nation, which meant any attempt to remove him forcibly would get very ugly very quickly.

None of which bothered the Executioner.

Bolan had come to Hong Kong at the request of the man who, once upon a time, had been in charge of the Federal task force assigned to bring the Executioner to heel. Now they were brothers-in-arms. Brognola was head of the Sensitive Operations Group and he directed the Stony Man Farm counterterrorist teams. When Hal Brognola, asked for help, Bolan gave it gladly. Especially when it involved taking down a creature like Cloud, a man who was no less guilty than the criminals and terrorists he supplied.

Bringing Cloud to heel was too far outside the remit of any organization—even an extralegal group like Stony Man—to accomplish without jeopardizing international relations. But the Executioner could do as he damn well pleased.

Bolan heard the scrape of the tiger’s paws and spun, leveling the UMP. But too late. The tiger hit him like a cannonball and he slammed backward into the glass. There was a sound like a hundred bottles shattering at once, and then the night air caught him and he was spinning through space in a cloud of broken glass. His stomach gave a lurch and he lost his grip on the UMP. The startled roar of the tiger filled his ears.

The Hong Kong skyline spun crazily around him for a moment that seemed to stretch for an eternity, a revolving kaleidoscope of colors and lights. As he twisted, the scope of his vision was abruptly filled by an orange expanse of water.
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Bolan crossed his arms over his head as the water rose up to meet him. He hit the surface and the force of his descent slammed him down against the bottom. White and yellow tiles burst at the point of impact and pain shot through him, shocking him into motion.

He’d been hurt worse, and he forced the pain aside as he fought the instinct to struggle. It took him only a few seconds to realize he was in a swimming pool. He’d held his breath just before he hit, but if the water was deep enough to cushion his landing it was deep enough to drown in.

Through chlorine-stung eyes, he saw the rush of bubbles that signaled the tiger joining him in the water. The animal struggled to the surface with great flailing motions, and Bolan thrust upward a moment later, muscles and lungs burning in equal measure. He splashed toward the shallow end of the rooftop pool, away from the tiger. His body armor had three great slashes running across it where the big cat’s claws had caught him. The vest was fully capable of stopping bullets, but 600 pounds of angry carnivore was a different matter entirely. Luckily, the tiger didn’t seem interested in resuming the hunt. It glowered at him for a moment before it shook itself and padded away.

Satisfied there was no immediate danger, Bolan took in his surroundings. The atrium was only a single story above him, and he’d fallen into the pool that occupied the flat, patio-style balcony of the penthouse apartments below. Only luck had prevented his landing from being more unpleasant or even fatal, and a surge of anger, both at himself and at his quarry, rippled through him. It wasn’t often Bolan was caught by surprise. He thrust the thought away as he began to pull himself out of the pool.

He turned as a crackle of static assaulted his ears and a voice said, “It’s like this, right—what good is owning a tiger if you don’t let it eat somebody every now and then? That’s half the value right there, I swear to God. I think I’m going to get a leopard seal next, though. Or maybe a hyena. I know a guy in Lagos who’s got one—a hyena, I mean, not a leopard seal. Though wouldn’t that be great? Shit, maybe I’ll get both. What do you think? Never mind, you’ve got other things to worry about.” A second wash of static accompanied this burst of verbal diarrhea and Bolan spotted the intercom speakers wired along the wall.

A moment later he heard a familiar noise and turned as a helicopter bobbed into view above the edge of the roof. The intercom crackled again as the side door to the helicopter was hauled open by a wiry man in a suit worth more than the penthouse, with an artificial tan and teeth whiter than nature intended.

Byron Cloud was a parody of every renegade Wall Street trader and stock-and-bond hustler Bolan had run across in his long career. Cloud lifted his designer sunglasses onto his head and waved at Bolan as if to catch his attention. He was wearing a headset and, as he spoke, his voice emerged again from the intercoms.

“You like it? I got it cheap—it’s a Sikorsky S-76,” Cloud said. “Of course, I’ve made a few adjustments,” he continued, patting an M-60 machine gun mounted on an adjustable pintle arm. “Yard sale,” he said, bringing the machine gun around. “You would not believe what you can get for under a sawbuck in this economy.”

He grinned at Bolan over the length of the weapon. “Shame about the pad, but, hey, buyer’s market. Besides, the feng shui needs a shakeup. Am I right? Ciao!” Cloud fired and the M-60 bucked in his grip. His laughter echoed from the speakers.

Bolan ran for the patio doors and hurled himself through even as gunfire chewed the frame and the wall around them. Splinters of wood, plaster and glass filled the air. Bolan hit a leather couch with his shoulder and flipped it over. Bullets punched through, narrowly missing him.

He scanned the room, wishing he hadn’t lost the UMP in the fall. Bolan couldn’t take on an M-60 with only a pistol. He caught sight of the bodies of the guards he’d killed earlier. More importantly, he saw their weapons. He reached out with his foot and snagged the nylon strap of an AR-15 semi-auto rifle. He dragged it closer as bullets continued to sear the air around him.

“Still alive?” Cloud called through the few speakers he hadn’t managed to hit with his spray of gunfire. Whatever else he was, Cloud was no marksman. Nor did he seem to be trying particularly hard. He was like a child with a new toy. “Sweet,” Cloud said, as if Bolan had replied. “Look, I’m not a bad guy, right? I’ll give you a five count to get to the elevator. Then I’m opening up again.”

Bolan shook his head. He’d fought talkers before, but rarely one so intent on filling the air with absolute nonsense. He checked his newly acquired weapon. It would do in a pinch. He had the range, now he needed cover. Bolan removed one of the smoke grenades from his web gear, pulled the pin and sent the canister sailing over the top of the couch, out toward the patio.

“One, two…five!” Cloud said. The M-60 opened up again, chewing the apartment’s expensive decor to pieces. “We’re having some fun now, right?” he shouted as Bolan popped more smoke, using every grenade he had. He saw the tiger pad swiftly through the swirling fog, heading for the rear of the apartment, and felt a moment of relief. The beast deserved better than to die at the hands of its careless owner.

Bolan was tempted to return fire, but Brognola had been adamant that they needed Cloud alive and in one piece. There was too much information in that scrambled brain of his. Bolan couldn’t risk letting anyone else kill Cloud, either. It was only a matter of hours before every hired gun in the Pacific region was on Cloud’s trail, looking to punch his ticket once they knew he’d been compromised. Cloud’s clients, whatever their political affiliation or criminal record, couldn’t allow him to talk. Bolan wondered whether Cloud knew that or not; or if he did, whether he cared. It didn’t matter either way. Bolan had a mission to accomplish and he intended to do it.

He hefted the AR-15 and rose. The smoke thinned for a moment and that was all he needed. He let off a burst and heard the telltale sound of a bullet striking metal. The M-60 stuttered into silence and Cloud’s curse echoed through the intercoms. As the helicopter’s rotors began to clear the smoke, Bolan saw the other man trying to coax the machine gun back to life. Bolan’s shots had struck the weapon’s box magazine, denting it and causing the temperamental weapon to jam.

Cloud gave up when he saw Bolan and started laughing again. “Ha! Man, you come straight out of a comic book,” he said. “Right, fine, it’s been fun, but I’m out of toys and I’ve got a plane to Tokyo idling on the runway. Going to get me some sushi and wait for whatever this is to blow over. Catch you later, pal.” Cloud gave a jaunty wave as he swung himself into the compartment and made to shut the hatch. The helicopter began to pull away from the roof.

Bolan sprang over the couch. He was only going to get one chance at this. He tossed the assault rifle aside and charged forward. As he reached the edge of the balcony, he didn’t pause, but instead put on a burst of speed and leaped out over the void, angling his body toward the helicopter. Time seemed to slow as his perceptions stretched and thinned. The sound of the rotors became a thundering rumble and the background noise of the city below faded, replaced by the hammering of his pulse. Time rushed forward, speeding back up. His fingers hooked the edge of the hatch and he swung inside.

Cloud gaped at him and didn’t react until the soles of Bolan’s boots bit into the deck of the helicopter. Bolan wobbled a moment, warring against gravity, and then he lurched forward to tackle Cloud. The arms dealer slammed back against the other side of the compartment with a yell before charging at Bolan. Something gleamed in Cloud’s hand, and Bolan heard the hiss of the straight razor cutting the air as he jerked his head aside. He drove a fist into Cloud’s belly, and the arms dealer folded over his forearm, wheezing like an asthmatic. The straight razor clattered to the deck and Bolan kicked it through the open hatch. Grabbing a handful of Cloud’s throat, he slammed him into a seat, drew his Desert Eagle and aimed at the pilot, who’d been clawing for his own sidearm.

“Don’t,” Bolan said as he cocked his pistol. “Take it out, nice and slow, and toss it. I’d prefer not to shoot you, but the only person I can’t shoot is your boss. Remember that, and you might just get out of this in one piece.” When the pilot had disposed of his weapon, Bolan rattled off a series of coordinates and then said, “You know where that is?”

The pilot nodded. Bolan gestured with the Desert Eagle. “Good. Get going.” He looked back at Cloud, whose face was purpling as he clawed ineffectually at Bolan’s unyielding grip. He loosened his hold on the other man. “And you—behave.”

“You—you can’t shoot me,” Cloud croaked.

“Did I say I was going to shoot you?” Bolan asked. He smiled thinly. “I don’t need a gun to hurt you, Mr. Cloud,” he said, layering his words with as much menace as he could. Cloud blanched and ceased his struggles.

“All right, it’s cool, be cool, man,” he whined, holding up his hands. “I was just playing.” He sagged away from Bolan. “Who the hell are you, anyway?”

“I’m the guy with the gun,” Bolan said. “Now sit back and shut up.” He grinned fiercely. “You’ve got a plane to catch.”
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“Hello, Byron. How’ve you been?” Tony Spence said, his amusement evident. Bolan shoved Cloud forward. He’d bound the man’s wrists with a zip-tie on the trip to the airfield. He’d done the same to the pilot, and he propelled his second captive forward to stand beside Cloud.

“Spence,” Cloud said. He made the agent’s name sound like a curse. Spence was the CIA’s man in Hong Kong. He was short, plump and dressed like a tourist. The tooled-leather shoulder holster he wore beneath his cheap sports coat was occupied by a 9 mm pistol and his hands had the hard calluses of a fighter.

“That’s my name, don’t wear it out,” Spence said. He took his sunglasses off and grinned at Bolan. “Agent Cooper, good to see you again.” One of Bolan’s many cover identities, Matt Cooper was an agent of the Justice Department.

“Cooper,” Cloud said slyly, glancing at Bolan. “Is that your name? I’ll remember it.” Bolan didn’t feel threatened as much as amused. Cloud might consider himself a hard man, but Bolan had faced worse in his long, bloody career.

“Shut up, Byron,” Spence said, swatting Cloud on the back of the head. “The grown-ups are talking.” He smiled at Bolan. “They told me you were good, Cooper, but I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it.”

“We aim to please,” Bolan said. “I wasn’t aware we’d met before.”

“Oh, we haven’t. I saw you at a distance, during that Ackroyd thing a while ago.” Bolan nodded. “The Ackroyd thing” as Spence put it, had been bad—a group of psychotic white supremacists had attempted to let loose an antediluvian plague. Bolan had tracked them halfway to the Arctic Circle before he could put paid to the threat they represented. “Good job with that, by the by,” Spence continued. “Anyway, when they said you could get our guy out of his sanctum sanctorum, I wasn’t sure, but we’ve tried everything else. Ol’ Byron here is a slippery one.” He took hold of Cloud’s arm. “Come on. You look like you could use a cup of coffee. We got time before our flight.”

“I could go for a coffee,” Cloud said.

“Shut up,” Spence replied amiably. He gestured to the pilot. “Bring him, too.”

Bolan hooked the pilot by the back of his shirt and pushed him after the others. As they walked, he took in the airfield. The cracked tarmac sprouted grass and the hangars and buildings had seen better decades. This had been an RAF base, once upon a time, but now it was privately owned. Whether the CIA was the owner in question, or merely borrowing it for the occasion, Bolan didn’t know.

Spence led Bolan toward a hangar that held a midsize private jet and a crew working to get the plane ready.

“Mine’s bigger,” Cloud said.

“Yours was bigger. The Chinese have probably confiscated it by now,” Spence said. He shoved Cloud at another man. “Get him on the plane and make sure he’s cuffed, for God’s sake. Wait—you got to use the toilet?” he asked, grabbing Cloud.

“I’m not a five-year-old,” Cloud snapped.

“Long flight.”

Cloud made a face and mumbled, “Yes.”

“Let him use the toilet and then cuff him.” He turned back to Bolan. “They used this place for Operation Yellowbird, you know,” he said as his people took the pilot and Cloud away. “One of several former airfields. MI-6 and the Agency share this one, though it’s on the books as the property of a Hong Kong film studio. You watch martial arts movies?”

Bolan looked at him blankly. Spence smiled. “Not a film guy, Cooper?”

“I read,” Bolan said.

“So do I,” Spence replied. “Mostly film books.” He grinned and Bolan shook his head and smiled back. “Anyway, they used filming as a cover for transporting a number of activists out of China to more hospitable climes. Whole thing was cooked up by a bunch of Hong Kong businessmen and the Agency got involved…”

“As they tend to do,” Bolan said.

Spence laughed. “Yeah. Got to keep those plates spinning, man.” He led Bolan into the hangar office. “Before my time, but I heard it was a hoot. Anyway, we’re lucky you got to him when you did. Someone—probably the Chinese—spilled the beans that we were onto Cloud, and it looks like his own people were getting ready to…you know…” Spence drew his thumb across his throat. “Hard to be an arms dealer these days, I guess.” He paused and then added, “Well, one that sells to terrorist groups, anyway.”

“You seem to be on a first-name basis with him,” Bolan said.

“Who, Byron? Yeah. He’s a mouthy little asshole, isn’t he?” Spence went to the desk, where a French press carafe sat on a tray. He tapped it. “Kenyan roast,” he said. “My one weakness.” He began to lower the press and the contents of the carafe gurgled. “I take this bad boy with me wherever I go. Anyway, yeah, Cloud’s a third-generation criminal. His granddaddy used to run a floating casino. He was mostly a blackmailer, but he dabbled in the arms trade and murder-for-hire. His daddy was of similar cut. Both were pretty nasty, so Byron’s comparatively harmless.”

“The weapons he sells aren’t,” Bolan said as Spence poured him a cup of coffee.

“Hope you like it strong,” Spence said, preparing his own cup. “And, no, they aren’t. But at least he’s not as good with a straight razor as his grandfather was, by all accounts.”

Bolan smiled. “True. So why bother with him now?”

Spence sipped his coffee. “Need-to-know, Cooper.” He smiled when he saw Bolan’s expression and waved a hand. “But between you, me and the deep, blue sea, he sold something he shouldn’t have had access to, to a group of Nigerian militants. We need to know how he knew about said something, how he got his paws on it, and who exactly he sold it to.” He scrubbed his chin with his knuckles. “Along the way, if we get a few more names and a few more grocery lists from him, well, so much the better.”

“Grocery lists? Is that official Agency terminology?” Bolan asked. He drank his coffee, which was good, he had to admit, and looked out the window at the edge of the airfield.

“That’s official Tony Spence terminology. Besides, what would you call them? They’re grocery lists, all right, only instead of radishes and yogurt it’s guns and bombs.” A crewman knocked on the office window and Spence nodded at him. “Plane’s about ready. You want to come along?” He sat on the desk. “I’m not going to lie. I’d feel better about having backup. Tokyo is a pretty friendly town, but a lot can happen between there and Melbourne.”

“You think someone will make a play for him,” Bolan said. It wasn’t a question.

“Oh, yes, sir. I do,” Spence said, refilling his cup. “I wouldn’t be surprised if every knucklehead with a gun between here and Sydney is getting a call right about now, asking for poor old Byron’s scalp.”

Bolan frowned and took another swallow of coffee. He was inclined to deal himself in, if only to make sure the Agency didn’t screw things up too badly. A situation such as this one could get very bloody, very quickly. Transporting prisoners was a dangerous job, and though Spence seemed competent enough, Bolan had a feeling skill alone wouldn’t see Cloud to his final destination safe and sound. He was about to reply when he spotted the truck. It rolled along outside the fence line, looking out of place.

“Is that truck one of yours?” Bolan asked.

Spence rose from the desk. “No,” he said, all trace of humor wiped from his round features. His hand moved for his pistol.

“Get to the plane,” Bolan said.

“Why—?”

The truck made a sudden, sharp turn and struck the fence, tearing it open in a spray of sparks and a scream of tearing metal. The truck was old; British army surplus, Bolan judged, though he wasn’t certain. “That’s why,” he said, pulling his pistol. “The plane, Spence!”

The truck barreled across the tarmac, trailing the remains of the fence after it. Spence ran for the plane and Bolan went to the window, smashing out a pane to clear himself a line of fire. The truck didn’t slow as it rumbled toward the plane. Bolan fired, emptying the magazine at the windshield and the driver’s cab in quick succession.

The windshield and side window exploded and the truck slewed awkwardly, rocking on its wheels. The section of fencing tore loose and spun toward Bolan, forcing him to seek the floor. It burst through the window and sliced over his head, smashing against the far wall. He pushed himself up quickly, ejecting his weapon’s spent magazine as he did so. As he reloaded, the tarp on the rear of the truck was thrown back and an assault rifle opened up. Bolan dropped below the edge of the window. What small protection the thin wall provided wouldn’t last long. He looked at the plane and saw that it had left the hangar and was taxiing down the weed-choked runway. He only needed to buy Spence a few more minutes.

Bolan glanced at the helicopter. If he could get to the M-60, he might have a shot. And if not, well, whether Spence was able to escape would be the least of his concerns. He crawled quickly to the door and headed for the hangar. Spence’s crew was putting up a fight, but they hadn’t been prepared for an attack. Gunfire rattled back and forth between the tarmac and the hangar as the plane moved slowly past. The attackers, whoever they were, were moving quickly to take the hangar.

Bolan darted out and slammed the door behind him even as shots chopped into it. Without pause, he moved away from the hangar, running full tilt for the helicopter. He fired as he ran, hitting one of the gunmen. The man spun away from the truck, his weapon firing into the air as he fell.

Bullets plucked the tarmac, pursuing him, and he felt bits of concrete strike the backs of his legs. At the last moment he leaped into the still-open compartment of the helicopter. Bullets hammered its frame, making the metal ring.

He had to move fast.

Bolan holstered his Desert Eagle and snagged the M-60. He drew his knife and used the heavy blade to pop the ammunition box loose from the body of the weapon. Quickly, with a precision born of experience, he cleared the jam and stood, swinging the machine gun around to face the truck.

He fired, letting the M-60 sing its deadly song at full volume. Spent brass dropped to the floor of the compartment. The truck rocked and its tarpaulin covering disintegrated. Gunmen tried to return fire, but Bolan swung the machine gun in a deadly arc, sending the survivors scrambling for cover. The plane continued to move down the runway.

The truck suddenly rumbled to life and began to reverse, rolling back toward the helicopter. Bolan grinned mirthlessly. He’d managed to distract them. He continued to fire as the truck bore down on him. The M-60 stuttered into silence, finally out of ammunition, and the truck’s engine roared as it sped up. Bolan threw himself backward as the truck closed in. When it struck the side of the helicopter in an explosion of shattered glass and twisted metal, he tucked himself into a ball, hoping to ride out the impact.

The truck continued to roll backward, shoving the helicopter along the tarmac in a steady spray of sparks. Bolan uncoiled and leaped for the twisted hatchway. Ignoring the flying shards of metal, he flung himself into the bed of the truck. Bolan hit hard and rolled to his feet. His adrenaline was flowing now, carrying him toward the truck’s cab.

He threw himself forward as the driver twisted around and fired a pistol. Bolan caught the man’s wrist, forcing the barrel of the pistol aside as he drew his Ka-Bar. The driver had time to cry out once as the tip of the knife plunged into his throat. The man slumped sideways and Bolan reached past him and grabbed the wheel. He brought the truck to a rattling halt as the plane left the runway at last.

Bolan allowed himself a small sigh of relief and murmured, “Good luck, Spence. I have a feeling you’re going to need it.”
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“Well, isn’t that wonderful? All of them? Are you sure?” Hugo Meltzer hefted the remains of a chair and tried to force the tiger into the penthouse’s kitchen. His other hand held his phone to his ear. Meltzer grimaced as the tiger swiped at him. He kicked at it awkwardly and then jabbed at the animal with the chair. The tiger laid back its ears and exposed its teeth in a silent snarl. It wasn’t really dangerous. The beast was overfed and spoiled—little more than a plus-size house cat—but right now it was also wet, frightened and pissed off, thanks to Cloud and his as-yet-unidentified guest.

Meltzer was a tall man, and built spare. He’d been told he resembled a young Ron Ely, but he didn’t know who that was. He dressed nicely—not as well as Cloud, but better than he had. He didn’t buy-off-the-rack anymore when it came to clothes and guns, if he could help it.

“He used a what?” Meltzer glared at the phone and shook his head in disbelief. “Yeah, I know it was on the helicopter. I’m the one who showed him how to shoot the damn thing…Well, what about the truck— No, forget it. Keep an eye on the place…No, I don’t care if that’s where they filmed a scene from One-Legged Swordsman.”

The tiger pawed at the chair, nearly tearing it from Meltzer’s grip. “Get in the goddamn kitchen,” he shouted. “Not you,” he added quickly into the phone. “All you should be worried about is finding out where that damn plane went.”

The tiger roared. Meltzer cursed and bounced the phone off the tiger’s head. It jerked back, blinked and scrambled into the kitchen. Meltzer quickly pulled the door shut and wedged what was left of the chair under it.

He stared at the door for a moment and then tried to smooth his hair down. He cinched his tie and took a breath. Calm blue ocean, he thought. Calm blue ocean, soft sand, happy place. Hugo, go to your happy place.

His happy place was getting harder and harder to find, the longer he worked for Byron Cloud. Cloud was an immature psychopath, as rich as Croesus, with all the common sense of a particularly stupid and self-indulgent child. Meltzer was certain that working for Cloud was causing him to go prematurely gray, not to mention giving him an ulcer. He’d chased after Cloud for five years and considered shooting him at least twice a week. But the money was good and Cloud was generous when he remembered that actual humans were working for him. Which wasn’t often.

So, when Meltzer had heard that Byron’s big mouth had finally gotten him into the sort of trouble you didn’t get out of, limbs intact, he’d known it was time to renegotiate his contract. It had seemed simple. Grab Cloud and turn him over to the highest bidder.

Only somebody else had had the same idea. He looked around, taking in the bullet holes and spent grenade canisters. Whoever the guy was, he knew how to party. He’d played it sneaky right up to the penthouse when he’d gone straight to savage. Bodies were stacked in the corridor outside and the carpet was soaked in blood, which was a shame because it had been expensive.

He caught sight of a bullet-torn painting and winced. He covered his eyes and turned away. He’d spent weeks finding that painting. It really tied the whole room together. It even matched the damn tiger. He looked up at the ceiling. “I’m being punished, aren’t I? I’m in Hell right now, because that’s the only way I can explain this.”

Meltzer kicked a broken table, sending the pieces clattering across the tiles.

The day wasn’t going well. Then, his career hadn’t exactly turned out the way he’d hoped. He’d bounced from the military to the private sector fast enough to give him whiplash, and the one wasn’t turning out any better than the other. “I should have been a dentist,” he muttered.

He’d sent some of his best men—well, they were capable, at least—to grab Cloud from the airfield. There were only so many places a helicopter could land without attracting attention, and given the way the kidnapper had torn through the place, Meltzer had been fairly certain he wasn’t intending to fly commercial. Cloud also had a tracking chip inside a false tooth. It was more of that spy bullshit Cloud liked to play with, but it was coming in handy now.

Meltzer patted his coat pocket. The miniature GPS unit was about the size of a mobile phone. As long as Cloud was somewhere in the immediate hemisphere, they could find him.

He was tempted to dig it out, but he already knew what it would tell him—Cloud was in the air, heading God alone knew where. And all thanks to one asshole in black fatigues.

There was no telling who their visitor had been, or who he was working for, but the helicopter’s destination put up a few red flags. Were the Feds renting out that airfield to some other concern? The guy, whoever he’d been, was nasty enough to work for any number of groups. They’d caught him on several security cameras, but Meltzer hadn’t watched the footage yet. From what he’d been told, their visitor went through the unlucky bastards on duty like a buzz saw on two legs.

Meltzer wanted a cigarette. He’d given them up when he’d started working for Cloud, and the cravings hadn’t gotten any easier. He was looking forward to that first cigarette almost as much as the expression on Cloud’s face when he turned him over to whoever paid up first.

There was a raft of eager bidders. When word filtered up through the back channels that Cloud was about to experience an extraordinary rendition, thanks to that deal with the Nigerians, Meltzer had decided to seize the moment. He’d contacted a dozen of Cloud’s regular clients, all of whom were anonymous—their identities hidden behind encrypted lines and voice scramblers—and made his pitch, which had essentially boiled down to “Give me money, and I give you Cloud. Don’t give me money, and I let the Americans have him.” They had quickly made a counteroffer: “Give us Cloud, and we’ll pay you. Don’t, and we kill you.”

In retrospect, it hadn’t been his smartest play.

Glass crunched behind him and he turned. A group of men who’d been the elite of Cloud’s security forces, up until about three hours ago, had come into the apartment. All were armed. “Is the little shit dead?” one of the men, a scar-faced ex-marine named Horowitz, asked. He sounded hopeful. “Did they get him?”

Horowitz was a meathead and a troublemaker with attitude issues that probably should have been dealt with when he’d been a kid. He was a constant pain in Meltzer’s posterior and had been since he’d been hired.

“No such luck.” Sippo grunted. An older, gray-headed thug, Sippo had a Ph.D. The book smarts hadn’t stopped him from stuffing enough cocaine up his nose to kill an elephant and they sure hadn’t helped when he’d turned to armed robbery to finance said cocaine habit. Now he was a rent-a-thug with a bald spot and a face like a strip of jerky.

“No,” Meltzer said. “They got him on a plane. He’s gone.”

“How?” Horowitz demanded. “You sent a truckload of our guys over there!”

“Oh, they got a flat tire,” Meltzer said. He rolled his eyes. “How do you think? Somebody shot them. All of them. The same somebody who busted in here and did this.” He waved a hand at the room around him.

“Who is he?”

“I don’t know, he didn’t exactly introduce himself,” Meltzer said. “He’s a damn sight more effective than us, I’ll say that for him.” He surrendered to a moment of grudging admiration for the kidnapper. Whoever he was, the man had accomplished a lot in a short amount of time. It wouldn’t stop him from shooting the guy, if he ever got the chance, but Meltzer could give credit where it was due.

“Oh, damn it,” Horowitz said. He threw up his hands in exasperation. “What do we do now? Huh?” Horowitz had never been the patient sort.

Meltzer turned the bullet-riddled couch back over and flopped down onto it. “Give me a minute. I need to think.”

“Man, we don’t have time to think,” Horowitz said. “We need to go. The jihadists ain’t going to be happy with us. Or any of the others, for that matter. And who do you think they’re going to take that unhappiness out on, huh?” He gestured sharply. “Us, that’s who.” He looked around and heads nodded sagely in agreement, Sippo included. “We’ve got to do something. Maybe we can bargain with them. Buy our way out of the situation.”

Meltzer shivered slightly, as if the temperature in the room had dropped. He looked around, seeing hard faces and pitiless eyes. If it came down to it, Horowitz, Sippo and the others would turn him over to Cloud’s angry clients if they thought it would buy them a few more days. He couldn’t blame them, but all the same, he wasn’t looking forward to it.

He let his hand drift to the weapon holstered under his arm. It was his burden; a Mauser C-96. The pistol had been a gift from Cloud, though he shied away from the thought of that. Cloud had wanted his head of security to carry something fancy, as if he were a villain from a spy film and Meltzer was his quirky henchman.

That was their relationship in a nutshell. Meltzer had read his share of four-color funnies as a kid and he’d seen enough movies to know what happened to henchmen. Well, it wasn’t going to happen to him.

“I said I needed to think,” he repeated softly. His fingers brushed against the Mauser’s grips. He didn’t want to kill them—any of them—but he would if he had to. For now, he needed them. They were his muscle, and good muscle was hard to find in the current economic climate. Russian oligarchs and Saudi royalty paid more, and the private security companies offered better benefits. All Cloud offered was access to hardware and a blind eye in regard to repeat indiscretions.

“And I said—” Horowitz began, obviously looking to start something.

Meltzer was almost tempted to let him land the first punch. Instead he jerked to his feet and aimed his pistol at the other man’s crotch. He caught hold of Horowitz’s collar.

“I don’t care what you said,” Meltzer replied calmly. “Cloud didn’t hire you for your skills as a raconteur. He hired you because you’re a murderous thug.” He let his eyes roam across the faces of the others. “That’s why he hired you all. But don’t forget that I’m the biggest, most murderous thug here, right? And I need to think.” He dug the barrel of his pistol into Horowitz’s crotch. “You feel me, chum?” he asked, letting his gaze settle on Horowitz. When the man nodded, he stepped back and holstered his pistol. “Good, glad we got that cleared up.”

Horowitz backed away. “We still don’t know what we’re doing. The locals are going to be all over this place before we know it,” he said sourly.

“And we won’t be here when that happens.” Meltzer had made plans for just such an eventuality. There’d been no predicting when Cloud would wear out his welcome in Hong Kong, so he’d thought it best to be prepared. He let out a slow breath.

“Right, here’s what we do. Horowitz, Vasily, check out that airfield. Whoever was set up there has probably bugged out, but they might have left something behind. I’m betting that plane was heading to Tokyo, but I doubt that’s the final destination. Cloud hasn’t pissed off the Yakuza, to my knowledge.”

He clapped his hands together. “The rest of you know the drill. Start burning files—hell, burn the sheets. Burn everything. This place is going to be as busy as Grand Central Station at rush hour when people figure out what’s happened, and we don’t want anybody getting their hands on anything. We’re already in enough trouble. I’ll take care of Cloud’s office.” He paused. “Oh, and somebody get the tiger out of the kitchen, huh? We’ll drop it off at an animal sanctuary or the bus station or something. And get my phone while you’re in there. I have a few calls to make.”
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Sham Shui Po District, Kowloon Peninsula

The Executioner’s Hong Kong safehouse wasn’t very big, but then, Bolan had never required much space. He rented the apartment under an assumed identity provided for him by Aaron Kurtzman, Stony Man’s burly computer expert. Kurtzman had found the space in the gray market and rented it out through local brokers. The top-floor apartment had been made into Bolan’s safehouse. It contained only a military cot, a fridge full of cheap food bought from the large market on the corner of Ki Lung Street and, of course, an armory.

The latter wasn’t as well-stocked as Bolan ordinarily liked. It was built into the apartment’s closet and hidden behind a wealth of knock-off clothing bought from street vendors on Cheung Sha Wan Road. Bolan had constructed it himself, using the materials he’d had at hand to create a false back. Behind a section of loose paneling, he kept a spare set of gear—another set of fatigues, body armor and web gear, a UMP and ammunition and a backup pistol.

He’d left the airfield as soon as possible. Once Spence and Cloud were in the air, Bolan had figured that his part in the operation was done. He’d taken the truck and left it several blocks from the safehouse. Spence’s ground crew would take care of the bodies left behind and the helicopter, and then split, if the Agency was still following standard protocol. Someone in the chain of authority would smother any reports of gunfire, and the whole event would be buried under Bullshit Mountain, along with every other screwup.

And it had been a screwup. As he stripped out of his shredded body armor and damp fatigues, Bolan wondered whose mistake it was. Had Cloud’s helicopter been tracked to the airfield? Or had there been a leak somewhere further up the line? The truck must have been in transit not long after he’d caught Cloud, which meant that whoever had sent it was efficient, or they had reason to suspect where it was going. If it was the latter, then Spence’s operation was compromised and had been since the beginning.

In Bolan’s experience, that was true of most such operations. It was one of the many reasons he preferred to work alone; fewer moving parts meant fewer mistakes. Dressed now in his street clothes, he sat on the cot, swiftly dismantled both pistols and then dried and oiled them. They could survive a dunking, but proper weapon maintenance was paramount in the Executioner’s view.

Once he was finished, he would arrange for his departure. When Brognola’s call had come, Bolan was preparing for another mission—one of his own, rather than one for Stony Man. The target was a man named Gapon, an ex-KGB operative. Bolan had never come face-to-face with Gapon, but he’d seen the killer’s handiwork more than once. He had photos, a mug shot and files spread across the cot, and he flipped through them as he worked.

Gapon, like a lot of former KGB agents, had found new employment with the Russian mafia. He’d put his skills to use, doing terrible things for terrible people, and he was currently in Melbourne. It was possible that Gapon had contracted out to one of the many organized crime cartels based in Melbourne, such as the Carlton Crew or the Honoured Society, but for what reason, Bolan couldn’t tell.

He’d been happy enough to put that particular job on the back burner, for Brognola. Whatever Gapon was up to, he hadn’t looked as if he was going anywhere anytime soon. But now that Cloud was safely in Spence’s custody, Bolan could deal with Gapon.

Spence’s offer of a lift had been tempting, but Bolan preferred making his own way, where possible. Fewer screwups were likely if he handled his own transportation. Besides, Bolan wasn’t sure if he could have taken any more time in close confines with Cloud. With Gapon, he could kill the man and be done with it, rather than have to play nice. A smile spread across his face as he considered what the future held. At the very least, Gapon wouldn’t throw a tiger at him.

As he worked he listened to the noise drifting down from above. The roof of the tenement was home to a claustrophobic mass of concrete huts and shanties of wood and tin. The residents were mostly Nepalese, with a few Pakistani families in the mix. The tenement was noisy, even at night, but he didn’t mind. Though he was a solitary man by nature, Bolan liked the rush of life and the noise and the smells of food cooking. Occasionally he needed to remind himself why he fought.

Someone knocked on the door. Bolan tensed. He went to the closet and retrieved his spare Beretta, clipping the holster to his belt. He went to the door and opened it slightly. A young woman stood outside in the hall, looking nervous and fearful. She said something in rapid-fire Nepali but switched to English when Bolan shook his head.

“Come quick,” she said. “Mr. Regmi said to get you.”

Bolan nodded and stepped out into the hallway, closing the door behind him. Regmi was one of his upstairs neighbors, a shrunken old man who grew a garden right over Bolan’s cot. Regmi had become obsessed with teaching Bolan how to play Mahjong on his infrequent visits to Hong Kong. His neighbor was a crook, as well, though what kind Bolan couldn’t say. He had strong connections to the local gray market and ostensibly sold electronics at a stall on Cheung Sha Wan Road. He was harmless enough, however, and he’d provided Bolan with important intelligence on more than one occasion. If you needed it, or needed to know about it, he could get it for you, no questions asked.

Bolan followed the girl upstairs and out onto the roof, where a crowd was starting to gather.

Four young men were crowded in front of Regmi’s shack, yelling at the old man in English. Bolan knew instantly what they were after—the unlucky inhabitants of these penthouse shanty towns were regularly victimized by gangs who sometimes, but not always, worked for the building owners. Residents were shaken down for money they rarely had, and evicted when they could no longer pay the exorbitant rents they were charged for living rough.

Bolan had sent more than one such group on their way on his previous visits to Hong Kong. He didn’t recognize these men from those earlier confrontations, but he could read their lean, hungry looks easily enough. Not enough food, not enough love, not enough anything, made wolves out of people, whatever their nationality.

Regmi stared up at them placidly as they shouted at him, his eyes bright and clear behind the scratched lenses of his glasses. He was a small man, and seemingly getting smaller as he got older, but he had a big voice and when he saw Bolan he boomed, “Ah, here is the man you should ask about that, my friends.”

The crowd parted around Bolan. Four heads swiveled toward him and Bolan said, “I think you gentlemen should leave.”

He sized them up quickly. They were young, but built hard, toughened by a life on the streets. No guns that he could see, but that didn’t mean they weren’t armed. They hadn’t expected trouble, however. He glanced at Regmi, who smiled genially.

“This is Mr. Ortega,” the old man said. “Mr. Ortega, these four young men wish to collect a second rent from the inhabitants of this building.”

“Well, that seems unfair,” Bolan said.

Regmi smiled. He was a wily old fox and Bolan suspected that he’d engineered this little showdown for his own amusement, as well as that of his neighbors.

“It is, is it not?” Regmi said. “But they will not be budged, I am afraid.”

“No?” Bolan locked eyes with the biggest of the men and said, “Perhaps we can negotiate.” The four traded glances, and Bolan sighed. They never wanted to negotiate.

The first punch was a wild one, a looping, undisciplined blow that Bolan easily batted aside. He replied with a stiff pop to the young man’s belly, folding him double. As the youth wheezed and bent forward, Bolan caught his head and propelled him into a cement wall, hard.

The second came in fast, a cheap knife in his hand. He slashed at Bolan and the Executioner caught the blade between his palms and twisted it out of its owner’s grip. As the youth backpedaled in shock, Bolan examined the knife and then sent it spinning into a wooden wall with a flick of his wrist.

The thug came at him in a rush, fists balled up. Bolan blocked one blow and then another before stabbing the stiffened fingers of his right hand into the youth’s throat. The young man sank, gagging. Bolan drove a knee into his skull and knocked him sprawling, even as the last two members of the quartet came at him in a rush.

Bolan spun to face them. He jerked out of the way of a punch and snagged the young man’s wrist, pulling him forward to drive a hard uppercut into his jaw. The youth sagged and Bolan shoved him into his friend, who stumbled back in surprise. His eyes widened comically as Bolan stepped toward him, and he released his friend and bolted for the stairs.

Bolan was tempted to pursue but restrained himself. The point had been made. He looked down at the three unconscious criminals and then at Mr. Regmi’s grinning face. The old man pushed aside the blanket he’d been huddling under to reveal a revolver.

“How long have you had that?” Bolan asked.

Regmi shrugged and set the weapon aside. It looked like an old Pryse Army revolver, which meant it was an antique. It seemed well cared for, at least.

“And why didn’t you use it?”

“I’ve only got four bullets,” Regmi said. “I did not want to waste them.” He patted the table in front of him as the crowd began to disperse. “Sit down. I owe you a rematch.” The Mahjong board had already been set up.

“Not tonight, I’m afraid,” Bolan said. “I have to leave in the morning.”

“Oh?” Regmi said slyly. “Well, at least you had time for a visit.”

Bolan smiled. “Would you like me to get rid of them?” he asked, gesturing to the three would-be extortionists. The air was damp with the hint of rain and Bolan looked up at the night sky where dark clouds were gathering strength.

Regmi waved a hand as he examined the Mahjong board in front of him. “No, lying in the rain will be a good lesson for them.” He looked up. “Are you sure I cannot tempt you to a game?”

“Sorry, Mr. Regmi,” Bolan said as he headed toward the stairs.

“You are a good neighbor, Mr. Ortega,” Regmi shouted after him.

When he got back to his room, Bolan heard the sound of his satellite phone. He answered it and the rough, rumbling voice of Hal Brognola filled his ear.

“Striker, are you busy?”

“Packing up to get out of country tomorrow, why?”

“We’ve got a problem. It looks like Spence never showed up in Tokyo.” Brognola hesitated. And then said, “We think the plane went down.”

“Went down? Where?” Bolan asked. He had a sick feeling in his gut.

“Striker, if I knew that, would I be calling?” Brognola snapped.

Bolan took no offense. He could hear the tension in Brognola’s voice, even through the static-laden sat link. Brognola occupied a twilight realm where “on the books” met off, and his job was as much political as it was organizational. There was no telling what sort of pressure he was under, and Bolan was just as happy not to know.

“Have you alerted Spence’s superiors?”

“They won’t be able to get a search operation organized until they wrangle permission from the Chinese, who aren’t happy about this, as you might guess. They want to know what we were doing and why. I doubt your safehouse is compromised, but you might want to catch a flight to Tokyo or Melbourne.”

It was rare that Brognola sounded so worried. Bolan couldn’t blame him. The plan had been a good one, but it appeared to have gone completely off the rails.

“Why don’t I head up the initial search effort? I can get a plane.”

“Striker, I can’t authorize that—you’re off the books and I want to keep it that way. That means we need you out of there. This situation is already shot to hell. It’s too unstable to…”

Bolan laughed mirthlessly. “To what? Throw some gasoline on the fire?”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it,” Brognola said.

“It’ll be off the books, Hal. I can get a pilot and a plane, but I’ll need the transponder code and their last coordinates. If I can find them, I’ll get them out.”

Brognola hesitated again. Bolan knew what his old ally was about to say, and he could tell Brognola didn’t want to say it. Bolan saved him the trouble. “Cloud’s the important one, I know. If it comes down to it…”

“You’ll do what you think is best, Striker. You always do.” Brognola paused. “Before we lost contact with him, Spence said there’d been trouble.”

“Someone tried to stop the plane,” Bolan said. “Given the situation, I figured it didn’t matter who they were.”

“Ops like this leak like sieves, you know that. And chances are, word about the plane vanishing has already spread. That means you might not be alone in your search. Think you can handle that?”

“Definitely,” Bolan said.

“If you wait, I can have Lyons and the others—”

“We don’t have time, Hal. I’m our best shot and you know it.” He sighed. “If I need help, I’ll call. You know that.”

“I know, Striker.” Brognola sounded tired. “Be careful. Call me back when you’re ready to go and I’ll have those coordinates for you.”

“Always am, and I will,” Bolan said and hung up. It looked as if his reckoning with Gapon was going to be postponed a little while longer.

He sat for a moment, the phone in his hand, considering his options. He couldn’t charter a flight legally—not without adding to the plethora of complications—which meant he had to find a pilot who didn’t mind working off the books. He also needed someone who knew the area, which narrowed his pool of candidates substantially. He knew a few pilots with those qualifications, but he didn’t have time to track them all down to see whether they were free. The longer he went without finding Spence’s plane, the less likely it was he’d ever find it, if it had crashed. There was a lot of ocean between Hong Kong and Tokyo.

He tossed the phone onto the bed. That was the question, however. Had the plane crashed? Or had it gone off course and, if so, why? It was a mystery, and Bolan hated mysteries.

His job right now was to find a pilot, and quick. And he knew just the man who could help him.

With a sigh, Bolan left his apartment and went back upstairs. The three thugs were gone and the rain was coming down steadily, pooling ankle-deep on the roof. Mr. Regmi was still at his table, examining his Mahjong board. He looked up as Bolan sat across from him.

“I might have time for a game, after all,” Bolan said.
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Tai Kok Tsui, Kowloon Peninsula

Music spilled out into the wet night as Bolan entered the bar. The Beretta was a comforting weight, hidden beneath his coat, but even so, he remained wary. He was carrying a heavy duffel bag, packed with his gear and enough untraceable cash to tempt even the most honest man.

The bar was crowded and the air was thick with cigarette smoke and the tang of spilled alcohol. In the background, multiple televisions showed sports, newscasts and music videos, the noise of each merging into a single dull pulse. Hopefully, his stay wouldn’t be long.

Mr. Regmi had been only too happy to divulge the whereabouts of Bolan’s first choice of possible pilots, and all for the price of a game. Bolan had lost, as always, though not for lack of trying. Regmi was a terrible teacher. Or maybe he simply liked winning. But he’d told Bolan where to find McQueen.

McQueen—Bolan didn’t know the man’s first name—was currently a regular in the neon dives of Tai Kok Tsui. The area was characterized by the high numbers of immigrants, at least according to the local papers, though Bolan couldn’t say whether that was true. All he knew was that he got fewer second looks here than anywhere else in Hong Kong.

This bar was McQueen’s sort of place, and both Mr. Regmi and Bolan’s contacts among the local population of lowlifes had assured him it was the most likely place to find the pilot on any given night. He weaved through a sea of waitresses, patrons and drunks, hunting for an unshaved face topped by an ever-present University of South Carolina baseball cap. Bolan had once seen McQueen run back into a burning building for that cap. He claimed it brought him luck. Given that he’d never seen the inside of a jail cell, Bolan had to admit there might be something to it.

He spotted the burgundy baseball cap with its cartoon gamecock first. Then he saw the hangdog features and the brown leather jacket that had seen better decades, and smiled widely. The smile thinned as Bolan caught sight of the others sitting at the table.

McQueen seemed to be in the midst of making a deal.

A multitude of options ran through Bolan’s head and he was suddenly conscious of the Beretta 93-R holstered at the small of his back. Whoever McQueen was dealing with wasn’t on the up-and-up. McQueen only worked for those taking the left-hand path; that he didn’t take money from any governmental body or police force was a major part of his sales pitch.

Bolan shook his head. When in doubt, get loud. He raised a hand and began pushing toward McQueen’s table. “Hey, McQueen!”

“Oh, jeez.” McQueen pulled the frayed brim of his sweat-stained baseball cap down over his eyes. “Hello, Ortega. It hasn’t been nearly long enough,” he muttered, waving a hand to the bartender.

Bolan smiled. McQueen knew him as Dominic Ortega, a low-level, former mafioso and hired gun for the Black Serpent Society in China. Just the sort of man a smuggler and part-time snakehead like McQueen hated to see coming for him, a smile on his face.

The other men at the table seemed equally unhappy to see him. There were four of them. “Introduce us to your friend, McQueen,” one of them said.

Bolan examined him. He was a big man, a musclehead by the look of him, but there was something approaching a military bearing to his body language. Two of the others had the same sort of look. Bolan had met enough mercenaries in his time to know them when he saw them.

“He ain’t a friend,” McQueen said sourly. He stubbed out the cigarette he’d been smoking in an ashtray that was sitting in his lap and set it down on the table.

“Good to see you, too, McQueen,” Bolan said. He pulled out a chair, flipped it around and sat. He slapped McQueen’s feet off the table. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to put your boots on the table?”

“I’m not wearing boots, and my mother only spoke to me when she needed me to go to the store for more smokes. What do you want, Ortega?”

“Yeah, what do you want, Ortega?” the musclehead asked.

“Quiet, Horowitz. No need to get antagonistic,” one of the others said. He was a well-dressed man—in contrast to his friends—and he resembled an actor Bolan had seen in an old Tarzan film. The man reached out and poked McQueen in the arm. “Introduce us.”

“I’d rather not, Meltzer.”

Meltzer smiled. The expression didn’t reach his eyes. “Well, now that you’ve said my damn name, you might as well, right?”

McQueen sighed. “Fine. So, Dominic Ortega meet Hugo Meltzer, who works security for a gentleman I’m not at liberty to name. Meltzer, this is Ortega, who kills people on behalf of other, nastier people. I bet you two will become really good friends.”

“Shut up, McQueen,” Meltzer said. “Ortega, huh? Never heard of you.”

“And?” Bolan said. He was an old hand at this sort of game.

Meltzer was, too, apparently. He smiled and sat back. “May I ask why you’re interrupting us? Trying to cadge a free drink or what?”

“Actually, I wanted to hire McQueen for a little job.” Bolan turned to McQueen, who swallowed thickly and looked up at the ceiling. He seemed as if he’d rather be anywhere else.

“He’s already got a job,” Horowitz said belligerently.

“Is that right? McQueen, do you already have a job?”

“I—” McQueen began.

“He’s busy,” Horowitz said. “Buzz off.”

Bolan sat back. He crossed his arms. “I don’t think so.”

McQueen tried again. “Look, Ortega, maybe—”

“Quiet,” Meltzer said. He looked at Bolan. “Who do you work for?”

“None of your business,” Bolan said. He was wondering the same thing about Meltzer, however. Why would a man who worked security want to hire a smuggler like McQueen? Something illicit, obviously, but what?

“Well, that was rude,” Meltzer said. “I hate rudeness. My employer is rude—scratch that, he’s an asshole—but he pays me to tolerate it. But you,” he said, pointing at Bolan. “You aren’t paying me. I think you should go to the bar, get a drink and think about taking some classes on social interaction.”

Bolan shook his head. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“You heard him,” Horowitz snarled. “Get the hell out of here before I beat you into the floor.” He cracked his knuckles for emphasis.

“Are you looking for a fight? Is that what this is?”

Horowitz reddened, and Bolan knew he’d hit the nail on the head. The big man was spoiling for a fight, any fight, and he’d decided that Bolan was his best chance for the evening.

“You really don’t want to fight Ortega,” McQueen said.

“No, he doesn’t,” Meltzer agreed, glaring at his subordinate. But Horowitz wasn’t listening.

“Did you hear me? I said leave.” Horowitz pushed himself to his feet and leaned forward on his knuckles. “He’s booked.”

“Technically, nobody has booked me yet,” McQueen said. “I mean, money hasn’t changed hands or anything.”

Meltzer looked at the smuggler. “What are you talking about? I asked if you were free. You said yes.”

“And I am, but you haven’t booked me yet and Ortega always has the cash to hand, so…” McQueen spread his hands.

“So?” Meltzer demanded.

“Man, I am an entrepreneur, not a charity. If he’s got the money, he gets the plane. You only got promises, you get bupkis.”

Meltzer sucked on his teeth. “I have money,” he said hesitantly.

“I have more,” Bolan countered.

Horowitz shoved himself to his feet. “That’s it. I’m taking you apart, smart guy.”

Bolan scooped up the ashtray, rose from his seat and stepped back, giving himself room to move. He bounced the ashtray off Horowitz’s skull and reached for the Beretta. Meltzer beat him to it. He leaned across the table holding a pistol, its distinctive long barrel aimed somewhere between Bolan’s forehead and his throat. Bolan froze.

“You know what this is, Ortega?” Meltzer asked. He didn’t appear to care that his companion was on the floor groaning.

“Mauser C-96,” Bolan said. “Semi-automatic, old-fashioned, hard to maintain these days. You a ‘style over substance’ sort of guy, Meltzer?”

“Almost exclusively,” Meltzer replied. “It might interest you to know that this particular old-fashioned pistol is loaded with 9 mm Parabellum ammunition, which means it packs a punch. So how about you sit your happy ass back down and answer my questions.”

Bolan hesitated. Before he could move one way or another, McQueen shoved back from the table and rose, hands up. “Look, you guys feel free to settle up without me, okay? Call me when you have your shit under control, Meltzer. And, Ortega…well, I wish I could say it was nice knowing you, but frankly, you’re kind of a jerk and I really hope Meltzer here shoots you somewhere sensitive.”

“You’re not going anywhere,” Meltzer said, letting the pistol drift toward McQueen, who blanched and began to edge backward. “I need a plane and a pilot. And lucky you, you get the job.”

“Yeah, look…” McQueen began.

Meltzer stood, his attention fully on McQueen now. “No, you look—”

The moment the Mauser’s barrel left his general vicinity, Bolan whipsawed forward. His hand clamped down on Meltzer’s wrist and he squeezed. Meltzer yelped and the gun clattered to the floor. Bolan kicked it away even as he hauled Meltzer forward and drove his free hand into the man’s kidney. Meltzer fell, wheezing. His friends were on their feet a moment later, the one called Horowitz lunging for Bolan with a roar, a bruise from the ashtray already purpling on his head.

The man came at him and Bolan ducked aside smoothly. Horowitz was too close for Bolan to risk going for the Beretta, and while he was between Bolan and the others, he knew they couldn’t draw any weapons they might have.

He turned aside as Horowitz’s fist plowed through the air toward him.

Bolan reached up and caught the man’s wrist and shoulder, drove a kick into his knee and sent him slamming onto his back. He drew his Beretta and fell on him, using his knees to drive the air out of Horowitz’s lungs. He cracked his opponent across the jaw with the pistol and shot quickly to his feet, covering the others. Bolan snatched his duffel bag and looped it over his shoulder.

“Don’t move,” he said roughly, lunging to grab a handful of McQueen’s shirt before the latter could bolt. He stepped behind McQueen and pressed the barrel of his pistol to the back of the pilot’s head before letting it rest on his shoulder. “Now, McQueen and I are going to step outside and discuss his rates for the job I have in mind. Come on, McQueen, let’s go.”

“Yeah, whatever you say, Ortega. I’m cool, it’s cool.” McQueen looked down at Meltzer. “Sorry, Meltzer. Guess I’m booked up.”

“I understand,” Meltzer said, rubbing his wrist. “Catch you later, Ortega.”

“Not if I catch you first,” Bolan said before he hustled McQueen outside.

“Well, thank you very much, Ortega. That’s not going to cause me any trouble in the future,” McQueen said as Bolan shoved him onto the street. Bolan holstered the Beretta quickly and wrapped an arm around McQueen’s narrow shoulders.

“Who were they?” he asked.

“I’m not telling you that,” McQueen said.

“Client confidentiality is a wonderful thing in a legitimate businessman, McQueen. But you’re neither. Are they going to come after us?”

“How the hell should I know? Maybe you should have thought of that before you pulled a gun on them,” McQueen said nastily. He shook his head. “They work for Byron Cloud.”

Bolan tensed. “Do they now?”

“Yeah,” McQueen said. “Or they did. Cloud got himself snatched today. It’s all over the streets. Smart money says he’ll be in Gitmo before the week’s out. Meltzer wanted to charter a flight to Tokyo or Melbourne, to see if maybe he could snatch Cloud back. That’s what he said at least.”

Bolan shook his head. The speed of the criminal grapevine never ceased to amaze him. “You don’t believe him?”

“Did I say that? Now, what’s so all-fired important that you had to come in waving a gun to get my attention?”

“Coincidentally enough, I also need your help to find a plane.” Bolan smiled at the expression on McQueen’s face. “How quickly can you get us in the air?”
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Meltzer watched as Ortega walked his pilot out of the bar. He rubbed his wrist, trying to work some feeling back into it. “How are you doing, Horowitz?”

“My head hurts.” Horowitz grunted, holding his beer glass up to his forehead. “And my jaw hurts. Everything hurts.”

“Savor the pain and consider it a life lesson,” Meltzer said, flexing his fingers.

“What life lesson? He hit me with a damn ashtray.”

“If you can’t see the obvious, I’m not going to point it out,” Meltzer snapped. He retrieved his pistol from the floor and holstered it.

Horowitz watched him through slitted eyes. “Why are you still carrying that damn thing anyway? Cloud’s gone, man. Get a new gun.” He set his glass down.

“I want to see Cloud’s face when I shoot him with it, that’s why,” Meltzer said. “And the sooner you find us a plane, the sooner I can do that. Now let’s clear out of here before somebody decides to call the cops. I don’t feel like seeing whether or not Cloud’s immunity is still holding up.”

“You want us to find a plane? What about you?”

“I’m going for a walk. I need to think,” Meltzer said, rising from the table.

Horowitz called out, but Meltzer ignored him. He left the bar and stepped into the rainy night. As he’d expected, Ortega and McQueen were nowhere in sight. Ortega didn’t strike him as being sloppy. Something nagged at him about the man, other than the fact that he’d stolen their pilot. He racked his brain, trying to figure out where he might have heard about or seen Ortega before.

Meltzer pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his coat pocket and stuffed one in his mouth as he walked. Nothing came to him; he knew quite a few of the foreign hitters in Hong Kong and most of the local nasty boys, the ones who bought the occasional toy from Cloud. Ortega wasn’t a familiar face. He could be new or he could be an out-of-towner brought in for a specific reason.

Meltzer flicked the thought away in irritation. It didn’t matter who Ortega was. He had other, more important things to worry about. Stay focused, Hugo, he thought. He ducked into a doorway and sucked on his cigarette meditatively, trying to come up with a new plan as he fumbled for his lighter. Horowitz and the others would find a pilot. From there, he could find Cloud. The signal from Cloud’s false tooth was still strong. But there was no telling how long that would last. Time was of the essence. For more reasons than one.

“Dentistry,” he muttered, trying to get out of the rain so he could light his cigarette. “People always need dentists. Benefits, good money, pretty secretary… I should have been a dentist.” He got his cigarette lit and inhaled with a sigh.

The clients weren’t going to be happy. He wasn’t planning to tell them things were stalled, but he knew it was only a matter of time before they found out. That was how things worked in Hong Kong. Pretty soon, they would tire of waiting for him to solve the problem and they’d pitch in and ruin everything. They liked to be proactive, these terrorist types. And when that happened, he and Horowitz and the others were as good as dead.

As the thought crossed his mind, he caught sight of the car. Black, tinted windows; every aspect of it screaming “triad.” He froze in the doorway. The car slowed and finally stopped in front of him on the street. He tossed his cigarette away and began to walk. The car followed him, keeping pace. They couldn’t have been more obvious if they’d tried, but then, that was probably the point. They wanted him to see them, whoever they were.

He began to walk faster. The car pursued him as he strode through the crowd. When he reached the mouth of a narrow alleyway he dodged into it, hoping it led to a side street. Instead it dead-ended in a wall of rotting boards and sheet metal. He turned just in time to see the car pull across the mouth of the alleyway, blocking it. He waited.

His phone buzzed a moment later, startling him. He hesitated, uncertain, and then fumbled it out of his pocket, his heart hammering against his ribs. “Hello?”

“Hello, Mr. Meltzer.” The speaker was using a voice scrambler, as they always did. He had no idea who they were—which of the dozen or so of Cloud’s clients he’d contacted—but it probably didn’t matter. “Have you acquired a pilot?”

“Yeah, about that—we’ve hit a slight snag. A momentary hiccup, nothing more. We’ll be in the air in a few hours, I promise.” He grinned weakly as he spoke, hoping whoever was in the car would take it as an expression of confidence.

“Mr. Meltzer, you implied that you could get Mr. Cloud before he was taken into custody. You did not. You swore that you could stop the plane before it took him out of Hong Kong. You failed. You promised that you knew a pilot, and would track the plane, but now you say there has been a snag. Mr. Meltzer, we have come to believe that perhaps Mr. Cloud was not as good a judge of employees as he was of weapons.”

Meltzer flinched. “Look, I just need time.”

“You have had time. We do not believe that you can find Cloud any more than you could stop him from being taken. We shall find him ourselves.”

“You won’t,” he said quickly. “You won’t, and you know it. Not without me. Look, I have a way of tracking Cloud. As soon as I get a plane, we can run him down. It’s just a matter of time.”

“You are out of time, Mr. Meltzer. We have decided to seek satisfaction via other avenues. Your services are no longer required.” The call ended with an abrupt click.

The car at the other end of the alley rolled away, revealing the four men who’d been standing behind it. They were probably recruited locally, foot soldiers from Sun Yee On or the Black Serpent Society or one of the other triads, given the way they were dressed. They weren’t obviously armed, but Meltzer recognized the bulges under their coats.

He licked his lips. There was no way he could get past them. As they approached, he raised his hands. “Guys, can we talk about this?” When no answer was forthcoming, Meltzer shook his head. “Right, guess not. Fine. Well, let’s get this done. Some of us don’t have all night,” he said with more bravado than he felt.

Hands dipped for weapons. Meltzer got to his first. He fired, and one of them pitched off his feet as if he’d been punched. The other three opened up and there was nowhere to go but backward. He ran, bullets hissing around him like hornets. He didn’t slow as he neared the boards that marked the end of the alley. He crossed his arms over his head and hit them at full speed, crashing through the rotten planks and scraping past the rusted sheet metal. He tumbled into the alley beyond and rolled to his feet, firing back the way he’d come.

The foot soldiers replied in kind with a fusillade of bullets. Meltzer moved swiftly, panting now, his lungs burning. He was soft, and had been for a long time, but the old instincts were there and they were kicking in as his adrenaline got going. He saw the ladder for a fire escape, held together by rust and good intentions, and dove for it. It shook and wriggled beneath his weight as he climbed. The steadily falling rain made the bars slick, but he knew that if he stopped he was as good as dead. Three against one was better than four against one, but it was still no great shakes.

He heard them coming as he made the second level. Looking through the curtain of the downpour and into the dark below, he saw a flash of gunmetal. Meltzer took a chance and fired. He whirled and skinned up the ladder to the next level. His palms were stained red with rust as he cleared it and headed for the roof. If he could get out of sight, they might just get bored and leave.

The clang of someone climbing the fire escape told him that hope was in vain. A pistol growled and sparks were torn from the grating beneath him as he climbed. He nearly lost his footing but made it to the edge of the roof. Water coursed under his collar and his hair was plastered to his head as he ran into the side of a shack and bounced off. He spun, the Mauser extended, and looked around. The rooftop village was deserted.

Tarpaulins lay scattered everywhere and rainwater echoed loudly as it struck tin roofs. He backed away from the fire escape, already formulating a plan. The adrenaline helped. He could feel the gears in his head spinning. Working for a guy like Cloud had its advantages. It was a cherry gig, and there was no real work involved, unless things went very, very wrong. And since his whole job was to make sure things didn’t go wrong, work was scarce.

He’d actually missed this, though he’d never admit it. Heart thudding, lungs heaving, trapped in the dark and wet, and faced with death, Hugo Meltzer felt more alive than he had in months. Working for Cloud had been stifling. He was almost thankful to whoever had kidnapped the little rat.

As he considered that, two separate trains of thought arrived at the station simultaneously. He suddenly recalled where he’d seen Ortega before and he rubbed his face in annoyance. He’d watched the security footage of Cloud’s kidnapping while his people had run down McQueen. He’d only seen the guy’s face for a half second, but it was Ortega, he was sure of it. So, if Ortega was the guy, why did he need a plane? Unless…

A bullet punched into the sheet metal near his head, wrenching him back to the moment. Three shapes moved through the rain and shadows toward him, and he slid behind a shack before they could draw a second bead on him. He peered through a slash in a tarp and saw a body moving close to him. He snatched up a chunk of wood and threw it off to the side, where it made a racket. The body whipped around and Meltzer drilled it. Two down, two to go.

Something crashed through the tarp onto him, knocking him to the waterlogged roof with a splash. The tarp was between them, muffling the punches and jabs that followed. He lost his grip on his pistol and thrust his hand into his coat for his knife as his attacker tried to pull the tarp over his face.

Meltzer popped the spring-assisted knife open as he wrestled with his attacker and drove four inches of serrated, stainless steel into the man’s side and chest again and again. It was more an act of frustration than necessity. He had a lot of frustration to work off. Days, weeks and months of it, pent up inside him like water boiling in a kettle.

Ortega, it was Ortega… The thought rattled in his head as he worked his knife loose.

He shoved the body to the side and looked up into the face of the last of the assassins. The man smiled and took aim with his pistol. Meltzer smiled back and lunged to his feet. He wasn’t thinking. The frustration, the anger, it gave him strength. He caught the gun and shoved it up even as it fired. The knife caught the gunman’s belly and ripped sideways, spilling what was inside onto the roof.

Meltzer stepped back, chest heaving, limbs shaking from the adrenaline rush. He stared down at the body, trying to put his thoughts in order.

Ortega. Ortega knew where Cloud was. Ortega was with McQueen. He had Cloud stashed somewhere. That had to be it. He laughed harshly. “Bastards tried to kill me. Price just doubled,” he muttered, holstering his Mauser and folding his knife. “Hell, tripled.” He ran his hands through his hair and let out a shaky breath. “Yeah, triple. That seems fair.”

He pulled out his phone and called Horowitz.


[image: ]

8

“I don’t want any trouble, Ortega,” McQueen said. Bolan shoved him into the sole chair in what the smuggler called an office. The airfield outside was quiet but for the sizzling hum of the lights in the rain. He’d said the same thing several times since Bolan had bundled him aboard the crowded compartment of an MTR train heading for Chek Lap Kok Island, and the airport.

McQueen worked out of a private airfield, just south of the airport, that wasn’t on any maps or official notices. Bolan only knew about it because he’d tracked a number of drug shipments by the Black Serpent Society to this airfield. Some of which, he knew, had been brought in by McQueen. The place served the purposes of a number of prominent people, as had the old RAF field Spence had used, and was perfect for Bolan’s needs.

“You keep saying you don’t want trouble, but you’re a smuggler, a snakehead and a drug trafficker. You are, by nature, troublesome. Now stop hyperventilating and listen to me—like I said, I need you to fly me somewhere.” Bolan sat on McQueen’s desk. The pilot’s office was a mess, full of piles of papers, take-out containers and dirty clothes. Bolan suspected McQueen lived here when he wasn’t on the job.

“Where?”

“I’ll tell you when we’re in the air,” Bolan said.

“What—you don’t trust me?”

“No.” Bolan had no doubt that McQueen would be on the phone to Meltzer or someone else at the first opportunity. Word of Cloud’s capture would have spread like wildfire through the Hong Kong underworld by now and any information relating to his location would be worth money to the right person. Or the wrong person, in Meltzer’s case.

Meltzer had probably been behind the attempt to snatch Cloud back, and if he’d been told that Spence was heading to the airfield, Meltzer probably had a line straight to the leak. Bolan was tempted to find Meltzer to try to flush some answers out of him, but locating Cloud and Spence took priority. Besides which, finding and plugging that leak would give Brognola something to do.

“Fine, can’t say as I blame you,” McQueen said. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “So, are you after Cloud, too?”

“What makes you say that?”

“I’m not stupid,” McQueen said. He pushed up the brim of his ball cap. “You and Meltzer will have a lot of competition before the week is out.”

“Which is why we need to get in the air tonight.”

“You got a line on where he is?”

Bolan said nothing.

After a long moment McQueen threw up his hands. “Fine, forget I asked. You got money?”

Bolan hefted his duffel bag and opened it. He set a brick of cash on the desk in front of McQueen. The pilot’s eyes widened and he licked his lips. He whistled softly as he weighed the brick in his hand. McQueen tore the plastic open with his teeth and flipped through the bundle. He cocked an eye at Bolan. “Lot of money here, Ortega.”

“I know you don’t like short-notice night trips,” Bolan said.

“Always so considerate.” McQueen grinned. He bounced the bundle on his palm. “We can be in the air in twenty minutes, give or take. I’ve got an, uh, understanding with the night crew over at the airport. I give them the right code and we’ll have us a nice big window to get up and out.”

“Sounds good.” Bolan grabbed the phone on the desk and set it in front of McQueen. “Why don’t you call them right now? Soonest started is soonest done, as a wise man once said.”

While McQueen made his call, Bolan stripped off his coat and put on his body armor. He lined up his remaining smoke grenades on the desk and double-checked the spare UMP. When he was satisfied it hadn’t suffered from sitting in the hidden cache in his safehouse, he gave the Desert Eagle and the Beretta a similar once-over. He placed the Beretta in the duffel, along with the grenades, and holstered the Desert Eagle on his hip, opposite his knife. Then he pulled his coat on.

“Done,” McQueen said, and set the phone down. “We’ve got forty-five minutes to get in the air. Come on, plane’s this way.” He bounced to his feet and hefted the cash, stuffing it into his coat pocket. “It’s in the hangar outside.”

Bolan followed him out of the office and to the hangar that sat nearby. “It’s bigger than your old one,” he said. The last time he’d seen McQueen, the man had been working out of a small hangar on the other side of the airfield and flying a rough-looking Cessna 208 Caravan.

“Got a new plane. Had to get better digs to keep her in the style to which she’d become accustomed,” McQueen quipped. “Now I’ve got me a Fairchild Swearingen Metroliner—pressurized, twin-turboprop engines, cargo-only configuration, of course, so you’re going to have to sit up front, unless you want to sit on the back bench and strap yourself in.” He smiled. “It’s a beauty. Makes good time, too. She’s all gassed up. As soon as Meltzer called me, I knew I was going to have a job, so I got everything ready.”

Bolan was only half listening to the pilot. Something tugged at his attention, something out of place. He looked around, wary. He’d been on the wrong end of a sniper’s scope too often to not trust his gut.

“Wait,” Bolan said, looking toward the opposite end of the airfield. The lights were out, but they’d been on earlier. He put a hand on McQueen’s chest, stopping him as he prepared to enter the hangar. “Someone’s down there.”

“Probably one of the neighbors,” McQueen replied. “I’m not the only guy who uses this airfield, Ortega. You should know that—your bosses bring more crap through here in a day than one pilot could handle in a month.”

Bolan said nothing. He strained his senses to the limit, peering into the rain-swept night, trying to find the source of his growing unease. His long war had instilled in him an instinct for trouble second to none. He glanced at McQueen. “Does Meltzer know where you fly out of?” he asked softly.

“Yeah, why?” As if in answer the roar of a rifle split the night and the tarmac popped and cracked at their feet. McQueen made to dart toward his office, but another burst of rifle fire sent him scurrying back to Bolan. “What the hell, man? What the hell?”

“AR-15,” Bolan said curtly. The rifle spat again and Bolan grabbed McQueen and swung him through the door of the hangar. He raised his UMP with one hand and let off a burst in reply, in the general direction he thought the shots had come from. Then he followed McQueen into the hangar.

“Drop it,” a familiar voice said. Bolan tensed, ready to hurl himself back out the door, but the click of a weapon being readied made him freeze. It had been a trap. The gunmen outside had had the drop on him and McQueen, but instead of killing them on the tarmac, they’d driven them into the hangar.

“Well, look at that—it worked. Guess I’m not as rusty as I thought. Hiya, McQueen.” Meltzer stepped away from the wall, his Mauser extended. “It looks like you’re going to have an opening in your schedule, after all.”

“Don’t bet on it,” Bolan said. He felt a surge of anger, mostly at himself.

Meltzer circled him, staying well out of arm’s reach. “Big talk for a guy who got suckered. Drop the HK and get your hands up, Ortega.” When Bolan hesitated, Meltzer said. “I could just shoot you. I’d rather chat first, but don’t press your luck. My convivial mood isn’t going to last long.”

Bolan set his weapon down carefully. Meltzer smiled. “That’s better. Now, McQueen, why don’t you go let in my guys, huh? And then get your plane ready. No reason to waste time, right?” His smile faded. “As for you, Mr. Ortega, I’ve got a few questions. Like, who hired you to kidnap Byron Cloud?”

Bolan said nothing. He kept his face blank, but his mind was in motion. “Hidden security cameras,” he said after a moment.

He looked around, taking in his surroundings. The hangar wasn’t very big. McQueen’s plane occupied most of the space that wasn’t taken up by tools or fuel barrels. The structure stank of gasoline fumes and engine oil. There weren’t many places to seek cover if someone started shooting.

Meltzer nodded. “Lots of them. Didn’t think of that, did you?”

In point of fact, Bolan had. He simply hadn’t been concerned. He’d assumed that by the time anyone looked at the tape, Cloud would be in Federal custody and he himself would have left Hong Kong.

Meltzer took his silence for assent and laughed. “Sloppy, sloppy, Ortega. Still, I’m one to talk, right? I’m the guy who let a second-rate operator like you beat me to the punch. But not again—so answer my question. Who hired you? And more importantly, where the hell is Cloud? Are you working for the Black Serpent Society? What’s their stake in this mess?”

Bolan didn’t bother to answer. He eyed Meltzer as the hangar door began to ascend with a whining rattle.

Meltzer frowned. “I asked you a question. I know you don’t have him stashed in Hong Kong. So where is he?”

“You asked me several questions. I have one of my own—why do you care?” Bolan suspected he already knew the answer, but he wanted to keep Meltzer talking. The more time he bought, the better. “Worried about your pension?”

“Funny,” Meltzer said. “That’s my business, smart guy. Start talking or start losing body parts, your choice.”

“I’ll tell you for an even split,” Bolan said.

“What?”

“You heard me. I don’t think you’re trying to save him. And I think you know some people who’d be very interested in getting their hands on him. Well, so do I. So why don’t we work together and maybe see which of our clients ponies up the right amount of cash?”

Bolan was amused to see the obvious glint of greed in Meltzer’s eye. Greedy men were prone to making mistakes.

“So you do know where he is,” Meltzer said.

“I didn’t say that,” Bolan replied.

“Then why the hell would I need you?”

“You could probably use a higher quality of employee,” Bolan answered. Before Meltzer could reply, men strode into the hangar, armed for war.

Meltzer glanced at them and Bolan seized the moment with both hands. He leaped toward Meltzer, even as the latter whipped back around to face him.

The Mauser barked and Bolan felt the shot pass by his cheek as he drove two, rapid, forceful blows into Meltzer’s belly and grabbed hold of his wrist. The man coughed and stumbled, but refused to release his weapon. “I’m not falling for that twice,” Meltzer grunted. The fingers of his free hand clawed for Bolan’s eyes and the Executioner was forced to step back, out of reach.

Meltzer swung his pistol around. Bolan caught the blow on his upraised forearm and drove his other fist into Meltzer’s face. The blow had a satisfying weight to it and he felt Meltzer’s nose pop and crack under his knuckles.

Meltzer staggered back and Bolan grabbed the front of his coat. He spun him and sent Meltzer wobbling toward his men. The momentary distraction was all Bolan needed to recover his UMP and as he hit the floor of the hangar, he let off a burst. A man pitched backward with a choked-off scream as the others scattered, looking for cover.

“McQueen, get to the plane,” Bolan shouted.

He rolled to his feet and sought refuge behind a nearby tool bench. McQueen ran for the plane. As the pilot reached the door, Bolan fired upward, obliterating the fluorescent bulbs that lit the interior. That would buy McQueen a few moments, at least.

Gunfire punctuated the sudden darkness as Meltzer’s men responded. The hangar door continued to grind its way open.

Bolan heard the plane engine cough and felt the backwash as the props began to spin. He rose and fired at shapes he could only dimly make out. Without waiting to see whether or not he’d hit anyone, he raced for the plane.

The Metroliner taxied out of the hangar and men scattered in front of it. As he raced beneath the wing, Bolan heard Meltzer shouting.

McQueen had left the plane door down and the steps extended. Bolan wondered whether he’d done so intentionally or because he’d been too scared to bother pulling it up after him. As he neared the door, he saw that he wasn’t the only one with the same idea. Meltzer’s men were in hot pursuit, firing as they ran. Bolan ducked his head and tried to squeeze a drop more speed out of his muscles.

Just as he drew within grabbing distance of the door, he saw a lean shape leap past him—Meltzer. The man was on the steps just above Bolan, his coat whipping around him as he climbed. Bolan couldn’t help but admire his persistence. Meltzer made moves as if his life depended on them.

Bolan let his UMP dangle from its sling as he caught hold of the steps and swung himself up. Meltzer, halfway through the hatch, turned and looked down at him. Blood from his busted nose stained his shirt and his teeth were bared in a snarl.

Bolan launched himself upward and crashed into Meltzer, knocking him back into the plane.

They wrestled for a moment, Meltzer’s weapon caught between them. A solid blow to the jaw took all the fight out of him. Bolan scooped up the Mauser and put a foot between Meltzer’s shoulder blades to hold him down. “McQueen, how are we doing?” he called out.

“Not great, they’re making to block my runway,” McQueen shouted back.

Bolan stuck his head out the hatch and saw a truck rumbling into place in front of the plane. He heard a laugh and looked down at Meltzer.

“You think I didn’t know you would try to rabbit?” Meltzer said, clutching at his busted nose. “You think I wasn’t prepared?”

Bolan hauled Meltzer to his feet. Catching his neck in a tight grip, he pressed the barrel of the man’s own pistol to his head. “Slow down, McQueen.”

“Already slowing down. We need to get that truck out of the way.”

“Working on it,” Bolan said. He stood Meltzer in the hatch, in front of him. Men moved toward the plane, weapons raised.

Bolan shouted, “Hold it!”

Meltzer cursed and struggled, but Bolan tightened his hold. Below them, the men stopped. Bolan stared down the barrels of more guns than he cared to count, but it was nothing he hadn’t faced before. “Move that truck out of the way,” he ordered.

“Or what?” someone said, shouting to be heard over the noise of the plane’s props. Bolan recognized the voice of the musclehead, Horowitz. He peered out into the dark.

“No ‘or else.’ Move the truck. Now,” he stressed.

“Don’t listen to him,” Meltzer snapped.

Bolan stabbed the barrel of the Mauser into Meltzer’s kidney. He yelped.

“You want an ‘or else’? Fine,” Bolan said. “Move the truck or I kill your boss.”

Silence greeted his warning. Bolan looked at Meltzer. “I don’t think they like you very much,” he mused.

Meltzer grunted. “They don’t have to like me.”

“Because they need you,” Bolan said. He felt Meltzer stiffen, and smiled, knowing he had figured correctly. “I was wondering why they hadn’t shot through you yet.” He leaned close. “What is it? What do you know that they don’t?”

“Go to hell,” Meltzer snarled.

“You first.”

Meltzer cursed. Bolan looked out at Meltzer’s men. “You heard me. Move the truck and get out of the way, or I paint the tarmac with Meltzer’s brains.”

For long moments the tableau held. Bolan tensed, waiting. If they rushed the plane, things could go very badly, very quickly. But, as he’d hoped, he heard an engine crank to life.

“Truck’s moving,” McQueen called out.

“Get us in the air,” Bolan said.

The plane began to move forward again. When they had picked up enough speed, Bolan tossed Meltzer’s pistol out and said, “Here’s where you get off.”

“What? You can’t—”

Bolan gave Meltzer an almost-gentle shove and watched as he tumbled to the tarmac and rolled away. The plane sped on. He hauled the steps up and shut the hatch as the landing gear began to retract.

He made his way into the cockpit. McQueen glanced at him. “Where’s Meltzer?”

“He was asked to disembark,” Bolan said, settling into the copilot’s seat.

“Should have shot him,” McQueen said. “Meltzer hates to lose.”

“So do I,” Bolan replied.
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Meltzer watched the plane take off before pressing his head to the tarmac. A scream of frustration bubbled up in his throat but he squashed it before it could slip out. Everything hurt—Ortega had pitched him out just as the plane had begun to speed up and Meltzer felt as if a layer of skin had been scraped off before he’d rolled to a stop. Even worse, his nose felt as though it had swelled to the size of an eggplant.

He couldn’t win for losing.

He felt his coat hurriedly and found the tracking device. It was still functioning, and he breathed a quick sigh of relief before sliding it back into his pocket. He would’ve left it in the truck, but none of the others could be trusted with it. It was his insurance policy. If Horowitz or the others knew he had it before they were on Cloud’s trail, they might just put a bullet in him and take it.

It had been a good plan. Hit them before they took off, see what Ortega knew and take him out, and then wing their way into the friendly skies. They would find Cloud, collect their money and then—someplace nice. Spain, maybe, or Italy. Meltzer had always wanted to go to Venice. I bet Venice needs dentists, he thought.

But Ortega had decided to do it the hard way, and now it was a damn race, wasn’t it? McQueen was a good pilot, but Meltzer knew plenty of pilots. He’d wanted the smuggler because he knew how to keep his mouth shut. That didn’t seem so important now. Meltzer touched his nose and winced.

That’s three times now he’s sucker punched me, he thought. He shoved to his feet and limped toward his pistol. Before he got to it, however, he stopped, whirled and hurled a series of rude gestures after the long-gone plane. “Three times,” he shouted. “Three damn times!”

“Meltzer.”

Meltzer turned.

Horowitz and the others were watching him. Like him, they were kitted for war. They wore combat vests, dark fatigues and elastic web gear, having raided Cloud’s toy box before clearing out of the penthouse. Worse came to worst, they could sell most of the equipment themselves. But for now, they had top-of-the-line weapons.

He noted, however, that they were “not quite aiming” those top-of-the-line weapons at him. It was the penthouse all over again, and this time Horowitz was staying out of reach.

Meltzer held up three fingers. “Three times,” he said, looking at them. None seemed especially sympathetic.

“We heard you,” Horowitz said.

Around twenty men were left. The group had steadily shrunk over the past few hours, not counting the guys who were dead. Speaking of which…

“Who bought it?” he asked.

“Sippo,” Garcia said. “Whoever that Ortega guy is, he can shoot.”

He didn’t sound particularly upset about Sippo; then, none of them were close. They were all mercenaries and mostly ex-criminals to boot. Cloud had been very specific about what he’d been looking for in security personnel, and empathy wasn’t part of it. Most of them had been culled from pestholes and border prisons the world over or hired away from Cloud’s competitors.

Cloud had made a habit of collecting the worst of the worst. They were like his damn tiger—something a sane person wouldn’t have gotten within twenty feet of. But Cloud just had to have whatever he wanted, to prove how much of a badass he was. And without Cloud around, without a steady paycheck, what little semiprofessional loyalty these guys had was beginning to unravel.

But if he could hold them together just a little longer…just a few more hours, even, it’d be worth it. Granted, that meant making sure Horowitz didn’t ruin things. “Somebody get me my gun,” Meltzer said. He needed to think.

“Leave his gun where it is,” Horowitz said. The man who’d been about to pick it up stopped and straightened. That was a bad sign.

Meltzer touched his swollen nose with his fingertips. “So, we’re doing this then?” He’d been expecting it since the confrontation in the penthouse.

Horowitz was a tough guy, but he was twitchy. If he couldn’t hit it, shoot it or intimidate it, he got worried. And when he got worried, he got stupid.

Meltzer could practically see the wheels turning in his pea brain. He’d told Horowitz and the others about the triad hit squad, and that had rattled them some. They were all looking over their shoulders now, and Meltzer had no doubt that other groups would be in on the act within the next few hours. It might not be the triads, but the Nigerians or the Iranians or one of the many, many other terrorist groups Cloud had sold his toys to. Someone would come for them, looking to tie up loose ends.

He’d half expected this group to shoot him trying to get to Ortega. Luckily common sense had prevailed. But there was no telling how long it would last. He needed to nip this in the bud and quick, just as he had at the penthouse.

“Doing what?” Horowitz said. “It doesn’t look like we’re doing anything, you know? No plane. No pilot. What are we doing here, Meltzer?” He looked around as he said it, trying to build support from the others. He got a few noncommittal nods but little else.

Meltzer hid a smile. This was Horowitz’s play and nobody felt like backing him. Which wasn’t surprising. Horowitz was an asshole. So was Meltzer, but not to the same degree.

“Well, I’m bleeding like a stuck pig,” Meltzer said. He took his fingers away from his nose. “Does it look broken?”

“Yes,” Horowitz said. He drew his pistol and switched the safety off. He pointed it at Meltzer. “Talk to me, Meltzer. Why shouldn’t I shoot you now and turn your carcass over to the triads and whoever else wants a piece?”

Meltzer kept his expression blank. He fished his handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed gently at his nose. “Because I’m the only guy who knows how to track Cloud. Besides, killing me won’t help you, and you know it. The triads don’t want me. They don’t want you. They want him, and we’re caught between a rock and a hard place.”

“Yeah, thanks to you,” Horowitz snapped. “You’re the one who got us into this in the first place. You had to get smart and try to extort money out of guys who make us look like a preschool choir. I didn’t get into security work to get shot at, Meltzer!” He looked around. “None of us did. This was supposed to be easy.”

“You’re right,” Meltzer said agreeably. “But you’ve heard the old saying about switching canoes in midstream, right?” He tapped his chest. “I’m a canoe.”

“What does that even mean?” Horowitz said in exasperation.

“It means you don’t stand a chance without me. And you know it.” Meltzer examined his handkerchief. “I know how to find Cloud. And we will. And, hopefully, we’ll get to kill Ortega in the process.”

“You keep saying you know how to find him, but I don’t think you do,” Horowitz said. “I think you’re just bluffing, Hugo.” The pistol twitched in his hand.

Meltzer took a page from Ortega’s book and moved. Anger and frustration lent him speed and his fist hammered into Horowitz’s face like a piston. He felt a surge of satisfaction as the man’s nose popped and red coated his knuckles. Horowitz fell over with a yelp. Meltzer kicked him in the side and again when he tried to roll over. Then a few more times, just for good measure.

“And I think you’re an idiot, Jacob,” Meltzer said, looking down at him, breathing heavily. “You want to know what we’re going to do?” He stepped over Horowitz and bent to pick up his Mauser. No one moved to stop him. He checked the pistol and holstered it. “We’re going to be proactive. First, we’re going to grab a plane from one of these hangars. Then we’re going to find a pilot. Unless one of you morons can fly a plane and just hasn’t seen fit to mention it.” He looked around. “Anybody?”

“Sippo could fly,” Garcia said hesitantly.

“Sippo, as you so helpfully pointed out, is dead. Anybody else?”

“I can fly,” said a long-jawed Canadian named Annandale. He’d raised his hand as he’d spoken and Meltzer shook his head.

“You don’t have to raise your hand. This isn’t kindergarten.” He looked up. The sky was starting to lighten. “Right. Good. We have a pilot. Annandale, take Garcia and Ferguson, and go get us a plane. A good plane. The rest of you, get the gear out of the truck. I want us ready to go as soon as possible.”

“You still haven’t said where we’re going,” Horowitz wheezed as he sat up.

“Second star to the right and straight on until morning,” Meltzer said. He lit a cigarette and puffed on it contentedly. “How’s that work for you?”
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“Right, so, where to?” McQueen asked after they’d left the airstrip well behind them. “You finally going to tell me, or should I just try and guess?”

“Tokyo,” Bolan said. “Or somewhere between here and there.” He rattled off the coordinates Brognola had given him. “That’s where they lost contact with the plane carrying Cloud.”

McQueen grinned at him. “So that’s your game—you think somebody poached your kill, huh?”

“Not quite,” Bolan said. He didn’t elaborate. Let McQueen think whatever he liked. As far as the pilot was concerned, Bolan was a hired killer, working for one of the most violent triads in the region. And it served Bolan’s purposes to let him think that. “Can you find it?” he asked after repeating the coordinates.

“I don’t need to find it,” McQueen said. His grin faded and his tone became hushed. “I know where it is. That’s in the Devil’s Sea.”

“And what’s that?”

“What do you mean, what’s that? It’s the Devil’s Sea!” McQueen looked at him incredulously. “The sea of peril, the ghost water, the demon sea, man. The Devil’s Sea!”

“Shouting names doesn’t count as an explanation, McQueen,” Bolan said.

“You ever heard of ‘vile vortices’?” McQueen asked. He tapped his instruments with a finger. A moment later he added, “Look who I’m asking. Of course you haven’t.”

“Why don’t you explain it to me, then?”

McQueen snorted. “You ever heard of Ivan T. Sanderson?”

Bolan leaned back. “He worked for British Naval Intelligence. He was responsible for counterespionage in the Caribbean in World War II.”

“Oh, shit, look at you. I guess you ain’t as dumb as you look,” McQueen said. “Sanderson also came up with the vile vortices theory. Twelve areas that are the sites of unprecedented mass disappearances. Twelve devil’s graveyards, situated around the world, that eat ships and planes like candy.”

“I think I see where you’re going with this,” Bolan muttered.

McQueen was just getting warmed up, however. He held up a hand and began ticking off fingers.

“You got the Bermuda Triangle, the Algerian Megaliths, the north and south poles, Mohenjo-Daro, Hamakulia Volcano in Hawaii, the South Atlantic Anomaly and, my favorite, the Devil’s Sea—which just happens to be around those coordinates.”

“Right,” Bolan said. He’d heard McQueen’s theories before. The smuggler was an amateur wing nut who believed in UFOs and paranormal activity. Bolan ran his hand through his hair and sighed. He was beginning to regret his current plan of action.

McQueen went on at length, elaborating on a number of fringe theories. When Bolan’s responses dropped from terse to nonexistent, the pilot slapped the side of his seat and snapped, “Don’t believe me? I got proof. I got news clippings, I got records, I got maps. The Devil’s Sea is recorded on Japanese maps—modern maps, mind you—as a danger zone. Five ships were lost between 1952 and 1954, for a total of seven hundred people, man.”

“Ships get lost all the time,” Bolan said. “Hundreds of fishing boats go missing every year, especially in these waters.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better,” McQueen said.

“I don’t care how you feel. I care about finding this plane.” Bolan was becoming annoyed now.

“Well, if it’s in the Devil’s Sea, you can kiss it goodbye.”

“And if you don’t fly me in there, you can kiss your money goodbye,” Bolan said.

“When you put it like that…” McQueen fell silent, and Bolan gave a sigh of relief. McQueen liked to talk but wasn’t much of a conversationalist. The silence, unfortunately, lasted only twenty minutes before the pilot cleared his throat.

“If you want my theory—”

“I don’t,” Bolan said. He closed his eyes. The sun was rising, and he hadn’t slept in almost twenty-four hours. The Executioner had a better than average tolerance for such periods of extended activity, but he was still a man, and a man needed sleep. The adrenaline from the fight at the airfield had finally worn off, and his limbs felt like lead.

“My theory is it’s all because of Deros.”

Bolan opened one eye. “Deros,” he repeated, before he could stop himself.

“Detrimental robots,” McQueen said. “You ever read any Richard Sharpe Shaver?”

“I like Cervantes,” Bolan said, closing his eye firmly.

“There’s more than one damn book in the world, Ortega. See, the Deros are a subhuman, subterranean race of sado-masochistic dwarfs.”

“I thought you said they were robots,” Bolan said.

McQueen ignored him. “See, I think the Deros use the vile vortices as capture points for slaves and experimental subjects. I wrote a manifesto on it, but the Fortean Times refused to publish it.”

“Because they’re in the pay of the Deros?”

McQueen’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t even thought of that.”

Bolan covered his face with his hands. “McQueen, I hired you to fly the plane. Please fly the plane. I need to close my eyes, just for a few minutes. Can you keep your whatever-they-are to yourself for a little while?”

“You got a closed mind, Ortega. I’ve always said that.”

“Closed, locked and bolted,” Bolan replied.

McQueen fell silent again. Bolan tried to sleep. It came in fits and snatches, enough to ease the pain of the few minor hurts he’d accrued, but not enough to dream, for which he was grateful. The man known as the Executioner did not dream pleasant dreams, as a rule. His life had been too filled with blood and fire for him to sleep the sleep of the innocent. He had to settle for the sleep of the just.

After an hour of blissful silence, however, McQueen said, “So, kill anybody interesting lately?” He looked at Bolan expectantly.

Bolan stared back at him. “No, but I might be killing someone very interesting in a few minutes,” he said. “How much longer?”

McQueen consulted his instruments. “Ten minutes,” he said.

Bolan sat up in his seat and looked out the window. Down below, the blue expanse of ocean was pockmarked by green. There were more islands than he’d thought. He increased his estimate for finding the plane by several hours, if not days. “Anything on the transponder?”

Brognola had given him the transponder code for the plane, though he hadn’t said how he’d gotten it. From the tone of his voice, Bolan suspected the CIA hadn’t given it up willingly. The sheer obstinacy of the Agency when it came to sharing information, even when the life of one of their own was in danger, never failed to surprise him.

“Nope, not a—wait, hold on,” McQueen said. He fiddled with a knob and a squealing blare of static stung Bolan’s ears. “Huh, what do you know? You weren’t full of crap, after all.”

“We’re close, then,” Bolan said.

“Plenty of little islands down there, but none of them are on maps. We’re near the Izu Islands, I’d say. Hell, there’s probably still a few old airstrips set up down there somewh— Whoa!” McQueen jerked the controls as a sound that Bolan was far too familiar with filled the cockpit. He leaned forward in his seat and saw bright flashes spring up from the green island passing below them.

“What the hell was that?” McQueen hollered.

“Antiaircraft fire,” Bolan said. “If you know any evasive maneuvers, I suggest you start taking them.”

As he spoke, the plane suddenly bucked and writhed in the air as metal screamed and he and McQueen were slung back and forth in their seats like rag dolls. “Too late,” he muttered. The engines began to whine as they came under inordinate strain.

“Antiaircraft fire? Out here?” McQueen shouted. “Who would be shooting at us out here?”

“Maybe it’s the Deros.”

McQueen didn’t appreciate that. He glared at Bolan. “What the hell have you gotten me into, Ortega?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Bolan said, pulling himself to the hatch of the cockpit. He looked into the cargo compartment and saw a gaping hole in the side of the plane, the blackened fangs of metal that marked where the door had been were still wreathed in flame. “They put a hole in our side, whoever they are.” He looked back at McQueen. “Can you land this heap?”

“Land it where?”

“There’s plenty of ocean to choose from,” Bolan snapped. “You’ve got to have a life raft on this bucket somewhere.”

“It’s in the back, with the parachutes,” McQueen snarled, fighting with the control stick. “We—”

Whatever he’d been about to say was lost in the roar of exploding glass and tearing metal. A stray burst of flak had caught the cockpit dead-on and taken McQueen with it.

The force of the hit sent Bolan flying into the next compartment, and for a moment, he could only lie there, trying to drag air into his lungs as the fire licked out and singed the soles of his boots. Then he shoved himself up, ignoring the ache that had settled into his muscles. He turned to the cockpit, but there was nothing left of it, or of McQueen.

Bolan shook himself. He hadn’t known McQueen well, and what he had known, he hadn’t liked. But the pilot hadn’t deserved to die like that, wiped out as if he’d never been.

The plane shuddered around him. He forgot about McQueen and started worrying about himself.

For a moment Bolan thought the plane was going to go to pieces around him. He heard an ear-splitting shriek and, through a window, saw a wing peel away and slip out of sight. The plane lurched and he was forced to haul himself forward using cargo straps as handholds. Smoke boiled up from the front of the plane, where what was left of the cockpit had become a veritable inferno. He squeezed his eyes shut as stinging embers crawled across his face and the back of his neck. He knew he had only a few minutes at best until the fire reached a fuel tank or the plane disintegrated in midair.

The Metroliner lurched again and through the haze of smoke, he saw what had to be the rack of parachutes slide toward the gaping wound in the plane’s side. The Executioner leaped for the rack, even as it toppled out into the sky. Bolan didn’t miss a beat. A moment after the rack vanished, he followed, hurling himself through the curtain of flames and out into the void.
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The parachute rack rolled through the air, and Bolan dropped toward it. He snagged one end of it, and then there was no more time to think, only to hold on. Wind and smoke roiled around him as the wide, blue expanse of the sky and sea merged and spun around him as if it were a vortex and he was caught in its grip. Mack Bolan might well be death on two legs, but he was still human.

The Executioner had been in such situations before. More, perhaps, than any sane man ought to have been. Indeed, unless he died today, this likely wouldn’t be his last such jump. The thought brought a sense of clarity—he’d been here before and survived. He had faced worse and walked away.

Bolan pulled himself along the rack. Most of the parachutes had fallen off, but one remained, and he grabbed it. He kicked the rack away and began to pull on the parachute. It was no easy task in free fall, but he managed after several moments of frustration.

He pressed his arms against his sides and tried to push clear of the plane. A moment later the remaining wing peeled off the by-now wholly burning body of the aircraft, and the plane carved through the sky like a comet. Bolan rolled through the air, trying to put distance between him and the wreckage that was spiraling away from the plane. The parachute wouldn’t do him much good if it was perforated or burning.

His descent slowed as he achieved terminal velocity. The wind roaring in his ears and his heart hammering in his chest, he knew what it was to be truly alive. The cares and worries etched into his warrior’s soul were, for the barest second, wiped smooth. Everything narrowed to a singular point, a linear instant that stretched into infinity.

Chunks of burning metal and smoking fuselage whipped past as the waters of the Pacific rose to meet him. Bolan took hold of the ripcord and wondered when McQueen had last checked the chutes. Even if his parachute didn’t open, it was possible that he could survive. It was also possible that the shock of slamming into the water from this height might just turn him into jelly.

He counted off the seconds in his head, trying to ignore the shadow of the plane as it crept over him. At the last moment he pulled the ripcord and was jerked back up. The plane careened past and he was momentarily caught in the trail of smoke.

Coughing, Bolan tried to discern what awaited him below. The wind was carrying him away from the open ocean, thankfully, and toward a deep lagoon that protruded from the shoreline of an island—the same island the flak had erupted from, he suspected.

The island was a mass of vibrant green, and he guessed it was tropical. He hit the water smoothly, legs together, arms crossed, eyes closed. The water enveloped him. It was warmer than he’d expected.

He didn’t bother trying to unhook the parachute. There was no time for that; a strong wind or current could drag him across the natural reef barrier that separated the lagoon and back out to sea. He drew his knife and with two quick slashes freed himself from the chute and bobbed to the surface.

The plane had crashed into the water nearby; what was left of it was slowly sliding into the sea. He’d lost all of his supplies and equipment, save for what he carried on him, but he was alive, which was more than he could say for McQueen.

As the tail of the plane sank into the water, Bolan began to swim for shore. At that moment he realized the lagoon wasn’t as unoccupied as he’d assumed. Several immense shapes, long and wide, slid off the sandy shore and into the water. They arrowed toward him, and he turned and made for the closest reef. Whatever they were, they would be on him before he got to shore. At least on the reef, he might be able to avoid them.

He hauled himself out of the water as a pair of massive tooth-studded jaws snapped shut, missing his leg by inches. The spray and residual force of the blow almost sent him sailing over the reef and into the water on the other side. Bolan scrambled around and saw the snout of an enormous saltwater crocodile sink below the waterline. Two more of the beasts skirted the edge of the reef, eyeing Bolan with reptilian hunger. He eyed them right back, trying to come up with a plan of action. The reef wouldn’t deter them for long.

The biggest of the three was at least seventeen feet long. Bolan took a deep breath as he considered its heavy jaws and unblinking stare. The saltwater croc made Cloud’s pet tiger look like an alley cat. The creature had a bite that could crush a cow’s skull with ease.

As he watched the animals drift lazily closer, he found himself thinking of the story about a Japanese force massacred by saltwater crocodiles in 1945. Hundreds of soldiers were said to have entered the mangrove swamps of Ramree Island, home to numerous crocodiles, and almost none had survived the feeding frenzy that followed.

However, Bolan had a number of advantages over those unlucky soldiers. One, he wasn’t retreating from a lost battle. Two, he knew how many crocodiles he was dealing with and where they were. And, three, he had a mission that he intended to see fulfilled.

Bolan stood slowly, fighting to keep his balance on the slick and crumbling surface of the reef. He needed to get to shore before whoever had shot down the plane came to admire their handiwork. Once he was in the jungle, he could take in the lay of the land and hopefully find Spence and Cloud in one piece.

He quickly assessed the tools he had to work with. His Desert Eagle was still snug in its holster, but he wanted to conserve ammunition if possible, since he only had two spare magazines. He had his knife, a set of emergency flares and two M-18s. Bolan unhooked one of the canisters. He had a plan, but he’d need to be quick.

Bolan set the grenade aside and shrugged out of the parachute harness. He removed the backup parachute and cut the nylon into strips, tying them together into a long cord. He stretched the cord between his hands, testing its strength. It wasn’t ideal, but these weren’t exactly ideal conditions.

He wrapped the elastic cord around his hand and hefted one of the M-18s. As one of the crocodiles drew close, he extended his arm out over the water. The animal lunged for him, as he’d hoped, and as he snatched his arm back, he let the smoke grenade fall into the animal’s mouth. Its jaws snapped shut, and the canister exploded. The crocodile thrashed in surprise and immediately retreated, carrying the grenade with it. The sudden explosion of smoke into the air and water spooked the other two crocs, causing them to scatter. It wouldn’t last long, though.

He dove smoothly into the water and with long, sure strokes headed for the shore. The crocodiles were on his tail within minutes, plunging through the lagoon.

One came close, jaws opening wide, and Bolan dove. The crocodile twisted, still pursuing him. Bolan caught hold of its jaws and wrapped his legs around its head as the momentum of its strike sent them both to the bottom of the lagoon in a shroud of froth and bubbles. The croc thrashed back and forth, trying to dislodge him, but Bolan tightened his grip. He snagged its snout with his makeshift cord and wrapped it tight, pinning the animal’s jaws shut. When he was satisfied that it couldn’t bite him, he let it go and darted for the surface.

As his head cleared the water, the third crocodile lunged at him from below. The beast propelled itself toward him with a powerful whiplike crack of its tail, and he had no choice but to meet it. His arms encircled its jaws and he was dragged from the water as the beast tried to free itself. Bolan clawed for his pistol as he tried to hold the reptile’s mouth shut. He yanked the Desert Eagle from its holster and pressed it close to the side of the crocodile’s skull.

Bolan fired and the animal gave a convulsive heave as the bullet pierced its brain.

Bolan was tossed aside and into the shallows of the lagoon. He lost his grip on the Desert Eagle, which thudded into the wet sand some distance up the beach. His chest was tight and the palms of his hands where he’d gripped the crocodile felt as if they’d been rubbed raw.

He heard a splash behind him and a deep, bone-rattling groan. Bolan pushed himself onto his back and saw the first crocodile pull itself up onto the sand, the remains of the M-18 still lodged in its teeth.

Bolan ran for his pistol. The crocodile raced closer, fast despite its monstrous bulk. It hissed like a steam engine as it came, and Bolan struggled to reach the weapon, knowing even as he did so that the animal would be on him before he got to it.

And then, just as his fingertips grazed the butt of the weapon, a foot came down, narrowly missing his hand. There was a crackle and the smell of ozone and, out of the corner of his eye, Bolan saw the crocodile skid back into the water, tail lashing.

He looked up into a hard, wrinkled face. The newcomer was dressed in drab military fatigues and carrying an industrial cattle prod in one nut-brown hand. Grenades dangled from his web gear and he had a long knife sheathed on one hip.

“Up,” Bolan’s rescuer said.

Bolan looked around, realizing that the man wasn’t alone. A half dozen others stood in the trees, or just above him on the beach, cradling assault rifles of various makes and models. All were clad in fatigues.

“Up,” the one with the cattle prod said again.

“I’m getting up,” Bolan said, raising his hands as he stood. “Now what?” he asked, looking around.

“Now walk,” Cattle Prod said in heavily accented English.

“Anywhere in particular?”

“Up there.” The man gestured toward a path Bolan hadn’t noticed earlier.

The Executioner nodded and started to walk.

He had the feeling he’d just gone from the frying pan into the fire.
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Bolan was disarmed and led into the jungle. His weapons were parceled out among his captors and he took note of who had what, resolving to reclaim his property at the earliest opportunity. As he walked, he studied them. They were shorter than him, by and large, and built wiry. They spoke to each other in low voices and in a language he didn’t recognize. Ritual scarification marked the faces and arms of several, and a number of them moved through the jungle on bare feet. The fatigues they wore had a dozen national origins—judging by the colors—and their equipment was out-of-date or mismatched.

Their armament, however, was the best money could buy. They weren’t soldiers, he thought, though he couldn’t say for certain just what they were, other than dangerous. They moved through the jungle like ghosts, and they carried their weapons like seasoned professionals.

Not long after they entered the tree line, Bolan realized they were moving steadily upward. That jibed with what he’d been able to see of the island before he’d landed. He thought it might resemble a stony cone, if the trees and other vegetation were shaved from it.

The humid air, far from a cleansing sea breeze, stank of sulfur. More than once Bolan caught himself gagging on the stench and wishing he had a gas mask like his captors. Despite the swelling stink, none of them put their masks on, and Bolan wondered how long it had taken them to get used to such a smell.

McQueen had mentioned the Izu Islands, a group of volcanic islands off the coast of Japan, which would explain the sulfur smell and the landscape. As they walked on, and Bolan saw more of the island, his theory was proved correct. He caught sight of black tendrils of cooled and solidified lava twisting among the overgrown carpet of roots that dominated the ground.

The sun was high overhead when the structure came into sight. It sat on a substantial hummock of rock in the elbow of a wide river. The water stank of sulfur and rotting vegetation, and a series of covered boardwalks crisscrossed its length, all originating from the hummock. Crude grates of wood and scrap metal were connected to the underside of the boardwalks and overlapping layers of wire mesh served as walls. Bolan heard the telltale hum of electricity running through them.

He was shoved onto a boardwalk, which swayed beneath his weight, and directed toward the hummock and the heavy, two-story structure that occupied it. At first he thought it was a plantation house of some kind, but when he got a better look, he realized it was simply a facade attached to an old concrete bunker. A simple veranda, protected by mosquito netting, encircled the ground floor of the structure and wooden balconies protruded from the upper floor. Men moved across both, armed and alert. A blockhouse extended from the side of the structure, and what he assumed was an armory sat some distance from that. The whole compound was covered with camouflage netting strung from the trees.

As Bolan moved across the boardwalk, he saw why the electrified mesh was in place—the massive, armored shape of a saltwater crocodile, only slightly smaller than the ones he’d seen on the beach, rose from the water and slammed itself against the boardwalk. There was a greasy crackle and the animal sank back into the water with a frustrated groan. Alert to their presence now, he noticed the telltale signs of more crocs moving beneath the water and lounging just below the heavy palisade that rose along the sheer edge of the hummock.

Bolan couldn’t help but wonder what sort of person would call a place like this home. He got his answer a moment later as he was led to the veranda. Two men sat at a table surrounded by guards. One of them had a familiar face. The other, an old man, took a sip from a cup and smacked his lips. His eyes fastened on Bolan like the jaws of a trap. “And who is this? Who have you brought me, Mundaw?” the old man rasped, setting aside his cup. The man carrying the cattle prod made to speak, but the other guy at the table beat him to it.

“Cooper,” Byron Cloud said. His clothes were filthy and looked as if he’d slept in them. Scratches and insect bites covered his face. He still wore his sunglasses, however. Cloud half rose from his seat, but one of the guards put a hand on his shoulder and gently, but firmly, forced him back down. All of the guards standing on the porch were armed.

The old man smiled genially. “You two know each other, then? How delightful. Well, don’t just stand there, Mr. Cooper. You must be parched. Care for a cuppa?”

“Yeah, sure,” Bolan said cautiously as he made his way up the steps and onto the veranda.

The old man said something to one of his men in their language. The latter nodded and disappeared into the house. “It’ll be just a moment. I wasn’t expecting guests, other than Mr. Cloud here.” He gestured to an extra chair at the table. “Please, sit.”

Bolan sat, somewhat gratefully. He had no idea what sort of situation he’d fallen into, but judging by Cloud’s appearance, it wasn’t pleasant. Bolan’s instincts were screaming at him, and he had the feeling staying with the crocodiles might have been the safer option.

“My name is Sarban Rainsford. Welcome to my little home-away-from-home,” the old man said.

He was English, Bolan thought. The accent was upper-class, with the sort of nasal precision that denoted an Oxbridge education. He had a startlingly deep voice for his age and size, and Bolan examined him more closely.

Rainsford looked like an old soldier, all gristle and muscle beneath his leathery, sun-browned skin. He had aristocratic, hawklike features and he wore a silk dressing gown over a nondescript set of fatigues. His unholstered pistol—a Webley revolver—was sitting on the table beside his cup and saucer.

“Agent Matt Cooper,” Bolan said, “Justice Department.” Cloud had already mentioned the name, so he decided to run with it. A bit of implied authority never hurt in a strange situation.

“American Justice Department, one assumes,” Rainsford said, sipping his tea. “How interesting. You look angry, Mr. Cloud. Could it be that you are not happy to see Mr. Cooper?”

“You could say that,” Cloud rasped.

“Where’s Spence?” Bolan asked.

Cloud’s cheek twitched. “Dead.”

Bolan glanced at Rainsford, who nodded slowly. “Most unfortunate,” he said. “This island is dangerous. The veritable mouth of hell, complete with scaly devils and lakes of sulfur.” He smiled, displaying strong, yellowed teeth.

A cup was placed in front of Bolan and Rainsford poured tea into it. “You’re lucky Mundaw found you when he did, or I’ll wager you’d have ended your day in the gullet of a greedy reptile.”

“I might have surprised you, Mr. Rainsford,” Bolan said. Something about the man made Bolan wary. He wasn’t quite sure what it was, but he could smell death on the air.

Mundaw leaned forward and tapped his boss on the shoulder. Rainsford grunted and stood. He slipped the Webley into the pocket of his dressing gown. “I’ll leave you gentlemen to get reacquainted for just a moment. I have something to attend to.” Rainsford and Mundaw went inside, leaving Bolan and Cloud at the table.

“Cooper, you’ve got to get me out of here.”

“What happened?” Bolan murmured. The guards appeared to be paying them no attention, but Bolan knew better. What he didn’t know was whether they understood English.

“What do you mean? We got shot out of the freaking sky.” Cloud’s tone was shrill and Bolan gestured sharply.

“Quietly,” he said. “By who? Rainsford?” It had to be Rainsford, unless there was someone else on the island. It was a possibility, but it looked less likely with every minute. There were too many guns in this compound, too many men. The question was why? Why had they been shot down and why were they here?

“I don’t know. I got fished out of the shoals by that big bastard Mundaw and dragged up here a day or so ago. Rainsford is crazy, man, and not the good kind. I offered him money to take me back to the mainland, but he’s kept me shut up here since he found me. Like he was waiting for something. I told him people would be coming to look for me, and he didn’t seem real bothered.” Cloud took off his sunglasses. “I hate to tell you this, but I think he was waiting on you, Cooper. Or whoever came looking for me first.”

“Why?”

“I’m starved for company,” Rainsford said, stepping out onto the veranda. “Mundaw, see Cloud back to the guest quarters, will you? I wish to speak to our new arrival.”

Cloud rose, a protest on his lips. Mundaw jabbed him with the cattle prod, dropping Cloud to the ground. Bolan shot to his feet, but froze as half a dozen guns swung in his direction.

“Now, now. My hospitality does have its limits, and your Justice Department has no authority here. Come this way and let Mr. Cloud have a little rest.” Rainsford gestured and Bolan reluctantly stepped past him and into the building.

Inside, the old bunker had been turned into an approximation of a country house, though not a very good one. “Nice house,” Bolan said.

“It’s not, really, but it serves its purpose. I live most of the year in London, Paris, occasionally Florence. This is my little getaway, a place of quiet contemplation. Every man needs one of those, don’t you agree?”

“Sure,” Bolan said.

“Hmm, you look like a man with an appreciation for solitude, I must say. Mr. Cloud, however, is another sort of man entirely, I fear.” He eyed Bolan. “You came here looking for him, I assume?”

“Yes,” Bolan said. “He’s wanted in connection to the theft of government property and illegal resale to a terrorist organization. If you have some way of connecting with the mainland—any mainland—I can arrange to have us picked up.” He didn’t expect Rainsford to let him anywhere near a phone, but he needed to play the hand he’d been dealt before he could come up with a plan for getting Cloud and him off the island.

“Of course, of course. I have a satellite line in my study. He is a criminal, then? Ah, I will admit I got that sense from him. He did not seem entirely brokenhearted when we fished what was left of his companion out of the lagoon. The crocodiles, you see. They are quite voracious. I’m afraid they made quite a mess of the unfortunate Mr., uh, Spence, was it?”

Bolan nodded. The thought of Spence going down—under the water in a haze of red—wasn’t a pleasant one. He wondered if Cloud had tried to help or had used Spence’s death as a distraction. Then he wondered why he’d bothered to speculate at all. He knew what Cloud would have done as surely as if he’d seen it himself.

“Yes, it is a shame, but you survived, and admirably so,” Rainsford said. “You are a man of rare toughness, Mr. Cooper.”

Bolan said nothing. Instead he looked around Rainsford’s parlor. It was decorated in the style of another time, another place. Taxidermic animal heads lined the upper spaces on the walls, above ancient bookshelves. Brightly hued pelts hung from the walls or lay on the floor like rugs. All were predatory animals—there were no elephant tusks or rhino horns on display here—only the snarling skulls of lions, tigers and bears; the hides of wolves and crocodiles; and the weapons used to bring them down.

“My own personal sanctum,” Rainsford said. “I was a big game hunter, you know. And then after the wars—the big war first, and then all the little wars that followed—I lost my taste for killing spotted carnivores from behind a rifle scope.” His mouth twisted. “Animals don’t understand, you see. Their fear is momentary at best, unless you’re a butcher. I am not, and have never enjoyed the torturer’s art. But the hunt and the kill? The game of blood? That I have always loved.”

Bolan knew the feeling Rainsford was talking about—the rush of adrenaline that accompanied combat could be addictive. He tried to steer Rainsford back to the matter at hand.

“The phone?” he asked.

“Yes, yes, in just a moment. There is no hurry. Your quarry is safely contained here, after all. Unless…” Rainsford frowned. “You are not the only one looking, then? Cloud mentioned as much. He was surprised to see you, implying that you were not the hunter he expected. More guests are on their way, then. How delightful.”

“They’re dangerous men, Mr. Rainsford,” Bolan said. “It would be safer for you if I got Cloud well away before they arrived.”

“What fun would that be?” Rainsford strode toward a set of double doors on the rear wall of the parlor. “Besides, I have dealt with my share of dangerous men. After the wars, I worked for many of them. Dangerous men always have the biggest bank accounts, you know. And they paid well for my services.”

“As a hunter,” Bolan said.

“Yes, you might say that.” Rainsford smiled. “I built a comfortable retirement for myself on their largesse. And more besides. I told you, I’m an avid player of the game of blood. And this is my shrine to that great game.” Rainsford flung open the doors and led Bolan into the room beyond.

Bolan stopped at the threshold, momentarily stunned by what he saw. The room was covered in bones. Skulls, mostly, polished and gleaming in the light of the single, hissing bulb that hung from the ceiling. Femurs, scapulae and vertebrae also had their spots. None of which, as far as he could tell, had belonged to anything that walked on four legs.

Bolan had been in more than one ossuary, including Sedlec in the Czech Republic, but those places had been sacred, if macabre. This, however, was like something out of a nightmare.

Human skulls grinned at him from every angle, like a leering choir of death. Bolan couldn’t control the grimace of disgust that flickered across his normally taciturn features. Every bone in sight showed evidence of violence, the pale surfaces of white and yellow marked by bullet holes, breaks and savage cut marks.

“Is that revulsion I see? How droll,” Rainsford said, watching his reaction with apparent glee. He held up a hand. “You are not a man easily shaken, are you? Not like poor Mr. Cloud. He was quite taken aback by my shrine, as you yourself saw. Knocked him for six, I fear.”

Bolan clenched his hands and wished he had a gun or knife within reach. He considered simply taking the old man apart with his bare hands, but he restrained himself.

Rainsford pulled his Webley revolver out of his dressing gown pocket and cocked it. “You want to kill me, I think,” the old man said. “That’s good. I welcome your hate. It will make the coming hunt all the more exciting.”
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Mundaw chose that moment to come into the room. He closed the doors behind him. Bolan glanced at the man, sizing him up. If it came to it, he could take Mundaw, but not easily.

“Hunt?” he asked, looking back at Rainsford.

“Oh, don’t play coy, man. You’re not stupid, and subtlety is not an art I practice with regularity. You know damn well I knocked your little plane from the sky, as I did Cloud’s.” Rainsford smirked. “I am a hunter, Mr. Cooper. And you will be my quarry.”

Bolan knew Rainsford meant every word. The man was completely mad, and Bolan and Cloud were at his mercy. It was like something from a bad black-and-white serial matinee.

“Does that mean there’s no phone?”

“Ah, humor,” Rainsford said. “A man who can keep his wit in the face of such revelations is a strong man indeed.”

“Definitely no phone,” Bolan said.

“Of course there’s a phone. You’re not going to get near it, however.” Rainsford went to a weapons rack on the wall. “But you know that. You do not strike me as a foolish man. If you were, you might already have tried to take me hostage or to disable Mundaw. Instead, you are stalling, drawing me out, studying me the way a tiger studies hunters from the brush, gauging the best time to leap.” Rainsford took a sheathed sword down from the rack and turned to show it to Bolan. “Am I right?”

“You’re insane.”

Rainsford chuckled and drew the blade from its wooden scabbard with a flourish, causing the rattan bands that decorated it to rattle softly. “It’s a jimpul, a blade used for head-hunting. Twenty-one inches of sharp steel with a bone handle carved, I’m told, from an unlucky Japanese soldier’s femur some seventy odd years ago.” He held up the blade and peered down its length. “I believe Mundaw’s grandfather was responsible for both the supply and carving of said femur, but my memory isn’t what it once was.”

Bolan said nothing, but his palm itched for the feel of his Ka-Bar’s hilt. As if reading his mind, Rainsford smiled. He swept the jimpul out, and the old, pitted blade hissed as it cut the air.

“It’s a beautiful thing. It has its purpose, and its purpose is plain.” His smile widened, and his eyes became vague and unfocused. “There are many reasons to take a head, in Dayak society—or rather, there were, before they put such practices behind them. One of those reasons was the belief that a man could take the strength of his victims and add it to his own. The strength of a man, the raw stuff of life, is contained in his head. The soul is connected to the head, and in taking the one, you gain the other.” Rainsford brought the blade up and let the flat of it rest against his own cheek. “How old would you say I am?”

Bolan cleared his throat. “Fifty,” he said.

“Flattery will get you everywhere, as my dear mother used to say,” Rainsford said. “A good guess, if off by a decade or two. I am quite old and long set in my ways, abominable as they may seem to you.” He sheathed the jimpul and set it back on its rack. “Head-hunting, of course, is not the sole province of the hardy folk of Borneo. Head-hunting was practiced all over the world, from Southeast Asia to Central Africa to Mesoamerica. European tribes such as the Celts collected skulls for their pagan gods. Gracious, until recently it even occurred in the Balkan Peninsula.” He raised an eyebrow. “You see? Not so strange as all of that.”

“I didn’t say it was strange. I said you were insane,” Bolan said.

“So you did. Harsh words for your host, but then, you are American.” Rainsford smiled and clasped his hands behind his back. “As insanity is a legal term, I fully agree. As considered, from the standpoint of modern jurisprudence, I am indeed utterly insane. But as judged by natural law, I am merely following my instincts. Man is a predator. He is designed, by nature, to kill. And who am I to deny nature’s purpose?”

Bolan looked around the room. As he tried to formulate a reply, he surreptitiously studied the old survey maps of the island framed on the wall. The island wasn’t as big as he’d first thought. He made note of relevant landmarks, including what could only be a wharf and an airfield. That meant two potential ways off the island, at least.

“I’ve never known a predator who felt the need to explain himself or to keep trophies,” Bolan said. Rainsford was right; he was stalling, and it seemed to be working.

“You obviously haven’t known many predators.” Rainsford sounded amused.

“More than you might think.” Bolan met the older man’s gaze and held it for a moment. Rainsford didn’t flinch. He was as sure and as certain in his madness as any man Bolan had ever met. The Executioner glanced again at the doors to Rainsford’s grisly temple to slaughter, and felt an almost atavistic chill ripple down his spine.

Bolan had seen sights that would freeze the blood of any lesser man. He had faced killers who spoke to God, or who desired the death of three-quarters of the globe, but rarely had he faced a monster such as Rainsford. A monster comfortable in his monstrousness, who spoke of it as if it were an indulgent hobby rather than a perversion of utmost savagery.

“Mmm, maybe you have at that,” Rainsford said. “But you have known none like my lads, have you? Born killers, the Dayaks, though efforts have been made to wring that precious madness from them by more—heh—civilized nations.” He gestured to Mundaw, whose face might as well have been carved from teak. “I spent some time among them, in my youth. And they are loyal to me, as their fathers were, for I show the proper respect to the old ways, and pay them well to boot.”

“You’re not much of a hunter, if you have to pay others to do your killing for you,” Bolan said, trying to provoke some reaction in the other man other than amusement.

“I have tested myself to the limits of human endurance,” Rainsford said. “But, youthful as I look, I am not what I once was. A life roughly lived leaves its mark on a man. Besides, I enjoy the hunt and the kill, but not the fight. I am not a fighter…I am a killer.”

“Then come try your hand now. Why wait? You’ve got a gun and your pal. Go ahead,” Bolan said. He suspected Rainsford was too smart to take the bait, but he lost nothing in the attempt. One mistake was all he needed.

Rainsford shook his head. “Oh, I think not. The form of the thing is as important as the thing itself. One must do things properly, mustn’t one?”

Mundaw said something. He looked steadily at Bolan as he spoke. Rainsford laughed. “Yes, my friend. His skull will look good in the shrine, I agree.”

Bolan’s hands curled into fists. Mundaw tensed, ready for him to try something. Rainsford laughed again. “You may want to reconsider any violence toward Mundaw, Mr. Cooper. It is said that only Dayaks can kill Dayaks. Nonsense of course, but they are quite good at doing what they do, my lads.” Rainsford went on. “During the war, we trained them in guerrilla warfare, not that they needed much tutoring. Good man, Mundaw.” Rainsford smiled and motioned to his servant, who gave no notice. “It was he who found King Charles for me.”

“King Charles?” Bolan asked. He needed to keep Rainsford talking. The longer he did, the more likely it was that a chance for escape might arise.

“Ah, you haven’t been introduced. Allow me. Besides my shrine, King Charles is my proudest accomplishment,” Rainsford said. He started toward the door. Bolan made no move to follow him.

Mundaw planted a hand between his shoulders and shoved him. Bolan stumbled and turned. He met Mundaw’s bland glare with one of his own and said softly, “That’s twice now you’ve put your hands on me. There won’t be a third time.” Mundaw snorted but didn’t touch him again.

Rainsford led Bolan through the house to a spiral staircase made of wrought iron that occupied the central space. The staircase led them up onto the flat roof. “There he is,” Rainsford said. “King Charles, bellicose and proud tyrant of this island and its environs.”

Bolan stared at the bulky shape of a QF 3.7-inch antiaircraft gun. The cylindrical barrel was at least fifteen feet in length and sprouted at an angle from the pedestal. Heavy sandbags surrounded the whole setup. Suddenly the seemingly unnecessary reinforcement of the house walls and foundations made sense. The gun probably shook the whole building when it went off.

“Quite the classic, as far as such guns go,” Rainsford said. “The rate of fire is twenty rounds per minute, which is invariably all that’s required.” Rainsford sniffed pointedly. “A good thing, too, as finding the proper ammunition is beastly expensive. I doubt I’ll be able to get it at all in a few more years.” He patted the barrel affectionately. “It’ll be a sad day when that happens. King Charles has served me well for many years.”

“This is what you shot my plane with,” Bolan said. He made to step toward the gun, but Mundaw tapped him on the shoulder with the haft of the cattle prod, stopping him.

“Yes. This was originally a fixed position for King Charles—his palace, if you will. Used to give the Japanese air force fits, I’d wager. We’re positioned on the slope of the crater, as you might have noticed, with a clear view of the skies between Japan and the Chinese mainland. There were probably more guns, once upon a time, but when we arrived, King Charles was the lonely monarch of all he surveyed. Mundaw found him, and I decided it was fate. I built the house around the remains of the bunker that stood here previously. I built a castle for the king, and have ruled here in his stead to this very day.”

He turned, as if expecting applause. Bolan suspected there was something of a frustrated showman in Rainsford. The Executioner didn’t give him a reaction. Instead he stared at him in stony silence.

Rainsford cocked his head and smirked. “Oh, fine, be that way. I thought you might appreciate my ingenuity, if not my philosophy, but I see that you are a singularly dull individual. A plodding hunting dog, nose to the trail and blind to the greater world around you. You came here looking for Cloud? Very well, you may have him, for all the good it does you.”

Bolan said nothing, but he tensed, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Rainsford chuckled. “Yes, you can have him. But I will have my hunt, as well. I think you will make more interesting prey than Cloud, but I expect both of you together will provide me with hours of entertainment. More so than I was expecting, honestly.

“I have an arrangement, you see, with certain unscrupulous individuals in airports scattered around my territory. They inform me when a likely quarry, some small plane that won’t be missed, will be entering my airspace, and if I’m in the mood, I track them with my own humble radar setup and—poof!” He gestured. “Rather like shooting grouse. Usually, there’re one or two survivors, or at the very least a cargo that can be sold and liquidated to, say, purchase the services of a snakehead or three and convince them to bring their two-legged cargo here rather than to some other more civilized port of call. But Chinese peasants are rarely good sport.”

As he spoke, a rage began to build in the Executioner. It was not a boiling rage, but rather cold and focused. He had met many evil men over the years, men for whom human life was a token in some incomprehensible game, but rarely had he come across a creature like Rainsford. Beneath his calm discussion of slaughter was the snarl of a rabid animal, one the Executioner must put down at all costs.

“Yes, you two will do, until these promised dangerous men come looking, and then I will have them, as well. We are very careful, King Charles and I, to only clip the wings, so there are always a few survivors. Only those hardy enough to survive a crash and the crocodiles are worth the effort of a hunt.”

As Rainsford spoke, Bolan edged toward him. A plan had been forming in his mind since Rainsford had showed him his grisly trophy room, and now the Executioner intended to enact the first stage. There would be no better time, even if it cost him a bit of pain. When Rainsford finished speaking, Bolan was already in motion. His lean frame cut through the air between them with panther-like grace, and his fingers found Rainsford’s throat. Rainsford yelped and his hand dug into the pocket of his dressing gown, going for his pistol. Bolan caught his wrist and pivoted, sending Rainsford over his hip and crashing into Mundaw.

Mundaw staggered, and Bolan drove a piston-like blow into his solar plexus, folding him over. The cattle prod fell from his hand. Bolan caught him on the cheek with his next punch, dropping the Dayak to his hands and knees. Then, before either man could recover, Bolan snatched the pair of grenades from Mundaw’s belt. They were fragmentation grenades, but they would do the job. He booted Mundaw in the stomach, as the man clawed at him, and turned toward the AA gun.

“Mundaw—stop him!” Rainsford snarled, managing to extricate his Webley as Bolan leaped up onto the gun’s barrel. The Executioner scaled it swiftly, popping the pin on the first grenade with his thumb as he did so. He sent the grenade rattling down into the gun barrel and dropped off. Bolan counted in his head as he pulled the pin on the second and lobbed that grenade at the gun’s saddle.

Behind him, the Webley barked and Bolan felt the shot burn across his neck. He spun, moving to block the cattle prod as it dropped toward his head. Mundaw caught him by the throat with his free hand, but only until the grenades went off, one after the other. The balcony rocked beneath Bolan’s feet and he and Mundaw went over the rail as the air filled with fire and heat and flying scrap. They hit the slanted roof of the veranda and rolled off onto the ground, still struggling.

Bolan landed hard and fought to suck air into his lungs as he tried to get to his feet. Smoke descended in a thick, choking curtain, hampering his efforts. Mundaw was on him a moment later. The cattle prod tagged the Executioner in the small of his back and Bolan sank to one knee as paroxysms of agony coursed through him. Mundaw rose and stabbed the cattle prod down on him again and again.

The Executioner reeled, unable to think through the pain. But where thought failed, instinct prevailed. Bolan twisted as the prod came for him again and caught its head on his palm. Pain shot through his arm, but he succeeded in ripping the tool from Mundaw’s hands regardless. The Dayak stepped back, eyes wide in shock. Bolan smashed him across the face with the prod and Mundaw fell to the ground. Bolan raised the prod, ready to cave in his opponent’s skull.

Then, through the dull wasp-hum of his agonized nerves, he heard the sound of weapons being readied. He turned, panting, and saw that he was surrounded by Rainsford’s men.

Rainsford strode through the smoke, his dressing gown blackened. Blood dripped from cuts on his face, and his hair was burned in places. He held his Webley loosely, and he was smiling. Rainsford touched his face and rubbed blood between his fingers. “Well, that was exciting,” he said. “But we don’t want to shoot our wad so soon, do we?”

Bolan hesitated. There was less than five feet between him and Rainsford, but it might as well have been a mile. There were too many guns on him. He weighed his options for a moment and then tossed the cattle prod down.

“No,” he said. “We don’t.”
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“Welcome to Casa de Cloud,” Cloud said as the cage door slammed shut. Bolan sat back against the bars. “Feel free to enjoy drinks in the galleria or to take a stroll in the gardens,” Cloud continued. He swept his hand out to indicate the tight confines of the cage.

It put Bolan in mind of a shark cage, except set on its side and planted in the shallows of the river that wound around Rainsford’s compound. The water came up to just below his belt buckle. There wasn’t enough room to stand, and he was already starting to feel cramped. The cage was situated between two underwater grates, which served to keep the more curious crocodiles away. Nevertheless, the beasts never went far.

“I heard the music. Sounded like quite a party,” Cloud said.

“It was. Shame you missed it.” Mosquitoes descended on Bolan like a ravenous cloud, and he waved a hand in front of his face in a useless attempt to get them to move on.

“You blew up that cannon of his, didn’t you? Shame,” Cloud said. “That sucker was a classic. Worth a cool million to the right person. Then, you’re the guy who tried to shoot my tiger, so it’s not as if you care, right?”

“You set the tiger on me in the first place.” Bolan leaned back and closed his eyes.

Rainsford hadn’t been happy about the damage to the antiaircraft gun, but he’d seemed satisfied nonetheless, as if Bolan’s actions had proved him right. However his captor felt about it, Bolan was content. With the gun out of the picture, Rainsford wouldn’t be shooting anyone else out of the air for a while. Without opening his eyes, he said, “You mentioned before that someone was going to come looking for you…would that be a guy named Meltzer, by chance?”

Cloud was silent for a moment. Then said, “Yeah, why?”

“No reason. We met, briefly, just before I came looking for you.” Bolan smiled. “Think he’s on his way, then?”

“Definitely,” Cloud said. “Meltzer is my number-one guy. He owes me everything.”

“And he has a way of tracking you.”

“Yeah,” Cloud said. He didn’t elaborate. Bolan didn’t press him. It wasn’t important now, though it might be later. “He’ll be here soon.”

“Someone will, at any rate,” Bolan said.

He listened to the splashing of the crocodiles and the drip of water from the cage bars as he thought, planning his next move. His options were few, but it was like chess—from the limited sprang the infinite. The right move could open up a multitude of possible gambits.

Cloud shifted, disturbing the water. “What do you mean by that?”

Bolan cracked an eyelid. “Meltzer and I won’t be the only people looking for you. This island isn’t hard to find, and the black box on what’s left of Spence’s plane is still functioning, wherever the wreckage is. I found you, so can others. It might take them a bit longer, and some of them will write you off when you don’t show up in Melbourne, but the others will keep looking until they find a body.”

Cloud laughed shakily. “Wonderful,” he said. “This is all your fault, you know that?” Bolan didn’t bother to reply. Cloud continued as if he had. “If you hadn’t busted into my place, I’d be having a wonderful meal about now.”

Bolan smiled thinly. “Well, I take some comfort in knowing I ruined your day.”

Cloud cursed at him and fell silent. Soon, the only sound was the hum of insects and the occasional hungry groan of a crocodile. Bolan tensed and stretched his limbs one by one, trying to work the kinks out of his joints. He needed rest and food, not necessarily in that order.

The latter proved easier to come by than the former. Sometime later, a splash alerted him to the approach of one of Rainsford’s men, who tossed in a canteen of water and two plastic-wrapped packets. Cloud looked askance at Bolan as he tore open the plastic and tucked into what he discovered was an approximation of a bean and rice burrito. “What the hell is this garbage?” Cloud asked, glaring at his own burrito.

“Food,” Bolan said. “You did say I’d made you miss a meal.” He sniffed the air. It still stank of smoke, but they’d managed to put out the fire caused by his demolition of the gun.

“This is food?”

“You’re an arms dealer, Cloud. Surely you’ve sold your share of these. It’s a First Strike Ration—minimum two-year shelf life, an average of 2,900 calories.”

“Yeah, I’ve sold these—doesn’t mean I test the merchandise. How the hell are you supposed to eat this?”

“With your hands. I’m told they taste better if you close your eyes.”

Cloud grimaced but set to. They ate in silence and shared the water in the canteen. When they had finished, Cloud said, “I guess he doesn’t want us to starve, at least.”

“No sport in that,” Bolan said. He finished his meal and looked at the sky. It was dark. Rainsford’s dwelling was dark, as well. The great white hunter had gone to sleep.

The hunt was set to begin at dawn, which gave him just shy of six hours to find a way out of the cage and away from their captors. He peered at the jungle, considering. Then he moved toward the edge of the cage.

“Sport,” Cloud muttered. “Yeah, he’s a sportsman, all right.”

“He’s a lunatic,” Bolan said as he thrust his arms beneath the murky water. He fingered the edge of the cage and found the spot where it had been screwed together. He ran his thumb over the screw and felt it shift slightly beneath his touch. He smiled thinly. Humidity, water and metal didn’t mix well. He tried to grip the screw, but it slipped between his fingers. Bolan cursed softly. He needed a tool.

“Nah, I dig it,” Cloud said. He laughed. “I get it, you know? So do you, even if you won’t admit it. You guys are two crazy-ass peas in a pod.” He tapped the side of his head with a muddy finger. “You feel me?”

“Do me a favor and be quiet,” Bolan said.

“Or what? You’ll kill me?” Cloud laughed again. “Too late, bro. We are approaching terminal velocity, and ain’t nothing you can do about it.” He shook his head. “And I woke up today just feeling so marvelous.”

Bolan looked at him closely. There was a sharp edge to Cloud’s words he didn’t like—a shrill undercurrent of steadily building panic. Cloud wasn’t a killer, though he had more blood on his hands than most. Bolan was relieved that the little psychopath hadn’t cracked up yet, given what he’d been through. But it was coming; he could smell the fear bleeding off him, the animal panic that would get him, and possibly Bolan, killed.

Bolan weighed Cloud’s future contribution to the current situation and found it wanting. Better to finish him now—it would be a mercy, and it would keep Cloud out of the hands of his former clients if and when they arrived. If Bolan couldn’t bring him in, better to make sure that nobody could.

But the soldier felt a single pulse of sympathy. It was no easy thing to face the dissolution of surety. Not every man could come out the other side of his own personal apocalypse in one piece.

Above all, Bolan needed to keep the other man functioning. “Give me your sunglasses.”

Cloud blinked. “My sunglasses?”

Bolan extended his hand and snapped his fingers. “Hand them over,” he said. Cloud hesitated but then did as Bolan had asked.

The sunglasses were expensive, but they snapped apart easily enough. The frame and earpieces were metal, wrapped in plastic. Bolan quickly worked the length of metal out of one of the earpieces. He held it up and examined it. It wasn’t ideal, but it would do. “Now, what were you saying before?” he asked as he slid his hands into the water again, hunting for the loose screw.

Cloud watched him for a moment before replying. “Obvious, ain’t it,” he said harshly. He ran his hands through his disheveled hair. “You both hunt people.”

“For different reasons,” Bolan said. He jammed the end of the piece of metal into the corroded screw with some difficulty. He strained and began to carefully twist the screw.

“Yeah? But you enjoy it, don’t you?” It was an accusation. Bolan didn’t look at him.

“No,” he said.

“Oh, I think you do.” Cloud spat. “You had a grin on your face when you hopped on my helicopter. You get a sick thrill out of it, man. You’re no better than any of those chumps who buy my toys. You think I’m an immature psychopath? Look at yourself.”

The words stung, though not for the reasons Cloud might have thought.

Bolan laughed. It wasn’t a cheerful sound. He’d wondered the same, more than once, in those moments when the weight of his war dragged him down into the darkest places of his soul. In those moments when the stink of gunpowder in his nostrils and the taste of his own blood on his tongue made him wonder why he still fought. The tide always came back in, bringing new filth to shore. For every grave he filled, there were hundreds not yet dug. What made one man a murderer and another a soldier?

“I have,” he said.

“What?” Cloud asked.

“I have looked at myself. And you know what I see? I see a soldier. Rainsford kills because he has a taste for it. Your customers kill because of theology or politics or money. But I kill because I have to. Because someone has to stand between men like you and those you would harm.” He turned slightly and fixed Cloud with a steady stare. Beneath his fingers, he felt the screw come loose and he pulled it out. “If men like you weren’t so ready to spill oceans of blood in the name of whatever cause takes your fancy, men like me wouldn’t have to exist. Now get ready. It’s time to go.”

He slid the length of metal through the gap in the cage—the one he’d created by removing the screw—and widened it just enough to get his fingers in. Then, setting his feet, he slowly worked the side of the cage loose. The metal creaked and whined, but that couldn’t be helped. When he’d loosened it enough, he slid back through the water, coiled his legs up and kicked out, striking the bars squarely. The cage burst open with a splash that was hidden beneath the growing agitation of the crocodiles.

Bolan thrust himself out. He grabbed Cloud by the scruff of his neck and hauled him out. “Stay quiet,” he said, “and follow me.”

“Where are we going?”

“Away from here,” Bolan said softly, propelling him through the water.

“You must be crazy. I’m not going into the jungle,” Cloud whispered harshly. He jerked his arm out of Bolan’s grip. “That’s right where he wants us to go, so screw that noise. Let’s go get the old man—hunt the hunter, you know? Let’s grab Rainsford and force him to get us out of here.” He started for the palisade before Bolan could stop him. The minute his feet left the water and touched solid ground, something rattled and a light snapped on, pinning Cloud in place.

Bolan swallowed a curse and immediately dropped into the water, hoping that it, and Cloud’s body, would hide him from the guards. He slid away from Cloud and out of the scope of the light. Cloud had frozen like a deer in the headlights. As Bolan moved, he saw that Cloud had stepped through a tripwire. The rattle had been an alarm, alerting the guard.

The guard, the same one who’d fed them, approached Cloud, a heavy flashlight in his hand. The man held a pistol in his other hand and there was a combat knife sheathed on his web belt. He said something and Cloud stared at him blankly. The guard spoke again, gesturing with his weapon.

Bolan rose from the water silently and moved around and behind the guard as the man gestured for Cloud to approach again. Cloud’s eyes widened slightly as he caught sight of Bolan over the man’s shoulder. The guard, alerted by Cloud’s expression, began to turn.

Bolan surged forward. He snagged the knife from its sheath on the guard’s belt and kicked the man in the chest as he jerked the weapon free. His new blade opened the guard’s throat. The force of the blow sent the dying man spinning to the ground, facedown.

Cloud swallowed and covered his mouth with his hand. Bolan looked at him. “Are you all right?”

“Y-yeah,” Cloud said.

“Good.” Bolan wiped the blade against the back of the dead man’s shirt. He took the man’s belt, snapped it around his own waist and sheathed the knife. Bolan extricated the guard’s pistol from his hand. It was a Glock. He ejected the magazine, checked it and then slapped it back into place. A pair of extra magazines was attached to the belt, which made him feel slightly better, but he had a feeling he was going to need more ammunition than that. “It’s time to go.”

“Go—go where?”

“South,” Bolan said. “If those maps in Rainsford’s office are right, there should be an old military airstrip due south of here.” The Executioner had trained his mind to operate with an organizational clarity second to none, and he’d needed only a matter of minutes to memorize the maps in question. The island wasn’t that big, and there were few landmarks.

“And what do we do when we get there?” Cloud demanded. “Flap our arms and hope for the best? We’ve got a gun now. We should…”

“Go in and get ourselves killed? No. We should steal Rainsford’s plane,” Bolan said. Cloud stared at him, and Bolan shook his head. “How do you think he gets on and off this island? It’s either a plane or a boat. I’m betting it’s a plane. Why do you think I blew up the antiaircraft gun?”

Cloud’s eyes widened. “So he couldn’t shoot us down,” he said.

“Exactly. That old airstrip is the only place clear enough for a plane to take off and land. If there’s a plane on this island, that’s where it’ll be.”

“And if there’s not?”

“Then we head west,” Bolan said. “According to those maps there’s a natural harbor and a dock.” He decided not to mention the fact that he was fairly certain Rainsford had let him see those maps. A good hunt required that the prey have a fighting chance, after all. “Whether it’s still in use, I don’t know, but we’ve got two options. Which is two more than we had an hour ago.”

Cloud ran his hands through his hair. “You can’t be serious.”

“I can,” Bolan said, stepping past him. “If you want to live, you’ll try to keep up.”

Cloud hesitated and then hurried after him.
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Sarban Rainsford awoke a half moment before someone knocked on the door of his bedroom. He slept lightly, if at all, these days, and it was something of a relief to be rescued from the dark dreams that had become his lot. He sat up in bed and said, “Come.”

Mundaw opened the door and peered in. Rainsford took one look at his man’s face and knew what had happened. “They’ve escaped?”

Mundaw nodded curtly. Rainsford felt a thrill of anticipation. He’d judged Cooper correctly. He’d been hoping the man would make a move rather than placidly accepting his fate. There was nothing worse than resigned prey. They needed to have fight in them, to be worthy of a hunt. And Cooper was looking worthier all the time. “Are they still in the compound?”

As he asked the question, klieg lights snapped on outside his window, illuminating the interior of the palisade. He heard men shouting and rolled out of bed. “Get my clothes,” he said. “It looks like we’ll be starting this hunt early.”

As Mundaw pulled clothes out of the closet, Rainsford stepped in front of his mirror. He extended his arms and let his eyes roam over the profusion of scar tissue that marked his lean frame. His body was a road map of pain, drawn over decades. Bullets, blades, fangs and claws had left their mark in him, and he traced the newer ones with some delight. Each and every wound he survived was a hymn to the hunt.

He had been a strong man, once; he was strong still, but the years weighed heavily on him now. How many more good days were left to him before he made his last hunt? He thought not many. Would Cooper be the one? He sniffed. No, not him. Not this time.

Mundaw dressed him efficiently, in olive-drab fatigues. He belted on Rainsford’s web gear and reverentially handed him his knife and Webley, freshly loaded. Rainsford checked the pistol, snapping it open to examine the cylinder. The knife was a bone-handled blade, crudely forged in some African smithy. It was a thick blade, meant for chopping and sawing. The handle had been shaped from the ulna of a renegade tribal leader. Rainsford stroked it fondly.

He had given Cooper only the bare bones of his story, for he was no raconteur, and his memories were his alone. Rainsford had hunted men and animals for as long as he’d been able to hold a gun, and he had trophies from every single one of those kills.

“Organize a hunting party,” he said. “I want men at every access point and on the armory. Cooper is smart. He may go for a weapon.”

“Already has one,” Mundaw said in his clipped, precise way. “He killed Gomez—took his pistol and his knife.” Mundaw didn’t seem upset about the man’s death, but then, Mundaw rarely displayed any emotion save his obvious pleasure at a particularly excellent kill or his excitement in anticipation of such.

“And Cloud presumably,” Rainsford said. “Unless he killed him?” He was curious to know whether the arms dealer was still alive. Rainsford wouldn’t have hesitated to kill Cloud—the man would only slow Cooper down, and he was an untrustworthy little worm to boot. Rainsford knew who Cloud was, though only dimly. One did not deal with the sorts of men Rainsford dealt with without learning the names of a few illicit suppliers.

“Cloud is still alive,” Mundaw said.

Rainsford felt a moment of disappointment. Cooper had just revealed his weakness. Still, Cooper’s dedication to what he presumably felt was his duty was admirable in its way. It showed a determination that few men in this milksop age possessed.

“The jungle, then,” he said. “What are the odds, you think? The airstrip or the harbor? Which is the more likely destination?”

“He blew up King Charles,” Mundaw said flatly. He was still upset about that, Rainsford thought with no small amusement.

“That he did. Which implies a level of forethought we have rarely encountered in our quarry.” Rainsford smiled. “The airfield, then. Gather your men. Send out a few to watch the harbor and airfield. Cooper only had a few minutes to examine the maps, but if he is as skilled as I hope, he will find his way well enough.”

Mundaw moved quickly to obey. He was as efficient as a jimpul, in his way, built for purpose and lethal in the surety of such. Rainsford relied on him more and more as the years wound on.

He stretched his hands, feeling the ache of age in every joint and ligament. Would this be his last hunt? He looked up at the mirror. For a moment he thought he saw a skull looking back at him.

And he smiled.

The Jungle

THE EXECUTIONER AND CLOUD moved through the jungle, along the path of the river, as quickly as possible. It was hard going, and even in the dark, it was hot work. The air was redolent with the smell of rotten eggs, and it was hard to catch one’s breath. The jungle was thick, thicker almost than any he’d ever encountered.

The ground was a labyrinth of roots and dense boles of earth and mud. The river raced along parallel to them, making the ground soft. It was impossible not to leave tracks, unless they wanted to travel through the water, and Bolan knew that would be foolhardy in the extreme. While he hadn’t seen any crocodiles since they’d left Rainsford’s compound, he suspected they were there regardless. All of that added up to hard terrain, even for a man as experienced in survival as the Executioner.

For Cloud, it was worse. “How do we even know which direction we’re going in?” he asked. Sweat poured down his face and he was huffing and puffing. His cheeks were flushed with effort and he clutched at his side, as if it pained him. Bolan wondered if he would keel over before they got where they were going.

“We don’t.” Bolan stopped and turned. The sky was growing lighter. It would be dawn soon. He hadn’t heard any obvious sounds of pursuit, but as with the crocodiles, that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. “Do you have anything metal on you?” Bolan asked. Then, recalling something he’d noticed earlier, he said, “Are you wearing a pin?”

“Yeah, it’s my Hong Kong Merchants Association pin,” Cloud said proudly. Bolan snorted, and Cloud crossed his arms over his chest. “I got it for building a playground.”

“I’m sure you did.”

“Well, I paid somebody to build it, but it’s the same thing.”

Bolan frowned at him. Cloud spread his hands. “What? Every arms dealer I know donates to charity. We like to give back.” Bolan didn’t reply. Instead he reached over and snatched the pin out of Cloud’s lapel. “Hey, that’s mine!” Cloud whined.

“Now it’s our compass. Hold still.” Bolan placed the pin between his teeth, drew his knife and sliced off a lock of Cloud’s hair. Cloud flinched and stepped back. Bolan sank to his haunches and drove his knife into the ground. He carefully pried the pin free of the clasp and rubbed the length of metal with the lock of hair.

“What are you doing?”

“Magnetizing the metal. It’s best to use iron, but you can use silk or hair in a pinch. It’s all about building a static charge. Find a few big leaves, something we can use as a bowl, and a smaller leaf to use as a floater,” Bolan directed.

Cloud was about to protest but he clammed up when Bolan fixed him with a steady gaze. Cloud hurriedly began scouring the ground for leaves.

When he returned, Bolan said, “Make the big ones into a bowl—as watertight as you can make it—and then scoop up a handful of water.” He took the smaller leaf from Cloud, rolled it up and slid the pin through it.

When Cloud came back, hands cupped to hold the leaves and water, Bolan deposited the pin into the center of the makeshift bowl. “Now hold still. The pointed end is north.” It took Bolan only a few moments to discern the correct direction. He pocketed the pin and the leaf, just in case they needed it again.

“How the heck did you know how to do that?” Cloud asked.

“How do you not know how to do that?” Bolan said. He led Cloud deeper into the jungle, past trees that had grown fat and crooked on the sulfur-rich soil. Dark, fleshy vines hung from the branches and animals moved through the high places.

They hadn’t gone far, however, when they heard the whining peal of an old-fashioned hunting horn, such as the ones used by fox hunters in England. Cloud whipped around, his eyes widening in fear. “What was that?”

“Rainsford,” Bolan said. He drew his pistol. “Stay quiet, stay low.”

“Screw that, I’m gone,” Cloud said. He turned and began to scramble away.

Bolan hesitated and then followed. He couldn’t allow Cloud to get away or to get himself killed. At least he’s heading in the right direction, Bolan thought grimly.

Somewhere behind him, Rainsford blew his horn again and the sound slithered through the trees.

Cloud was running full-tilt, his face pinched with panic. He outpaced Bolan and fairly sprinted through the jungle. Bolan ducked his head and picked up speed. He needed to catch up to Cloud. Making sure they both got off the island in one piece was his mission now, and he intended to see it through.

Beneath the echo of the horn, he could hear the harsh rustle of bodies moving through the brush nearby. Rainsford had beaters out, as well—men moving in a wide flanking pattern to keep their quarry contained to a given area. They were probably under orders not to engage unless provoked. As the thought crossed his mind, he heard Cloud yell and saw the man turn to the side, hands up, as a flurry of shots cut through the tree branches over his head. He moved to follow Cloud and heard the crack of a gun far too close for comfort.

As he ran, he noted his surroundings. They were on a trail of some sort. Not quite cleared, but a trail nonetheless. And Rainsford had wanted them to go this way. That was the reason for the shots. He flashed back to McQueen’s hangar and knew he was being herded, which meant it was incredibly likely that something nasty was waiting for them up ahead.

The Executioner dug down and drove himself to greater speed. He had to catch Cloud, and not just to keep him from getting lost. Behind him, he heard the horn wail again.

Bolan caught sight of Cloud just ahead and, past him, a discolored area of soil, as if the ground had been stirred recently. At the last moment, just as Cloud was about to step onto the suspicious dirt, Bolan leaped and caught him, knocking him off the path even as the ground beneath Cloud’s feet crumbled and fell away. Cloud screamed and thrashed as they rolled through the undergrowth. His elbow caught Bolan in the face. The Executioner grabbed him and clamped a hand over his mouth. “I told you to wait for me.”

Cloud struggled in his grip. Bolan took his hand from the other man’s mouth and pointed. “I also told you to keep your eyes open. Look,” he said harshly. They moved back toward the path and Cloud cursed when he saw a shallow pit with a sharpened stake of wood extending from its bottom.

“What the hell is that?” Cloud stormed.

“Trou-de-loup,” Bolan said softly. “A wolf hole, sometimes known as a tiger pit. It’s meant to cripple rather than kill. Usually they’re deeper—six feet or so, and filled with stakes—but Rainsford obviously doesn’t want his quarry trapped so quickly. He wants to enjoy himself.”

“Jesus Christ,” Cloud swore.

“Not even close. There’ll be more of these, and we might not get so lucky next time. We need to get off the path before they catch up. Come on,” Bolan said. Before he’d gone two steps, he paused, thinking. “Wait—no. Scream,” he said, motioning to Cloud.

“What?”

“Scream,” Bolan said. “Then lie down and act hurt.”

“What? No,” Cloud protested. “I’m not doing that.”

“Find some motivation, or I’ll provide it,” Bolan intoned, gesturing with the pistol. “We need to even the odds, Cloud. They were hoping we’d run into this thing. Give them what they want.”

“How do you know they’ll fall for it?”

“They probably won’t,” Bolan said. “But it’s a chance worth taking.”

“Then you crawl out there, and give me the gun,” Cloud said.

“Cloud, I wouldn’t trust you with a gun if my life depended on it,” Bolan said, his voice full of quiet menace. “Now go.”

Cloud licked his lips. Then, shaking his head, he crawled out to the hole and lay down. He gave a loud cry and began to thrash. It was a study in overacting, performed by someone who’d only seen people wounded in Hollywood films. Once more, Bolan was struck by the dichotomy of a man like Cloud, who sold the deadliest weapons known to man to the most dangerous people, without regard to law or common sense, but who had no firsthand knowledge of the pain that resulted from his business.

Bolan crouched and waited, not moving, barely breathing. Cloud screamed himself hoarse and then settled for a continuous gurgling moan. Bolan watched the trees and the brush, and still, he almost missed the three Dayaks as they slipped through the lightening gloom and into the open. They were armed with automatic rifles, and they held them ready as they paced toward Cloud like a pack of wolves. They were in no hurry, and Bolan knew they were looking for him.

As they came close to Cloud, one stopped, his eyes narrowing in confusion.

No blood, Bolan thought. He thrust himself out of the brush and rolled onto his stomach, firing quickly. Two of the Dayaks fell, but the third skidded for cover, his weapon spraying the tree line above Bolan’s head. Bolan took a breath, tracked him and fired again, dropping him just as he reached the trees.

He waited, counting to ten. Then he got up and walked over to Cloud, kicking a weapon out of the man’s reach as he approached. “On your feet,” he said. “We can go now.”

Bolan holstered his pistol and hefted one of the assault rifles. He didn’t have time to search the bodies for any extra ammunition. Rainsford wouldn’t be far behind. He turned and shoved Cloud ahead of him, into the protective embrace of the trees.

They didn’t get far. The horn sounded one last time, just behind them. Bolan grabbed Cloud and shoved him down, his back to a tree. Bolan leaned around the trunk, his new acquisition held parallel to his body. If they were rushed, he’d be able to account for a deadly toll before they were inevitably caught. The jungle provided some cover, but not enough, and the Dayaks knew it better than he did. Rainsford and his people had had years to get to know the island. Unless he could provoke them into doing something spectacularly stupid, he and Cloud were at a disadvantage.

The jungle fell silent, save for the distant gurgle of the river and the riotous hum of insects. Bolan blinked stinging droplets of sweat out of his eyes but ignored the urge to rub them. The shadows were receding as the dawn crept on, and Bolan could feel the heat of the day beginning to seep up out of the ground.

“Are you out there, Mr. Cooper? I’d wager that you are,” Rainsford called out suddenly. He sounded amused. “I’d wager that you’re the reason my men are lying here in such disarray. If so, fair play to you, sir. And you damaged poor King Charles, as well. No more shooting down planes for me, not until I get him fixed. You have proved yourself to be a most entertaining quarry—cunning and calculating—with a respectable brutality I find invigorating, especially at my age.” He paused, as if waiting for a reply.

Bolan turned and looked down at his companion. He held a finger to his lips and Cloud nodded jerkily.

“You are something of a huntsman yourself, are you not? Is Mr. Cloud still alive, I wonder? Or has he, too, fallen prey to that wicked knife of yours? If not, might I encourage you, sportsman to sportsman, to do so without hesitation.”

Cloud’s eyes widened. Bolan sank and clapped a hand to his mouth.

Rainsford went on. “He will only hinder you, Mr. Cooper. And he is a criminal. Untrustworthy, and better left to feed my crocodiles.”

There was a long silence. Rainsford laughed. “Fine. As a reward for the entertainment you have provided me so far, I’ll give you until dawn tomorrow to go where you will. Run, hide, whatever you wish. There are only two ways off this island—an airstrip and a wharf. The locations of which you are, I’m certain, well aware, given how intently you studied my maps. I invite you to try your luck on either. At dawn tomorrow, however, I will sound my horn again and the hunt will continue. Until then, adieu, adieu. I bid thee adieu.”

Bolan waited until the sounds of Rainsford’s departure had faded. Then he waited a further ten minutes, barely moving a muscle. When he’d counted off the last minute, he released Cloud and slowly stood. Cloud joined him. “Do you believe him?” he asked.

“About you being a hindrance? Yes.”

“Now wait a minute, Cooper. You need me!” Cloud raised his hands defensively.

Bolan snorted and grabbed a handful of the man’s coat. “Relax, I didn’t say I was going to take his advice,” he said. “And, yes, I believe him. Rainsford’s insane, but he knows our options are limited. He was trying to scare you into running, like his beaters did with the gunshots. He’s got you pegged for a coward.”

Cloud grunted. “Shows what he knows.”

“Exactly. You’re an idiot, not a coward.”

“Damn straight, I— What?”

Bolan jerked Cloud forward. “Time to move.”

“I thought you didn’t want us to run?”

“I didn’t say that. I just want us to run in the right direction.”
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The Executioner and his reluctant companion moved through the murk of the jungle. The river was thigh-deep and the color of strong tea, and the trees sagged over them when they were forced to splash along the shallows. The air was hot and full of insects. The plants were thick and dark green, and they rustled as Bolan employed his knife to chop through hanging vines and thick fronds. Birds screamed high above and other animals chattered. Bolan wasn’t sure what they were, and he wasn’t of a mind to stop to find out.

Cloud added to the noise with a constant stream of complaints that after a time blended into a singular whine. Bolan ignored him, his mind focused on the trail ahead. As when he’d first arrived, they were moving steadily upward along a barely perceptible slope. It made the pace more difficult.

Several times Bolan saw the great, dull-colored shapes of saltwater crocodiles sunning themselves on hummocks or the shore of the river. The animals didn’t stir, but Bolan and Cloud kept a wary distance regardless. Fortunately there seemed to be fewer and fewer of the beasts the farther upriver they went.

It took them until midday to find the trail Bolan thought led to the airfield. They had to stop several times to orient themselves with the help of the makeshift compass, and it was almost a relief when they reached the cleared trail. Cloud gave an exclamation of glee and made to dart down the path.

“Come on, Cooper. I’m hot, dirty and tired of being shot at. Let’s go steal us a crazy man’s plane!”

“Wait,” Bolan said. He threw up a hand to prevent Cloud from moving past him.

“What? What is it?”

“Why would Rainsford leave the airfield unguarded? He knows where we’re heading, that’s what his little speech was for. So why no guards?”

“Maybe he’s stupid as well as crazy,” Cloud said. “Who gives a crap? I’m going.” He made to push past Bolan, but the soldier caught him and twisted his arm up behind his back.

“You do and you’ll be dead.” Bolan gestured to the path ahead. “Wide-open, sandy path. All the trees in the immediate area have been cleared away, but no vehicles tracks, so why bother?” He looked back at Cloud. “Rainsford doesn’t use vehicles, unless you saw some I missed? He and his people walk everywhere. They carry supplies back and forth. So why clear a path?”

Cloud struggled in Bolan’s grip. “Maybe it’s old. Let go of me!”

“It’s been freshly cut, in the past month or so.” Bolan frowned. “No tripwires that I can see. But plenty of turned earth. That means antipersonnel mines. It’s a trap, just like the tiger pit. Let’s go,” he said, dragging Cloud back into the jungle.

“Why don’t we just blow them up? Or, hell, I can disarm them,” Cloud said. Bolan raised an eyebrow, and Cloud made a face. “What? I can’t make a damn compass or a fishing line out of hair or whatever sort of Special Forces bullshit you can do, but I know weapons. If you think I can’t arm and disarm a mine, you’ve got another think coming.”

“I can disarm mines, as well,” Bolan said, bemused. “But why would I do that? We’d only alert Rainsford to our location. We’ll go around.”

“There’re probably more booby traps out there,” Cloud objected.

“Which is why you need to keep your eyes open and your mouth shut.”

“It’d be easier to kill all of them,” Cloud grunted as they pushed their way through the thick foliage. “Hell, just the old man even. We could have done it last night, if you’d listened to me. We could be kicking back in his house right now, fat and happy.”

“Fine,” Bolan said, without looking at him. “How many men does he have?”

“How the hell should I know?”

“You’ve been here longer than me, Cloud. Weren’t you paying attention? I’ve killed four. How many more does he have? Ten? Twenty? What about the layout of the compound? Weapons? Anything useful?” Bolan asked.

Cloud didn’t reply.

“No, I didn’t think so,” Bolan said. “And from what I saw, he has an army. Not a big one, but big enough, and his men are armed and obviously motivated. I have a knife, a pistol, an AR-15 with half a magazine’s worth of ammunition, and you.”

“You could just leave me behind,” Cloud said.

“I could,” Bolan replied, “but I didn’t come all this way for my health. There are people who want to talk to you, Cloud. And I intend to see that they get the chance.”

Cloud laughed bitterly. “Yeah, that’ll be productive. If you think the Feds don’t already know what I sold and who I sold it to, you’re living in a dream world. Guys like me don’t have long careers without someone in law enforcement looking the other way.”

The same, Bolan thought, could be said for a lunatic like Rainsford. How long had he operated his little murder-for-fun-camp out here? It wouldn’t be for much longer if the Executioner had anything to say about it. Once Cloud was safely off the island and in the tender care of the CIA, Bolan intended to re-arm and return to this little slice of Hell. He’d start at one end of the island and work his way to the other, and he wouldn’t stop until every trace of Sarban Rainsford was washed from the Earth.

Bolan turned, grabbed a handful of Cloud’s shirt and slammed him back against a tree hard enough to startle the birds perched in its branches. “And that’s why I’m going to make sure you reach your destination, Cloud. Because guys like me don’t look the other way, not for anyone or anything. And if dragging you out of this stinking jungle kicks over a few rocks and sends a few cockroaches scuttling into the light, so much the better. Now shut up and keep moving. I want to be at the airfield by dark, and we’ve got a lot of island to cover.”

* * *

AT THE AIRSTRIP Bolan found a cluster of buildings—a hangar and several huts—set on a high, flat area of volcanic rock and piled, smoothed earth. Those long-ago soldiers who’d been assigned to the island had likely spent months creating the airfield, and Bolan admired the dedication and skill it must have taken to make it so. He could see why they’d chosen the spot—it was higher on the omnipresent slope of the island than Rainsford’s compound. It also sat above the river, with trees clustered thickly on the slopes opposite the trail.

The sun was beginning to set as they started to ascend the incline. They approached the airstrip through the jungle, moving as quietly as possible, until, just as they reached the summit, the Executioner froze.

Bolan dropped into a crouch and waved for Cloud to do the same. To his credit, Cloud said nothing. Even he could feel that something was wrong, and he’d progressively become more reticent as the daylight faded. The growing dark closed in around them, enfolding them and muffling the night noises of the jungle. Overhead, the heavy shapes of flying foxes passed across the face of the moon.

Bolan sniffed the air. The jungle contained a plethora of odors, but what he smelled had no place among them. It was a familiar odor—weapon oil and unwashed bodies—and it was close. Far closer than he’d first thought.

Bolan heard the telltale hiss of inhalation and spun on his heel. Trusting his instincts, he leaped onto Cloud, knocking him flat.

There was a second, louder hiss, a moment after they hit the ground, and something struck a tree behind them. Bolan held a finger to his lips and rolled off Cloud. Then he slung the rifle over his shoulder, drew his knife and slithered into the brush. There was no telling how many of them were out there, and the sound of the rifle would only call attention to him and Cloud.

Bolan listened for the soft sounds of the weapon being readied for a second shot. He’d faced blowpipes before in his long, bloody life, and it was a peculiar feeling to be on the receiving end of such weapons. He circled the origin point of the noise and when he saw the length of the blowpipe extend forward, he lunged.

Bolan caught the pipe and yanked it out of its owner’s hands. He flung it aside as the Dayak burst out of concealment, a second weapon in hand. It was a broad blade, with a thick, rectangular, angled forte, resembling nothing so much as an off-angle machete.

Bolan’s opponent attacked in silence, slashing out at him and forcing him to jump back. The Dayak came at him again, moving with a quiet precision. The blade chopped down and Bolan jerked aside. He stepped smoothly into his opponent’s guard and caught the latter’s wrist. He jerked the man forward onto his knife and angled the blade so it dug upward into his heart.

The Dayak’s eyes widened and he vomited blood. Then, with a sigh, he slumped forward. Bolan laid him down and pulled his knife free. He considered the blowgun. After a moment of silent debate, he decided against taking it.

Bolan rose. Then, with barely a sound, whirled and kicked Cloud in the chest, dropping him onto his rear. Cloud fell back with a squawk, and the sword he’d been prying out of the dead man’s hand fell to the ground. Bolan wagged a finger. “I said no,” he growled beneath his breath.

“I need a weapon,” Cloud whispered harshly, scrambling to his feet. “You’ve got all the guns—give me the damn sword, at least.”

“You have a weapon—me,” Bolan said. “Next time you try something like this, I’ll break your fingers.” He picked up his blade and took an experimental swing. Satisfied, he sheathed his knife and said, “Come on. We don’t have much time. Rainsford might have put a man here on the off chance we’d be smart enough to take the back way, but I doubt he sent just one—which means we need to be quick and quiet. If Rainsford thinks we’re actually going to escape, I have no doubt he’ll stop playing by whatever twisted rule-set he’s observed so far. There could be a dozen guards on that hangar. So stay close.”

The trees began to thin as they drew close to the summit, and soon the broad, flat shape of the hangar became visible, as well as the numerous storage buildings. All of them were notably hard-used, weathered and patched where they weren’t covered in creepers or compromised by jungle growth. The hangar itself was the only building free of green, and Bolan knew that if there was a plane on the island, that was where it would be.

Before they could leave the trees, however, Bolan heard the rasping whine of approaching engines. He looked up, eyes narrowed in surprise. Cloud laughed harshly. “Guess we won’t have to look for a plane, after all. One’s coming to meet us!”

“Stay down, Cloud,” Bolan ordered.

“You don’t have to tell me twice.”

The plane swooped overhead, causing the branches to shake, and made for the cracked and weed-choked runway. It was a cargo plane, much like McQueen’s, but slightly larger. Bolan didn’t recognize it and, for half a minute, hoped it had been sent by Brognola or even Spence’s superiors. But experience told him his luck had never been that good.

The plane touched down with a squeak of landing gear. It taxied to a halt, the door opened and the steps extended down. As the first passengers descended to the tarmac, Bolan knew any hope of this being a rescue was in vain.

“Those are my guys,” Cloud said, his eyes widening. He shot a look at Bolan. “I told you,” he jeered. “I told you my boys would come for me.”

“I never said they wouldn’t,” Bolan replied. “I just said you might not be happy if they found you.” He saw Cloud tense and reached for him, but too late. Cloud thrust away from him and sprang to his feet in a splash of water.

“Meltzer! It’s me—Byron!” Cloud yelled, bursting from concealment to charge across the airfield, waving his arms wildly. “Goddamn, am I glad to see you!”
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Meltzer stared at Cloud in disbelief. He glanced at Horowitz and shook his head. “Would you look at that? It’s like a Gypsy curse, only in reverse,” he said wonderingly as Cloud burst out of the trees and raced toward them. The tracking device in his coat pocket began to beep with increasing frequency and Meltzer patted it.

“You are a lucky son of a bitch, yes,” Horowitz said, grinning. The others filed off the plane behind him, quickly setting up a perimeter. There was no telling what they’d flown in to or what was waiting on them in the jungle. Meltzer wouldn’t have been surprised if King Kong showed up, ambling after Cloud.

“I am, indeed,” Meltzer said, rubbing his hands together. He spread his arms and stepped forward. “Byron,” he shouted.

Cloud leaped into his arms and Meltzer swung him around affectionately before propelling him toward Horowitz and the others. “I knew my boys wouldn’t let me down,” Cloud said, smiling triumphantly.

“Yeah,” Meltzer said. He hooked his thumbs in his belt and smirked. “About that—”

“Hey, how’s Samantha?”

“Samantha?” Meltzer asked, blinking.

“You know—Samantha. My tiger,” Cloud said.

“I don’t—wait, Samantha? That’s a male tiger.”

“No, she’s not,” Cloud said, as if offended.

“She has testicles,” Meltzer said.

“Those are testicles?”

Meltzer stared at his former employer, trying to form a response. He closed his eyes and raised his hands in surrender. “She’s fine. Doesn’t matter. What matters is that we found you.” He opened his eyes. “I’m not even going to ask how you wound up on this island, because I don’t care. I found you, and now we can leave.”

“Oh, no, we can’t,” Cloud said fiercely.

Meltzer tensed, one hand sliding for his pistol.

“That bastard who kidnapped me is hiding out there in the bush. I want his scalp on a plate, Meltzer.”

Meltzer plucked his weapon free from its holster. “Is he, now? Well, let’s see what we can do about that, shall we? Byron—stay with Horowitz. Stevens, Dorsey, Sanford, come with me. The rest of you, fan out and set up a perimeter. Anything comes into sight that’s not us, shoot it as many times as you need to feel comfortable with the situation.” He looked at Cloud. “He armed?”

“He’s got some guns, but he’s almost out of ammunition,” Cloud said uncertainly.

“That’s a no, then,” Meltzer said with a sniff. He scratched his unshaved chin with the side of his weapon’s barrel. “Well, that makes a nice change. Gentlemen, shall we?”

Without waiting for a reply, Meltzer trotted slowly toward the edge of the jungle. Sanford and the two others followed, spreading out behind him, their weapons ready. The jungle was loud, full of birdsong. The trees looked like a wall of green and brown and he was reminded of Cloud’s atrium. He’d never liked the atrium, and he liked this jungle even less.

When he’d spotted the island from his seat in the cockpit of their borrowed plane, he’d had a sinking feeling in his gut. If Cloud’s plane had crashed, it was unlikely he’d survived. But he had, and something was going on. Why was Ortega here? If they could take him alive, he intended to ask that very question. And if they didn’t—well, he’d just have to live with the mystery. All that mattered was that he had Cloud.

Meltzer stopped halfway between the airfield and the jungle and scanned the line of trees. He could feel eyes on him, though whether they were human or animal, he couldn’t say. He flicked a bead of sweat off his cheek, waved away an insect, and said, “Light it up.”

Sanford and the others stepped forward, raised their weapons and sprayed the jungle with weapons fire. As they fired, they walked forward. Meltzer followed them, his pistol hanging by his side. He motioned with his free hand and the men began to spread out as they moved, covering a wider area. “Keep going until you draw blood. Try not to kill him, but don’t take any stupid risks. Shoot him enough to take some of the starch out of him, okay?”

When the trio communicated their agreement, Meltzer walked back to the plane. “Well, I’ll let the guys handle that. Me and you need to have ourselves a chat, Byron. A long overdue one at that.”

“If it’s about a raise…” Cloud began.

“Actually, I was thinking more a severance package,” Meltzer said as he raised his pistol. “Yours, to be precise.”

* * *

BOLAN SHOVED INTO the mud as the bullets whistled overhead, piercing the curtain of green that separated him from the airstrip. He dug his hands into the mud and anchored himself. As Meltzer’s crew continued to fire, he squirmed up into the nest of thick roots that bunched around him. There wasn’t much room, but he hacked himself space with his knife. The guns fell silent as he pulled his legs in and hunched down. He was contorted into a half crouch, and he could almost feel the weight of the tree above him. He sank the knife tip-first into the ground and settled in to wait.

He didn’t have to wait long. Feet crunched and stomped above and around him. He smiled. They could never resist coming to check. He was tempted to use the AR-15 to pick them off, but he wanted to attract as little attention to himself as possible, until he could suss out the situation.

Cloud had blown his cover. Evidently, gratitude wasn’t high on his list of priorities. Then, Bolan hadn’t expected him to be anything but a treacherous weasel, and in that sense he hadn’t been disappointed. But weasel or not, Bolan needed to get Cloud back and quickly. That meant surviving the next three to five minutes. He set the assault rifle aside and uprooted his knife.

Bolan caught sight of legs and a torso as one of the gunmen moved down the slope. The man stopped as one of his companions yelled to him. Bolan waited for him to reply and then made his move. He burst out of hiding and clamped a hand around the man’s mouth as he drove the blade up into his back, angling it to do the most damage. The man made a strangled sound, muffled by Bolan’s grip, and sank back. Bolan caught his weight on his shoulder and pulled him down gently. Acting swiftly, he shoved the body up into his hiding place. He took the man’s weapon and extra ammunition.

The weapon was a TAR-21, an Israeli assault rifle with a stubby design. Bolan had used them before, another fact for which he was grateful—this would be an inconvenient time to try to puzzle out the workings of an unfamiliar weapon. He looped the sling over his shoulder and stuffed the extra magazines into the pouches on his fatigues. He also took the man’s combat knife. One could never have too many knives. Bolan readied himself to hunt down the dead man’s companions.

But the effort proved to be unnecessary. He saw a wisp of red spatter across the green ahead of him and froze. A Dayak, face smeared with mud, finished cutting the gunman’s throat. Bolan sank down, thinking quickly. He’d been right; there were more guards on the airstrip than just the one he’d killed. That complicated things in an interesting way, but Bolan was nothing if not adaptable. Time to play “let you and him fight,” he thought.

He heard the third man yell out some distance away. His weapon chattered once and then fell silent. Bolan slithered up the slope and swiftly made his way into the shelter of the outbuildings. He needed to be closer.

* * *

“YOU—YOU WANT to kill me?” Cloud asked.

“Since the day we met.” Meltzer leveled the Mauser at him. “But I’m not going to, Byron. Instead, I’m going to turn you over to the highest bidder and let someone else kill you. And I’ll laugh about it all the way to the bank.”

“But I paid you…” Cloud began.

“You know what they say…money ain’t everything,” Meltzer said. “Now, where do you want it? The foot or the leg? We need to make sure you can’t go anywhere.” The sound of a gun going off in the jungle caused Cloud to start. Meltzer smiled. “Well, there goes your pal Ortega. It’s just you and me now, Byron.”

“Who the hell is Ortega?”

Meltzer hesitated but pressed on. “Whatever his name is, he’s dead, and you’re mine.” His finger tightened on the trigger but before he could fire, one of the men nearby suddenly staggered and fell as the crack of a gunshot echoed over the airstrip. Men scrambled for cover as an assault rifle opened up, firing at them from out of the jungle. Cloud slapped the barrel of the Meltzer’s Mauser aside with a yell and darted away.

Meltzer turned to fire at him but was forced to throw himself behind a stack of rusting, leaky fuel drums as the rifle continued firing. He scrambled across the oily ground and peered around the side of the drums. Someone was laying down covering fire for Cloud, who was fleeing down the length of the airstrip. “Somebody stop him! He’s supposed to die!” Meltzer bawled, ducking back behind the drums as a flurry of shots came too close.

“Stop him yourself,” Horowitz yelled from where he crouched behind the plane’s landing gear.

Meltzer cursed and tried to draw a bead on Cloud, but it was no good. He was already gone.

* * *

BOLAN WASN’T SURPRISED when the Dayaks opened up on Meltzer’s men. The way they had bunched up, they’d provided a tempting target. But sloppy as they were, they’d reacted like soldiers, hunting cover and returning fire.

He crept toward the hangar and slipped inside while his enemies were occupied with each other. Rainsford did, indeed, have a plane. It was a private aircraft—a Piper PA-31 Navajo. The plane was covered in a dust cloth, but was in good condition from what Bolan could tell.

Outside, the rattle of gunfire grew louder as Meltzer’s men began to spread out across the airstrip. Bolan heard Meltzer yell something, so he moved to the front of the hangar and peered out through the gap in the wall. Cloud had darted away from Meltzer’s plane and was running down the airstrip.

Bolan made to open the hangar door. He needed to get Cloud into cover before he was caught in the crossfire, but as he tried to get the door open, he heard a scrape of skin on metal. He whirled, bringing the TAR-21 up, and fired. The rounds caught the Dayak in the chest and propelled him backward into a stack of fuel drums, knocking a number of them over.

As the body hit the ground, bullets punctured the shell of the hangar from outside. Bolan cursed and ducked beneath the nose of the plane. His shot and the resulting noise had caught the attention of Meltzer’s crew.

Bullets struck the fuel drums, punching through the aged metal easily. Fumes filled the enclosed space as fuel spilled across the ground. Bolan turned and kicked through the rotting wood of the hangar wall. He had to move quickly—one stray shot and the whole hangar would go up in flames. He sprang out, newly acquired TAR-21 still hammering away, even as Cloud was charging past. Bolan grabbed him.

“Hello, Cloud. Long time no see.”

“C-Cooper! You’re alive!” Cloud squeaked.

“No thanks to you,” Bolan said. “Move.” He hustled Cloud toward the other side of the airstrip. Cloud looked at him with wide eyes and hesitated.

“But the minefield is in that direction,” he protested.

“I know that,” Bolan confirmed. “But your pal Meltzer doesn’t.”

“Was the plane in there?” Cloud asked.

“It is, but not for long,” Bolan said. Bullets plucked at the ground around them as they ran. Bolan returned fire steadily.

“But what about the plane?” Cloud demanded.

As he and Bolan reached the edge of the jungle, the hangar exploded in a ball of flame. Heat washed over them, and Cloud was knocked off his feet by the force of the blast. Bolan ejected the spent magazine from the TAR-21 and popped in a new one.

“What about it?” he said.


[image: ]

18

“What do we do now?” Cloud huffed as he stumbled after Bolan. “I mean, the plane’s gone. What are we going to do?”

“There’s another plane on the island,” Bolan said. He stopped. “Your pal, Meltzer’s.”

“Not my pal! That lousy rat bastard tried to kill me! And after I bought him that awesome pistol— Have you seen that thing? It looks just like Harrison Ford’s gun from the Star Wars films.” Cloud spat, his features twisted into a petulant snarl. There was a fire in his eyes now, and Bolan saw a glimmer of what Cloud’s father and grandfather must have been like. “He tried to kill me. Nobody kills me. I’m Byron Cloud!”

“You won’t be anything but a notch on someone’s gun if we don’t get out of here,” Bolan said. “How did they find us?”

“I told you before, I’ve got an ace in the hole,” Cloud quipped.

Bolan caught him by the neck and shoved him face-first into a tree. “Then it’s time to put all of your cards on the table,” he said. “You tried to have your buddies kill me, but I’m your only hope of getting off this island in one piece. So talk, Cloud, or I’ll shoot someplace sensitive but not fatal.”

“All right! All right! I’ve got a tracking chip in a false tooth.” Cloud jabbed his cheek with a finger. “They can find us wherever we go. Maybe we should make a deal.”

“Which tooth?” Bolan asked, releasing Cloud and stepping back.

“What?” Cloud shoved away from the tree and turned.

“Which tooth?” Bolan said again.

“I don’t know, one of these,” Cloud said, jabbing his cheek again. Bolan punched him. Cloud went down with a yelp, spitting blood and something white into the mud. “What the hell, man?” he yowled, floundering into a sitting position.

“You’re welcome,” Bolan said. “Is that the right one?”

Cloud glared at him but picked up the tooth and examined it. “Yes,” he slurred. He lifted the end of his necktie and dabbed at his bloody mouth. “How’d you know?”

“I didn’t. I was just going to keep hitting you until the right one came loose,” Bolan said. “‘A tooth is much more to be prized than a diamond.’” He reached down and plucked the tooth from Cloud’s hand.

“What the hell does that mean?” Cloud groaned, rubbing his already swelling jaw.

“It’s a quote from Cervantes’ Don Quixote.” Bolan turned and stuffed the tooth into his pocket. “You should really try reading a book sometime.”

“I have people who do that for me,” Cloud said, pushing himself to his feet.

“Not anymore,” Bolan replied.

“What are you going to do with my tooth?” Cloud asked, rubbing his jaw.

“I’m going to level the playing field,” Bolan said. “Your pal Meltzer is following the signal this tooth is putting out. So I’m going to lead him somewhere unpleasant.”

Cloud’s eyes narrowed. “Rainsford.”

Bolan said nothing. He peered up at the sky, where the purple of night was giving way to the pale lavender of the post-midnight crawl to dawn. Then he looked around. Rainsford would be returning to the hunt soon. He didn’t have much time. A few hours at most. He needed to shed ballast.

Bolan looked at Cloud, and then, almost gently, shoved him. Cloud stumbled back a half step.

The snare snapped to life with a rubbery sound. Cloud was yanked off his feet and jerked into the air, upside down, in a shower of leaves. Bolan walked beneath him. “Get me down,” Cloud wailed. Bolan smiled. He’d seen a number of the traps on their way up the slope. Rainsford had apparently booby-trapped every inch of his island, though some were less lethal than minefields and tiger pits.

“Get yourself down,” Bolan said. He drew the knife he’d taken from Meltzer’s man and sent it spinning upward into the trunk of the tree, just out of reach of Cloud’s flailing hands. “If you can get to the knife, it should only take you a few minutes to cut yourself free. And unless you’re really unlucky, you’ll survive the fall.”

“What the hell, Cooper? I thought you wanted to get me off this island!” Cloud whined, swinging back and forth helplessly. “You knew this was here, didn’t you? You walked me right into it,” he snapped as he thrashed around and spun in a slow circle. “You’re going to feed me to Meltzer, aren’t you? Try and get yourself off this island. Big man, with your big talk about justice— Fuck you, Cooper! Fuck you sideways!”

Bolan waited patiently as Cloud continued to rain invective down on him. When the latter had run out of breath at last, and hung limply, the soldier said, “Are you finished?” Cloud muttered something Bolan didn’t quite catch, but he took it as assent. “Good. Here’s what’s going to happen. I still intend to get us both out of here. That’s my mission, and I take it seriously. You’ve got a rendezvous with the Feds and I don’t intend to let you miss it. But that doesn’t mean I have to put up with you while I’m trying to save our necks.”

“Put up with me? I’m the victim here,” Cloud wailed, smacking his chest with his hands. “I’m the guy who got kidnapped. I’m the guy people are trying to kill.”

“And I’m going to see they don’t get the chance,” Bolan said. “But I can’t trust you. And I can’t trust that you won’t get yourself killed. So just hang out until I get back.”

“Was that a joke?” Cloud snarled.

Bolan smiled to himself and left him hanging there. He moved off through the trees, picking up speed. Cloud’s cursing followed him for some time.

It was a calculated risk, leaving Cloud there. Anyone could stumble over him, especially if he didn’t bother to try to free himself with the knife Bolan had so helpfully left him. But it was a risk the Executioner had had to take. The tooth in his pocket was still sending out its signal, which meant Meltzer would be on his trail even now.

His plan was rudimentary but workable. Even better, it killed two birds with one stone. It simply needed one last touch.

* * *

THE SUN WAS starting to think about rising when they shot the last of them. Meltzer sat on an upturned crate and lit a cigarette as Horowitz and another man, a bespectacled Southerner named Reese, dragged the body toward him, backlit by the glow of the fire from the burning hangar. A column of greasy smoke rose into the pale purple sky and the whole airstrip smelled of burning fuel.

“Is it Ortega?” Meltzer asked as he stuffed his lighter into his pocket.

“Does it look like him?” Horowitz said.

Meltzer glanced down at the body. “He looks Hawaiian.”

“Dayak,” Reese said, adjusting his glasses.

“Gesundheit,” Meltzer replied.

“No, he’s a—”

“I know what a Dayak is, Reese. I am not unfamiliar with the indigenous peoples of Borneo. However, I am puzzled as to why said indigenous peoples were trying to kill us,” Meltzer said. He took a closer look. “Is he wearing a uniform under all that blood?”

“British Territorial army uniform,” Reese advised. “Probably surplus. The other one was wearing a Philippine uniform. Or part of one, at least. The gear is surplus, as well—the equipment belts are World War II, but the weapons are as good as ours.” Reese frowned. “No body armor, though, thankfully. Little bastards were hard enough to kill.”

“Yes, but why were they trying to kill us in the first place?” Meltzer ran his hand through his hair. What had Cloud led them into?

“What does it matter?” Horowitz asked.

Meltzer frowned at him. “It matters because I’d like to know just how much competition we’ve got.”

“Seems pretty obvious these guys are Ortega’s,” Horowitz said.

“Yeah? Then explain the body Jenkins, Ferguson and Garcia found on the other side of the airfield about twenty minutes ago,” Meltzer said. He sucked in a mouthful of smoke and expelled it through his nose. He pointed at the body with his cigarette and mockingly traced his heart with his thumb. “He got stabbed. Probably by Ortega. Or Cooper, or whatever the hell his name is. Unless there’s somebody else, which would just be swell.”

“Is the doohickey working?” Horowitz demanded.

“Last I checked,” Meltzer said, still staring down at the body. He patted his coat pocket. “And before you ask, Cloud is moving away from us. That way,” he added, gesturing.

“So what the hell do these guys matter?” Horowitz said, kicking the body. “Let’s go get him!” He hefted his gun. “Come on, Meltzer. Or do you want to stare at the dead guy some more?”

“Anything is better than your face, Horowitz.” Meltzer sucked in another lungful of smoke and then dropped his cigarette, crushing it beneath his shoe as he stood. “All right, fine. Everybody up, we’re going hunting. Except you, Horowitz. You’re staying here with Jenkins and Werner.”

“What? Why?” Horowitz demanded.

“Because I don’t want anybody creeping around behind us and taking our only way off this damn island. And because I said so. Do you have a problem with that?” Horowitz opened his mouth but closed it without saying anything. Meltzer nodded. “Glad to hear it. Reese, find the others. Tell them it’s time to get off their asses and earn whatever exorbitant amount of money they’re getting paid.”

“Are we still getting paid? I mean, the company accounts are frozen and—” Reese began uncertainly.

Meltzer rubbed his cheek and tried to find his happy place. “It was a figure of speech. Go get them, please,” he said from between gritted teeth.

When the others had gotten their act together, Meltzer led them in the direction he’d seen Cloud going. It didn’t take them long to find the trail leading down into the jungle. Meltzer stopped and took the tracking device out and examined it.

If he was being honest, he wasn’t entirely sure how it worked. Cloud’s tech guys had used words such as “geospatial” and “longitudinal” and Meltzer knew it was basically similar to an onboard GPS in a car, only not as good. If he’d been smart, he’d have brought one of the geek squad with him. But he could read it well enough, even if he didn’t know how it worked. Cloud was ahead of them and moving fairly fast for a guy who hired other people to exercise for him.

Meltzer looked at the tracking device. He shook it and then peered ahead at the trail. He frowned. Something was off.

Reese nudged him. “Which way?” he drawled.

“That way,” Meltzer said, still frowning. Of course Cloud would go that way. It was the path of least resistance, and Cloud wasn’t an outdoorsman by either inclination or temperament. Ortega, however, was a different story. From what he’d seen of the man, he was as tough as old boots. He stared at the trail.

“So why are we stopped?”

“Because I find myself adrift in a sea of ennui,” Meltzer said.

Reese goggled at him. “What?”

“I’m suspicious.” Meltzer tapped Reese between the eyes. “Think, man. Wide-open trail…kind of convenient, isn’t it?”

Reese shook his head. “It’s a trail.”

“Then by all means, go first. Lead the way,” Meltzer said, stepping aside. He swept his arm out. “Go on. We’ll be right behind you.”

Reese reached for the tracking device, but Meltzer held it out of reach. “Oh, no, I don’t think so. If I’m right—and I am—I’d rather hold on to this. But you go ahead.”

“Maybe I don’t want to go now.”

Meltzer pulled his Mauser and pointed it at Reese before the other man could react.

“I insist.” He smiled mirthlessly. “Reese, we’ve worked together for a long time, haven’t we?”

“Yeah,” Reese said, looking as if he’d bitten into something sour.

“Then trust me when I say that I’ll shoot you unless you start walking.”

“I wouldn’t,” a familiar voice said.
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Without Cloud to slow him down, Bolan had made good time. Once he’d gotten the lay of the land, finding Rainsford’s compound again hadn’t taken him long at all. Two hours at most, or perhaps closer to three. The compound had been lit up like a Christmas tree as Bolan had studied it from a safe distance. Rainsford was keeping to his word, but he wasn’t a fool.

Bolan had considered trying to plant the tooth somewhere in the compound proper, but he’d had neither the time nor the inclination to chance it. Instead, he’d found a loose chunk of bark and wedged the tooth safely inside it. Then he’d dropped the bark into the river and let the current do its work. It would carry the tooth past the compound and hopefully into the waters around the palisade. If he was lucky, it would be enough to convince Meltzer. If not, well…

Bolan fired the pistol. A mine went off, showering Meltzer and his men with dirt. “Watch your step,” Bolan said loudly.

“A damn minefield,” Meltzer swore as the echo of the blast faded.

“Yes, and unless you want to try to guess your way through it, you’ll stow your weapons and listen to what I have to say.”

Meltzer hesitated. Then he holstered his gun. “Make it quick, Ortega. Or is it Cooper? How many names do you have anyway?” He smiled. “Do you even work for the Black Serpent Society?”

“I work for a lot of people,” Bolan said. “Right now, I could be working for you, if the price is right.”

Meltzer made a face. “I think I’m covered, thanks. Got all positions filled. Leave your résumé with the secretary. I’ll call you if there’s an opening.”

“Then you don’t want me to lead you to Cloud?” Bolan asked.

Meltzer was silent for a moment. “Now why would you do that?” He held up a hand. “Nope, wait, let me guess—the plane. When that hangar went up like a roman candle, it took out your ride.”

“Good guess.”

“Here’s another one. I’m guessing that’s the price you alluded to before, huh? You give us Cloud, we give you a ride out of here. That the way it is?”

“Got it in one,” Bolan said.

“So why wouldn’t I just have my guys take you out, so we can pull what you know out of you bit by bloody bit?” Meltzer asked.

Bolan fired again. Another mine, closer than the first, exploded. “Because, I know where the mines are and you don’t. And you’re going to need me to help you get Cloud,” he said.

“You mean you don’t have him?”

“If I did, would I be here?” Bolan made a show of hesitating. “Someone else has him. Someone worse than either you or me.”

“Someone who uses Dayaks for hired muscle, maybe? Like those guys you dropped on us at the airstrip?

Meltzer was smarter than he looked, Bolan thought. Hopefully not too smart, otherwise he’d see right through Bolan’s plan. “His name is Rainsford. He’s a lunatic with a small army, and he’s got Cloud.”

“How’d that happen?” Meltzer asked. He seemed to be enjoying himself.

“Cloud got squirrelly and ran straight into his arms. Rainsford was looking for us when you showed up. That was Rainsford’s plane you blew up, by the way. He’s not going to be happy about that.” Bolan cocked his head. “I know where Rainsford has Cloud stashed. But he’s got men with guns.”

“Hasn’t bothered you so far,” Meltzer pointed out, looking down at something in his hand.

Bolan figured it was the tracking device.

“I don’t like to make it a habit,” Bolan said. “And, like you said—I need a way off this rock. If that means helping you get Cloud, fine.”

Meltzer snorted. He gnawed on his lip and looked at the closest of his men. Finally he said, “Fine. Put your gun down and we can talk.”

Bolan fired a third time. A mine exploded, raining steaming chunks of dirt down on the group of gunmen. All of them, including Meltzer, flinched. Bolan stuffed his gun through his belt and rested his palm on it. “I’d feel safer holding on to it, thanks,” he said.

* * *

ONCE BOLAN HAD led them out of the minefield Meltzer thawed somewhat. He wasn’t exactly friendly, but Bolan felt a modicum of pity for the man. At another time, in another place, Meltzer was the sort of man he might have fought side by side with. Diligent, practical, ruthless and, like many other mercenaries Bolan had known, Meltzer focused on the problem at hand and didn’t worry about anything else. He didn’t even mention that Bolan was carrying one of his men’s weapons.

Bolan led the group through the jungle, toward Rainsford’s compound. They encountered no guards, and Bolan had already marked the traps. Dawn was an hour away by the time they reached the spot where he’d disposed of the tooth, and Bolan called a halt.

Meltzer waved his men to a stop.

“So…what’s the play?” Meltzer asked. Bolan sank to his haunches and cleared a patch of ground with a sweep of his hand. Quickly he used his knife to sketch out the dimensions of Rainsford’s compound.

“Main house, barracks, armory,” he said. “From what I’ve seen, they carry their weapons everywhere, but ammunition is a different matter.” He carved a line through the armory. “We take that out first. I wasn’t around long enough to figure out how their schedule works, but this time of night there’ll be someone in the barracks. That’s second.” He drew a line through the barracks. “We save the main house for third.”

“And that’s where Cloud is?” Meltzer asked.

“If he’s in the compound and not stashed somewhere else on the island, yes.”

“And why would he be stashed somewhere else?” Meltzer sounded suspicious.

Bolan knew he had to be careful. Meltzer wasn’t stupid, and he was naturally paranoid, even if he had a tracking device confirming everything Bolan was telling him.

“How should I know? By now, Cloud might have talked that lunatic into taking him back to Hong Kong. Or he might be back in the cage I got him out of.”

Meltzer rubbed his chin but said nothing, seemingly accepting Bolan’s logic.

“What about this?” one of the other men, a bespectacled killer named Reese, asked. He indicated the mark Bolan had made to represent the palisade. “What’s that?”

“That’s the palisade. They built it mainly to keep the crocodiles out.”

“Crocodiles?” Meltzer intoned.

Bolan smiled grimly. “Saltwater crocs, and lots of them. Think of them as an armored division, if it helps.”

“It doesn’t,” Meltzer said sourly.

“How many men?” another of the mercenaries asked.

“Twenty, maybe less,” Bolan said.

“Maybe less?”

“I subtracted a few last night,” Bolan confirmed.

The mercenary grunted.

“You killed the ones at the airfield?” Bolan asked Meltzer.

“Yeah.” He nodded.

“They don’t appear to stay in contact,” Bolan said. “They’re not really a military setup as much as a private security force, and a lazy one at that. If we’re lucky, no one’s missed them yet. Or Rainsford assumes I killed them myself. Either way, he won’t be expecting an attack, especially not at dawn.”

Meltzer smirked. “It’s a classic for a reason, I guess.” The smirk faded. “What if Cloud tells him?”

“Why would he?” Bolan asked. “You and I both know that Cloud looks out for himself first. Do you really think he’s going to just give away information like that if he thinks he can use it to bargain with?”

Meltzer rocked back on his heels. “How are we going to get through the palisade? You got a way in?”

“The boardwalks here, here and here seem to be the quickest routes for us. If you can hit them fast, before they know you’re there, you can get in. There are no gates, as such. But the lights are on and everybody is awake.”

Meltzer reached over to Reese and pulled a grenade off his web gear. He bounced it on his palm. “I don’t think that’ll be a problem. We came ready for war, after all.” The mercenaries grumbled eagerly. Meltzer tossed the grenade back to Reese and looked around. Then he clapped his hands together.

“Right. Fine. Let’s do this. Reese, Bibowski, Sterling, Singal, Jain—south,” he said. He rattled off five more names and sent them north. As the ten men moved off, Meltzer looked at the others. “You bunch, come with me. You, too, Ortega. I want you where I can see you.”

* * *

THE SMOKE HAD become visible as the sky lightened. Rainsford knew what it was without having to be told. “Cooper appears to have found the airstrip,” he murmured to the skull on the table. It was one of his favorites, taken from a triad gangster whose name he couldn’t recall. “But then, you found the airstrip, as well. It didn’t do you much good, did it, my friend?”

Rainsford sat back in his chair and lifted his cup to his lips. The remains of breakfast sat on the table in front of him and he flicked crumbs from his fingers. The tea was going cold, which meant it was almost time to pick up the hunt. He had little doubt that the men he’d sent ahead to the airstrip would send Cooper and Cloud fleeing back into the jungle. They were under orders not to kill them, unless left with no other choice.

“What will he try next, do you think?” he asked the skull, tapping it with a finger. “The docks? Or maybe he will come back here. What would you have done, I wonder.”

Before he could wait for an answer, the palisade exploded. It came as a surprise, to say the least. At first he thought Cooper was launching an attack on his own, but the rattle of gunfire from multiple points put paid to that theory. He shot to his feet as another section of the palisade was torn apart by a grenade, filling the air with splinters.

Men charged through the smoke, weapons firing. Rainsford’s people moved to meet the invaders and both sides sought cover as a ferocious gun battle ensued. Rainsford drew his pistol and upended his table as the veranda came under fire.

Mundaw raced up onto the veranda, his weapon barking. “We’re under attack,” he said.

“Really, however can you tell?” Rainsford quipped. “Who the devil are they?”

Mundaw grunted but didn’t answer the question. Instead he fired over the rail of the veranda.

Rainsford shook his head. This hunt was growing interesting. More interesting, in fact, than he cared for.

The newcomers were clad in black, as Cooper had been, and Rainsford wondered if this was the Justice Department come to call. He didn’t think so, however. The attack was sloppy, berserk, as if being conducted by amateurs. These men, whoever they were, lacked discipline. It was more likely that they were some of Cloud’s criminal confederates come to secure him for whatever reason. “Cloud did say that someone was coming for him,” Rainsford muttered to himself. Bullets chewed the table and he hunkered down. “Perhaps I was too quick to assume he was stretching the truth. Well, live and learn, as they say.”

More explosions split the air. Whoever the attackers were, they had numbers and armament aplenty. His people had been caught by surprise and were paying the price. Between Cooper and this attack, he was fast running out of subordinates. Which meant it might be time to seek more hospitable climes.

Rainsford leaned around the table and fired his Webley into the smoke wafting through the compound, more out of frustration than because a viable target had presented itself. He’d never truly considered what would happen if he came under attack one day. His compound wasn’t built with an assault in mind—it was a hunting camp, not a fortress. And now he was paying the price for his lack of foresight. The outbuildings were already on fire and he could hear the distinctive pop-pop-pop of ammunition cooking off.

Yes, definitely time to go.

“Mundaw, old thing, I think it’s time we bid adieu to King Charles and his domain.”

“The plane?” Mundaw asked. He slammed a fresh magazine into his pistol.

“I think so.” Rainsford grinned. “Perhaps we’ll run across Cooper and the redoubtable Cloud on the way, eh?”
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Bolan watched the attack unfold with a sense of grim satisfaction. Rainsford had been caught completely by surprise, and tails of smoke rose over the hummock as the assault progressed. He hung back with Meltzer and the others, moving slowly toward the boardwalk. The crocodiles splashed and floundered in the river, agitated by the sounds and smells of battle.

He’d pegged Rainsford for the sloppier sort of lunatic the moment he’d laid eyes on him. Whatever else he was, he was no militia leader or terrorist commander—like Meltzer, Rainsford was an amateur in the ways of war. He was a monster, but not a disciplined one. And that meant he could be dealt with easily enough, with the proper application of firepower. Luckily, Meltzer’s crew possessed just enough of the latter to get the job done.

Meltzer and his gunmen surrounded Bolan, but as they drew closer to the compound, discipline started to slip. Nobody was paying attention to him, not with explosions going off and bullets striking the wood of the boardwalk all around them. Bolan was able to drift through the ranks, until he was at the back of the group. Meltzer hadn’t noticed yet, but Bolan knew it was only a matter of time.

Time to go, he thought.

He jerked forward, snatching a grenade off the belt of the mercenary just ahead of him. As the man whirled, Bolan fired the TAR-21, killing him. Before the others could react, Bolan thumbed the pin and shouted, “Catch!” before lobbing the grenade at the group. Men stumbled and fell into the river in their haste to escape, and the crocodiles swarmed as the grenade went off. The explosion might as well have been a dinner bell for the big saurians as they shot forward, jaws wide.

Bolan didn’t stick around to watch the fun. He started for the trees but when he heard a shout behind him he turned, swinging his weapon up. Meltzer had avoided the explosion and the angry saurians both, and had pursued Bolan. As the Executioner turned, he fired, throwing off the latter’s aim. Meltzer skidded and flung himself to the ground and the Mauser barked.

Bolan twisted aside at the last moment, but even so, the bullet creased his side, tearing through his fatigues and scoring the flesh beneath. He hit the ground and rolled, lifting his weapon, but a boot slammed into his wrists and jarred the gun from his grip. He rolled again, narrowly avoiding the foot that crashed down where his head had been. The sling of the TAR-21 was torn from his shoulder. Meltzer’s foot caught him in the side, making painful contact with the spot where the bullet had kissed him.

Bolan fell onto his side and Meltzer kicked him again, knocking the wind out of him. “What? Don’t feel like sticking around for your own party?” Meltzer said, breathing heavily. He kicked Bolan’s gun away. “And after you went to so much trouble to set it up. That’s what it was, wasn’t it? A setup.”

He made to kick Bolan again, but the Executioner slid out of range and got to his feet, side aching. There wasn’t much distance between him and Meltzer, and he knew he wasn’t fast enough to avoid taking a bullet. The soldier had taken bullets before and could do so again, if necessary. He readied himself to leap as Meltzer continued to speak.

“That was it, huh? You wanted us all distracted while you slipped back into the bush, got Cloud from wherever you stashed him, and vamoosed in our plane. Sneaky, Ortega, but not sneaky enough. You think I was going to let you go?” Meltzer snarled. He raised the Mauser. “No dice. You’re dead, and I got a feeling the world won’t mourn you all that much. Say good-night, Ortega.”

“Good night, Ortega.”

Meltzer’s eyes widened. His mouth opened, but no words came out. He turned and Bolan saw the wound in his back. There was a sound like a cleaver hitting meat, and Meltzer stepped back, off balance. The Mauser swung down and fired once, just before it fell from his hand. Meltzer took another step back, and then a third. Blood spilled from between the fingers he’d pressed to his belly, and down his chin as he coughed red.

Cloud, bloody knife in hand, stepped forward and caught the back of Meltzer’s neck with his free hand. “You were going to kill me, Hugo? You don’t get to kill me. I’m Byron Cloud, you asshole. Nobody kills me. Not a plane crash, not some crazy hunter, and especially not you. Vaya con Dios, pal.” The knife shot forward, plunging into Meltzer’s stomach and chest again and again, with startling rapidity. After the sixth such blow, Meltzer made a soft sound and toppled backward. Cloud let him fall. Meltzer’s heels drummed on the ground for a moment and then he went limp.

Cloud held up the knife and smiled. “Thanks for leaving this,” he said. He glanced at the gun on the ground and bent, but Bolan was quicker. He snatched up a handful of dirt and chucked it into Cloud’s face. Cloud yelled and dropped his knife as he reached for his eyes. Bolan snatched up his own weapon and pointed it at Cloud.

“I did just save your life,” Cloud said as he cleared dirt out of his eyes. “Would a little thanks kill you?”

“Thanks,” Bolan said. He grabbed Cloud’s collar. “Get moving. Back to the airstrip.”

* * *

THE SOUNDS OF the assault on Rainsford’s compound faded as they made their way to the airstrip. Cloud was more subdued this time, and Bolan wondered whether he was starting to regret killing Meltzer. As far as he knew, Cloud hadn’t killed anyone else, at least not face-to-face. Bolan thought it was too much to hope that Cloud might turn over a new leaf. No, more likely, Cloud was starting to realize his avenues of escape had narrowed significantly.

As they moved, Bolan found himself wondering whether Rainsford would survive the assault. He hoped not, but he couldn’t take that chance. He would have to come back after he’d dropped Cloud off, and make sure the job was done.

Creatures such as Rainsford couldn’t be allowed to walk free, breathing the clean air of the world. Rainsford would die. The Executioner would make sure of that.

When they reached the airfield, smoke was still rising overhead. Bolan and Cloud moved in among the shacks and outbuildings. Everything was quiet. Bolan knew Meltzer had left men to guard the plane, but he saw no sign of them.

“Wait here,” Bolan said. Cloud swallowed and nodded jerkily. Bolan pushed away from the crew shack and darted for the nearest cover—a stack of boxes blanketed by a moldy tarpaulin. He paused long enough to count to ten and then loped toward a pyramid of leaky, rusting fuel drums.

Bolan smelled the bodies before he saw them. Both men had been killed quickly, and quietly. Their weapons still hung from their bodies, untouched. Their throats had been cut and blood stained the front of their fatigues. They had been killed and dragged out of sight behind the fuel drums.

Someone had beaten them to the airfield. Rainsford, possibly. The thought worried him. It meant he’d either underestimated the old man or overestimated Meltzer’s killers. Bolan pulled an assault rifle off one of the corpses and checked it quickly. Whoever it was, he intended to be ready for them. He moved swiftly and silently across the tarmac to the waiting plane.

The stairs were down and the entrance to the cargo compartment was invitingly open. Bolan scaled the stairs as quickly as he dared, conscious of his exposure. As he stepped into the plane, his foot caught on the leg of a third body.

He recognized the leg’s owner easily enough, despite the fact that his head was resting on top of his chest. Horowitz—Meltzer’s musclehead. He’d been decapitated neatly and his head had been propped up on his chest so that his face was pointed toward the door, as if to greet the next person who boarded the plane. Bolan turned away from the macabre scene and headed for the cockpit. But even as he reached for the handle, the door was jerked open and a familiar shape darted at him.

The air was filled with a harsh crackle. Bolan blocked the cattle prod with the assault rifle, but was driven back by the hammer-like force of the blow. His weapon was ripped from his hands and he was forced to leap back as Mundaw sprang from the cockpit, a fierce smile on his lips. The Dayak held the cattle prod in one hand and had the jimpul Rainsford had showed him earlier sheathed on his hip.

Mundaw moved with a lethal grace Bolan had only rarely witnessed. The cattle prod hissed out in a wide arc, nearly shocking him. Bolan stepped back as Mundaw closed in. His back struck the wall of the compartment and he rolled aside as the prod swept out again and struck the wall.

Bolan shot forward and wrapped his arms around Mundaw’s chest, driving him against the other side of the compartment. He caught hold of the Dayak’s arm and bashed it against the edge of the hatch, forcing him to release the crackling cattle prod. The tool clattered to the floor and Bolan smashed his fist into his opponent’s face again and again. Mundaw’s fingers dug into the flesh of the Executioner’s throat and they wrestled back and forth, Bolan punching and Mundaw trying his best to throttle him.

Mundaw groped for the blade on his hip, intending to serve the Executioner as he had the unfortunate Horowitz. Bolan caught his hand before he could unsheathe the blade and he dug his fingers into Mundaw’s throat. They strained against one another for a moment; two powerful men, equally matched.

Bolan’s vision began to blur at the edges as Mundaw’s hand remained clamped around his throat. He needed to break the hold, and quick. The Executioner’s knee shot up, catching Mundaw between the legs. A shrill whine escaped from the Dayak’s lips and he staggered back. Bolan drove forward, hooking him beneath the leg and picking him up.

They reeled out of the hatch and tumbled down the stairs onto the tarmac. Bolan rolled away from Mundaw and climbed to his feet, breathing hoarsely, one hand rubbing his bruised throat. He’d managed to tear the still-sheathed jimpul away from the man as they’d fallen, and he tossed the weapon aside, out of reach of either of them.

Mundaw stood but swayed on his feet. He drew a knife from his belt and came in low, moving with the steady surety of a born knife-fighter. Bolan twisted into the blow, grabbing Mundaw’s wrist and slamming it down against his knee, forcing him to discard the knife. He drove an elbow into the Dayak’s sternum, knocking him back. Mundaw shook his head, wheezing, and Bolan drove a fist into his gut. Mundaw lashed out at him wildly. Bolan ducked under the blow and scooped up the blade. As Mundaw grabbed at him again, Bolan slashed his throat open to the bone. The Dayak stumbled past him, both hands flying to his neck as he tried to staunch the crimson tide that gushed between his weakening fingers.

Mundaw sank to one knee, his breath hissing between his teeth. He slowly toppled over, blood pooling around him.

Bolan looked down at him. “He’s dead, Cloud. You can come out now.”

“No, I’m rather afraid he can’t,” Rainsford said. He walked around the nose of the plane, Cloud in front of him, the barrel of his Webley pressed to the side of the arms dealer’s skull.

“He, uh, he got the drop on me,” Cloud said helplessly.

“That I did. He was engrossed in your duel, Mr. Cooper. I daresay he wasn’t entirely rooting for you.” Rainsford’s eyes flicked down toward Mundaw’s body and then back up at Bolan. “Well, that is quite upsetting. Mundaw was my friend.”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have let him get himself killed,” Bolan said.

“Well, I wasn’t expecting you to show up. He was procuring this fine aircraft for us, since my own is, sadly, on fire,” Rainsford said. “Frankly, I figured Cloud had stabbed you in the back when his friends arrived. And they are your friends, are they not?” he asked, tightening his grip on Cloud.

“Sort of,” Cloud gasped.

“No matter. They’ll be dead soon enough, killed by my men or the island itself. I have their plane, after all, and what they came here for. And I have you, Mr. Cooper.”

Bolan said nothing. He still held the knife.

Rainsford smiled. “You are quite the specimen, and I congratulate you on this most entertaining hunt. I shall cherish the memories of it fondly, and I may even give your skull pride of place in my little shrine. Or, rather, the new shrine I shall build, since the old one is probably on fire at the moment. Quite the honor, if I do say so myself.”

“And what about me?” Cloud said. He licked his lips, his eyes darting back and forth. “You going to kill me, too?”

“Eventually, yes.”

“You don’t have to, you know,” Cloud said, his voice taking on a wheedling tone. “I’m more valuable alive. That’s why he came here, after all.” He jerked his chin at Bolan. “They’ll come looking for me.”

“Who?”

“Everyone, man—jihadists, triads, mafioso—you name them, they want my scalp. Meltzer was just the first, and if he found me, they’ll find me, too. But I’ve got to be alive, otherwise they won’t come.”

“What are you babbling about?”

“Hunting, man!” Cloud said desperately. “You like to hunt, well get ready for a safari, right? This island will be crawling with people for you to shoot. And all you’ve got to do is let me live.” He looked at Bolan. “Him you can kill.”

“Thanks, Cloud,” Bolan said. He tensed, shifting his weight slightly. He let the hilt of the knife slide through his fingers, until he was holding the pommel. Rainsford hadn’t noticed it yet, or else he’d discounted it. Either way, he’d inadvertently given Bolan a chance for survival and the Executioner intended to take full advantage of it.

“Sorry, man. I look out for number one. Always have, always will,” Cloud said.

Rainsford laughed. “Oh, never before have I witnessed such squealing from a beast caught in a trap.” He shook his head. “I’ll spare you for now, Mr. Cloud, never fear. We’ll discuss your use to me at a later date. For now, however, I’m afraid we must bring this little excursion to a long-overdue conclusion.” He aimed the Webley at Bolan.

As his finger tightened on the trigger, Bolan whipped the knife up and sent it sailing end over end toward Rainsford.

Rainsford’s eyes widened a second before the blade sliced through his cheek. He shrieked and fired, shoving Cloud aside.

Bolan felt the bullet skid across the top of his shoulder as he sprang past the falling Cloud and slammed into Rainsford, knocking him sprawling. The old man kicked at him and fired again. Bolan caught his gun hand and they struggled back and forth, fighting for control of the pistol. It fired again, so close to his head that Bolan fell momentarily deaf.

Rainsford was strong, for an old man, but Bolan was stronger. That difference in strength began to show after a few moments as Bolan forced the Webley away from his face and toward Rainsford’s. He slid his finger over the trigger. The old man’s snarl turned into an expression of frustrated terror as he felt the Webley’s barrel graze the underside of his jaw. Bolan met his gaze and almost hesitated. Then he recalled the room of skulls and squeezed the trigger.

Rainsford went limp. Bolan heaved a weary breath and started to get to his feet when something caught him in the back. He realized a second later that Cloud had kicked him square between the shoulders. The Webley bounced from his hand and Cloud skidded past him to scoop it up. He swung around in front of Bolan, grinning maniacally.

“Now who’s a waste of oxygen, huh?” Cloud laughed shrilly. “I always win, Cooper. I told you that!”

“You did,” Bolan said, pushing to his feet.

Cloud fired at the ground, spattering Bolan’s leg with bits of broken concrete.

“Don’t move,” Cloud snapped.

“Why?” Bolan said, taking a step forward.

“Because I—I’ll shoot you, man, that’s why!”

“No, you won’t,” Bolan said softly. “For three reasons.” He held up a finger. “One, you can’t fly a plane. Two, I’m pretty sure there’re still people on this island who’ll kill you as soon as look at you. Those crocodiles could only eat so many people, after all.”

Cloud licked his lips. His eyes narrowed. “And what’s three?”

“The gun is empty,” Bolan said, cracking his knuckles. “Now, are you going to get on the damn plane or not?”

Cloud got on the plane.
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Melbourne, Australia

Three days later Mack Bolan sat outside Café Segovia in the narrow, partially covered laneway of Block Place, drinking coffee and reading the paper. When he caught sight of Hal Brognola threading through the packed street, he set the paper aside and raised a hand. Brognola came over, sat opposite Bolan with a grunt and immediately pulled a roll of antacids from his coat pocket.

“I ordered for you,” Bolan said.

Brognola grunted again and began to strip the foil from the tablets. He didn’t look at Bolan as he popped one in his mouth. Instead he kept his eyes on the crowd of locals and tourists filling the street, shopping, laughing and talking. It was a sunny day, and hot, but that was little deterrent to commerce.

“Why here?” Brognola asked finally.

“I’ve heard the coffee is nice,” Bolan said.

“It’ll be better than Kurtzman’s blend of the month, at least,” Brognola said.

Bolan shuddered slightly. Kurtzman was as bad at brewing coffee as he was good with technology. Bolan would swear he’d once seen the contents of a spilled mug eat through linoleum.

Brognola fiddled with the roll of antacids. “You look well, considering.”

“Nothing I couldn’t handle,” Bolan said.

“Still, it was a wild story, Striker.” Brognola shook his head. “We haven’t found out who he was, by the way.”

“I doubt you will,” Bolan said.

Once Brognola had heard his report, he’d immediately put Kurtzman on the electronic scent, in an effort to find out who Rainsford had been as well as the extent of his crimes.

“It’s probably better that way,” he added. “Whoever he was, whether Sarban Rainsford was his real name, he doesn’t deserve to be remembered.”

“His victims deserve to be identified,” Brognola said.

“Then tell Kurtzman to concentrate on that. Let Rainsford rot.” Bolan hesitated. “What about the island?”

“A war zone. We bagged Meltzer’s men on the north end of the island. They were pretty glad to see anyone after a day or two on that island.” Brognola smiled in satisfaction. “Most of them are wanted for a variety of crimes, so that’s a cherry on top.” The smile faded and he dragged a hand over his face.

Bolan could sense Brognola’s exhaustion. It wasn’t often that the other man came out into the field. He mostly split his time between Stony Man Farm and Washington, DC. It was a testament to the importance of the information in Cloud’s head that Brognola had flown to Australia, along with the representatives of half a dozen other Federal and international agencies, all looking to pick the arms dealer’s brain.

“How’s Cloud?” Bolan asked.

“Singing like a canary, to use the old cliché,” Brognola said. “Or so I’m told. Lots of names, account numbers, dates…all sorts of useful things. Some of which we already knew, but…”

“It’s always nice to have confirmation.” Bolan smiled up at the waitress as she brought Brognola’s coffee. When she’d gone, he said, “Spence had mentioned something about Nigerians.”

Brognola shifted in his seat. “Yeah, Cloud squawked about that, as well. We’re putting something together, if you’re interested.”

“As long as it’s not in the next few days,” Bolan said, sipping his coffee. “What will they do with him afterward? They won’t risk sticking him in general population, no matter how much a rat like him deserves a stay at a state facility.”

Brognola popped another tablet. “Not my problem, and for that I’m thankful. I was ready to smash his face in with a coffee mug after twenty minutes. He refused to talk until we found out what happened to his tiger—are you laughing?”

“No,” Bolan said, though he was hiding a grin. “And?”

“And what?”

“What happened to the tiger?”

“It’s winging its way to an animal sanctuary as we speak, minus the rhinestone collar and the six-hundred-dollar-a-bowl food.” Brognola raised his coffee cup and sniffed it. Then he took a hesitant sip. His face contorted. “I think I’ve lost my taste buds. Between Kurtzman’s sludge and the stuff they serve in Wonderland on the Potomac, I don’t think I’m capable of enjoying this.” He sighed, set the cup down and pulled a cigar out of his pocket. As he unwrapped it, he said, “Why not take it easy for a few days?”

“What?”

“I said, why not take it easy for a few days? You have something going on I should know about?” Though he and Brognola had long since put aside any enmity, Brognola was still the suspicious sort. Frankly, Bolan wouldn’t have had him any other way.

Bolan eyed Brognola over the rim of his cup.

Brognola stuffed the cigar in his mouth and said, “Striker.”

Bolan moved his newspaper aside, revealing the photograph beneath it.

Brognola sat back. “Is that…?”

“Gapon,” Bolan confirmed.

“You found him?”

Bolan nodded. “And now I can deal with him.”

“Are you sure he’s still in Melbourne?”

“Fairly sure. He’s sitting at the café across the street,” Bolan said, emptying his cup.

Brognola twitched but didn’t move to look. “What the hell is he doing here?”

“Having coffee,” Bolan said.

Brognola snorted and chewed on his cigar.

Bolan stared past him, at his target.

Gapon was a big man, beefy, but running to fat. He still had a strangler’s hands, though, all scar tissue and gristle. He was round-faced and his hair had turned the color of snow, but otherwise he looked like his photograph. As Bolan watched, he finished his drink and stood. His jacket pulled slightly and Bolan knew he was armed.

“You have a piece?” Brognola asked.

“I thought I’d try something different.” Bolan patted his coat pocket, where a roll of cheese wire sat. “Keep things quiet this time.”

“That’d be a change,” Brognola grunted.

“He’s leaving,” Bolan said, already knowing that Gapon had an appointment to keep with several members of the Yellow Chrysanthemum, a triad-fronted criminal enterprise of some longevity. Bolan still wasn’t sure what it was they wanted the ex-KGB killer to do, but he intended to find out before he sent Gapon to meet his Maker. And if that meant he had more work to do before he left Melbourne…well, it was a pleasant city and he’d always enjoyed Australia.

“It wasn’t really about the coffee, was it?” Brognola said with a soft sigh.

“No,” Bolan said, smiling slightly. He rose, tossed some money on the table and clapped Brognola on the shoulder. “That thing with Cloud was a nice diversion, but I’ve got work to do.”

“Do you need backup?” Brognola asked.

Bolan kept his eyes on Gapon, who was moving away through the crowd. “Not for this,” he said.

“Of course, stupid question.” Brognola lifted his cup and drained it. “Go get him, Striker.”

“I always do,” Bolan said.

He left Brognola behind and slipped into the tide of holiday-makers.

The Executioner was on the hunt.

* * * * *
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