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				SPLINTER SECT

				North Korean terrorists unleash a devastating sarin-gas attack on Los Angeles: payback for US opposition to their homeland’s nuclear expansion. With casualties mounting and fear of future strikes on the rise, Mack Bolan follows the trail of violence to the zealous billionaire funding the deadly campaign. Taking him out—and saving thousands from an arsenal of suitcase bombs and biochemical weapons—will mean penetrating North Korea’s treacherous border. But the Executioner’s bloody pilgrimage won’t end until he sends this scum straight into the afterlife.

			

		

	
		
			
				The house and grounds went dark, but Bolan knew exactly where his first three targets were. 

				Sweeping the muzzle of his scattergun across the patio, he triggered three quick twelve-gauge rounds, each blast spewing nine pellets of double-O buckshot, each pellet equivalent to a .33-caliber bullet.

				His targets never knew what hit them, blown away and tumbling on the flagstone patio, awash in blood. Somewhere inside the house, a male voice shouted, challenging the sudden dark.

				Light from the burning, melting generator shed showed Bolan where he had to go—rushing across the lawn through roiling smoke, past burning patches where napalm has set the grass on fire—and Chan stayed with him, matching stride for stride.

				Whatever hell awaited them, they would be meeting it head-on.
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				For Staff Sergeant Robert James Miller Nari District, Afghanistan; January 25, 2008
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				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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				Prologue

				Los Angeles, California

				Jang Il-woo, age twenty-three, boarded the Metro Express Line 442 at the Hawthorne/Lennox Station, at seven-thirty on Tuesday morning, bound for downtown LA. No one aboard the train noticed the slender Korean expatriate dressed in a cheap business suit, horn-rimmed glasses and black wingtips. Just another of the city’s countless worker drones, bound for an office job downtown and none too happy that he still had four full days to work that week.

				As the train filled, passing through twenty-seven stations on its way to the Staples Center multi-purpose sports arena and the looming skyscrapers beyond, Jang kept eye contact with his fellow passengers to a minimum, staring out the window beside him, counting down the final minutes of his life. The briefcase sat between his feet, its deadly secret hidden from the others traveling their last few miles toward doom.

				Jang had no fear of death. He had resolved it through his prayers and other actions of devotion to the cause that ruled his life and had determined when that life on Earth should end. It comforted him to imagine what would follow his demise, the great leap forward for his homeland and the world at large.

				A resident of the United States for nearly two years now, complete with green card, Jang had never actually planned to settle in the West. His course had been set more than a year before he applied for his US Permanent Resident Card and was accepted on the basis of his fabricated academic record, indicating he held a master’s degree in business management and mass communication from Seoul’s Chung-Ang University. His application also claimed a standing job offer from Choeusu Productions in Los Angeles, a public relations firm operating from a phone bank and post-office box in West Hollywood and had no living officers or formal personnel.

				Within the anthill of Los Angeles, Jang was invisible.

				That was about to change.

				Inside his shiny briefcase Jang carried a twelve-pound aerosol dispenser filled with sarin: a colorless, odorless, liquid nerve agent listed as a weapon of mass destruction under international law. Stockpiling sarin had been banned under the Chemical Weapons Convention, presently signed by all but five nations on Earth.

				No matter. Any clever chemist could produce sarin, given the proper equipment and adequate supply of base materials.

				Jang did not understand the chemistry, nor did he care to. All he had to do this Tuesday morning was to wait for a full car and loose the gas to do its lethal work. As he reached down to free the latches on his case, his mind echoed the last words spoken by his master, barely half an hour earlier: “Breathe deep, sleep well and wake in Paradise.”

				* * *

				CITY HALL, at 454 feet, was LA’s tallest building from 1928 to 1964, when a revised building code permitted the erection of taller downtown structures. Even after a four-year seismic retrofit between 1998 and 2001, it remained the tallest, base-isolated structure on Earth, employing one of the most reliable architectural methods devised to protect tenants from earthquakes.

				Kim Jun-ha, age twenty-six, knew nothing of that history when he stepped onto city hall’s observation deck at 9:05 a.m. Taken for an Asian tourist by the citizens who saw him, branded by his backpack and the Nikon D5300 DSLR camera around his neck, he passed unnoticed on his ride up in the elevator, totally ignored by other Tuesday-morning sightseers as he began to circumnavigate the deck, peering across the hazy vista of a city doomed to die.

				In his backpack Kim carried an aerosol dispersion device identical to one that would be opened by Jang Il-woo aboard the Metro Express. Unlike Jang, he also carried a Beretta 8000 semiautomatic pistol. It was tucked under his belt, beneath the plain gray hoodie that he wore. The pistol held sixteen rounds of 9 mm Parabellum ammunition. He carried no spare magazine; Kim knew he would not be needing one.

				Step one of his assigned duty was to remove the aerosol device from his backpack, hold his breath while he opened the nozzle, then fling it as far as he could manage toward the teeming street below. The observation deck at city hall had no screens to dissuade him or to prevent determined suicides from jumping, just a chest-high railing to avoid potential litigation from an accidental fall.

				Simple.

				One of the tourists on the deck—a thin, blonde woman—saw him set his backpack down, extract the sarin canister and twist its only knob before letting it fly toward North Spring Street—a hurtling speck that left a trail of lethal gas and would shatter when it struck the pavement after seconds in free fall.

				The blonde poked her male companion and shouted at Kim, “Hey! You can’t do that!”

				“Of course I can.” Kim answered, shooting her in the face with his Beretta. Her friend fell next, as Kim Jun-ha proceeded on a circuit of the observation deck, blasting away at anyone he saw.

				Along the way, he counted shots, remembering what he’d been told that morning before setting out: “Be sure to save one bullet for yourself.”

				* * *

				THE WILSHIRE FEDERAL BUILDING in Sawtelle, a westside unincorporated area surrounded by the city of Los Angeles, stood 259 feet high and housed the city’s FBI field office, Passport Agency, General Services Administration as well as other critical facilities.

				Given the building’s purpose and the modern state of terrorism, foreign and domestic, its security precautions were rigorous. Armed guards in uniform command the lobby, funneling all arrivals through metal detectors and explosive “sniffers,” while their bags traveled along conveyor belts through finely tuned X-ray machines. In theory, no terrorist or lunatic opponent of the US government could clear those hurdles and proceed upstairs into the offices themselves.

				No problem.

				Son Na-eun, age twenty-one, did not intend to pass through Wilshire Federal’s security. For him, it was enough to simply breach the lobby, occupying space with all those workers, guards and their machines, to carry out the work he’d been assigned.

				Like Jang Il-woo and Kim Jun-ha, Son carried an aerosol sarin dispenser—this one in a book bag—when he entered Wilshire Federal’s lobby at 9:20 a.m. on Tuesday. While a dozen other citizens lined up in front of him, Son set his bag on the lobby’s marble floor, opened its zipper and was reaching in to twist the canister’s dispersal knob when he was spotted by one of the guards in uniform.

				“Heads up!” the guard cried out to his companions, reaching for his Glock sidearm. “Book bag!” And then, to Son, “Stand up and let me see your hands!”

				Son raised his smiling face and told the guard, “Too late,” already opening the aerosol dispenser’s nozzle, breathing deeply as the gas dispersed.

				He was the lucky one. A .40-caliber bullet drilled his forehead, slamming Son backward into oblivion before he could experience the first symptoms of poisoning, preventing proper operation of an enzyme that acted as the human body’s “off switch” for various glands and muscles. Without that cutoff, said glands and muscles were constantly stimulated, inducing swift unconsciousness, convulsions, paralysis and respiratory failure leading to death.

				The guard who reached Son seconds later, gun in hand, was not so fortunate, nor were the others in the Wilshire Federal lobby, vomiting and gasping as they died.
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				Arlington, Virginia

				Mack Bolan, aka the Executioner, had been enjoying a rare few days of R and R, hiking in the Rocky Mountains, when a call came from the man he considered his closest living friend.

				As he’d driven in from the Baltimore/Washington International Thurgood Marshall Airport, the soldier wondered just how long it had been since he’d had a face-to-face with Hal Brognola. Not that long, he supposed. There was always some hotspot that demanded the Executioner’s special touch. He looked forward to the lunch date with the big Fed, a veteran honcho at the Department of Justice and Director of the Sensitive Operations Group based at Stony Man Farm.

				Now Bolan was seated at a booth in a slick chain restaurant, sipping a beer and glancing at his watch, noting with some concern that Brognola was twenty minutes late. Bolan had placed his order at the quarter-hour mark, checking his cell phone for a message from Brognola yet again and finding none.

				Tied up, no problem, Bolan thought. At Justice, those things happened on a daily basis, covering a range of crimes from white-collar finagling to espionage, domestic and foreign terrorism, cyber theft, high-power drug deals and the patchwork quilt of global organized crime. A sudden call from anywhere on Earth could dump the day’s plans in a heartbeat, sending special agents and their bosses off on hazardous exploits they’d never planned.

				So he would eat. If Brognola didn’t put in an appearance by the time he cleared his plate, he would leave and reach out to Stony Man to learn if anything was wrong, whether he should plan another rendezvous or just forget it.

				It was his call, a failsafe built into the system when the Phoenix Program and the hardsite in Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains were first established. Bolan had been “dead” then, publicly incinerated with his old war wagon in Manhattan’s Central Park, all trace of him erased from law-enforcement records if not from old newspaper files.

				For all public intents and purposes the Executioner was now a part of history. On the record, he’d gone down fighting—but in truth, he’d never stopped. The list of criminals and terrorists who’d learned that to their sorrow was a long one, growing day by day.

				While Bolan waited for his meal, he watched the flat-screen television mounted in a nearby corner of the restaurant. It was tuned in to CNN, the sound muted in favor of closed captioning so diners wouldn’t be distracted from their small talk if they chose to shut the news out of their minds. This afternoon, as for the past two days, the lead story on every channel with a news feed focused on Tuesday’s LA suicide attacks. By now the butcher’s bill had topped two hundred dead, including three “suspected” terrorists. Nearly half again that number had been confined to Southland hospitals, some of them not expected to survive.

				Sarin was like that, ranked by toxicologists as twenty-six times more deadly than cyanide. Certain antidotes could save its victims, typically atropine and pralidoxime, but they had to be administered without delay. The greater any given victim’s personal exposure, the more rapidly they lapsed into the final, agonizing moments of their lives. That last stage was captured in mnemonics: the “Killer Bs” of bronchorrhea and bronchospasm, coupled with salivation, lacrimation, urination, defecation, gastrointestinal distress and emesis.

				In short, it was one hell of a way to check out.

				The three dead men who’d gassed LA had been young Korean immigrants. According to the media, all three had entered the United States through legal channels and were known to hold steady jobs. Beyond that, any information known to the LAPD, FBI or Homeland Security was strictly under wraps. And that naturally fueled rabid speculation on talk radio, websites dedicated to conspiracies and the kooky netherworld of the Dark Net where certifiable fanatics and false prophets rubbed shoulders with self-styled psychics, gunrunners and child pornographers.

				Something for everyone, from sea to shining sea.

				The Asian angle fueled no end of fervid speculation as to motive and the ultimate ID of whoever had devised the lethal plot. Coordination—a conspiracy by definition—couldn’t be denied. But how far did it reach? How high? Where were the roots of the attack? So far, China, Japan and both Koreas had been implicated by those claiming to be “in the know,” while others aimed accusing fingers at the US government in Washington. It was a “false flag” plot, they said, conceived by Democrats, Republicans, conservatives or liberals, to bring on Armageddon and a state of martial law ending with tyranny.

				The waitress came with Bolan’s steaming plate and he dug in after he checked his watch once more. From long experience, he knew it would take him half an hour, give or take, to finish his lunch. If Brognola had not appeared by then...

				A shadow fell across his table.

				Bolan glanced up, found Brognola standing over him, frowning. “Sorry I couldn’t call,” he said. “This thing is getting out of hand.”

				The big Fed sat across from Bolan at the small table for two. The waitress spotted him and circled back in the hope of doubling her tip. Brognola eyeballed Bolan’s plate and said, “I shouldn’t, but I’ll have the same. Light beer for me.”

				When she was gone, Brognola took off his fedora, set it on a corner of the table to his left, and said, “Three guesses why we’re here.”

				“Los Angeles,” Bolan replied.

				“Got it in one. Have you been following what’s going on?”

				“Only what’s on the news.”

				“Tip of the iceberg,” Brognola declared. “We’ve got more than the media, as usual. It’s not as wacky as the crap you’ll find if you start Googling, but it’s bad enough.”

				“Tell me.”

				“First up...” The big Fed hesitated as his beer arrived. He sipped it and then forged ahead. “First up, all three of the known perps were South Korean nationals. They all applied for green cards through the US Embassy in Seoul, over a span of thirteen months, and got approval from the INS as LPRs—lawful permanent residents. All settled in LA and nailed down jobs with different companies. First glance, none seemed to be acquainted with the others.”

				“But at second glance?” Bolan inquired.

				“As you’d imagine, we’ve put all their lives under a microscope, cooperating with South Korea’s National Intelligence Service and their National Police Agency. None of the doers resided in Seoul for more than a few weeks before they applied for their visas. All three came from different provinces. No shared addresses or employment in the capital. We did find something, though.”

				“Which is?”

				“Are you familiar with a cult called Omega Hoejung?” Brognola asked.

				“It doesn’t ring a bell.”

				“In English, that translates to the Omega Congregation, as in final. It was founded nineteen years ago by Shin Bon-jae, a self-made billionaire from Seoul who’s got his fingers in a couple thousand different pies from manufacturing and shipping on to journalism. In the States, he runs the Washington Inquirer, giving any major piece of news a right-wing twist. He sells himself as strictly anticommunist, in line with Rhee Syng-man from the Korean War, through Park Chung-hee, on down to Park Geun-hye. He hates the North Korean crowd and likes to talk about reunifying the Koreas under what he calls ‘benevolent autocracy.’ Dictatorship, in other words.”

				“What’s the religious angle?” Bolan asked.

				“That’s been the major snag for people trying to decide what Shin’s really about. He’s both a guru and a CEO, which seems to be a contradiction, but he’s made it work for him so far. Worldwide, he has an estimated quarter-million followers, most of them living in East Asia. But they have a good-size group in Russia—five, six thousand by most estimates—and you can find them all around the States. Maybe another six or seven thousand known to follow Shin’s lead work in upper levels of his companies and follow all the Congregation’s rituals. It’s tax exempt on this side of the water, naturally, which is helpful when it comes to money laundering.”

				“For what?”

				“Pure speculation at this point. None of his people have been jailed for anything, as far as I can tell, but ATF reports persistent rumors of arms smuggling. Interpol and ICE suspect Shin’s got a hand in human trafficking, moving his people here and there around the world without the legal paperwork.”

				“And this ties into LA how?”

				“All three perps paid their dues to the Omega Congregation,” Brognola replied. When Bolan frowned, he added, “Sure, I know. Coincidence, some might suggest. And if it was a bigger sect—Buddhism or Catholicism, say—I might buy that. But from the records I’ve obtained, they only have about six hundred members of the Congregation anywhere in California. What are the odds that three of them would get their hands on sarin and coordinate attacks on the same day?”

				“I’d call it slim to none,” Bolan replied.

				“Which brings us here.” The big Fed paused again to thank the waitress for his meal and watched her walk away before resuming. “The Omega Congregation has its US headquarters in San Francisco, led by Lee Jay-hyun. Officially, he ranks below the founding leader as a je yeonghon. That’s ‘second soul.’ A rank applied to what you might call generals of the sect, each one in charge of operations for a given nation. Shin Bon-jae rules over all as cha ui yeonghon, the ‘primary soul.’ According to the Congregation’s doctrine, he was visited by Jesus Christ in person on his sixteenth birthday—Shin’s, not Christ’s—and was anointed as the leader of a new age leading to the Final Days.”

				“So, an apocalyptic cult,” Bolan observed.

				“We’ve seen how those worked out before, from Tokyo to Waco, Heaven’s Gate on to the Order of the Solar Temple. Some just kill themselves. Others, like Aum Shinrikyo in Japan, can’t wait to spread the death around.”

				“How does that help a self-made billionaire?” Bolan inquired.

				“Depends on what he’s thinking underneath. Is he an anticommunist in fact or something else? How would he profit from kick-starting the Apocalypse? There’s money in disasters if you play your cards right—think about the movement to rebuild a new, whiter New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina—and he might have something cooking with the North Korean crowd.”

				“Where’s that come from?”

				Brognola set his fork down long enough to take a CD from his pocket, sliding it across the table toward Bolan. “You’ll find details on there,” he said. “Long story short, the FBI thinks Lee Jay-hyun’s been meeting with a character named Park Hae-sung in Frisco. He’s another businessman from Seoul, ostensibly, but the Bureau and the Company suspect he’s working for the DPRK’s State Security Department.”

				DPRK, Bolan knew, being the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. Staunchly communist since 1946 and presently dominated by its roly-poly Supreme Leader, best known for sweeping human rights violations, random executions of his rivals and erratic threats of global nuclear holocaust.

				“I’m guessing step one would be San Francisco?”

				“That’s if you’re taking the mission,” Brognola answered.

				Bolan pocketed the CD. “Sounds like it’s worth a closer look.”

				“I ought to tell you this could wind up going transpacific.”

				“Following the prey’s a part of hunting,” Bolan said.

				Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport

				BOLAN DROPPED HIS rental car in the agency’s parking lot and found his one-way ticket westward waiting at the airline’s window with three hours to spare before takeoff. He made it through security, booting up his laptop at the request of an inspector in a rumpled uniform, then hiked down to his flight’s appointed gate and found himself a corner seat, placing his carry-on in the adjacent chair so no one could sit next to him.

				An earpiece for the laptop solved his problem with potential eavesdropping as Bolan slipped Brognola’s CD-ROM into the laptop’s slot and waited for its menu to appear. Four files popped up a moment later, labeled A through D.

				The first broke down the history of the Omega Congregation, founded in July of 1998 by Shin Bon-jae. It started small, a curious religious sect that merged Shin’s nationalist stance on politics with the peculiar notion—previously under wraps it seemed—that he’d been visited by Jesus Christ in person, not just once but half a dozen times. The risen Lord allegedly suggested, then insisted, that Shin share his message with the masses, using the financial blessings already bestowed on him by God, to rally wide support for a reunion of the two Koreas after half a century. The chief means of achieving that reunion, Jesus said—through Shin—would be an arduous campaign of prayer.

				Over time, a list of right-wing politicians had signed on to the Omega Congregation’s cause, lending their names and paying dues according to the status of their salaries. Meanwhile, the movement spread through lower levels of society, encouraged tacitly by Seoul’s prevailing leaders as a means to counteract threats and demands from its northern rival Kim Jong-il and his successor. The odd part, given its specific politics, was the Omega Congregation’s subsequent expansion through East Asia, into Europe, North America, and even to Australia, where a small but thriving chapter operated from an office suite in Melbourne.

				Initially bankrolled by founder Shin via a paper company created for that purpose, the Omega Congregation was a self-supporting entity by August 1999, turning a profit—which, allegedly, it spent on missionary work—by April of 2000. Granted tax exemption as a bona fide religion in the States, it skated on the thin ice of political persuasion but survived investigations by Internal Revenue in 2002, ’04 and ’09. At that point high-priced lawyers formally protested federal harassment of the cult and won their case in 2011.

				And it had been smooth sailing after that—at least, until three members of the sect released sarin nerve gas in LA

				The list of dead, including terrorists, had reached 217 when Bolan checked the internet after arriving at his airport gate. At least three dozen more victims were critical, clinging to life in ICU, while close to ninety others were described by hospital authorities as being in “stable but guarded” condition.

				It was not the worst terrorist attack in US history, but coming out of nowhere as it had, without a hint of any links to radical jihadists or homegrown fascist malcontents, it had taken the country and its leaders by complete surprise. No one had been alert for trouble from Korean immigrants, much less from those allied with a conservative religious sect.

				File “B” relayed the history of Shin Bon-jae in greater detail than Brognola had provided over lunch. Born to humble parents in Gyeonggi Province in 1958, Shin made his way to Seoul as a teenager, worked various jobs to make ends meet, then came up with a stake from who knew where to buy a failing carpet factory. He’d turned the company around in record time and soon expanded. First to trucking, as a mode of transportation for his product, then diversifying into other types of manufacturing, founding a two-ship transport line that had expanded over time a hundredfold, and making lucrative investments with advice from certain wealthy friends in industry and politics. His first newspaper, Seoul’s Truth in Action, had been launched in 1970, spreading globally over the next twelve years as Shin founded affiliated papers on six continents, in nineteen languages.

				His great conversion to religion, never indicated in his public statements previously, came a week after Shin’s fortieth birthday. On July 4, 1998, he was prepared to share the word. He put his money where his mouth was at the start, and was rewarded over time by one more profit-making branch of his empire. How many other bootstrap billionaires were ranked among the richest men on Earth and heralded by followers as an enlightened mouthpiece of Almighty God?

				Thus far, there’d been no hint of Shin or his hand-picked lieutenants preaching violence, although the Congregation’s doctrine did maintain that the reunion of fractured Korea might require apocalyptic sacrifice. In Seoul, such rhetoric was not unusual: leaders of South Korea had been talking war since 1948 and—unknown to most Americans—illegal border crossings by the troops of first president Rhee Syng-man had motivated North Korea’s Kim Il-sung to order an invasion of the South in 1950, starting the Korean War and ultimately drawing Red China into the fight. Outside Korea, Congregation speakers kept it on the down-low, pressing would-be members to donate whatever they or their extended families could spare to help the cause.

				File “C” picked up with Lee Jay-hyun, Shin’s front man in America. At thirty-two, he’d climbed the Congregation’s ladder rapidly, from raw recruit to office aide in Seoul, promoted once again after he’d saved Shin’s life from a demented gunman in October 2002 outside the cult’s Heavenly Palace in central Seoul’s Jongno-gu district. Elevated to the august rank of second soul, Lee soon turned up in San Francisco with a work visa identifying him as a religious missionary. One year later that had been converted to a green card naming him as a permanent resident of the US.

				Lee’s church and headquarters in San Francisco was located in Ashbury Heights, on a hill south of the once-notorious Haight-Ashbury neighborhood. Bolan had pegged it as one of his first stops when he reached the coast.

				File “D” was sparse but interesting, focused on Park Hae-sung, reputed businessman from Seoul, suspected—as Brognola had explained—of being an illegal agent of North Korea’s State Security Department. Since North Korea had no consulates in the United States, the FBI and CIA had no hard proof of any links between Park and the SSD, but agents of the National Security Agency claimed he was in contact with Pyongyang via covert telephones and radio broadcasts, pending decryption that would give an indication of their contents.

				Evidence that would have bolstered an indictment: zero.

				It was one more thing for Bolan to determine when he got to San Francisco, and he hoped he wouldn’t leave his heart—or body—there when he was done.
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				San Francisco International Airport

				Bolan’s nonstop flight from Reagan National to Frisco by the Bay consumed five hours’ airtime, plus thirty minutes for takeoff and landing. He’d covered 2,439 miles and four time zones, touching down officially two hours after takeoff from Virginia. Add another hour to get off the plane, collect his rented Volkswagen Passat and find his way out of the airport, and he still felt as if he’d lost time.

				Unknown to Bolan’s airport rental agent, the Passat she gave him had been arranged through Stony Man with a contract associate in San Francisco. The four-door sedan came fully loaded from the factory, but in its trunk were certain items not anticipated by the manufacturer or rental company. Bolan discovered them after he pulled into the deserted corner of a shopping center parking lot in San Bruno and opened the trunk.

				The trunk contained two standard duffel bags. In one, he found an M-4 carbine with a telescoping stock, an Advanced Combat Optical Gunsight, an AN/PEQ-2 Target Pointer/Illuminator/Aiming Light and twenty spare 30-round magazines filled with 5.56 mm NATO rounds.

				The second bag held Bolan’s sidearms and the holsters to support them: a DE44CA—Desert Eagle .44 Magnum California—the Israeli pistol’s only model certified for sale inside the Golden State, and a Beretta 93-R selective-fire handgun. While deemed obsolete by military purists, last manufactured in 1993, the 93-R had served Bolan well in the past. Included in the second bag were two dozen 20-round Beretta magazines and an equal number of 8-round mags for the big Desert Eagle.

				By the time he left San Bruno, westbound into San Francisco proper, Bolan was dressed to kill with the Beretta in fast-draw armpit leather, gun beneath his left arm, two spare magazines beneath his right. The other weapons rode behind him on the Passat’s floorboards, within arm’s reach of the driver’s seat. If he was stopped by the police—unlikely, but an outside possibility—his driver’s license from Virginia, made out to “Matthew Cooper,” would withstand a visual inspection and a check for warrants through the FBI’s National Crime Information Center. If the probe went any further, his employment record as a sales rep for a pharmaceutical concern in Arlington was also verifiable by phone, routed to Stony Man.

				The point, of course, was not to be discovered, stopped or questioned by authorities.

				Right now, though, Bolan’s problem was a church of sorts, allegedly connected to the massacres committed by three of its members in Los Angeles, 347 miles southeast of San Francisco. That, and the alleged link between Lee Jay-hyun’s Omega Congregation and a rumored spy for North Korea.

				Bolan personally had no quarrel with any doctrine, sect or cult until they crossed the line belief into criminal action. No churchgoer himself, he had a broad view of morality as such and privately disagreed with many statutes punishing crimes the law labeled malum prohibitum—“wrong” simply because they were prohibited—rather than malum in se—“evil in itself.” He did not disapprove of gambling, prostitution and the like for their own sake, but cracked down hard wherever victimless crimes were employed by evil men to fatten felonious coffers and promote more sinister activities: extortion, murder, human trafficking, enslavement of the innocent with drugs or terrorism.

				And when Bolan drew a line, it was a dead line in the classic Old West sense.

				His enemies who crossed it generally wound up dead.

				Ashbury Heights, San Francisco

				AMERICAN HEADQUARTERS FOR the Omega Congregation stood on Delmar Street, west of Buena Vista Park. Stately homes in the neighborhood listed with Realtors for a median price of $2.6 million and normally sold for an average $1.2 million after various negotiations, light-years away from nearby Haight-Ashbury with its 1967 Summer of Love reputation and its swift decline thereafter into hard drugs, occupation by the outlaw biker gangs and frequent raids by the police and Feds. The 1970s brought renovations and an unexpected renaissance of standup comedy, but “Hashbury” still lagged far behind its gentrified southern neighbor in terms of outward style and dependable property values.

				Ashbury Heights, in short, had been the perfect place for Lee Jay-hyun to plant the seeds of the Omega Congregation and watch them bloom.

				Not that his neighbors were receptive to a new Eastern religion springing up among them, with the automatic stigma that attached to gurus, chanting, incense and the like. They had already watched the Hare Krishna movement from a cautious distance, noting its devolution from a peaceful group of peaceful supplicants in saffron robes into public charges of blackmail and extortion, embezzlement, even gunrunning and murder. And those were Hindus, members of a widespread, prominent religion in the East.

				With that in mind, what were the WASPs of Ashbury supposed to make of a newfangled sect arriving in their midst full-blown, without a hint of warning from Korea?

				Still, after a rocky start, most residents had made their peace with the Omega Congregation, noting that its members did not panhandle or proselytize on the streets or in malls, inflicting themselves upon strangers. No strange smells or noises emanated from their house on Delmar Street that would have sent property owners running to their pricey lawyers with a public nuisance claim. Police were never summoned to Lee’s address.

				This day, a guest was closeted with Lee inside his third-floor office at the combination house and temple. Lee was seated in a high-backed swivel chair behind an elevated desk carved from jatoba—called “Brazilian cherry” in the States—extracted from the dwindling Amazonian rainforest. Facing him, his smaller chair designed to let Lee peer down his short nose at any visitors, sat Park Hae-sung.

				“You came in through the back way?” Lee asked.

				“As always,” Park replied.

				“And took the usual precautions to avoid a tail?”

				“Of course.”

				Both knew that Park was subject to surveillance by a list of US law-enforcement agencies. So far, they hadn’t laid a glove on him, but that was not from lack of trying. Park assumed his phones were tapped, relying on bulk purchases of burner cells from Walmart that he deemed untraceable, routing his rare emails through an anonymous server based in Denmark. Whenever possible, he spoke to Lee in person, the most risky mode of all.

				“My guess is that you wish to talk about Los Angeles,” Lee said.

				“Indeed,” Park replied. “We need to follow up with more attacks.”

				“I’ve spoken to my master,” Lee replied.

				“You actually call him master?” Park cut in, a challenge in his tone.

				“It’s only fitting for a man in his position,” Lee replied.”

				“If you say so, comrade.”

				“I’ve told you more than once, I’m not a communist,” Lee said.

				“And yet, you’re helping us. You and your holy master.”

				“It is unwise to mock a man in his own house,” Lee cautioned Park.

				“No mockery intended, I assure you. You must understand that I was raised to treat religion—all religions—with the same disdain. Marx says they are the opiate of peasants, used by their true masters, the industrial elite, to hold them in positions of subservience.”

				“If you wish to quote your manifesto, should I answer you with texts from the Bhagavad-Gītā?” Lee asked.

				“Let us spare each other from that fruitless argument,” Park said, “and focus on our business together.”

				“Very well. My primary soul is concerned about the heat resulting from the LA incidents. All three participants have been connected to the Omega Congregation, as you know.”

				“And did we not expect that?” Park seemed disappointed by Lee’s answer. “It was planned to paint the three as infiltrators planted in your cult—”

				“Our sect,” Lee said, correcting him.

				“My most sincere apology.” Park’s contrition was nowhere evident in his demeanor or his voice. “Three infiltrators in your sect, planted by South Korea’s NIS.”

				Park referred to the National Intelligence Service, initially launched as the Korean Central Intelligence Agency in 1961. It was renamed the Agency for National Security Planning twenty years later, finally switching to the NIS label in 1999 without revising much in its outlook or former methods of collecting information.

				“That is one of Master Shin’s primary difficulties with the plan. Observers know the NIS has worked with the Omega Congregation time and time again. Why would they suddenly subvert us? Far more likely would be sabotage by your own agency.”

				“Logic need not confuse the matter,” Park replied. “Perhaps the move was made by rogues within the NIS. Who knows? Who even cares? A bit of speculation in the Washington Inquirer and your master’s other news outlets should set the stage for what comes next.”

				“And none of that shall happen without full approval from the primary soul, as you knew well enough when we began.”

				“He was on amenable terms at that stage.”

				“And he still may be, but the reaction to Los Angeles, although expected, has included calls in Congress for a full investigation of the Congregation. That jeopardizes my relationship to you, as well as your remaining in America.”

				“We take precautions, do we not?” Park asked.

				“And yet I hear from one of my people employed with San Francisco PD that federal agents are always watching you.”

				“Which is exactly why we take precautions,” Park replied, sounding a trifle testy now.

				“But risks are multiplied today. Nothing seems innocent, nothing coincidental, since the sarin was released.”

				“You’re having second thoughts,” Park said. “Buyer’s remorse. That is unwise.”

				“I hope that is not meant to be a threat,” Lee cautioned Park.

				“Of course not, brother.”

				“We are not brothers until you have joined the Congregation, Captain.”

				“I do not use that title here,” Park said. “Hardly at all, in fact, except on ceremonial occasions in Pyongyang.”

				“It still applies, however, does it not?”

				Park dipped his head, humble acknowledgment of his rank in the SSD. “But I do not command you or the Congregation. I suggest continuing a course of action that we have agreed upon, while you appear to have cold feet.”

				“That is an American expression I have never fully understood,” Lee said.

				“It means—”

				“I know its meaning,” Lee cut off his guest. “It is the pointless reference to feet I do not grasp.”

				“Americans,” Park answered back. “What can I say?”

				“Indeed.” They might have shared a laugh at that, if their present dilemma weren’t so serious.

				Lee forged ahead, telling his visitor, “I simply doubt the wisdom of a new offensive now, so soon after the first.”

				“Momentum is our goal. How else can we—”

				“Propel our sundered nation into action,” Lee completed it for Park. “I know. But if the final vote from Master Shin is negative...”

				“You’ll ask him one more time, at least, won’t you?” Park pressed.

				“I will, tonight. But don’t expect a miracle.”

				“Aren’t miracles the province of religion?” Park inquired.

				And now Lee had to laugh at that. He had no more sincere devotion to the Omega Congregation than he had to Scientology or any New Age sect created as a tax dodge by its authors. All the mumbo-jumbo Lee espoused and parroted was simply propaganda dictated by Shin Bon-jae from Seoul, a means toward ultimate reunion of Korea’s separated nations.

				“If we’re finished here...” Lee said.

				“For now.” Park rose from his chair while Lee remained seated behind his desk, a modern small-scale potentate. “But we shall speak again, and soon.”

				“As always, Captain Park, I shall be looking forward to it. In the meantime, I shall speak to Shin and let you know what he decides.”

				“And I shall pass on his decision to my headquarters. No doubt, if he reneges at this point, Pyongyang will be disappointed.”

				Meaning furious, and both men knew what that meant. The Supreme Leader did not take bad news well. He valued blind obedience and punished those who crossed him, whether it was a minute infraction of some order or a major breach of protocol. Forgiveness was not part of the vocabulary taught to him by his notoriously brutal father.

				Lee did not wish to make an enemy of North Korea’s leader, but neither did he relish acting as a Judas to his master, Shin Bon-jae. Lee owed his present wealth and status to the founder of the Omega Congregation and could not forget that lightly.

				On the other hand, he realized, there was a clear and present danger that his role within the cult would lead to his destruction as police closed in on those responsible for the Los Angeles attacks.

				Was there a third alternative, between betrayal of his master and an all-out war with Pyongyang?

				That would require more thought and Lee knew he was swiftly running out of time.

				* * *

				BOLAN HAD THE place staked out, his VW Passat parked on a corner that permitted him to see the front door of the Congregation’s headquarters and to watch the entrance of a narrow alley at the rear, designed for garbage pickups but also available for private entry through the three-story building’s back door. When Park Hae-sung emerged from that alley, driving a gray Mercedes-Benz, Bolan knew him on sight and gave the North Korean half a block before he started following.

				No one knew better than Mack Bolan how the various US intelligence agencies had failed his country over time. Indeed, Bolan had even fought against rogue members of the CIA when they’d stormed Stony Man Farm, killing the second great love of his life and leaving other members of the Farm team gravely injured. Still, for all of that, he did not automatically discount their naming of a foreign national in the United States as something more than a respectable and straitlaced businessman.

				Hard evidence condemning Park Hae-sung? So far, by Hal Brognola’s own admission, it was slim to nonexistent, but the smell was there, and Bolan had himself confirmed Park’s link to Lee Jay-hyun’s chapter of the Omega Congregation. Was it mere coincidence the two men meeting within two days of the sarin slaughter in Los Angeles?

				Bolan was skeptical.

				He trailed Park from Ashbury Heights, southwestward, through the Mission District to Portrero Hill, a residential district known for its panoramic views of the San Francisco Bay and city skyline. The fact that Park Hae-sung lived there—his address on Rhode Island Street confirmed by Hal Brognola’s file—told Bolan that, if not exactly rich, Park wasn’t strapped for cash.

				Bolan tired of watching Park’s house after twenty minutes on the street, with no suspect arrivals dropping in, and decided his time was better spent preparing for a strike on Lee Jay-hyun and his cult’s headquarters. If his luck held, he might have time to question Lee concerning his relationship to Park. If not, he’d double back to Park’s address, confront the likely North Korean agent in his lair and squeeze the information out of him, by any means required.

				His problem would be cracking the Omega Congregation’s headquarters. Not physically—Bolan had come equipped for that, except for lacking stun and frag grenades—but he’d already worked out an alternative to cover that deficiency. His main concern was missing knowledge of how many cultists occupied the building at a given time, their ages and sex, and how many of those were privy to details about the sarin murders in LA He guessed that only certain members of the sect, primarily its leadership, were in the know on that score. Whenever possible, Bolan worked hard to minimize unnecessary casualties.

				The trick would be flushing most of the occupants outside while leaving him alone, however briefly, with the man in charge, then getting out again before a flying squad of cops rolled in to lock down the neighborhood.

				It would be difficult and dangerous, but not impossible for a committed warrior with the skill to pull it off. Before he tackled the job, though, Bolan needed to shop for supplies.

				Adjust. Adapt. Then act.

				A combat soldier’s words to live by on the battleground.

				While trailing Park, Bolan had spotted the supply outlets he’d need for his strike and guessed that he could be on site, ready to go, within the next half hour, give or take.

				He twisted the VW’s ignition key and put the Passat through a tight, illegal U-turn with no traffic to oppose him, heading back the way he’d come to reach Ashbury Heights.

				It wasn’t as if Lee Jay-hyun was sitting home and waiting for him, after all.

				No one expected Bolan when it came to a takedown.

				Surprise was elemental for the Executioner.
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				Ashbury Heights

				It was cocktail hour on Delmar Street—the Molotov variety. In lieu of ready-made grenades, Bolan had finished his last-minute shopping and was ready to proceed as planned.

				His first stop was a gas station, where he bought a two-gallon plastic can and filled it at the pump with regular unleaded. When he ducked inside to pay his tab, he added a box of fireplace matches, extra-long, together with a roll of black duct tape.

				Next up, he hit a liquor store, bought two bottles of the cheapest red wine he could find and poured their contents into the store’s Dumpster before he got back in his car. A blotchy-faced transient, watching him desecrate the vino, simply shook his graying head and muttered, “That ain’t right, man. That ain’t right.”

				From there Bolan drove to another block and parked behind a small mom-and-pop grocery—a dying breed in modern San Francisco. There, he filled the wine bottles with gasoline and wiped them down with the paper towels he’d taken from the gas station, leaving both the rumpled papers and the plastic gasoline can, now cleansed of fingerprints, as he drove off and headed to Delmar Street.

				A block before he reached his destination, Bolan stopped again and finished off the cocktails, taping three long matches to each bottle so that their heads protruded well above the tape securing them in place.

				Most amateurs built Molotovs as they had seen them made in movies, courtesy of Hollywood directors who, themselves, had never tried to set a house or any other edifice afire. They filled the bottles of their choice, often without regard to whether the thick glass would actually break on impact, then shoved cloth wicks into their necks and prepared to light and hurl them that way without thinking twice.

				The problem with not thinking was that you could set yourself on fire, instead of whatever it was you planned to burn.

				With gasoline and most other accelerants, it was the fumes that burn and not the raw liquid. Light up a sloppy Molotov cocktail too soon and it was fifty-fifty that the contents of the bottle, under mounting pressure, would ignite before you made your pitch, exploding in the thrower’s hand or near enough to douse him with an unexpected wave of searing flame. The burns might not be fatal but they almost certainly would be debilitating, leaving the potential arsonist to be arrested at the scene and carted off to some burn ward where he or she would writhe in agony while cops and fire inspectors questioned him in relays, lining up a trip to prison for the clumsy firebug.

				Bolan’s plan eliminated chance, assuming he found the proper vantage point from which to hurl his fiery wakeup call.

				And he already had a spot in mind.

				Behind the house on Delmar Street there was a spacious fenced-in yard with trees, a swimming pool and hot tub for the faithful who had paid their rent, plus something that resembled a sauna. The fence was redwood, nothing tricky about scaling it, and Bolan was inside with cocktails clanking lightly in a shopping bag before anyone saw him from the house.

				The good news: there were no lookouts or dogs patrolling the grounds. He was alone inside the yard, with access to the back door of the cult house free and clear.

				Crouching behind a stately oak tree, Bolan struck one of his leftover matches and lit those attached to his first Molotov. He’d left a clear place for his gloved hand to grip the wine bottle and pitched it overhand, lofting it high atop Lee’s roof, where it exploded with a whoosh and set the shingles blazing over a dark dormer window. Runnels of liquid fire streaked down the shingles to the gutter, where they ran along the length of the third floor.

				He primed the second cocktail, let it fly off to the right of his first pitch, then clutched his M-4 carbine close and jogged toward the back door.

				* * *

				AFTER INVESTING JUST over a million dollars of the Congregation’s money—meaning Shin Bon-jae’s—to buy his home and headquarters in San Francisco, Lee Jay-hyun had lobbied for an extra outlay on security. Aside from sensitive alarms on doors and windows, with the pass codes changed erratically, he’d modernized the building’s smoke alarms and sprinkler system to protect the house from random accidents as well as home invasions.

				Thus it was that his first warning of attack came from the attic, where alarms began to beep and blare above his study, driving spikes of pain into his ears. Lee could not smell the smoke yet, but they’d never had a false alarm since moving in, so he jabbed a finger at the intercom that occupied a corner of his huge desk, barking out, “Security! The attic! Smoke alarm! Right now!”

				He got a “Roger that” in return and pictured two of his disciples sprinting for the attic stairs with fire extinguishers in hand, prepared to save the day if there were any flames to douse. And if the situation was beyond them, God forbid, they would alert him to immediately summon help.

				Not that Lee cared for the prospect of dialing 9-1-1 just now.

				He and the Congregation were trapped in a law-enforcement spotlight since the gassings in Los Angeles, and while the various authorities had come up empty-handed in their first search of the cult’s headquarters, why should he invite them back with sledgehammers and axes to defile the place?

				Lee awaited word from his men in the attic when, downstairs, he heard a different alarm start chiming from the ground floor. Glancing at a monitor beside his desktop intercom, he saw the floor plan of the building with the patio’s sliding-glass door blinking red.

				Lee jabbed the intercom again, shouting, “Security! The TV room is open! Go at once! Report on how and why!”

				His mind’s eye saw more men racing to carry out his order. All members of the cult’s in-house security detachment had been duly trained and licensed to meet California standards for a team of private officers carrying licensed guns. They were as legal as the rent-a-cops employed at shopping malls, concerts and any other public venue that could be named, schooled over several weekends in the Justice Department at City College of San Francisco.

				And, if required, they’d shoot to kill without an instant’s hesitation.

				Lee supposed some resident of headquarters had heard the smoke alarms and rushed in from the yard, forgetting in his or her haste to cancel the back-door alarm. Thus, he was startled by the sound of gunfire from below—not the pop of pistols his guards habitually carried, but short, ripping bursts of automatic fire.

				One more jab at the intercom, the red button this time, which would broadcast Lee’s voice throughout the house. “Intruders!” he called out to everyone inside the building. “Armed intruders on the premises! If you cannot evacuate, defend yourselves!”

				Thinking, Good luck with that, you sheep, as he opened his right-hand desk drawer and retrieved the Heckler & Koch USP he kept hidden there. Chambered for powerful .40-caliber Smith & Wesson ammo, the piece, like all firearms within the house, was duly registered and licensed. Lee had practiced with it at a firing range until he had no doubt of his ability to score bull’s-eyes.

				Of course, that was on paper, not a living man who came in shooting back at him.

				Time for police, he thought, but still resisted picking up the telephone. He trusted his security detachment, to a point, but if they failed him, there was still his secret stairway leading to a strip of grass beside the house, where he could exit from the yard unseen by anyone inside.

				Forcing himself to breathe and to seek a place of steely calm inside, deep down, Lee checked his pistol, making sure there was a live round in the chamber and another thirteen in its magazine, then sat at his desk and waited to find out what would happen next.

				Should he call Park Hae-sung?

				The notion died at birth. And if Lee summoned the authorities, their next search would include retrieval of his phone records, already captured once, though there had been no calls to Park listed on those. They’d been particularly careful to use burner cells and the ever-dwindling public telephones still found at random sites around the city. Discovery of contact through the bills would cinch the FBI’s suspicion of Park’s operations as an agent of the SSD and likely result in his arrest. What would happen to Lee then?

				Better to exercise his right to self-defense under the US Constitution like a true American and take his chances—though, if Lee were honest with himself, he had to grant that he was frightened by the prospect.

				Terrified, in fact.

				Clutching his USP, he listened as the battle sounds drew closer, rising through his home’s floor toward the third, while he began to smell the tang of smoke.

				* * *

				TWO MEN RAN out through open sliding doors onto the patio, took one look at the man in black approaching with his guns and flung themselves into the swimming pool, perhaps with the misguided thought that chlorinated water would stop bullets.

				Bolan left them paddling for their lives and mewling strangely like a pair of unhappy kittens, detouring from his first target—likely the kitchen door—and through the sliding portal they’d left open for him so fortuitously. He met no other members of the Congregation as he barged into a kind of sitting room, its furniture arranged to face what looked to be a fifty-two-inch Samsung LED TV mounted on the wall.

				Whatever else the cult might preach, it must not call for separation from the media.

				He left the flat-screen playing some demented game show to an empty house, crossing the room in four long strides to reach a door that granted access to a hallway running north and south. As he emerged into the corridor, a man’s voice shouted, “There!” and Bolan spun to find two bodybuilder types with shaved heads, wearing outfits that consisted of plaid shirts, both black-and-white, untucked above black slacks, and running shoes. Both carried semiauto pistols with a measure of authority, their muzzles aimed at Bolan.

				“Stop right there and drop your weapon!” one of Lee’s defenders ordered.

				Bolan did the next best thing: he stopped dead in his tracks and swung the M-4 in an ark to meet them, triggering two 3-round bursts fired from the hip.

				The lookouts seemed to stumble then collided with each other like two actors in a slapstick sketch, rebounding from that contact to strike opposite walls before they slid to the floor, both smearing their respective walls with blood. The warrior didn’t stop to see if they were dead, but rather brushed past them, trusting in his aim and the impact of 5.56 mm tumblers traveling at 3,070 feet per second, striking with 1,325 foot-pounds of destructive energy.

				From somewhere overhead—a set of hidden speakers, obviously—Bolan heard a male voice bellow, “Intruders! Armed intruders on the premises! If you cannot evacuate, defend yourselves!”

				Terrific. Now, for all Bolan knew, the whole house was against him. Hoping a majority of tenants had already fled the burning structure, he pushed on to reach the stairs that served the mansion’s upper floors. There, he found a quartet of excited stragglers descending, but none was armed and no one made a move to oppose him, giving him a wide berth on the staircase as they passed.

				Bolan slowed to watch them go, thinking one or more might try to jump him from behind, but they were solely focused on escaping to the street. The closer Bolan got to the top floor, the stronger the smell of smoke and charring wood from overhead.

				Two more guards waited for him on the third-floor landing. Both had pistols, like their late comrades, but these two opened fire as soon as they saw Bolan. He dropped prone onto the stairs, aiming uphill, and stroked the M-4’s trigger twice to bring them tumbling down.

				How many more?

				It didn’t matter. Lee was somewhere up ahead, atop the house, and waiting for the Executioner.

				* * *

				LEE JAY-HYUN WAS TERRIFIED, sitting behind his desk, worried he might soil himself. As it turned out, waiting to face a gunman—maybe several—was altogether different from sitting in a padded chair, planning mass murder of however many strangers in a city several hundred miles away. This had immediacy to it, and the only death that he could think about was his.

				Lee’s hand was sweating, fingers cramping, so he set the H&K pistol on his padded desktop blotter, flexed his fingers painfully and wiped his palm along the right thigh of his trousers. That done, and embarrassed by his gun hand’s trembling, he snatched up the weapon once again, thumbed back its hammer—pointless, since the pistol had a double-action trigger, but it made him feel better prepared—and braced its butt against the blotter, muzzle pointed at his office door.

				From practice, Lee well knew the sidearm’s capabilities. Firing as fast as he could pull the trigger, it could empty its magazine in something like two seconds, if he did not fumble in his panic and release it. Aiming would be problematic. From the automatic fire he heard downstairs, Lee surmised there would be no time to use the three-dot tactical sight he had scored so well with on the firing range, standing with earmuffs on in air-conditioning and wholly unopposed by any other human being.

				No. This would be kill or die. And, if his enemy was a professional of any quality, the outcome must be foreordained.

				If Lee Jay-hyun had been a true religious man, instead of just a fraud using the Congregation as his cover for the moment, prayer might be an option. But to whom? And seeking what? Should he employ the great American vernacular Dear Lord, please do not let me get my ass shot off?

				Preposterous. A more devout man might have called it blasphemous.

				Hunkered behind his desk as if inside a foxhole, Lee strained his ears for any sound issued from the staircase or the third-floor landing. It was obvious that his security had failed him, the entire detachment likely slain by now. Their deaths presumptive meant no more to Lee Jay-hyun than any insect he might crush while strolling down a sunlit sidewalk. They were pawns who’d served their purpose in a losing game.

				Now it was down to him, the king—or bishop, if he gave the ranking role to Shin Bon-jae in Seoul—and he was cornered, out of moves. He could not zoom across the checkered playing field and strike from unexpected angles at his unknown enemy.

				Once again, Lee felt the urge to call and caution Park Hae-sung. And once again, he quashed it. If he managed to survive somehow, the record of that call could finish him: prison for life without parole, perhaps death row, neither alternative appealing to him. On the other hand, if he did not emerge still breathing from this confrontation, why should he help Park escape?

				With Master Shin, the damned son of a bitch from Pyongyang had convinced Lee to participate in the deranged Los Angeles attacks, promising the reunion of his sundered homeland as the ultimate reward.

				Madness. Where had it gotten him so far?

				Right here, clutching a pistol, waiting for the end, while all his wealth and future tax-exempt income circled the sucking drain.

				Footsteps sounded outside, muffled by carpet but as clear as cadenced drumbeats to Lee’s tingling ears. He heard a lone, familiar floorboard creak, the footsteps pausing as his unknown adversary hesitated just outside his office door.

				Lee almost started firing but knew he would be lucky if he grazed the enemy, much less disposed of him. There was a ringing in his ears, and it required a moment for the second soul of the Omega Congregation to decide that he was hearing distant sirens—fire trucks, possibly police—rushing toward Delmar Street in an attempt to save him.

				Would they be in time?

				His office door burst open, framed a figure clad in black, and Lee Jay-hyun began to fire his pistol like a man insane, no thought of aiming accurately, simply jerking at the trigger to unleash a hail of hollow-point rounds.

				* * *

				BOLAN SAW THE muzzle-flash before he heard the shot and dived headlong across the office threshold, landing on his stomach, his M-4 pointed toward a heavy desk. The gunman crouched behind it like a meerkat peeking from its burrow, somehow armed and dangerous.

				How heavy was the desk? He knew of only one way to tell.

				Bolan unleashed a stream of 5.56 mm NATO rounds, stitching a line of holes across the shiny, dark wood facing him At least a couple of the slugs hit home, punching the shooter backward, against the nearest wall. The gunman lost his pistol then. It tumbled into his bloody lap and down between his knees, while he sat gaping at the man whose shots had gutted him.

				The man’s lips moved, the voice emerging from them speaking flawless English.

				“Who are you?”

				“Names aren’t important,” Bolan said, rising. “The point is I know you and Park Hae-sung. Hit like you are, you’ve got a chance to live. Tell me about your plans with him and I’ll take off. You take your chances with the law.”

				“You’re not police?” Lee sounded almost sure of it, already.

				“Not by a long shot,” Bolan confirmed.

				“And if I tell you? What becomes of me?”

				“Don’t know, don’t care,” Bolan replied. “Stonewall the cops or cut a deal. It’s all the same to me. I came for information, not your head. If that was what I wanted, you’d be dead by now.”

				Lee nodded, almost absentmindedly, and wound up peering at the floor. Perhaps at something between his feet? Perhaps the gun he’d dropped?

				“Say I believe you...” He was slurring words now, as he lost more blood. “Who shall protect me from the master?”

				“Shin? You’ll be the least of his concerns,” Bolan said.

				“You intend to slay the dragon?” Lee forced a smile and shook his head. “You are a fool.”

				“Let me worry about that,” Bolan advised.

				“A fool,” Lee said again, slumping forward as if swooning.

				But as Bolan saw, Lee wasn’t fainting. Rather, he was straining, groping, toward the floor.

				“That’s not the best idea you ever had,” Bolan growled, shouldering his M-4 carbine and lining up its sights.

				“What else is left?” Lee challenged, pistol rising as he straightened.

				Bolan shot him through the forehead, giving him a misty crimson halo. Any answers Bolan had hoped to gain were sprayed across the wall behind Lee’s chair.

				Enough. Now it was down and out before the sirens closed off his retreat.

				Bolan ran back along the third-floor hallway and down the stairs, past huddled bodies leaking on the runner, carmine darkening the claret fabric. Smoke roiled at his back, but no one intercepted him as he made the ground floor and retraced his steps into the TV room.

				Outside, the cult acolytes who’d jumped into the pool still bobbed there, likely cold by now but still too frightened to crawl out. “Help’s on the way,” Bolan informed them as he passed. “Hang in there if you can.”

				He slung his carbine, scaled the redwood fence and jogged to his rental car. There, he took time to hide the M-4 in its duffel bag, zipped that, then slid into the driver’s seat and took his time pulling away. If cops were following the fire trucks as he pictured, Bolan didn’t want to give them anything to chase.

				His next stop was Portrero Hill, to have a talk with Park Hae-sung. Whatever information Lee had kept from him, Bolan would try to squeeze out of the North Korean. Failing that, at least he could eliminate one more link from the chain that bound Seoul and Pyongyang to the sarin gassings in Los Angeles.

				Either way, it struck him now that there’d be no avoiding one more flight, at least—a long one westward to the Far East, one of those odd geographical anomalies Nature seemed to love.

				The only way to tear the plot up by its roots was in the garden where foul hands had planted it to start with. How long since the Executioner had last stood on Korean soil? It didn’t matter now.

				Evil had called him back. And duty.

				Neither one could be ignored.
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				Portrero Hill, San Francisco

				The telephone distracted Park Hae-sung from watching Jeopardy. It was a guilty pleasure for him, laughing at Americans who came on television, fumbling answers about their own homeland and the world at large. Even the winners, hailed by their eternal host as mental wizards, could not hold a candle to the average Korean schoolchild, North or South.

				A dumpy woman who had claimed to be an English teacher rang in for a question about Africa. Her clue: the capital of Ethiopia.

				Park was about to shout the answer when his cell phone buzzed. He snared the device and said, “Hello?”

				“It’s me,” the caller said.

				Instead of asking what that meant, Park recognized the voice. A member of the city’s so-called “finest,” a policeman who was pleased to take his money in exchange for information as required, though calling Park at home had been approved for only dire emergencies.

				“What’s wrong?” Park asked.

				“I’m looking at a fire right now,” the officer replied. “A three-alarmer by the looks of it.”

				“And why tell me?”

				“The house belongs to Lee Jay-hyun.”

				Park bolted upright in his La-Z-Boy. “On fire, you say?”

				“Half gone, at least. Firemen are fighting it, you know, but I’d call it a total loss or damn near to it.”

				“What of Lee?”

				“He hasn’t come out since I got here, and I came behind the first fire truck arriving. Maybe he got out before it all went up.”

				“What is the cause?”

				“Too soon to say,” the officer replied. “But we’ve got neighbors and some people from the house itself talking gunshots before they noticed any smoke or flames. Smells like a hit to me.”

				“A raid?” Park pressed.

				“That’s negative, amigo,” the lawman said, unaccountably lapsing from English into Spanish.

				Idiot, Park thought.

				“We didn’t hit the place, and neither did the Feds. Even if they came in and screwed it up, they’d still be swarming all over the place, and I’ve got nothing. This was someone else.”

				That put a twist in Park’s gut, paining him. If not police, who else would strike at Lee?

				“Your loyalty shall be rewarded,” Park informed the officer.

				“That’s what I like to hear.”

				“And for anything you learn from this point on, I’ll pay a premium. You have my cell number?”

				“On speed dial, mon ami.”

				Now French, the pitiful buffoon.

				“I’d better jam.”

				Whatever that meant. “Yes, goodbye,” Park said and cut the link.

				A raid on Lee and the Omega Congregation. Coming so soon after the LA attacks, it could not be coincidence. The only wise thing Park Hae-sung could do was flee at once. Not only San Francisco or the State of California, but North America itself. Escape meant running to Korea, North or South.

				But what awaited Park in either one?

				He thought about that while he packed, traveling light. In Seoul, he could find sanctuary for a time with Shin Bon-jae. The billionaire was well connected to authorities in South Korea and across the DMZ in Pyongyang, though it was doubtful he would try to block the DPRK’s State Security Division if its leaders planned to reel Park in for questioning or trial. How would it profit Shin to burn his bridges spanning the 38th Parallel?

				Ridiculous.

				And yet, if Park went straight back to his masters in the North, confessing failure in America, what would it mean for him? He might not be declared a traitor automatically, but when his life hung on a whim of the Supreme Leader, could he afford to take that chance?

				Los Angeles had been a bold experiment. Park could not say, as yet, whether it had been a success or a failure. Certainly, Americans were frightened now by the Omega Congregation—due to the actions of three of its devotees—from the West Coast to Washington, DC Because Shin Bon-jae had a longtime reputation for supporting right-wing and reactionary politicians in the South, almost a knee-jerk fascist, that was bad for South Korea’s ties to the United States. It smeared the government in Seoul through its association with the billionaire and his peculiar cult of personality—but in and of themselves, the terrorist attacks were not enough to swing the White House toward acceptance of uniting the peninsula under a leader Washington regarded as a madman.

				It would take another war to reach that goal and, at the moment, Park did not feel much like a combatant.

				Not that he would have a choice when it occurred.

				Picking up his suitcase, making sure the Beretta 3032 Tomcat Inox was snug inside the waistband of his trousers, Park headed for the garage where his Mercedes-Benz CLS 350 four-door sedan sat waiting for him. Park loved the car, but at the same time he would feel no qualms at leaving it, key still in the ignition, at the airport’s short-term parking lot.

				The main thing now—the only thing for Park Hae-sung—was to get out, away from the United States, airborne to the Far East.

				His dream of thriving in the States had been short-lived. Now it was over, but he still had access to the coded bank account he had established in the Cayman Islands, readily accessible by phone or by computer from wherever he might land on Earth.

				If things went badly for him in Korea, Park already had plans in place for a more permanent escape. His outward loyalty was to Pyongyang and the nation of his birth, specifically the Worker’s Party of Korea and its aged Democratic Front for the Reunification of the Fatherland, founded by Kim Il-sung in 1946. In fact, survival was his first priority, and there was no risk he would not take if it meant staying alive.

				Now it was time to fly—and hope his unknown enemies were not in place to bring him down.

				* * *

				BOLAN PARKED HIS rental one block over from Rhode Island Street and hiked through graveled alleyways to Park’s house. Once again, he found a fenced backyard, but cinder blocks this time instead of redwood. Checking out the wall, he saw no broken glass or other hazards waiting to receive him at the top, nor any sign of closed-circuit TV cameras, alarms or any other relevant security devices.

				Up and over, with the M-4 carbine slung, Bolan paused at the wall’s apex and whistled softly, just in case Park had a dog on watch. When there was no response, he dropped into the yard, crouching, unslung his piece and made his hunched way toward the back door of the house.

				One there, he checked the door’s glass pane and saw alarm tape rimming it. He had no glass cutter, no lock picks, and a smash-in meant he’d trigger the alarm: either a clamor ringing through the neighborhood or only heard in the SFPD’s Bayview Station, which served Portrero Hill and its environs.

				To hell with it.

				He gave the door a solid kick and shoved through into a stylish gourmet kitchen, wincing slightly as the squawk of the alarm rang in his ears. He started clearing ground-floor rooms, proceeded to the stairs and mounted them without a trace of opposition. Sweeping through the second floor, room after empty room immediately disappointed him as he found no one home.

				Bolan took stock. Sometime between his vigil earlier and his return from blitzing the Omega Congregation, Park had left. The yawning space of his garage confirmed he had left in his Mercedes-Benz. Why he had left and where he planned to go was anybody’s guess. Bolan had a hunch the agent had been tipped somehow about his raid on Lee and was now on the run. No answers for him here in that case.

				Bolan knew time was limited before some nosy neighbor phoned in the alarm that had to be ringing through adjacent walls, the posh town houses crowded cheek-by-jowl along the sloping thoroughfare. The tenants might not know one another if they passed on the sidewalk, but nobody wanted crime to jeopardize the value of their property.

				He bailed, crossed the dark backyard a second time and clambered back across the wall. No sirens sounded as he retreated, revved up the Passat and rolled away.

				What next?

				If Park was on the run, long range, Bolan could only hope to trace his path by reaching out to Stony Man, three time zones to the east.

				Palming his cell phone, the warrior did not hesitate.

				San Francisco International Airport

				PARK HAE-SUNG WAS on the phone. He booked a fourteen-hundred-dollar flight to Seoul, leaving at midnight and arriving at his destination at noon local time, landing the day before his takeoff on Korean calendars.

				A minor miracle.

				Unfortunately crossing the International Date Line at thirty thousand feet would not rewind this day and wipe it clean. No matter when he landed, Park still had some explaining to do.

				And the worst part: he had no answers yet.

				He did not know who had attacked Lee’s San Francisco home or why, although smart money said there had to be some connection to the mayhem in Los Angeles.

				Park could not say whether the raiders knew of his covert involvement with the Omega Congregation or, if they knew something, how much it might be.

				Too many mysteries and his commanders would expect Park to come up with answers when they asked. If he could not...

				By then, would it be too late to escape?

				One problem at a time, he thought.

				His second call, after arranging for his flight, went to a private phone number in Seoul. The man who answered, perfectly anonymous, never the same voice twice, passed him along and, in another moment, Park was on the line with Shin Bon-jae. Park did not fret about waking the billionaire, since the nine-hour difference in times placed Shin at breakfast. It was bad form, granted, interrupting any meal, but some news simply could not wait.

				“Good morning, friend,” Shin said in his jolly voice.

				“You may not call me that after you hear my news, sir,” Park replied.

				“If it is bad, best speak it quickly then.”

				“May I assume this line’s secure?”

				“As always. Certainly.”

				Park jumped right in. “Someone has burned down the home of Lee Jay-hyun. Your headquarters in San Francisco.”

				“I know where he lives,” Shin said. All jollity had vanished from his tone. “Who is responsible?”

				“Police cannot say yet. They are investigating.”

				“Is Lee intact?”

				“Again, sir, I cannot be certain. There was no sign of him when police informed me.”

				“So, he may have managed to escape.”

				“It’s possible, of course.”

				“But you do not think so.”

				“From the description I received, it seems unlikely, sir.”

				“He was like a son to me,” Shin stated.

				“I know he felt the same way, sir.”

				“Well, life goes on,” Shin said.

				“Indeed, sir.”

				“If you discover those responsible...”

				“In fact, sir, I’m vacating San Francisco. Clearing out, as the Americans would say.”

				“Perhaps that’s for the best,” Shin acknowledged. “Your superiors will wish to know of this immediately.”

				“I’ll be speaking to Pyongyang just as soon as possible,” Park said. He had a number for the SSD, but calling it from the United States might raise red flags at the Puzzle Palace—the National Security Agency’s eavesdropping center at Fort Meade, Maryland. It would be better if he tried it from the air, when he was somewhere over the Pacific.

				“I shall see you soon?” Shin asked.

				“Within the day, sir.”

				“Until then,” Shin said and killed the call.

				San Francisco International Airport

				BOLAN WAS FIVE frustrating hours behind Park Hae-sung when he dropped his VW Passat in the rental agency’s receiving lot. It had taken that long for Stony Man Farm to access the airport’s facial recognition software databanks and spot Park checking in with a false passport naming him as Yoon Chi-yong, a traveler on business heading home to Seoul. His flight had left at five minutes past midnight and was over open water by the time Bolan confirmed he was gone.

				So be it.

				Bolan had already known he would be flying to Korea, only hoping against hope he still might catch Park in California and question him about his deal with Lee Jay-hyun. Failing that, he’d booked business class on Asiana Airlines, ensuring himself some leg room for the twelve-hour flight. He’d also left his weapons in the Passat’s trunk, where he had found them in the first place, without wondering who would come to pick them up.

				Scheduled arrival time for Bolan’s flight to Incheon International Airport was half-past six o’clock yesterday evening, according to the local calendar. That gave Park six full hours on the ground, at least, to make connections with whomever he was meeting, brief them on events in San Francisco overnight and start to rally their defenses, just in case there was a follow-up at home.

				Park couldn’t know it yet, but Death was on its way, grim and implacable.

				And Death, in this case, would be getting help. The Farm had thought ahead, reaching out to someone with the South Korean National Intelligence Service and arranging for an agent to meet with Bolan on arrival to discuss their common goals, perhaps lay out a strategy. The NIS couldn’t promise the officer in question—a female lieutenant named Chan Taesun—would play by Bolan’s rules, but even if she only helped him with directions to the enemy, he would be points ahead.

				Working with allies in a foreign land raised problems of its own. First, it might turn out they weren’t allies, after all. Bolan, arriving on the scene disarmed, couldn’t be sure Chan Taesun was playing straight or that she didn’t have corrupt superiors directing her to lay a trap for the American intruder on their soil. Even if she and those commanding her were trustworthy, they still might balk at Bolan’s style once he got to work, drawing a line between The Book and how the Executioner dealt with his enemies. He had run into that before on other missions, and it slowed him down at best, placing his life at risk in the worst-case scenario.

				The flip side of that coin—the hopeful side—involved a string of missions overseas in which he’d worked harmoniously with some locals dedicated to improvement of their homelands, weeding out crime syndicates and terrorists while there was time, before they overran society. It wasn’t pretty—when had close-range combat ever been?—but they’d come through for Bolan and their people, sometimes at the price of life itself. Those who had fallen along the way joined Bolan’s retinue of friendly ghosts, accumulated since his days in military service and multiplied around the world since he’d begun his one-man war against the predators.

				A woman’s disembodied voice announced preliminary boarding for his flight and Bolan rose to find his place in line. Like most airlines, they boarded business class before hoi polloi who crammed together like doomed livestock in a cattle car.

				Twelve hours and counting till his war resumed. He would enjoy the lull before the storm.

				Over the Pacific: 40,000 Feet

				PARK HAE-SUNG WAS well pleased with himself. He had escaped in time, no last-minute detention at the San Francisco airport, no untoward flight delays, and he was now winging toward his destination in first class, sipping champagne with what amounted to a gourmet dinner—for an airline, anyway—with hours still ahead of him in which he could rehearse a plausible excuse to save his life.

				The easy way, he knew, would be to place full blame on Lee Jay-hyun. He was the culprit. He had made mistakes that boomeranged against him in the end, from poor selections in his choice of sarin killers for Los Angeles to overlooking loose ends that came back to haunt him, knotting as a noose around his neck.

				What loose ends might those be? Park, in his innocence, could only speculate. One of the chosen cultists might have shared his secret with another, who in turn had spread the word elsewhere. That chain reaction might have led to Lee’s demise, who could deny it? Park could not provide specifics, naturally, since he had not leaked the information and had no earthly idea who might have been on the receiving end.

				All right.

				Park’s headquarters in Pyongyang, steeped in intrigue against the West and virtually every other nation on the globe, would likely buy some variation of that fable, but the tougher sell would be to Shin Bon-jae in Seoul. A man of boundless wealth, he was a lifelong bachelor, had no children he acknowledged, but according to his own admission had regarded Lee as something of a son. Shin would want more than idle speculation when he spoke to Park in—what, ten hours now?—and when the answers he desired were not forthcoming, rage of simple curiosity might prompt irrevocable action against Park.

				A sixteen-year employee of his homeland’s State Security Department, Park knew very well how people could be made to disappear. He had participated in a few such vanishings himself, once as the triggerman and other times as a hard-toiling member of the ultimate disposal crew. The task was never pleasant—even less so, he imagined, for the party in the process of being erased.

				Before danger could kill his appetite, Park forced himself to take another bite of rare filet mignon with creamy au gratin potatoes, chewing slowly while he thought about his options. One was to ignore Shin when he got to Seoul, reach out for an extraction team and cross the DMZ into the PDRK without lingering to undergo grilling in Seoul. While logical enough, and thus attractive to his worried mind, that was the second-most dangerous action Park could choose. Shin’s personal connection to the SSD would let him poison Park’s superiors against him, planting unsupportable insinuations in their minds, until they marked him as a suspect in the San Francisco raid and treated him accordingly.

				His second option was to meet with Shin and bluff it out, hoping the billionaire did not become enraged by Park’s posture of innocence—more than a mere facade, since he in fact knew nothing of the Frisco raid beyond what he had already reported. But if Shin had other sources in the City by the Golden Gate—and who could doubt it?—he might jump to rash conclusions of his own and target Park as the betrayer of his unofficial son.

				A third choice—the most dangerous of all. Park could attempt to play Shin off against the SSD’s commanders in Pyongyang, trusting their inbred suspicion and contempt for wealthy men, instilling paranoia that their seeming benefactor, Shin Bon-jae, was actually working contra to their interests, stringing them along until the moment when the mousetrap slammed down on their outstretched necks.

				Yes, that might work.

				Under its current leader, the DPRK’s government and its society at large were rife with paranoia, actively encouraged by the man-child in charge. Sometimes, Park thought the man’s random and erratic style of governance was all a sham, to keep his tools and populace off balance, ever waiting, as a decadent American might say, until the second shoe was dropped.

				But the Supreme Leader’s style, mimicked by his officers, depended on a supposition that subordinates were simple-minded fools.

				In that, at least with Park Hae-sung, his nominal superiors had made a grave mistake.
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				Incheon International Airport

				Seoul’s major airport was located in the Jung District of Incheon on an artificially created piece of land between neighboring Yongyu and Yeongjong islands. The airport was considered something of a marvel in Korea, boasting its own golf course, a spa and private sleeping rooms, an ice-skating rink, a casino, indoor gardens and a Museum of Korean Culture, plus the normal complement of shops and restaurants. Aside from flash and style, airport authorities reported processing passengers in only nineteen minutes for departures and twelve minutes for arrivals, outshining global averages of one hour and forty-five minutes respectively.

				Chan Taesun, a young lieutenant South Korea’s National Intelligence Service, could recite those facts as if she were a tour guide, but at the moment she cared nothing whatsoever for the details. She was idling in the airport’s main terminal, waiting for a stranger to arrive on an Asiana Airlines flight from San Francisco, California. Based on what she had been told—not much, which was unfortunately normal—he was an American called Matthew Cooper, or at least using that name for his sojourn in Seoul. His job—referred to as a mission by her captain, speaking for his own superiors—somehow involved Shin Bon-jae’s strange Omega Congregation and the role of several members in the recent, highly publicized Los Angeles attacks.

				Beyond that, she knew nothing, and that made her nervous.

				Shin was powerful by any standard, sitting on more money than a man could ever spend unless he simply started throwing it away, and he had countless well-placed friends in government, finance and industry. His newspapers and a successful television station let him influence Seoul’s politics from the presidential palace and the National Assembly down to shopkeepers, cabbies and other common people on the streets. Disposing of a twenty-eight-year-old lieutenant in the NIS would be as easy for the billionaire as getting some ambitious member of the Korean National Police Agency to lose a parking ticket.

				Nothing to it.

				While she lasted, though, Chan meant to do her job as she saw fit, within the rules laid down by law, and stand her ground against illicit pressure from outside. That might not guarantee professional longevity, but she had long ago decided that she would prefer to be herself rather than known to others strictly for her title in a given job.

				Granted, she loved her job so far: investigations, snooping, riding in a fast car, carrying a Daewoo DP-51 semiautomatic pistol in a fast-draw holster on her hip. A look inside the trunk of her Hyundai Sonata unmarked cruiser would reveal a Daewoo XK-9 submachine gun, chambered, like her pistol, for 9 mm Parabellum rounds. Chan was adept with both weapons, although she’d never fired at anyone in anger during her seven years of service with the NIS.

				Sometimes she wondered whether that would ever change and, if it did, exactly how she might react.

				Chan heard the intercom announcing touchdown of the Asiana Airlines flight she had been waiting for. If Incheon International lived up to its reputation, Matthew Cooper should be clearing the arrivals gate within twelve minutes flat. Checking her watch, she shifted in her plastic chair and started counting, as she put that record to the test.

				In fact, he beat it, striding down the concourse after only ten minutes. Chan spotted him among the nationals returning from overseas and stuffed-shirt Western businessmen—a muscular, ruggedly handsome Yank who traveled only with a carryon and scanned the terminal with watchful eyes, seemingly unfazed by what he saw.

				Rising, Chan pulled the small handwritten cardboard sign from underneath her blazer, raising it into the stranger’s line of sight.

				* * *

				AIRPORTS IN ASIA varied with regard to size, hygiene and the amount of capital poured into them, but other aspects always struck Mack Bolan as the same.

				For starters, all those serving major urban areas were jam-packed, teeming with humanity of every class, crowding the concourse, giving way reluctantly, even for the nagging chimes of golf carts bearing physically disabled travelers. Guards in uniform surveyed the throng, doing the very least they could—in essence, nothing—to resolve the tangle of slow-moving, sometimes totally inert, pedestrians unless some physical disturbance broke out in the terminal. Some fliers rushed to reach the exits, jostling anyone who blocked their way, while others barely cleared the planes before they stopped at fast-food restaurants to stuff their faces, frequently blocking the thoroughfare.

				Restless after his long and rather boring transpacific flight, it came as a distinct relief when Bolan spied the cardboard sign, written in Magic Marker, reading Matthew Cooper. Angling toward it by degrees, returning nudge for nudge and shove for shove to clear a path, he rapidly assessed the woman who had raised the sign as being in her late twenties, attractive, fit and carrying a pistol on her right hip, underneath a tailored navy blazer.

				And the photo emailed to his phone by Stony Man pegged her as Lieutenant Chan Taesun.

				He reached her, finally, and said, “Lieutenant Chan? Matt Cooper.”

				“Welcome, sir. Is this your first visit to the Republic of Korea?”

				Small talk, not a probing question. Bolan answered. “No, and there’s no ‘sir’ for me. I’m strictly unofficial here.”

				“As I was told,” she said, “but very little else. Perhaps you would explain it in the car?”

				“I’ll tell you what I can,” he said. “Lead on.”

				They cleared the terminal, the process taking longer than Bolan had needed to deplane upon arrival, and he found Lieutenant Chan’s car waiting in a red zone at the curb. Although unmarked, it was a standard-issue cruiser for the NIS and wore government license plates, a giveaway to anyone who knew what to look for.

				“We’ll need to get another ride at some point,” he advised her once he’d settled in the front passenger’s seat, Lieutenant Chan behind the wheel immediately to his left.

				“What’s wrong with this one?” she inquired, sounding suspicious.

				“Nothing on the face of it,” he said. “It has good speed and handling, but there won’t be any hiding it from the people I’m looking for.”

				She nodded, said, “I see.” No spy or cop alive trusted department “unmarked” cars for major undercover work. “And who, exactly, are you looking for, if I may ask?”

				“I have two targets,” Bolan answered bluntly. “One is Shin Bon-jae, guru of the Omega Congregation.”

				“He’s a great deal more than that,” Chan said as she pulled into the flow of traffic and began to navigate her way out of the airport.

				“I’ve read his file,” Bolan advised her. “A financial fat cat, sometimes kingmaker, and friend of politicians up and down the food chain. What he wants, he gets.”

				“Within the law, of course,” she answered with a small half smile.

				“Of course.”

				“And target number two?”

				“A North Korean SSD agent named Park Hae-sung, if he’s around.”

				“I’m not familiar with the name,” Chan said, “but I can check the files. If he’s in the Republic, then by definition, he’s illegal, subject to immediate arrest.”

				“And if he’s tied to Shin Bon-jae? What kind of complication are you dealing with?” Bolan inquired.

				She answered with a question of her own. “Do you have evidence of that?”

				“He’s absolutely linked to Lee Jay-hyun,” Bolan replied.

				“Shin’s man in the United States?”

				“Ex-man,” Bolan said. “He’s no longer fronting for the Congregation.”

				“Oh, since when?” she asked.

				“Since he died last night.”

				Chan blinked. “That will discomfit Shin considerably.”

				“Fingers crossed.”

				“If I may ask, how did he die?”

				“Multiple gunshots, with a dose of fire.”

				“I see. And were you present at the time by any chance?”

				“Coincidentally. Did anyone explain this deal to you?”

				“I was ordered to meet you. I am here.” Her eyes flicked to the Hyundai’s rearview mirror, locked there for a beat before she said, “And now, it seems we have a tail.”

				* * *

				“STAY AFTER THEM!” Shim In-tak ordered.

				At the wheel of their black Samsung QM5, Heo Myung replied, “What do you think I’m doing?”

				“No backtalk!” Shim snapped. “Stay close or we may lose them.”

				“On the bridge?” Heo replied. “It isn’t possible.”

				He had a point. While they were on the Yeongjong Bridge, cruising for nearly three miles over open water, there was nowhere for the occupants of the Hyundai Sonata to go unless they stopped dead in the flow of traffic, left their vehicle and leaped 243 feet to the sea below. A certain suicide. Likewise, it was impossible for Heo to close in, restricted as they were by traffic flowing toward the mainland.

				“When we get to Seoul, then,” Shim answered, unwilling to be stumped by a mere driver. “What if they evade us then?”

				Heo rolled his eyes. “If you can think of any way to move up closer, let me know.”

				Behind Shim, Son Bo-mi observed, “We could get out and run up to them. Kill them where they sit.”

				Another idiot, Shim thought, and managed not to sigh. “Two problems, Son,” he said. “First, we were told to follow and collect them, not to murder them before a thousand witnesses. Second, if we follow your plan, how would we get away?”

				Embarrassed, Son replied, “I did not think. I am sorry.”

				“There is no need to apologize,” Shim said. “But try to think next time.”

				“Who are they?” Ju Junsu inquired. He was the Samsung’s other backseat passenger. Ju cradled a Daewoo K-1 carbine in his lap, while Son clung to a USAS-12—the 12-gauge Universal Sports Automatic Shotgun manufactured by Daewoo Precision Industries, which turned out nearly all of the Republic’s military small arms.

				This time Shim was ready with at least a partial answer. “The driver is an agent from the NIS. Her passenger, as you can see, has just arrived in Seoul.”

				“We don’t know who he is or why he’s wanted?” Heo asked.

				“We have our orders,” Shim replied defensively. “If more knowledge was necessary, I’d have been informed.”

				“In other words—”

				“There are no other words!” Shim cut the driver short. “Just do your job and drive the car.”

				A snort from Ju in the backseat told Shim he had scored, at last.

				By now they were within a hundred yards or so of the mainland, specifically, a portion of Seoul’s teeming waterfront. Lunchtime was ending on the docks below them, stevedores and other laborers returning to their tasks, unloading ships or loading them, transferring cargo onto trucks or boxcars, where the rail lines passed close to land’s end. When cars began debarking from the bridge, there would be half a dozen streets for them to follow, fanning out from there into throbbing heart of Incheon, still more than thirty miles from the Republic’s capital.

				“Be ready when they leave the bridge,” Shim ordered Heo. “At your first chance, box them in and we shall take them from the car.”

				“The woman will be armed,” Heo replied.

				This time Shim fairly sneered at him, answering, “Fortunately, so are we.”

				* * *

				BOLAN HAD SWIVELED in his seat to see the Samsung SUV five car lengths to their rear, partly concealed behind a minivan. He counted four heads in the vehicle as he asked Chan, “You’re sure they’re tailing us?”

				“There’s no mistake,” she answered. “I first saw them at a yellow curb outside the airport terminal.”

				“Not picking up?” he asked.

				“Just sitting. Watching us walk out.”

				“You didn’t mention it.”

				“I wasn’t positive until they started following. They might have just been waiting for someone, but no one left or joined them before we pulled out.”

				“Okay. Four men. We should assume they’re armed. What are you carrying?”

				Chan drew the near side of her blazer back, letting him see the autoloader on her belt.

				“That’s it?”

				“I have a submachine gun in the trunk,” she said.

				“No good to us back there.”

				“I’m planning to evade them when we leave the bridge, not fight a battle.”

				“That is, if we have a choice. Speaking of which, if you can shake them, I’ll be needing weapons.”

				“What do you have in mind?” she asked, sounding suspicious now.

				Returning to his earlier question, he asked, “Didn’t anyone explain this bit to you?”

				“Which ‘bit’?”

				“First thing, I’m not a law-enforcement officer. I don’t belong to any US agency.” It was a lie, but it would have to do. He pressed ahead. “I’m not collecting evidence or building any kind of case for trial. I’m after Shin Bon-jae, plus Park Hae-sung and anyone behind them, one side or the other of the DMZ.”

				Chan had her eyes back on the rearview mirror as she asked, “When you say ‘after’ them...”

				“They’re tied to the sarin gassings in Los Angeles. Ideally, I’d like to find out how and why, on whose behalf. Whether I pin all of that down or not, I take them out.”

				She nearly hit the brakes at that, half turning in the driver’s seat to face him. “You are an assassin?”

				“I’m a soldier. This is war. I take it to the enemy.”

				“Your enemy, from crimes committed in America. But this is the Republic of Korea.”

				“And it’s been cleared with Seoul, through Washington.”

				“To simply kill one of the richest men in Asia, possibly provoking armed retaliation from the DPRK?”

				“Someone really should have given you a heads-up on the program,” Bolan said.

				“Well, they did not.”

				“So, here’s the bright side—all you have to do is shake the goons behind us, drop me someplace I can rent a car, and go back to your normal life. Forget we ever met and shut the TV news off for a while.”

				“You just expect me to—”

				“Do what your boss told you to do,” Bolan cut in, “and put it out of mind. But, first things first.”

				“The followers.”

				“Affirmative. We can’t drag a parade behind us into Seoul. We need to lose them one way or another.”

				“I shall try my best.

				“And failing that,” he said, “start thinking of a place where we can draw them in and take them by surprise. There must be someplace like that on the waterfront or on the road to Seoul.”

				“A trap, you mean.”

				He nodded and repeated it. “A trap.”

				They were running out of bridge. Ahead of them, some cars were already debouching onto surface streets, peeling away in various directions on their chosen course into Incheon. Bolan felt naked without weapons, but he couldn’t help that now. If they were forced to fight their stalkers, if Chan led the enemy into a trap, he’d try to reach the SMG in the Sonata’s trunk. That ought to even up the game a little, although his side still would be outnumbered and, presumably, outgunned.

				No matter. Bolan had faced killer odds before—some very recently—and had survived, unlike the enemies who tried to put him down. If he could question these pursuers, that would be ideal, but he might also need a miracle to capture one of them alive.

				More likely, they would simply have to go—by any means available.

				And that was Bolan’s specialty.

				* * *

				CHAN TAESUN WAS confused and—yes, she could admit it—worried by the fact that she and Cooper had been spotted at the airport and followed to Incheon by what appeared to be a group of thugs. She was not frightened yet, per se, her normal disposition did not lean toward weakness of that sort, but if the circumstances had been different, she would have used her two-way radio by now to summon help.

				Unfortunately, Chan’s orders for this assignment ruled out contact with her headquarters except in the case of dire emergency. In her opinion, being followed through the streets of Incheon with no shots fired did not rise to that level of necessity—and by the time shots were fired, if they were, a shout for help would come too late.

				According to her captain’s orders, Chan’s involvement with the tall American was meant to be a secret from the bulk of her department, even from the captain, if she understood his convoluted phrasing properly. And, speaking of confused, it seemed she had been assigned to drive a foreign killer around Seoul, exacting payback for the sarin murders in America, his vague description of the mission up to now leaving her all the more troubled.

				“They’re closing in,” Bolan said.

				“I can see that,” she informed him. “Are you still intent on trapping them?”

				“It works for me.”

				“There is a street nearby,” she said. “It has a canning factory, abandoned, and some warehouses employed for storage. Traffic rarely is a problem.”

				“Workmen?” Bolan asked her.

				“Not unless a load is being picked up or delivered to one of the warehouses.”

				“Let’s try it.”

				“Your plan, in that case?”

				“Gain a lead on them, if you can manage it. Get to the ambush site, pull in and turn around so we’ll be facing them. Open the trunk soon as you stop, so I can grab the SMG.”

				“A firefight, then.”

				“Unless these four want to surrender.”

				“And if this is some kind of mistake? If they are merely travelers?”

				“You would have shaken them by now,” Bolan replied.

				He was correct, she knew, and as they wound through streets adjacent to the waterfront, Chan felt the tingle of excitement she had experienced in other situations rife with danger, starting at her nape, stirring the short hairs there and then racing down her spine. It was, she knew, the fight-or-flight response, and Chan Taesun had never cared for flight.

				As if in answer to her silent thought, Chan noted movement in the rearview mirror and beheld one of the chase car’s occupants now leaning from the window of its right-front door, aiming some kind of weapon at her Hyundai. Before she had a chance to warn Cooper, the gunman fired, missed shattering her rear window but striking the left-side window post. The bullet made a clang as if someone had thrown a rock at the Sonata.

				“A mistake?” Bolan said, not quite smiling. “Travelers?”

				Chan felt a rush of angry color to her cheeks. She stood on the accelerator, burning rubber through an intersection where the light had turned against her, while a semi driver blew his air horn in a mammoth bleat of protest. She rolled on, with Cooper swiveled in his seat, watching the would-be killers closing in behind them.

				“How much farther?” he demanded.

				“Four, maybe five, blocks.”

				“Remember, pull in, gain distance if you can and then reverse directions.”

				“I heard you the first time!”

				As it was, in her excitement, Chan came close to driving past the street she wanted, braking only at the final instant with a curt, “Hang on!” to Cooper as she cranked the Sonata’s steering wheel and worked its pedals. Not quite rising on two wheels, they made the corner, roaring past the empty factory that once canned tuna, squid and crab. No trucks or men were loitering around the warehouses that lined both sides of the remaining cul-de-sac.

				She’d gained a hundred yards or so on their pursuers, noting they’d also nearly missed the turn into what she now thought of as their trap. “Hang on!” she warned Cooper again, putting the Hyundai through a tire-screeching turn that left them rocking when she stopped the car, now facing the direction from which they’d entered.

				“The trunk!” he snapped.

				Before she popped the lever, Chan told him, “The submachine gun is a Daewoo XK-9. Are you familiar with it?”

				“Rings a bell,” Bolan replied, already rolling from his seat. “I’ll do my best.”
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				“They’re turning!” Shim shouted. “Follow them! Turn! Turn!”

				“I can see, asshole!” Heo barked back at him while skidding through the turn.

				Shim might have struck his driver then, would have been well within his rights for Heo calling him an asshole, but he was afraid that he would crash the speeding Samsung QM5.

				They made the turn, if only just, their tires and brakes squealing as if in pain. Ahead of him, Shim saw a dead-end street, a factory off to his left, silent and dark, then silent warehouses on both sides of the road, screened off from one another by their rusting chain-link fences. Up ahead, the NIS Sonata they pursued was speeding toward the far end of the street, with no escape.

				“She’s done it now,” Heo crowed. “We have them trapped now!”

				Do we? Shim wondered, and suddenly the fleeing Hyundai whipped through a kind of skidding U-turn, with the driver nearly losing it, to wind up facing their way.

				“What is she doing?” Heo asked of no one in particular.

				“Slow down!” Shim warned. “Don’t get too close.”

				The words had barely left his lips when the Sonata’s passenger, a large, white man, bailed and ran around behind the car. Shim saw the trunk pop open and the big man lean inside. When he emerged, he had some kind of automatic weapon in his hands, already angling toward Shim’s car. The female driver, meanwhile, crouched behind her open door, its window down, aiming a black handgun across the sill.

				Shim just had time to shout, “Get down!” before a storm of bullets broke over the Samsung, blowing out its windshield, gouging sudden, shiny divots in its hood. Shim flung himself out of the car, landed on hands and knees, and started scrambling around behind it, putting the SUV’s main bulk between him and his assailants.

				Ju and Son were out and firing back, the crackle of Ju’s K-1 carbine punctuated by the rapid boom-boom-boom of Son’s USAS shotgun. Both men fell back toward Shim’s position, ducking bullets as they came, and keeping up their own defensive fire.

				It was a trap, all right, Shim realized—but he and his men were the ones who’d blundered into it. Drawing his compact Glock 19, Shim sought an angle for returning fire but found his soldiers blocking him on either side.

				No matter. In a few more seconds, when he got his wits about him, he would formulate a battle plan. Before he got that far, however, Heo left the driver’s seat, clutching a wounded shoulder, heading back to join his comrades in the SUV’s shadow. When he was halfway there, a short burst from the tall man’s submachine gun caught him, punched him forward with his arms outflung, sliding across the pavement in a slick of his own blood.

				One down. If they could not use the Samsung to escape, what other options did they have? Shim pictured running from the scene with bullets flying after him, and did not like the odds that he’d survive. He instantly discarded his original orders, focusing solely on self-preservation now.

				“Kill them!” he told his two surviving soldiers. “Never mind live capture!”

				Shim’s superiors could punish him if they saw fit. At least, that way, with any luck, he’d be alive to feel their wrath.

				* * *

				THE DAEWOO XK-9 fired 980 rounds per minute in full-auto mode, eating the contents of a 30-round box magazine in 1.9 seconds, hurling 9 mm Parabellum rounds downrange at 1,235 feet per second.

				And, yes, Bolan could handle it, milking the piece for 3-round bursts instead of emptying it all at once. His first rounds cracked the Samsung QM5’s windshield and may have tagged the driver, though that wasn’t definite. His next burst punched holes in the vehicle’s car’s radiator, spilling water and green coolant to the pavement, where they steamed in the cool air.

				Whatever happened next, the Samsung wasn’t going far.

				But, at the same time, Chan’s Sonata had been taking hits, as well. It was a sitting duck for automatic rifle rounds and shotgun pellets fired by their pursuers, while Mack Bolan and the lady tried to keep their enemies’ heads down.

				He caught a break when the QM5’s driver broke from cover, circling back to join his friends. The guy was definitely wounded, Bolan saw, and on his feet now, he made a target that was too enticing to resist. The Executioner triggered off a burst that stitched along the runner’s spin from waist to neck and sent him sailing, arms akimbo, to greet the blacktop in a limp embrace of death.

				And that left three.

				While Bolan wished he had a couple of his Molotovs from San Francisco, time was wasting. Even on a lifeless, dead-end street they couldn’t fight forever without someone catching on and calling the police. Before that happened and the cavalry arrived, or Chan’s car suffered too much damage for a getaway, Bolan needed a turnaround to deal with his opponents and clear out.

				Learning how they had found him in the first place, or if they were simply tracking Chan Taesun, would have to wait. The top priority was to get out alive.

				Bolan switched magazines, his second from among the six Chan carried with the submachine gun in her trunk. He saw only two ways to finish it. The first would be to drive his quarry out from hiding by the SUV and drop them as they ran. The second would require an end run on his part, to come around behind them and annihilate them that way if they didn’t scatter under fire.

				The second option put Bolan at greater risk, running around the cul-de-sac exposed to shotgun blasts and automatic-rifle fire. The first required some thought and calculation, all of which took time he didn’t like to spare. Between the two, however, number one looked best.

				The trick was to convince his foes that staying with their vehicle amounted to a greater risk than running for their lives. Not easy, but if one or more of them was dumb enough to fall for it, it just might work.

				Pocketing two more Parabellum magazines, he worked his way around to find his best shot at the Samsung QM5 from the Sonata’s shadow. Lining up his sights to go for grazing fire beneath the chase car’s undercarriage, he hoped to open up the gas tank for a full-on spill.

				And, after that, to see who took the bait.

				* * *

				CHAN TAESUN EMPTIED her magazine and dropped it where she crouched, behind the open driver’s door of her Sonata, while she fed another to the Daewoo’s pistol grip and snapped its open slide shut, chambering a round. She waited for a moment, hoping one of the hostile gunners would reveal himself, granting her a quick, clean shot, but Matthew Cooper ruined that plan. He fired off a long burst from his submachine gun on the far side of their bullet-punctured vehicle.

				At first she thought he’d missed the Samsung QM5 completely, then she realized that he was aiming underneath the SUV for some reason, bullets deflecting from beneath the vehicle and hammering its underside. A heartbeat later she could see and hear fuel gushing from its ruptured tank, spreading beneath the Samsung in an aromatic pool.

				And, in a flash, she saw what Cooper had in mind, knew just how risky it would be and the prospects for an abject failure.

				Simply stated, unless a person was firing tracers or some similar incendiary rounds, bullets could not, in ordinary circumstances, set a car on fire. Gasoline spilled out of a ventilated tank and spread, but without open flame—at least a decent spark—it simply flowed away and would not detonate.

				But Cooper’s gamble, Chan now realized, was that the goons trying to kill them would not know such a simple scientific fact. He had to be hoping their minds would be so steeped in flamboyant adventure films that they’d expect real-life gasoline to act the same way on the street as on a movie screen.

				And if they fell for it...

				“Gasollin!” one of the concealed assassins roared to his comrades.

				His shout spooked the rest of them and sent them running from the SUV, heedless of being suddenly exposed.

				Chan knew Cooper was waiting with his borrowed SMG as two broke to the Samsung’s right, across his line of fire. He stitched them on the run and sent both tumbling to the blacktop, weapons sliding from their slack hands as they fell.

				The fourth and last one broke toward Chan’s side of the SUV and she was ready for him, tracking with her DPK-5 pistol, leading him enough that he would run into her slugs instead of having them zip past behind him, wasted. She squeezed off a standard double-tap, prepared to fire again if need be, but the first two did the trick. Her moving target stumbled through a stagger-step and dropped facedown, twitching as he fell prone then lying still.

				“Pick up their guns and magazines,” Bolan said, suiting words to action as he moved out from her Hyundai, across the killing ground.

				She saw him snatch a fallen automatic rifle and the larger USAS shotgun, patting down their former users for spare magazines, then ran to join him, closing on the man she’d killed and scooping up a Glock 19. His pockets yielded two more magazines, both full.

				Back at the Hyundai, they dumped the captured arms into the Sonata’s backseat then climbed in. Despite its hits, she started the vehicle and pulled out, around the SUV and scattered corpses blocking part of the cul-de-sac.

				“So, this is what it’s like with you,” she said.

				“For starters,” Bolan answered. “Generally it gets worse.”

				They drove in silence for a while, both conscious of the government sedan’s obvious bullet scars, before Bolan spoke again. “We need to find a car-rental agency,” he said, “before a cop spots us.”

				“I know of one nearby,” she said. “I’ll drop you there and call my supervisor while you pick one up.”

				“You think that’s wise?” he asked.

				“In an emergency,” Chan said. “I think this qualifies.”

				The rental office occupied one corner of a nearby strip mall. The clerk spoke English well enough to deal with Matthew Cooper, make a photocopy of his US driver’s license and charge a Kia Visto five-door hatchback plus insurance on his credit card. It drove the same as any matching model in the States, front engine, front-wheel drive.

				Leaving, he spotted Chan’s Sonata parked beside a restaurant festooned with signs suggesting it was up for rent or sale. Bolan pulled in beside her, moved the captured guns from her backseat to his, then waited until Chan was settled in the shotgun seat before he asked, “You manage to get through?”

				“I did. It’s all arranged,” she said. “Drive straight for half a mile, until we reach a tavern called the Lucky Dragon.”

				“Would that be good luck or bad?” he asked.

				“I do not understand.”

				“I mean it wouldn’t be a trap your people set for us? For me?”

				“Only a car. I have my captain’s word. He will send someone to retrieve mine from the restaurant.”

				“Sounds fair,” Bolan replied, “but I don’t know the man. You wouldn’t be insulted if I watch you from a distance?”

				Chan managed to smile at that and answered, “Not at all. I understand your paranoia.”

				“Where I come from,” Bolan said, “we call that ‘common sense.’”

				“It must be hard to live there,” she suggested.

				“Some find it impossible.”

				“America.”

				“Not just the States. I find that everywhere I go.”

				“Perhaps you’re right,” she said. “I trust my captain, but there is no reason why you should.”

				“I hope he hasn’t set you up for a surprise.”

				They passed the Lucky Dragon once and Bolan drove around the block, checking for watchers on all sides. When he saw no suspicious vehicles, government plates or hinky idlers on the street, he parked a block south of the bar and watched Chan walk down to retrieve the car alone. In parting, she told him, “If nothing goes amiss, follow me when I cross the Hangang Bridge to Seoul. I’ll lead you to a safe house there.”

				“Nobody knows we’re coming?” he inquired.

				“No one, I promise you,” she said, and left on foot.

				He tracked her visually to the tavern, saw her climb into a compact Hyundai Elantra, start it up and pull out into traffic. When no lookouts rushed to cover her, and no tail cars appeared, Bolan pulled out behind the smaller car and started following in the direction of the eight-lane Hangang Bridge across the Han River.

				Guro District, Southwest Seoul

				BOLAN’S GUIDEBOOK, READ in transit over the Pacific, told him Guro was a vital hub for railroads and highways for Seoul and for the rest of South Korea generally. Named for nine legendary residents who had attained great age while living there, the neighborhood did not exist until 1980 when city planners carved it from the preexisting Yeongdeungpo District. Initially supported by dressmaking and other labor-intensive industries, Guro yielded to internet technology in the modern age, becoming the Republic’s techno-heart, hailed as the “Miracle on the Han River” as it commanded 10 percent of South Korea’s national exports

				All that was Guro’s public face. In private, it had secrets just like any other district in a major urban center. One of them, Bolan learned, was the NIS safe house to which Chan Taesun led him after their firefight and hand-off of cars.

				How safe was “safe” in this case? Bolan didn’t know, but realized he would soon find out.

				By which time, it might be too late.

				He no longer worried about Chan betraying him, per se. She had proved herself in the action and could easily have ratted Bolan out while talking to her captain or whomever, if that had been her intent. The problem now, in Bolan’s mind, involved who else had knowledge of the safe house or the fact that Chan was using it with an American drop-in planning a wave of mayhem in the capital.

				The place was situated four blocks from a thriving entertainment area, all glass and neon, but a world apart. They’d driven both cars into a garage beneath a kind of town house, stairs rising on the inside, and moved their captured hardware to the living room above, its windows draped to ward off prying eyes.

				“Your captain doesn’t know we’re here right now?” he queried.

				“No,” she said. “I kept it from him. He could find us through a search of various locations if he wanted to, but why would he?”

				“Maybe he’s counting the bodies we left behind and wishing he hadn’t got involved,” Bolan replied.

				“He’s not involved, officially,” she said. “On paper, I’m detached this week to ‘other duties,’ undefined.”

				It was the most that she would say about the home team at the NIS, and Bolan had to take her at her word or strike off on his own in Seoul, without her services as guide, interpreter and able helping hand.

				“All right,” he said, letting it go for now. “At least we came out of the fight well armed. We’ll need more ammunition for the hardware soon, but I’m guessing you’ll have away around that hurdle.”

				“As it happens, there is a supply of standard calibers upstairs, reserved for possible emergencies. There should be some 9 mm, 5.56 mm NATO for the carbine, 12-gauge for the shotgun.”

				“God bless emergencies,” Bolan replied and nearly got a laugh for it.

				“If I intend to help you,” Chan said, “I need details of your mission.”

				“Details come as we go along,” Bolan replied. “Broad strokes? I need to get hold of Shin Bon-jae and ask him what he’s doing with the SSD up North.”

				“That’s all?” She did laugh then. “You know he is a billionaire, with around-the-clock security.”

				“And paying through the nose for it, I’ll bet,” the Executioner allowed. “I plan to crack it. Whether Shin knows it right now or not, we have a date.”

				Apgujeong-dong, Seoul

				SEOUL’S WEALTHIEST RESIDENTIAL, fashion, shopping and educational disrict began life as a pavilion named for Han Myung-hoi, a high-ranking government official during the long-running Joseon dynasty, founded in the fourteenth century, officially renamed as the Korean Empire in 1897. In modern times, luxury homes aside, Apgujeong-dong was known for its boutiques, cafés and restaurants, as well as various privileged private schools that lured parents to live above their means to pay for the education for their children.

				Shin Bon-jae, one of the district’s billionaires, lived in a square, four-story building with a parking lot below street level and a swimming pool atop its roof. The address also served as the headquarters for his expanding empire and for the Omega Congregation, though the cult maintained its own HQ in nearby Dongjack-gu.

				Staring across the city’s skyline as the sun began its slow dip to the west, Shin dropped his telephone receiver back into its cradle, scowling at the news he had received. Turning to Park Hae-sung—looking too comfortable in his easy chair, holding a bottle of beer—Shin said, “That was an officer I own. A captain with the NPA in Seoul.”

				“Such allies are convenient, as befits your standing, sir,” Park said.

				Ignoring the man’s attempt at flattery, Shin said, “The four men I dispatched are dead, their weapons missing from the murder scene.”

				Park sipped his beer and raised one eyebrow while the other lay at rest. “They sound like careless soldiers,” he remarked.

				“I would have said they were among my best,” Shin answered, “but my judgment may be cloudy. I also believed it would be wise to help you with your scheme for a reunion of the Motherland.”

				“And now you doubt it?” Both eyebrows had risen now.

				“Consider the progression of events,” Shin said. “After Los Angeles, persons unknown destroy my headquarters in San Francisco and assassinate the man who was a strong right arm to me, almost my son.”

				Park nodded, wise enough to keep his mouth shut.

				“Next,” Shin pressed on, “I hear from spies within the National Intelligence Service that a lieutenant, Chan Taesun, has been assigned to greet a visiting American on ‘special business’ no one can explain to me. My people follow them and die, without reporting in before their sacrifice. Now, what am I to do?”

				The question was rhetorical but Park still tried to answer it.

				“Apply more pressure to your sources, sir. Find out where this Lieutenant Chan would go to hide with her American after a shootout in the streets of Seoul.”

				“I have tried. She is off the radar, as the Americans would say.”

				“Off the radar?”

				“It means untraceable, for all intents and purposes.”

				“I understand the phrase,” Park said.

				“Then understand me now. I have not built an empire for myself to sit and watch it pissed away for any cause, no matter how exalted. I shall fight for what is mine, and for my place within the new regime when it is born.”

				“I will report your sentiments to Pyongyang,” Park said.

				“In fact,” Shin told him, “you shall remain with me for the duration of this crisis, to its ultimate denouement.”

				“But—”

				“How can I do without your wisdom and advice?” Shin asked, cutting him off. “That’s settled, then. My staff will show you to your rooms.”
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				Guro District, Seoul

				First thing, Bolan examined, cleaned and then reloaded his appropriated weapons. They were adequate, although he would’ve liked to have a long-range sniper’s rifle standing by, but that wasn’t the kind of gear an urban hit team normally included in its rolling arsenal.

				What he wound up with, free of charge except the purchase price in blood, was one Daewoo K-1 carbine, one USAS-12 shotgun and one Glock 17 complete with holster lifted from a shooter who would never need the piece again. The carbine was a smaller version of the battle rifle South Korean soldiers had been carrying since 1981, weighing 6.3 pounds unloaded, measuring 25.7 inches with its stock folded, with a ten-inch barrel. It fed from NATO STANAG magazines, with an effective range of some 270 yards, firing 800 rounds per minute in full-auto mode.

				The shotgun was gas-operated and selective fire, capable of semi-auto or full-auto performance for suppressive fire in combat situations. Resembling an overweight assault rifle, it weighed close to fourteen pounds with a loaded 10-round magazine, though all the mags Bolan had retrieved held twenty rounds a piece. Its registered effective range was forty yards, spewing whatever manner of projectiles it was fed at some 450 rounds per minute in full-automatic mode. The recoil would be stunning for a rank beginner, but Bolan had handled worse before.

				The Glock, by contrast, was as welcome as an old friend.

				While Bolan worked over the guns, and Chan was busy with her own, she gave him all she had from NIS archives on Shin Bon-jae. Bolan already knew the bit about how Shin had come up from the streets to build a multibillion-dollar empire for himself and to lead his own religious movement, viewed by many critics as a money-grubbing cult absorbed by adoration of the man in charge. Whether that view was accurate, Shin stood as Asia’s only billionaire industrialist with one hand in journalism and the other on the tiller of a growing global church.

				“From what I understand,” he said, “Shin’s farther to the right, politically, than any leader South Korea has elected since the war. How does that put him playing footsies with Pyongyang and the SSD?”

				“To follow that,” she said, “you have to know my country’s history. Since the division was achieved in 1946 and formalized in 1948, various presidents of the Republic have been strident in their calls for a reunion of the whole peninsula. In 1950, Syngman Rhee hoped to achieve it, but his efforts—bungling, most would grant today—provoked the communist invasion and the war that followed, nearly ending with a victory for Kim Il-sung and North Korea. After 1953 the presidential rhetoric continued, slowly winding down to mutters and complaints, without effective action in the field. The DMZ is now established fact.”

				“And yet...”

				“Today, only the North Korean government speaks much about reunion of our ancient homeland as a single nation. The Supreme Leader remains devoted to the concept, but his regime has reduced the country to a virtual pariah among nations of the world. Its only close relations are with Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, and with the Palestinian Authority in Gaza. Even China, which saved North Korea from conquest in the early 1950s, now faces Pyongyang from across a border deeply fortified.

				“After your State Department listed North Korea as a sponsor of state terrorism in 2013, its leader responded with nuclear tests and wild threats of a Third World War. Some analysts believe he is insane; others describe him as a victim of the spoiled-child syndrome. Either way, he is extremely dangerous, at least to neighbors he can reach with his reputed missiles.”

				“But Shin Bon-jae’s supposed to be a far-right icon. North Korea’s leader is about as far as you can go to the left without a tumble off the planet.”

				“Still, their goals are not so different. North Korea’s communism is expressed as ultra-nationalism, a reunion of the homeland by any means necessary, regardless of cost. A possible détente with Shin Bon-jae is no less likely than the Hitler-Stalin pact of 1939.”

				“And look how that turned out,” Bolan remarked.

				“Of course,” Chan said. “War was inevitable, catastrophic. But both partners—then and now, in my opinion—thought they could manipulate the other, use him to their own ends, then dispose of him with little difficulty. Such is the disease of egomania.”

				“And Shin hoped he could jump-start the reunion how? By spreading sarin in Los Angeles?”

				“Perhaps he hoped to claim the individuals responsible had infiltrated the Omega Congregation and were serving North Korea? Theoretically, could that produce a US counterstrike on Pyongyang?”

				It was extreme, but Bolan couldn’t rule it out given the mood of Congress during recent years. Whether the White House would play ball was something else entirely—a political decision to be made behind closed doors, weighing prospective benefits against the risks.

				“Before it gets that far,” he said, “here’s what I have in mind.”

				Apgujeong-dong, Seoul

				PARK HAE-SUNG WAS under house arrest. His suite of rooms was posh enough to satisfy a five-star traveler, but he had found the telephone line disconnected, while Shin’s houseman had relieved him of his cell phone prior to leaving him alone. His door was locked from the outside, and burglar bars installed outside his windows kept Park from descending to the street three floors below.

				Headquarters in Pyongyang had to be wondering what had become of Park. With each hour in which he failed to contact them, the paranoia common to his masters would be deepening, imagining scenarios in which he had betrayed them—to the NIS, the CIA, the FBI, whatever. Soon, they might decide he was a threat and put a contract on him to secure their peace of mind.

				Park sat inside his suite and seethed in silence. Was it his fault the Americans had no reaction to the attack on Los Angeles as Shin had hoped? It had been Shin’s job, via Lee Jay-hyun, to plant the evidence connecting LA’s killers to the SSD, but still it had not surfaced. If and when it did, there still would be no guarantee of military action against North Korea, unifying nationalists on both sides of the established DMZ to call for a reunion of the separated states.

				What sort of mind had hatched that scheme to start with?

				Why had Park Hae-sung agreed to go along with it?

				The answer to the second question was, alas, painfully obvious. He was a member of the team who did what he was told, following orders even if they made no sense in the real world or might, if logically considered, boomerang disastrously against the DPRK over time.

				With the current leader, the country’s politics had much in common with a fantasy computer game. All players were required to serve the Supreme Leader under pain of death as traitors, to rush blindly to obey whatever crackpot orders issued from the Kumsusan Palace of the Sun. No one questioned instructions from the top if they desired to hold lofty status in the government or to survive at all.

				Thus had been spawned parades and demonstrations falsely deemed “spontaneous.” Displays of weapons, threats of global war with “preemptive nuclear attacks,” maintenance of martial law nationwide since January 2013, naval clashes around Baengnyeong Island and clumsy spying jaunts that nearly always failed.

				Madness, Park thought. And yet he had subscribed to it.

				Descending briefly into a blue funk, Park wondered whether he should take the final step and simply kill himself, but Shin had thought ahead of him, removing all potential weapons from the suite. The only razor was electric, cordless, and no other tools or cutting implements were found in any of the drawers. Park could conceivably tie sheets into a rope of sorts—but then what? Neither rod available, the shower’s or the closet’s, would support his weight if he were hanging by his neck. Nor were there any small appliances—no bedside radio, for instance—he could drop into a full bathtub to fry himself.

				Frustration roiled within him, but he kept his face deadpan, his posture perfectly reserved, as if he felt himself to be an honored guest and not a hapless prisoner. All it required was sitting still and breathing slowly, sipping beer from the minibar installed in his bedroom as if it were a hotel suite.

				Park wondered if, when he checked out, Shin would present him with a bill or just a bullet to the head.

				Defenseless, save for martial arts he had been taught during his basic training for the SSD—Park sat wishing for a gun, a knife, whatever might enhance his odds of getting out and managing to stay alive. His wits would have to do and, while they’d never failed him yet, neither had he been forced to square off with a canny, streetwise billionaire who had a private army at his back.

				As dusk lowered outside his barred windows, Park thought advancing night mirrored his chances of escape and living to behold another dawn.

				Guro District, Seoul

				“A BOLD ATTACK on the Omega Congregation and on Shin Bon-jae?” Chan smiled, as if in disbelief. “Is that the plan?”

				“That’s it,” Bolan replied. “Keep Shin off balance, rock his house and bring it down. If I can get a face-to-face with him, so much the better. Squeeze him till he squeals. If not, at least he’s taken off the board.”

				“This kind of thing has worked for you before?” she asked.

				“You’d be surprised.”

				It started with Cosa Nostra, the exalted Mafia, and rolled on from there through terrorists, crime syndicates and even hostile governments around the world. Bolan kept that under his hat and let her simmer while she took it in, the freshly loaded Daewoo XK-9 lying across her thighs.

				“One man, against all that,” she said.

				“Well, two of us, if you’re still in.”

				“It’s suicide.”

				“No,” Bolan said, correcting her. “I don’t intend to die. Of course, it’s possible, same thing as walking down the street or driving in a car, although I grant the odds are worse. With preparation, proper timing and the right equipment, it’s all doable.”

				“Against one of the richest men in South Korea, all of his security against you, plus the zealots of a large religious cult?”

				“I never said it would be easy,” Bolan told her, not quite smiling. But the cult won’t be expecting it, and even if Shin was behind the chase this afternoon, he’ll still be wondering who took his people out.”

				“They know who I am,” Chan reminded him. “How else could they have found us at the airport?”

				“That’s a problem,” he admitted. “But you claim to trust your captain...”

				“Not a claim. I do trust him.”

				“Then he’ll be covering for you, unless the heat builds up too much and he decides to save himself instead.”

				“He won’t do that.”

				“Career, a home and family, whatever...”

				“No. He’s loyal. I would trust him with my life.”

				“Newsflash,” Bolan replied. “You’ve already have.”

				She blinked at that, just once. “How would you begin?” she asked.

				“I’d start off with the Omega Congregation’s headquarters.”

				“That is in Dongjack-gu, south of the Han. Shin lives in the adjacent Apgujeong-dong District.”

				“I have both addresses,” Bolan said. “Floor plans for the Congregation, too.”

				“What do they tell you about personnel?”

				“I play that part by ear, if there’s no opportunity for scouting in advance.”

				“For what it’s worth,” she said, “cult headquarters—called haibeu, or ‘the hive’—normally has about two hundred members of the sect in residence at any given time. How many of them may be armed is something the police have not seen fit to contemplate, with Shin’s influence on the NPA.”

				“Corruption? That’s a shocker,” Bolan said.

				“We learned from the United States,” she said, “as with our former CIA.”

				“Touché,” he offered. “So, around two hundred people on the premises, an unknown number of them armed with who knows what. Women and children in the mix?”

				“Shin does encourage families. As far as numbers, I can’t say.”

				An all-out raid had the potential for catastrophe, but it could still be done.

				“Shin’s manager in Dongjack-gu is Choi Kyung-wha, an early convert to the Congregation,” Chan continued. “He’s another je yeonghon, or ‘second soul,’ serving the primary soul. Do not expect him to cooperate.”

				“I don’t. He’s meant to be a lesson for the boss.”

				“A human sacrifice?”

				“I’m not expecting any intervention from above,” Bolan replied.

				“And if you can destroy the hive, what then?”

				“Move on to Shin. He’ll have a choice—to fight at home or head for someplace more defensible.”

				“He has a walled estate across the Han River. It’s on the northern edge of Seoul, Dobong-gu.”

				“That’s one I didn’t have,” Bolan confessed. “And you can point me to it?”

				“If required.”

				“We’re all set then, except for your decision.”

				“Mine?” Chan frowned.

				“Whether you’ll go all-in or sit it out.”

				“Today, I killed my first man,” she told Bolan.

				“And?”

				“I always thought I would be sickened, traumatized. So far, my only feeling is relief. He tried to murder me and failed.”

				“Sometimes it kicks in later,” Bolan warned, “but frontline soldiers know they’re in a war and people die. It doesn’t have to be declared by governments or logged into the statute books. Might be a cop out on routine patrol or a watchman on your DMZ up North. Confronted with a mortal threat, they do what must be done and get on with their lives.”

				Some of them, anyway. Bolan had seen enough PTSD to understand that it was real, a crippling weight for warriors unprepared to carry it. No weakness on their part, no defect in their characters implied. Some fighters—thankfully, only a few—enjoyed the mayhem, others suffered from it to their dying day. The bulk did what their oath and duty had commanded of them and moved on—or died in the attempt.

				“I hope you’re right,” she said. “Tell me exactly when and where we start.”

				Apgujeong-dong, Seoul

				CALLING PYONGYANG WAS a risk, despite the cutouts, scramblers and diversions Shin Bon-jae employed. If even one call to the North was intercepted by the NIS, he could be jailed for treason, and there was no guarantee that all his wealth, his vast political connections, could combine to save him. Politicians who fawned over Shin in public would scatter like roaches from a sudden glare of light if his connection to the SSD was documented and exposed. His rich investors might desert him, sue for a return of money placed in trust with Shin when they believed he was a rabid right-wing super-patriot.

				His empire might collapse and fall within a tiny fraction of the time it took for ancient Rome.

				And what, then, would become of him?

				South Korea’s Criminal Code prescribed execution for rebellion, conspiracy with foreign countries, homicide and a dozen other felonies. In fact, no executions had been carried out in twenty years, but at least sixty inmates remained on death row at Yeongdeungpo Prison.

				For Shin Bon-jae, being condemned to spend his life caged up would be worse than death, a kind of living hell until old age and Nature ultimately ran their course and claimed him in the end.

				Still, mortal risks aside, this call was absolutely necessary and it could not be delayed.

				The man who answered in Pyongyang was an aide-de-camp to Major Roh Tae-il, a ranking officer of North Korea’s State Security Department, ultimately master of the agent Shin had locked away upstairs. Roh was the man entrusted with approving and remotely supervising the conspiracy, originating in the DPRK, which had led to wholesale murder in Los Angeles. Shin was obligated to keep him privately advised of problems as they reared their heads, most recently in Seoul with four of his top soldiers dead, their weapons missing from the scene.

				When Major Roh came on the line, Shin told his story quickly, shunning double-talk and euphemisms that were de rigueur for most covert discussions carried out across the DMZ. There was too much at stake for any fumbling or misunderstanding now, with all their lives at risk.

				Roh listened, then was silent for so long that Shin thought he had cut the link, before he said, “This is disturbing.”

				“I agree.”

				“And Agent Park?”

				“Remains with me to sort it out, if possible.”

				“All right. I won’t expect him soon. Do you believe he’s compromised?”

				“Nothing suggests it yet,” Shin said, “but I cannot help wondering.”

				“And when in doubt...” He left the grim suggestion hanging there.

				“It has not reached that stage, as yet. If that should come...”

				“Don’t feel obliged to tell me in advance. Use your best judgment, Comrade Shin.”

				The titled galled him but he let it pass. “Yes. I understand.”

				And thus was a death sentence handed down, albeit in absentia.

				“As for yourself...” Roh said.

				“I’ve taken various security precautions. Should there be more trouble, I’m prepared to move immediately.”

				“We would hate to lose you.”

				I would hate to lose myself, Shin thought but swallowed it and answered, “Thank you, Major.”

				“I believe it best not to disturb the Supreme Leader at this time,” Roh said. “Until we have more hard intelligence.”

				“A wise decision. I concur,” Shin said.

				“Which we await you passing on, without delay. Until then, good luck and goodbye.”

				The line went dead.

				Shin realized, not for the first time, that the major’s terse—even arrogant—tone had always annoyed him. Still, he put up with it since they shared a common cause: the reunion of Korea as a single state. Neither had any love for the Supreme Leader, though Major Roh was forced to play the daily role of a supporter without limits.

				Their plan, if it succeeded, called for the dictator’s elimination and replacement by a president whose sanity was not in question but who still maintained the ultranationalist fervor of the DPRK’s communist regime. That combination, Shin felt certain, would astound the world, particularly when he bent his special genius for commercial triumph to the cause and used his global journalistic empire to promote it.

				Great things were about to happen.

				All Shin had to do was to make it through the next few weeks alive.
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				Omega Congregation Headquarters

				When Bolan mentioned whipping up another batch of Molotov cocktails, Chan Taesun had surprised him. From the safe house armory—oversupplied with ammunition, but with only two guns on the premises—she’d offered half a dozen Model 308-1 hand grenades instead. Made in the States, for use by US Navy SEALs, the M308-1 packed a thermite napalm filler that could melt steel once it blew. Because it used iron oxide as its oxidizer, rather than straight oxygen, the flames would also flourish under water.

				Perfect for the SEALs at war, but was it overkill when facing the Omega Congregation?

				“One of these should do the trick,” Bolan had said on receiving them. “We’ll save the rest for Shin’s place, if we need them.”

				Now they sat in Bolan’s Kia Visto, two blocks north of Soongsil University, a private Christian school, with weapons holstered on their belts and cradled in their laps, spare magazines contained in canvas bandoliers. The M308-1 grenade was clipped to Bolan’s belt, as well. His Daewoo K-1 carbine was loaded with a pair of magazines taped end to end for easy switching in the heat of battle.

				Coming any second now.

				“Okay,” he said, “repeat the plan.”

				“We’ve already been over it—”

				“Once more. Call it for luck.”

				“You don’t believe in luck,” she said, recalling something he’d said at the safe house.

				“So? Repeat it, anyway,” he ordered, sounding gruff.

				“Fine. We go on foot, in from the rear. You carry the grenade and use it when you think it’s safe for the civilians.”

				“Because?” he challenged her.

				“We want no harm to befall innocent civilians. No collateral.”

				“Collateral damage.” His voice was softer now as he corrected her. “We won’t win any friends tonight, but you don’t need a whole new raft of enemies, either. Battle is chaos, and it gets your blood up. We demand fire discipline.”

				“And what about the other side?” she asked.

				“We’re not responsible for them,” Bolan replied. “If they start chopping down their own, so be it.”

				“You can be a ruthless man,” she said.

				“Comes with the job,” Bolan replied.

				He could have said “Comes with the calling” just as easily, because the war he waged had never been a simple job to Bolan, something he completed, got through and then forgot about until the next battle that came along. It was a calling, though he’d never liked that term because of its religious overtone and the implication that an outside force was moving him like a chess piece on some universal board.

				The trigger for his war was personal—the slaughter of his family—but Bolan had repaid that blood debt long ago. He fought now because duty and his own personality compelled it, winnowing the predators who threatened so-called civilized society around the clock, around the world.

				It was a struggle he could never win in any human’s normal span of years on Earth, but he could hold the line wherever danger found him and be satisfied with that. It was a thankless job, as well, no kudos from the public when he stopped a terrorist attack or blocked the progress of a growing syndicate. Ideally, John Q. Public wouldn’t even know what was going on, nothing to fret about as daily lives went through their paces without jolting interruption.

				But the scars of Bolan’s war remained, not only on him but in the places where he fought: incinerated buildings, walls pockmarked by bullet holes and, yes, inevitably, there were friendly casualties.

				Bolan kept the number down as low as possible, but random chance kicked in from time to time, along with utter ruthlessness displayed by Bolan’s enemies. Once he had joined the game, there was no leaving it and he was forced to play by its rules, although sometimes with a twist.

				This night, he’d have to wait to see how it went down with the Omega Congregation, who lived and who died.

				And Bolan hoped he would not be among the latter.

				* * *

				CHOI KYUNG-WHA BELIEVED with every fiber of his heart and soul in the Omega Congregation’s message. Prior to his conversion, at the age of thirty-two, Choi had been a homeless methamphetamine addict, his prospects for survival through the next twelve months extremely limited. Shin Bon-jae had saved him from the cruel streets and from himself, replaced his craving for the drug with an unending thirst for knowledge, self-fulfillment and repose.

				He was a new man now, and gave all credit to his master, Shin, the living, earthly conduit for words from Jesus Christ.

				The killings in Los Angeles had shocked him with their revelation that three members of the Congregation were involved. Choi had discussed the matter at some length with Master Shin and came away convinced that Shin knew nothing of the crimes beyond what he had seen reported in the media. When Shin blamed Lee Jay-hyun for straying from the straight and narrow path of their beliefs, Choi had led a prayer service at Congregation headquarters, trying to rescue Lee’s benighted soul.

				Whether it worked, who knew but God above?

				The building’s fire alarm shocked Choi out of his reverie. He rushed out of his office, sniffed the air in the adjacent corridor and instantly smelled smoke. Startled screams, not very far away, told him the fire was on the ground floor, facing a normally quiescent residential street.

				But not tonight.

				Already, members of the Congregation were evacuating headquarters, spilling onto the lawn, sidewalk and street beyond. Choi saw them from his office window over decorative hedges, just before the first sharp notes of gunfire echoed through the house.

				Startled, Choi rushed to the cabinet wall-mounted to the office’s east wall, where he kept weapons stored against the days of persecution forecast by his Master Shin. Those days now seemed to be upon him without warning.

				Choi snatched a Daewoo K2 rifle from the cabinet. The 5.56 mm weapon was the standard-issue battle rifle for Korean troops, acquired “through channels” on the country’s thriving black market, along with extra magazines and ammunition by the pound. Once Choi had slapped a magazine into the K2’s receiver and chambered a round, he felt better, nearly prepared to fight for his Lord and the church that had saved him.

				Nearly... But something held him back, prevented him from charging out to meet his nameless, faceless enemies.

				Not fear of Death. He’d conquered that a long time hence.

				But fear of failure in support of his adopted, holy cause.

				Quite possibly.

				The only way to fight that was to act. Face set in grim determination, Choi Kyung-wha went out to meet his foes, calling for help along the way from Congregation members designated to provide security. They flocked to him, forming a line behind him as he marched through smoke to find its source and find out what—or who—had set his house, God’s house, on fire.

				But when he saw the flames at last, Choi felt his bowels go loose from fear.

				* * *

				THERE WAS NO fenced-in yard behind Omega Congregation’s headquarters, just access through an alleyway designed for vehicles to pass, reaching garages at the rear of stylish homes or picking up the trash from cans and Dumpsters ranked along its sides. With gravel crunching underfoot, Bolan and Chan Taesun approached the “hive,” their second pass after a drive-by several minutes earlier.

				As on their first run, there was no one in the backyard, around the pool or patio. A children’s swing set served as a reminder of the risk to innocent civilians when they hit the place, but Bolan was committed now and Chan was marching with him into war.

				A truly ruthless killer might have called the kids fair game, brainwashed by a cult philosophy that somehow made them less than human, stripping them of normal basic rights. To Bolan, they were victims of the cult—specifically the adults who manipulated it and them for profit and for politics. They were not Bolan’s enemies—although they might grow up to act as such—but he did not believe in condemnation of the young based on what they might do someday.

				He planned to leave a message for the cult and, more specifically, its founding leader, Shin Bon-Jae, alerting him that he was in a struggle for his life and forcing Shin to choose the final battleground. This end of the conspiracy hatched in Pyongyang was going out of business with a bang.

				It was a tribute to the Congregation’s trust in other people—or the law enforcement in Seoul’s ritzy neighborhoods—that Bolan found the hive’s back door unlocked. With Chan Taesun he stepped into a modern kitchen that could easily have handled traffic for a small café. The massive range was cold and silent now, the various appliances all standing idle, no one presently in sight.

				Freeing the M308-1 grenade from his belt, Bolan pulled the pin, dropped it in the stove’s deep oven, closed the door and herded Chan out of the room. When it went off, the kitchen would be trashed, their exit through the back door barred by smoke and flames. He was confident they could find another way out of the hive. The fire would spread, alarms would sound, if there were any set in place, and so began the countdown to the arrival of the first-responders Bolan wanted to avoid at any cost.

				They were in the outer corridor and moving toward the hive’s heart when Bolan’s grenade went off, demolishing the kitchen, burning swiftly through the wall behind the former stove and spreading flames along the passageway. No matter, since Chan’s sketch of cult headquarters showed at least four other ground-floor exits.

				What mattered now was finding Choi Kyung-wha and grilling him before he turned into a well-done cut of meat. As for security...

				A klaxon started blaring through the hive, presumably the fire alarm, though it would also roust any personnel assigned to guard headquarters from attack. Ahead of him, Bolan saw men, women and children rushing down a flight of stairs, evacuating rooms above and pouring through the tall front doors onto the street. Neighbors presumably could hear the loud alarm, as well, some of them likely dialing 1-1-2, the South Korean version of America’s 9-1-1.

				How long before the first responders reached the scene? Reaction times for wealthy neighborhoods in Seoul, as elsewhere in the world, were no better than any other district’s under law, but fact and theory rarely intersected where Big Money was involved. Cops knew which side their bread was buttered on; firefighters counted on appropriations, just the same as any other public servants in the modern age. The cop shop nearest the hive was located by Soongsil University, together with a firehouse half a block away. Ten minutes max for uniforms to scramble and arrive on-site with all the gear required to douse a fire or quell a minor insurrection.

				“Upstairs!” Bolan snapped at his partner. “We have to hurry now!”

				* * *

				CHAN FOLLOWED HIM UP the stairs, shoving aside the cultists still descending and trying to evacuate. Before they got halfway, they were intercepted by two men with shaved heads, automatic rifles leveled from the hip.

				Chan was about to cut loose with her submachine gun when her partner’s carbine stuttered, ripping short bursts into both of them and tumbling them down the gently curving staircase. Chan hopped over one who literally would have swept her off her feet, and started climbing once again in Cooper’s wake. Along the way, her shoes crunched hot brass cartridges.

				On two, another pair of guards was standing fast, firing as soon as they saw Cooper, with Chan closing up behind him. She was unprepared when Cooper dropped and rolled, already firing, taking down the gunmen while they tried to readjust their aim to fix their sights on her.

				So close and yet again she had not fired. Instead she covered the two dead men with her SMG and followed Cooper as he swam upstream against the tide of fleeing cultists, moving steadily in the direction of a room marked Office on the hive’s floor plans.

				If Choi Kyung-wha was fleeing, Chan felt confident he had not passed them on the stairs. There was no exit from the mansion’s third floor, meaning they had him trapped on two—that was, unless he had a few tricks up his sleeve.

				They had nearly reached the office when a head peeked from its open doorway, made a kind of squawking sound and ducked out of sight. A heartbeat later he was back, reaching around the doorjamb with an automatic rifle, squeezing off a burst that made them both drop to the floor.

				“That’s Choi!”

				“Doesn’t seem he’s in a talking mood,” Bolan replied, worming his way closer to the open office door.

				When Choi popped out to fire again, the big American ripped a ragged Z across the door with automatic fire.

				From where she lay, Chan heard the little “Oof!” Choi made, then saw him drop back out of sight.

				Wounded?

				She rose when Cooper did, and rushed behind him to the office doorway. There she saw a blood trail leading from the threshold to a desk inside, where Choi sat slumped against the large, square desk front, his rifle lying on his outstretched legs. Blood stained his light blue shift from upper chest to waistline.

				Cooper moved in close, keeping his target covered, reaching down to take Choi’s rifle, flinging it across the room to smash against a wall. Crouching in front of Choi, he asked, “Where’s Park Hae-sung?”

				Choi shook his head and made a little mewling sound, blood draining from his mouth.

				“He isn’t here?” Bolan interpreted. “All right, where is he?”

				Choi’s attempt to shrug defeated him. He started sliding sideways, smearing blood across the wide front of his desk, until Cooper grabbed a corner of his shift and pulled him upright.

				“What’s the deal with Park and Shin Bon-jae?” he asked, to Choi’s blank stare.

				Chan tried the question in their native tongue. “Gong-won eun Sin Bong-jae wa hamkke mueos eul hago issseubnikka?”

				There was no reply and she saw Choi’s eyes glaze over as he died. A sigh escaped his bloody lips, confusion in Chan’s mind for an instant with the wailing of a distant siren.

				“Time to go,” Bolan said, rising and moving from the office, back along the hallway toward the stairs.

				There was no crowd to grapple with this time, only the bodies lying where they’d fallen when he’d cut them down.

				Another five dead, but at least Chan had not added to the count this time.

				To which her mind answered, Don’t worry. There are more fights yet to come.

				Apgujeong-dong, Seoul

				PARK HAE-SUNG HEARD someone coming. Even with the hallway’s thick shag carpeting outside his suite, he caught the sounds of footsteps drawing near then stopping at his door. A key turned in the outer lock and Shin Bon-jae appeared. A houseman trailed him, his hand tucked inside his jacket near the bulge of a hidden pistol.

				Shin launched the conversation, saying, “Major Roh sends his regards.”

				“You told him I was here?” Park asked, surprised Shin would mention it.

				“Why not? I knew he must be wondering if you’d returned from the United States on schedule.”

				“And does he want me back in Pyongyang to brief him?” Park inquired.

				“I’ve taken care of that,” Shin told him, smiling as he crossed to occupy one of the easy chairs placed randomly around the sitting room. His houseman stayed near the doorway, right hand only inches from his gun.

				“I can’t imagine he approved of you holding me a prisoner.”

				“On the contrary,” Shin replied. “He’s given leave for me to deal with you as I see fit.”

				A little chill shot down Park’s spine on hearing that, but he maintained his poker face, showed nothing to the ally who had seemingly become his mortal enemy.

				“And what should I expect from that?” he asked, striving to sound blasé.

				“That your survival now depends on my good will and what you do for me,” Shin said. “If, for example, you have led our common enemy to Seoul, I would deal harshly with your negligence, perhaps regarding it as treason to the cause.”

				“I flew from the United States to Seoul,” Park said. “Approximately half the passengers were round-eyes, none of whom I recognized. There’s nothing more to say.”

				“Ah, but there is,” Shin contradicted, face turning dark as if with rage. “I’ve just been on the phone to one of my employees with the National Police Agency. It seems that my Omega Congregation’s headquarters has come under attack. Choi Kyung-wha is dead, along with four members assigned to house security. All shot with automatic weapons and the house in flames, perhaps a chemical grenade, my contact says.”

				“It sounds like—”

				“San Francisco?” Shin finished the sentence for him, rasping out the words from between clenched teeth. “Indeed, I thought so, too. You’ll understand, then, why I view your pleas of innocence with skepticism.”

				“What? You think I led the raid, when you already had me under lock and key?”

				“You were not present at the scene. That much is obvious. The question still remains, however, as to whether you directed the attack and gave the raiders inside information on the hive.”

				“You call it that, as well? A home for slaving insects?”

				“Never mind the nickname. Tell me what you know or face the consequences!”

				“I know nothing more than what you’ve told me, Shin. I did not lead or witness the attack in San Francisco, and I never heard of this one until you broke the news just now.”

				“Lies will avail you nothing, Park,” Shin said. “My acolytes have ways to loosen tongues—in certain cases, even from their mouths.”

				“And if you cut mine out, what will it tell you?” Park inquired, trying for cool while he was trembling inside.

				“You have a brief reprieve in which to think about it,” Shin announced. “I take for granted that the killers, whoever they are, must have my home address, as well. We’re going to a safer place, where I can question you at length, without the fear of any interruptions. Stand!”

				Park hesitated, feeling weakness in his knees, until the houseman stationed at the door produced a pistol with a sound suppressor attached to it and aimed it at his groin.

				“You need not be a man to answer questions,” Shin advised. “Alto or soprano is acceptable for a response, as well as base or tenor.”

				Park rose, hoping that his shaky legs would hold him upright, and proceeded to the door. Shin followed him, the houseman leading with his pistol.

				Private time with Shin was nothing Park desired.

				He had the sudden feeling that his life, so good up to this point, would end in one long scream.
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				Apgujeong-dong, Seoul

				“Looks like he’s bailing already,” Bolan said. “That’s quicker than I counted on.”

				He sat with Chan Taesun in the rented Kia Visto, two blocks north of Shin Bon-jae’s palatial town house, peering through a pair of range-finding binoculars she had brought along from the safe house. Downrange, he’d counted three Renault Samsung SM7 limousines double-parked on the street, doors open, while tough-looking characters in dark suits ferried luggage and what might have been gun cases from the front door to the waiting cars. They moved with the efficiency of clockwork figures marching to the music of a carillon.

				“We nearly missed him,” Chan observed.

				She was correct. Even driving directly from their last target to Shin’s neighborhood, bad news had beaten them. The billionaire was moving out for the duration, looking for a safer place to hide. Bolan could only hope he picked the site Chan had described to him, which minimized the threat to innocent civilians, although posing problems of its own.

				Shin was the next-to-last man out, shielded by bodyguards as he came down a flight of concrete steps to reach the middle limousine. Behind him, wrists discreetly zip-tied, came a younger, thinner man with two goons flanking him, clutching his arms in case he felt the urge to break and run. Bolan immediately recognize him from a photograph in Hal Brognola’s CD dossier.

				“That’s Park Hae-sung,” he said. “Looks like they’ve had a falling out.”

				“I wish we’d had a chance to bug the cars,” Chan said.

				“Would have been nice,” he agreed, “but as long as we know where they’re going, it’s enough.”

				“My money’s still on Dobong-gu, for privacy and coverage by guards.”

				He had marked the favored destination on a map of Seoul and memorized two major routes of approach from Shin’s home neighborhood. If Shin was in a hurry, he would take the most direct path. If he chose a convoluted route, trying to watch for tails, they ran a risk of losing him, but that would only matter if Shin’s destination was a hideaway unknown to them.

				In which case, they were screwed.

				Bolan watched as doors were slammed up and down the caravan, guards climbing into empty seats, the limos moving out. He gave them a head start, not much, then followed in the Kia, hanging back enough that he would not be obvious. Their path ran southward, following broad curve of the Han River to reach the Hannam Bridge, crossing the river into Hannam-dong.

				From there, if Shin followed the main route to his rural getaway in Dobong-gu, his small procession would skirt downtown Seoul and follow the Imjin River north toward the DMZ. Before they went that far, however, they would turn west toward their final destination on the eastern edge of Bukhansan National Park.

				Sprawling over thirty-one square miles, the park welcomed five million visitors per year on average, drawn by its forests, granite peaks and the remains of Bukhansanseong Fortress with its six-mile-long defensive wall built in the eighteenth century. The woods provided Bolan with a possible approach to Shiin Bon-jae’s rural estate—assuming he was going there.

				Once they had crossed the Hannam Bridge, Bolan felt reasonably sure Shin was heading for his walled estate. That could be good and bad, as far as a direct assault went. Walls were scalable but could present a challenge with their toppings and security devices. Once he got inside the grounds, would there be dogs, rotating guards or booby traps? How many men would Shin have rallied to defend him when he went to ground?

				All questions for another time, when he’d confirmed Shin’s destination beyond doubt. If there were any deviations, he would need a whole new plan, worst-case scenario, and wind up going in without a clue as to what he should logically expect.

				Bolan started to relax as the three limousines turned west and rolled through Banghak-dong, holding a steady speed. He knew where they were going now, and no mistake. The rest would be a combination of audacity and observation.

				No battle in the history of warfare ever went according to a written plan. The Devil would be hiding in the details, waiting to jump out and bite Mack Bolan on the ass.

				Dobong-gu, Seoul

				PARK HAE-SUNG KNEW where the limousines were going. He had visited Shin’s country home-away-from-home before, on that occasion as an honored guest, now coming for his second drop-in as a prisoner. The zip-ties on his wrists were tight, allowing circulation to his hands but cutting off all movement beyond idle wiggling of his fingers. Wedged between two guards in the backseat, two others glaring at him from their backward-facing jump seats, Park was covered thoroughly and absolutely, with no hope of breaking free.

				And if he’d managed that—a wild, imaginary leap out of the rolling limousine, let’s say—where would he go? There was no place in Seoul where he could hide form Shin Bon-jae, his minions or the numerous police whose weekly paychecks got a boost from Shin’s largesse. Even Pyongyang was against him now, if he could trust Shin’s words. He had “regards” from Major Roh, damn him, and nothing else.

				During the forty-minute drive, Park had prepared himself for death. He hoped to face it bravely, though he could not readily predict his own response to torture if it were applied. His limits had been tested during training for the SSD, and Park had rated highly for resistance, but in truth, he’d known his trainers would not kill him with their verbal taunting, kicks and punches. Never tested in the field, where life and death were on the line, Park wondered whether he would hold out to the bloody, bitter end or crack like an eggshell as soon as pressure was applied.

				Failure would be a personal disgrace, but since his allies and his SSD commander now regarded him as traitorous, what difference did it make? He would be planted in a shallow grave, or maybe burned, with hush-hush scandal as his epitaph. His name would go unspoken around headquarters and those who’d known him would forget Park soon enough, for their own good.

				But if he had a chance to fight...

				At least he might redeem his manhood with a struggle at the end. What else was left to him?

				The problem, first and foremost, would be getting free, then grabbing someone’s weapon before others cut him down. If he could reach Shin and dispose of him, so much the better, but at least Park hoped he would be able to take down a couple of Shin’s guards. To do less was to die a failure in his own eyes, and he found that thought intolerable.

				If he died screaming, strapped to a chair or table, what remained of him beyond contempt in anybody’s mind?

				Park saw the gate to Shin’s estate rising in front of the first limo in line. If he peered past his captors, through the windshield of the vehicle in which he sat, he could watch it swing open to admit the three-car caravan. And when the gate swung shut behind him, heavy, resolute, it marked the end of any hope for rescue from outside.

				There would be no cavalry coming to extract him. No troops from the North Korean Special Operation Force dispatched to free him from Shin’s custody and bear him home. Abandoned by his own fickle commander, left to die, Park could rely on no one but himself.

				And keeping that in mind, his final resolution was to do his best, resist as long as possible and make it count when he fought back.

				Even if he was only honored in his own mind, in the grave.

				Bukhansan National Park

				USING THE KIA’S built-in GPS device, Bolan maintained his bearings as he followed winding two-lane roads through dense woodland, avoiding mountain peaks and keeping Shin Bon-jae’s estate fixed in his sights.

				They’d driven past the gate and wall of stone—nearly Medieval in design, except for the large gate’s electronic controls—to find an access road serving the park. His goal was to conceal the Kia, now that it was dark and the park essentially deserted, and proceed on foot to breach Shin’s hideaway.

				Bolan and Chan would be exposed for only seconds as they crossed the road that fronted the estate—both dressed to kill in black, with weapons slung around them—then they would be sheltered by more forest as they crept inside and went to work.

				It was a slow walk toward their target, no lights in the woods to guide them, though a half-moon did all it could above the treetops. Bolan navigated with a hand-held GPS device from Chan’s stash at the NIS safe house, and they wore Bluetooth earpieces—same source—to keep in touch when things got hairy at their destination.

				Which they most likely would. Things always did in combat, when the plans were shot to hell.

				Two hundred yards from the rear wall of Shin’s estate they could see lights above the cinder blocks topped with coils of razor wire. They would be coming from the house and grounds beyond, revealed in aerials on Google Earth but still invisible from ground level as Bolan eased up to the eight-foot wall.

				First obstacle: the razor wire. Just peering up at it, he couldn’t tell if it had been electrified or not, nor could he say if any kinds of sensors had been built into the wire’s steel core, programmed to sound alarms if it was breached. The first half of his problem was resolved by picking up a fallen branch and lobbing it into the nearby coils. A lack of sparks suggested the barrier wasn’t primed with an electric charge. They’d have to brave the rest, to penetrate the billionaire’s estate, or else go home defeated at the start.

				“I’ll cut it,” Chan suggested, digging out a pair of heavy-duty clippers she had taken from the safe house with this very thing in mind. A boost from Bolan put her within reach and she snipped through the wicked coils, taking a thin slash on one cheek as it recoiled, a willful Slinky fighting back.

				Bolan released his pent-up breath when no alarms sounded inside the compound, no new lights came on and no guards rushed to the wall.

				From topside, clear of slashing wire, they scanned the grounds in search of dogs or roving lookouts and found none. They’d have to trust their luck with booby traps and cameras lashed to the trees, but once they dropped down from the wall, at least they were inside. The grass underfoot was well manicured and springy as they moved toward Shin’s looming house.

				The self-made billionaire was obviously not a man who shied away from spending money on his creature comforts. Bolan guessed the rambling house had to harbor thirty rooms, at least, beneath its peaked and steeply sloping roof. Out back, where workers had cleared away some of the trees, Shin had a swimming pool—Olympic size—as well as a tennis court and bricked-in barbecue for business or social gatherings. Atop the roof, three good-size satellite dishes assured him of nonstop TV, internet and whatever else beamed from the heavens to keep him informed and amused.

				Satellite phones in use out here, so far from any landline or cell tower? Almost certainly. That meant Shin could reach out to Pyongyang at need, or any other spot on Earth where he had business to transact, conspiracies to plot or simple small talk to exchange.

				A generator at the west end of the house chugged steadily, consuming fuel and powering the house and its outbuildings, the floodlights mounted to cover some thirty yards in all directions from the edifice.

				“First thing,” he whispered to Chan, “we need to black them out.”

				She nodded, tightened her grip around the submachine gun, and they moved in.

				* * *

				ON THE BLUEPRINTS for his rural mansion, Shin Bon-jae had named the basement torture chamber as a wine cellar. In fact, the wine cellar was an adjacent room, entirely separate, climate-controlled for vintage bottles, with wooden paneling. The room next door was plain brick, with a vinyl-covered floor and its own drain, for sluicing with a hose that coiled around a metal reel when not in use. The furnishings were simple, limited: one straight-backed wooden chair bolted into the floor, some distance from a solid wood table, likewise fastened down. Both chair and table boasted leather straps for holding arms and legs in place. A rolling cart, like those seen in some hospitals, contained most of the instruments required to make a traitor squeal—or simply to elicit random screams.

				Shin was not a sadist in his own right, but he had some on his staff who were. They dealt with discipline in the Omega Congregation and with special cases such as that of Park Hae-sung.

				When he was shown into the chamber, Park could feel his stomach knotting, even though the room’s existence and its purpose came as no surprise to him. On his last visit, Shin had spoken frankly of the underground facility where men and certain women had been broken to his will, or punished for defying him. As an employee of the North Korean SSD, Park was no stranger to abuse of prisoners himself, though he steered clear of it whenever possible and drew no pleasure from it on occasions when he was compelled to lend a hand.

				Torture, like any other weapon, was a tool.

				“Here,” Shin informed him, “all dark secrets are revealed. If you are guilty, I shall know.”

				“And if you’re wrong, as I insist?” Park asked. “What then?”

				“I shall apologize, of course,” Shin said.

				“And when I prove my case to Major Roh? When he finds out that you were wrong and tortured me for nothing, what do you expect will happen?”

				“Surely, he of all people will understand.” Shin smiled. “Mistakes will happen, and it’s better to be safe than sorry, eh? Besides, I doubt that you’ll be telling any tales to Pyongyang.”

				So that was it. The death sentence. No matter what Park said or did not say, his hours were numbered now.

				“The truth comes out,” he cautioned Shin. “Not only here, for your amusement, but above ground, in the end. This moment is your turning point. Your choice decides your fate, when all is finally revealed.”

				“Like every human being, I must take my chances,” Shin replied. “Now, take off all your clothes.”

				Park saw nothing to gain by arguing. If he refused, the three goons Shin had standing by would simply strip him, likely beating him for practice or the fun of it to punish his resistance. Sitting on the chair where he might well scream out his final breath, he doffed his shoes and socks, then stood barefoot and shed his jacket, followed by his shirt and tie, then dropped his trousers and his boxer shorts. He kicked them all aside, heedless of wrinkles in the garments he would likely never wear again.

				If they were buried or incinerated with him later, what would neatness matter, anyway?

				“Do you prefer the chair or table?” Park asked Shin.

				His captor-host exchanged a whisper with the two goons wearing rubber aprons over white lab coats, resembling autopsy attendants. After a whisper from the nearer of them, Shin replied, “The table, if you will.”

				“My pleasure,” Park replied with all the courage he could manage. “And I hope, if such a place exists, that you shall burn in Hell.”

				* * *

				BOLAN HAD LEFT no arms behind for his invasion of the Shin Bon-jae estate. He wore the captured Glock on his right hip, carried the K-1 carbine slung across his back and held the USAS-12 shotgun in steady hands, its fire selector set for semiautomatic. Also around his waistband, clipped securely into place, hung three of the M308-1 grenades, prepared to unleash hellfire when they blew.

				Chan traveled lighter with her Daewoo submachine gun, DPK-5 sidearm and her backup Glock 19. She also had the final two incendiary bombs they’d gathered from the safe house fastened to her belt where she could reach them easily. Approaching through the shadows of Shin’s wooded grounds, they made a deadly team and would have startled any lookouts who had noticed their advance.

				Where were the guards? Despite Shin’s flight from Seoul, after the blitz against Omega Congregation headquarters, he had not thrown a ring of flesh and steel around the house and grounds as some men might have done. The only guards Bolan had seen, so far, were on the patio behind the mansion, seeming fairly well relaxed under the circumstances. Of the three he’d spotted, all were smoking casually, two of them planted in deck chairs slung with rubber webbing.

				Lazy. They would pay for that before much longer, with their lives.

				But first, the generator had to go.

				Bolan and Chan stayed on the blind side of their adversaries lounging on the patio, approaching through the dark and crouching by the prefab hut erected as the generator’s home. A peek around its corner showed Bolan there was no padlock on the door. He simply had to risk exposure for a moment, long enough to open the door and do whatever had to be done to shut the generator down for good, beyond repair.

				“I’m using one of the grenades,” he told Chan after scouting the approach.

				“Firelight to see the guards by,” she replied.

				“We’ll need some distance from the blast,” he said.

				“Ready when you are,” she advised.

				“Start fading back,” he said as he unclipped one of the round grenades and freed its pin, holding the safety lever firmly in place.

				As Chan retreated, Bolan shot another glance toward the patio then stepped around the gunmen’s line of sight, opened the thin door to the generator’s hut and let his M308-1 wobble across the concrete pad.

				He bolted before the enemy caught sight of him and followed Chan into the dark. It wasn’t dark much longer as the napalm charge went off, blowing the shed walls outward even as they melted from the heat, fusing the generator into a great lump of useless steel, rubber and plastic. Lost in the explosion was the generator’s gas tank blowing out, barely a stutter after the grenade’s discharge.

				The house and grounds went dark, but Bolan knew exactly where his first three targets were. Sweeping the muzzle of his scattergun across the patio, he triggered three quick 12-gauge rounds, each blast spewing nine pellets of double-ought buckshot, each pellet equivalent to a .33-caliber bullet.

				His targets never knew what hit them, literally blown away and tumbling on the flagstone patio, awash in blood. Somewhere inside the house, a male voice shouted, challenging the sudden dark.

				It was time to go—rushing across the lawn through roiling smoke, past burning patches where napalm had set the grass on fire. Light from the burning, melting generator shed showed Bolan the direction, and Chan stayed with him, matching him stride for stride.

				Whatever hell awaited them, they would be meeting it head-on.
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				Park felt the rippling tremor of the first explosion through his chilled bare feet, not hearing it for itself. Whatever confirmation he required was registered on Shin’s face and the sallow faces of his three companions standing near the chamber’s open doorway. Turning to his nearest goon, the one clad in a normal suit, Shin snapped, “Go find out what that was! No, wait! I’m coming with you!”

				And then the room went black. One of the two white-coated ghouls scooped up a flashlight from the rolling cart and switched it on, casting long shadows in the room of pain.

				Shin told them, “Finish up the preparations here, but do not start on him until I have returned. You understand?”

				Their heads bobbed in unison, watching their master leave and slam the door behind him.

				Two on one made for more comfortable odds.

				“Get on the table,” one of Shin’s interrogators ordered, shining the flashlight directly in his eyes.

				Park faced them, smiling now despite his nudity, and answered, “I think not.”

				The two ghouls glanced at each other, nodding as some silent measure of agreement passed between them, both immediately turning toward the rolling cart of torture implements. The flashlight holder snatched a carving knife, while his partner chose a crowbar, separating as they turned to advance on Park and force him toward the wooden table where his life was meant to end.

				Park’s mind swirled with reminders of his training in Taekwondo and the unarmed martial art of Taekkyeon. He stood with his feet apart, knees slightly bent, as well prepared as he would ever be for self-defense against these would-be murderers. Mind-set was half the battle, he remembered, clinging to self-confidence, the will to triumph over any foe in hand-to-hand mortal combat.

				The butcher with the crowbar came in first, swinging the hooked end of the tool ahead of him then trying for a caveman swing over his head. Park rushed to meet the blow instead of fleeing it, his left arm bent and raised to block the swing as he lashed out to crack his adversary’s right kneecap with his left heel, followed with a swift, stiff-fingered jab into the white-clad monster’s throat.

				It worked, his enemy yelping in pain before Park’s fingers closed his windpipe for him, spastic fingers letting go of the crowbar. Park grabbed it out of midair as it fell, clutching the cold bar in both hands, whipping its vicious hook around to pierce the goon’s temple, opening his skull. Park gave a final twist to free the hook and let the dead man drop just as the other made his move.

				“Hiiya!” the torturer cried out in simulation of a skilled karateka. He rushed in with the long knife slashing, still trying to blind Park with the flashlight beam, but found he could not handle both at once. The crowbar came down on his wrist, snapping the scaphoid and the lunate bones, squeezing a howl of pain from the torturer’s thin lips. The carving knife rattled away from him while he tried to wield the flashlight as a secondary weapon.

				Park swung almost lazily, batting the light aside while trying not to smash it, lunging forward with the sharp end of the crowbar used for pulling nails and prying. When it ripped into the flesh beneath his would-be slayer’s chin, Park twisted it, applied more thrusting force and drove it through the goon’s soft palate, up into his skull.

				The man died standing, blood cascading down the front of his white coat and sluicing from the rubber apron. Only when his tremors ceased did Park withdraw the crowbar and allow his corpse to drop.

				The flashlight had survived its ordeal, guiding Park back to his clothing, casting eerie shadows all around the torture chamber as he dressed. When he was ready, Park picked up the crowbar, tucked the carving knife under his belt and let the flashlight lead him to the door. It opened at his touch and he moved on to make his cautious way upstairs.

				* * *

				AS BOLAN PASSED the corpses lolling on the patio, still limned with firelight from the generator hut, he saw faint movement on the far side of a tall, glass, sliding door that faced the pool and barbecue outside. He tried to count the human shapes inside, helped a little when one of Shin’s people pulled a penlight from his pocket to illuminate what seemed to be a gaming room.

				Beyond that, there was no time for reconnaissance. He cut loose from the hip with his 12-gauge, blowing the glass to smithereens, while Chan helped with a short burst from her Daewoo SMG. Inside the rec room, men were shouting, falling, dying where they stood or where they sprawled. One of them managed to produce a pistol and return fire, but his shots went high and wide as he collapsed.

				Bolan charged through the mostly empty frame of the glass sliding door, with Chan a step behind him. Scooping up the fallen shooter’s penlight, he followed the beam to reach a doorway opening onto a corridor that led him ever deeper into Shin Bon-jae’s mansion. There were no audible alarms without electric power, but the shouts of home-team players closing on the rec room told Bolan his entry had not gone unnoticed.

				“We should split up,” he told Chan. “Improve our odds of finding Shin and Park. Stay on the Bluetooth. Let me know if you run into something you can’t handle on your own.”

				“Don’t worry about me,” she said, and flashed a smile before she turned away from Bolan, jogging into darkness as she moved along the right-hand corridor.

				Bolan veered to the left, using the liberated penlight sparingly, no reason to announce his presence visually if he could avoid it. Voices—some angry, some frightened—closed on him with every forward step he took, the blacked-out mansion feeling like a carnival funhouse with all the fun stripped out of it, replaced by sudden death.

				He still led with the USAS-12, trusting the scattergun to sweep away whatever human obstacles he met along the way. By his count, he had thirteen buckshot rounds remaining in the shotgun’s magazine, and two more mags waiting to take its place. When those were gone, he’d switch off to the K-1 carbine and continue on, combing the house until he found its owner or the North Korean agent who appeared to be Shin’s prisoner, no longer an ally.

				And in the meantime, he would try like hell to stay alive.

				* * *

				SHIN BON-JAE FELT lost in his own home. It was the first time he’d experienced a blackout at the mansion, and no matter how he strained to picture every room, each hallway winding through the house, he felt disoriented, second-guessing where he was, crowding the bodyguard he’d taken with him from the torture chamber, hoping that the man could help him find his way. It helped when his companion drew a compact Maglite LED flashlight, its batteries projecting a white beam that swept ahead of them, through the shadows, like light saber in some Star Wars extravaganza.

				Shin was unarmed and knew his bodyguard carried a pistol only, drawn now from its hidden holster after they heard gunfire echoing from somewhere on the ground floor. It was difficult to peg the source, darkness combining with dozens of intervening walls and doors to baffle sound and turn Shin’s senses inside out.

				He knew where other weapons could be found—a special armory concealed from casual inspection when he hosted visitors—but where was it, exactly, from their current position? Calling a halt to get his bearings, Shin decided it was three rooms farther on and to his left, a hidden closet in the library that opened when he touched a special latch, revealing long guns racked and ready, pistols dangling on the walls from hooks gripping their trigger guards.

				“The library!” Shin told his bodyguard. “Hurry.”

				A finite goal was helpful. Moments later they were standing in the mansion’s library, books shelved from floor to ceiling on all sides. One blank spot, in the northeast corner, yielded to Shin’s touch and bared his small but potent arsenal.

				Shin grabbed a Daewoo submachine gun, the K-7 model with its folding stock and integral suppressor. For backup he retrieved a sleek Beretta 8000 pistol, while his guard holstered the automatic in his hand and snatched up an assault rifle.

				Now they were ready for whatever they encountered in the dark—at least until they made their way outside and commandeered a car to make their getaway.

				* * *

				PARK HAE-SUNG FOLLOWED his captured flashlight’s beam upstairs to the ground floor, emerging in Shin’s kitchen from a door designed to imitate a pantry portal. Darkness still prevailed throughout the mansion, so he kept the light in his left hand, the crowbar in his right, acutely conscious of the large knife tucked under his belt. He would have felt more comfortable with a gun, but knew he would have to disarm one of Shin’s defenders to obtain one.

				Still, why not? And after that, a vehicle to get him out of there.

				Shouting and gunfire echoed through the house, adding another note of chaos to the blacked-out scene. Park faced the kitchen door, half glass, and saw pale moonlight shining on the backyard, guiding him. But he was focused on another target now. He wanted Shin Bon-jae, wanted to personally crush the rich man’s skull or cut his throat as payback for what Park had suffered in his custody.

				It was a rash move, on all levels. First, it meant prowling around the darkened house, braving gunfire, having no idea where Shin might be. Second, each moment that delayed his getaway put Park at greater risk.

				And third, of course, how would Pyongyang take it if he killed their friendly billionaire. Would that not be the final flourish on his own death warrant when word got back to Major Roh?

				Thinking of Roh only increased Park’s rage and helped him make the choice that sealed his fate. If he succeeded in destroying Shin, it meant a life in hiding from his fellow SSD assassins. But, like any agent working the illegal side, Park had some money and a new ID laid by for such emergencies.

				He wanted vengeance, and the only way to get it was to find his man, somewhere inside the midnight labyrinth of Shin’s palatial second home.

				Face set in grim determination, like a death mask, he turned his back on the tempting moonlight and moved into the darkness.

				* * *

				SHIN BON-JAE AND his lone defender, Congregation stalwart Jo Su-na, stood in a pitch-black hallway leading from the mansion’s library to the expansive formal dining room. From there they’d enter the kitchen. Shin would select a set of car keys from the rack wall-mounted near the door and make his way outside, hop into the vehicle he’d chosen—mixing size, solidity and speed—and escape.

				His time was running out in Seoul, he realized, but he was not done yet.

				Attacks on the Congregation’s hive, and now his second home, were serious but not immediately fatal. Shin still had a fortune at his fingertips, no end of places in the world where he could temporarily lie low, and countless friends who held the reins of power on both sides of the Korean DMZ. His newspapers and TV station would, of course, spin the events in any way he ordered: blaming the communists, enemies of his church, whatever came to mind once Shin had time to stop and think it through.

				He would survive to fight and earn more cash another day—unless he let himself be trapped and killed right here, right now.

				“Come on,” he ordered Jo, and nudged him toward the dining room.

				Jo’s penlight led the way, bobbing each time a new outburst of gunfire made him flinch involuntarily. Shin hung back just enough to keep from stepping on Jo’s heels—and to let any enemies they might encounter face his watchdog first, while Shin lined up a shot with his K-7 SMG.

				Survival of the fittest was the first law of the universe, the only one Shin treated as inviolate.

				He smelled smoke now—only the first taint of it, still not close enough to threaten his escape plan—and wondered if his fine, palatial home was burning. It had cost him millions. Built from nothing, with donations from his faithful followers around the world, he would shed no tears over its loss, as long as he escaped, survived, went on.

				Another eighty feet of mediocre progress brought them to a lounge that served the mansion’s dining room. When he had dinner parties, the invited guests would gather in the lounge, admire the artwork on Shin’s walls and sip whatever drinks they favored prior to sitting at the table. Conversation flowed, along with alcohol, but all of that was just a memory, no more substantial than the smoke Shin smelled.

				He prodded Jo across the lounge and through a swing door that led them to the dining room with its long table and set of eighteen matching chairs. Shin always kept his parties small enough to give each guest a measure of his personal attention, making them feel valued, wanted, loved. It was part of the charisma that had made Shin what he was.

				And what was that, exactly, with an unknown enemy about to drive him from his home?

				As Shin and Jo entered the dining room, another figure entered through a second door that served the kitchen. Shin might not have seen him, but the new arrival had a flashlight, sweeping its pale yellow beam across the room where Shin had sat and broken bread with friends in bygone days.

				“Identify yourself!” Jo called out to the man who held the light, his penlight’s beam lancing through the dark.

				The man did not give his name. Instead he swept his own light over them, found Shin and offered him a bleak, horrible smile.

				* * *

				CHAN TAESUN HAD to use another of the M308-1 grenades. She had not planned on it. Knew it was dangerous to set the mansion ablaze when she had not found her quarry and had no idea where Matthew Cooper had gone. But three of Shin’s defenders armed with automatic weapons had surprised her, pinning her down in what appeared to be a sitting room, with sofa clusters spotted here and there, facing a huge, wall-mounted LED television set.

				Boys and their toys, she thought. Age never seemed to make the slightest difference.

				The TV set was gone now, blasted into hissing slivers by a burst of automatic rifle fire, and she was sprawled behind a three-piece sofa set that did a fair job of absorbing bullets but would not last indefinitely. Pinned without a chance to use her submachine gun, Chan saw no way out except to use one of the napalm bombs, which would, in turn, ignite a firestorm in the sitting room and make her escape a dicey proposition even without hostile bullets swarming overhead.

				She took the chance, freeing one of the fat eggs from her belt and priming it, lobbing it overhand in the direction of the crackling gunfire meant to drive her out and cut her down. Four seconds later came the blast and then the mighty whoosh of flames as they consumed her screaming enemies, setting a full half of the spacious room on fire.

				Chan bolted, half expecting rifle slugs to find her, but the only adversary she could see was busy leaping, dancing, vainly slapping at the flames engulfing him. She might have spared a mercy burst but nearly panicked as the napalm’s heat wave crisped her eyebrows, sucking air out of the room into its fiery heart. If she did not escape to clean air soon...

				She burst into a hallway, relatively free of smoke, though it would not take long to fill. Disoriented by her brush with death, Chan turned left on a whim, to leave the spreading fire behind her, and moved on toward what she guessed had to be the mansion’s formal dining room, calling to Cooper on her headset.

				Hoping he would answer soon, that he could still answer at all.

				* * *

				PARK KNEW HE could not close the gap between him and Shin Bon-jae before the master’s bodyguard could aim and fire. Instead, Park lobbed the crowbar, putting all his strength behind the pitch, seeing the black tool wink with glimmers of the penlight’s beam before it struck.

				Park was not skilled enough to have the weapon stick on impact, like a javelin, but it smashed into the oval face of Shin’s watchdog, breaking his nose, perhaps a cheekbone, maybe even fracturing his skull as he slumped backward, triggering a short burst toward the dining room ceiling.

				Park seized the moment that remained to him, whipping the stolen carving knife from underneath his belt and charging and bellowing his rage. Shin had some kind of firearm in his hands, perhaps a submachine gun, but he grappled with its cocking lever, cursing raggedly. Park charged ahead and flung himself the last few feet, onto his friend-turned-foe.

				The impact and resultant fall left both men breathless, but they still had strength enough to fight for their respective lives. Each shouted insults at the other, their sweaty faces only three or four inches apart. Shin tried to club Park with his weapon, but Park’s weight on top of him denied the rich man full use of his arms. Park raised his carving knife, meanwhile, and plunged it down into Shin’s heaving chest, driving a scream up from his ruptured lung and out his throat.

				The shot that lifted Park and slammed him back against a solid table leg took him completely by surprise. He blinked through darkness at a pair of figures moving toward him, one considerably taller than the other, and his mind sneered at him, This is how it ends.

				* * *

				CHAN’S VOICE OVER the headset had directed Bolan to the mansion’s dining room. He met her there, outside one of the chamber’s access doors, just as a burst of autofire chattered inside. They burst through then, in time to see Park Hae-sung leap on top of Shin Bon-jae, the two men grappling fiercely until Park plunged a carving knife into his adversary’s chest.

				Bolan had fired almost instinctively, his single bullet lifting Park and slamming him against the nearest table leg, where he collapsed into a moaning heap. With Chan, he moved to stand over the two fallen combatants, scooping up a dropped Maglite from the floor and sweeping its beam over each of them in turn.

				Shin was as good as dead, the big knife jutting from his chest, blood spouting from his lips each time he struggled to exhale. There’d be no speaking with him, given his condition, so the Executioner turned his attention to the wounded North Korean spy.

				Kneeling on deep shag carpet, Bolan asked, “What made him turn against you?”

				Park blinked up at Bolan, tried to smile, but only managed a distorted grimace. “Major Roh,” he said with effort, barely making it. “Betrayed me.”

				“Roh Tae-il,” Chan clarified for him. “With the SSD in Pyongyang.”

				“What does he have to do with all of this?” Bolan asked.

				“Mastermind,” Park said and nearly laughed but lost it with a gout of blood that rivaled Shin Bon-jae’s.

				At first Bolan thought he had died, then Park managed to raise his head and gasp, “His plan to start a war and reunite the Motherland.”

				“And your fearless leader?”

				“Enjoys the show. They cheated me,” Park said, the rictus of a grin splitting his face. “Now I cheat them.” With that, his head slumped forward, chin resting on his chest as he expelled a final flood of crimson.

				Bolan rose to hear Chan ask, “Are we finished here?”

				“For now,” he said. “But I still have a ways to go.”
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				Guro District, Seoul

				The NIS safe house no longer felt entirely safe, but they had nowhere else to go. Chan produced two cold bottles of OB Lager while she briefed Bolan on Major Roh Tae-il of North Korea’s State Security Department.

				“He is well-known to the NIS,” she said. “He’s forty-eight years old, associated with the DPRK’s Ministry of State Security since he was twenty-one, which means affiliation with the former KGB, as well. His specialty for years has been running illegal agents here in the Republic, others in Japan and on Taiwan. We’ve never caught him on our own side of the DMZ, although it’s thought he visits the Republic several times per year, in different guises.”

				“Do you buy what Park said about Roh being the brains behind the sarin gassings in Los Angeles?” Bolan inquired. He had already passed the major’s name on to Stony Man and was awaiting word from their extensive database, but in the meantime he was interested in his helper’s take.

				“It’s possible,” she said, “but Roh would have to sell the notion first. Without approval from the Supreme Leader, he’d be mad to go ahead and try it on his own.”

				“And if he got approval from the presidential palace,” Bolan said, “that makes the terrorist attacks specific acts of war.”

				“It would,” Chan solemnly agreed.

				Not automatic war, as Bolan fully realized. There would be crucial steps involved: first convincing the White House, then sending a message to Congress with sufficient proof to warrant a formal declaration of hostilities.

				And if it went that far, what happened next?

				The modern style of warfare likely would preclude a physical invasion of North Korea with boots on the ground. These days the strikes would come from killer drones, cruise missiles and high-altitude stealth bombers, wreaking bloody havoc on the ground below. And after that, what consequences lay in store for those who fired the first barrage of shots?

				North Korea might be shunned by leading nations of the world, but its leader had allies spread around the globe. In the West, the DPRK still had embassies in Cuba, Mexico, Peru, Brazil and Venezuela. A dozen European states hosted its consulates, along with eleven in Africa, twenty-one in Asia and thirteen in Europe. Everywhere its flag flew, agents of the SSD were active undercover, ever on the lookout for potential human tools. In California, three such dupes had managed to exact a fearsome price. What might the final toll be, if that force was multiplied and globally dispersed?

				“What can we do?” Chan asked.

				He noted that she didn’t push the whole load off on him, but that did little to resolve the problems swirling in his mind. The Executioner had never taken down a head of state and never planned to. That was not a mere extension of his private ban on killing cops; indeed, he had eliminated politicians in the past without a second thought. But killing off a president, premier or a prime minister was something else entirely. It produced regime change, struggle to resolve a power vacuum at the pinnacle of government, and such change often tended to be worse than what had gone before.

				But Major Roh Tae-il was still within his reach, if he planned carefully made the necessary preparations in advance.

				“I’m going North,” Bolan said at last.

				“But not alone.”

				“You’ve done your duty. There’s no point sticking your neck out across the Parallel.”

				“My job is done when I say so,” Chan countered.

				“And your captain? What would he say?”

				“Nothing,” she replied, half smiling, “if I do not ask him first.”

				He knew the maxim of bureaucracy worldwide—that it was easier to gain forgiveness than permission. Still, for Chan to cross the DMZ and join him in a paramilitary action against members of the SSD was tantamount to war itself.

				If they got caught.

				She seemed to read his mind, saying, “If anything goes wrong, I’m just another terrorist. The SSD might try to link me with the NIS, but they will fail. No one outside Pyongyang will believe it.”

				Traveling with an American, if both of them were killed, might even make the accusation less believable, at least outside the DPRK.

				Frowning, he said, “Be sure, before you make another move.”

				Chan faced him squarely. “I’ve never been so sure of anything.”

				SSD Headquarters, Pyongyang, North Korea

				MAJOR ROH TAE-IL WAS long accustomed to bad news. When serving a pariah state led by a man perceived by many in the outside world to be insane, no end of stinging criticism was expected and received from every corner of the globe. There was a crucial difference, however, between hostile words and actual defeat.

				Slumped in his rolling office chair, Roh felt defeat envelop him and wondered whether he could save himself before it was too late.

				With the approval of his high-ranking superiors—which meant approval from the DPRK’s Supreme Leader and leader of the Supreme People’s Assembly—he had joined in a conspiracy with Shin Bon-jae to carry out specific actions in America, viewed in Pyongyang as a trigger-happy nation prone to bomb and strafe countries that failed to heed its will upon command. This night that scheme had failed, dramatically and catastrophically, claiming Shin’s life and casting his great empire into disarray.

				Roh had absorbed that news and passed it to his immediate superior. What worried Roh most now, with that distasteful chore accomplished and the ripples spreading up the chain of command to reach the Kumsusan Palace, was what might happen next, in South Korea and at home.

				There was a chance, he realized, that his colonel would blame an underling—predictably, the major who proposed the plan—and let Roh take responsibility for all that had gone wrong, regardless of his real-world culpability. That could mean execution: unlike South Korea, death was dealt out often, almost casually, in the DPRK, for a list of crimes ranging from treason, espionage and defection to religious proselytizing and listening to unapproved outside media sources. Worse still, executions were normally public affairs, including death by hanging, firing squad or decapitation.

				Beyond the risk to him from his superiors, what else might happen as a result of Shin’s downfall? A private fear nagging at Major Roh suggested that the raiders who had toppled Shin’s empire might travel north across the DMZ to strike at Roh, his agency or even at the president himself. Roh’s enemies still had not been identified, as far as he knew, which made watching out for them nearly impossible. In a regime already paranoid, obsessed with internal security, what more could be done to prevent infiltration or sabotage?

				Roh’s safest bet, as things now stood, would be to flee for parts unknown. He had substantial funds on tap in Switzerland and the Bahamas, plus no less than six cover identities created over time to let him travel far and wide. Escape was risky, but still possible. As far as former comrades from the SSD tracking him down to punish him, that would be something to concern him throughout the remainder of his life. Exile, whether self-imposed or ordered by a government, did not ensure longevity.

				But leaving ran against Roh’s grain. He was a loyal North Korean, born and raised. He would not turn against his homeland now, simply because a plan went sour and he felt the heat. If killers meant to hunt him, they would find him in Pyongyang.

				And he’d have a number of surprises up his sleeve.

				Department of Justice Building, Washington, DC

				THIRTEEN HOURS BEHIND South Korea’s time zone, Hal Brognola heard the news of death and desolation over lunch: a six-inch hoagie sandwich eaten at his desk while he reviewed a stack of paperwork that seemed to grow relentlessly, despite his best efforts to whittle down the stack.

				So many criminals and terrorists, so little time.

				The television mounted on his office wall relayed details of the slaughter in Seoul from CNN. They didn’t have the whole story, of course, and never would, but it was still enough to make civilians sit up and take notice, while selected bureaucrats might fume and wonder how they could inject themselves into the story for publicity or other private gain.

				The bare facts as reported: an attack on Omega Congregation headquarters had razed the building, leaving several persons dead, one of them Choi Kyung-wha, reputed second-in-command to founding father Shin Bon-jae. More shocking yet was the demise of Shin himself, killed in a second paramilitary strike against his walled estate in northern Seoul, along with many of his acolytes, who had apparently been armed like soldiers when they died. Police had yet to offer a coherent explanation for that dodgy circumstance, which seemed to counter bland descriptions of the Congregation as a normal and legitimate religion. But the big news was Shin’s death and its expected impact on his vast financial empire.

				Who inherited the currency worth billions, real estate, commercial operations and the media outlets accumulated by a lifelong bachelor with no living heirs identified? Would Shin’s apparent murder spark a scramble for control of his elaborate network? Would one or more wills surface in the days or weeks to come, as they had done with Howard Hughes during the 1970s?

				Brognola, for his part, was more concerned with where Mack Bolan was right now, and how he planned to follow up the strikes in Seoul. Their last communication, brief and scrambled, indicated Bolan saw a link between the LA sarin massacres and Shin Bon-jae, stretching beyond the now-late billionaire to Pyongyang and North Korea’s State Security Department. Cauterizing that part of the open wound meant traveling across the DMZ and risking death or capture in the North Korean capital to punish those whom Bolan deemed responsible.

				That infiltration had not been a part of the big Fed’s plan when he’d sent Bolan to dish out payback for the slaughter in Los Angeles. Should he have foreseen it? With the fact of Park Hae-sung’s involvement—one more corpse accounted for—could Brognola not have predicted where the nightmare trail would end?

				Or had he simply closed his eyes to it and kept his fingers crossed?

				Whatever, it was too late now for him to reel in the Executioner. Once Bolan was committed to a mission, there was no such thing as turning back, leaving the job unfinished and its loose ends dangling. Bolan would press on, with or without his comrade from the NIS, and when the smoke cleared there would be more deaths to tabulate.

				Brognola only hoped that Bolan, his old friend, would not be one of them.

				And if he was, then what? Justice and State would solemnly deny that any Americans had been involved in any aspect of the crime spree, North or South of the Korean DMZ. No records had survived Bolan’s first “death” to contradict those statements. Indeed, Bolan’s whole life since the dramatic flameout in Manhattan’s Central Park had been an epic exercise in plausible deniability.

				Some would remember Bolan fondly, even tearfully, while 99.999 percent of the world’s population would have no idea the man they once followed through dozens of flamboyant headlines had, in fact, died twice.

				But Brognola would not forget. And if it came to that, he’d find some means to make the bastards pay.

				Guro District, Seoul

				CHAN TAESUN HAD barely offered to join forces with Matthew Cooper for a covert crossing of the DMZ when she picked out a flaw in the idea. Without collaboration from the NIS, how would that crossing be achieved successfully? The Military Demarcation Line was guarded around the clock from coast to coast, and while defenders in the South had found four communist incursion tunnels between 1974 and 1990, betrayed by wisps of steam rising from underground, the border was now airtight, at least in theory. Occasional gunfire exchanges still occurred, and some defectors from the North still fled southward, but crossings overland by car were strictly banned except where prior negotiations had arranged them.

				Two railway lines existed, the Donghae Bukbu Line on Korea’s east coast and the Gyeongui Line to the west, each facilitating closely monitored tourist traffic, but no white American could travel on those trains without risking arrest.

				The only other means of transit was by air, and that was an enduring challenge in itself. The DMZ was, in effect, a no-fly zone. Pilots who tried to circumvent the Parallel were forced to fly offshore from South Korea, from Seoul over the Yellow Sea, or from Sokcho over the Sea of Japan, then loop back over North Korea, risking sudden death on sight from fighter planes of the Korean People’s Army Air Force.

				Chan’s superiors within the NIS used certain private charter lines to carry spies and secret cargoes to the DPRK on occasion, facing the potential loss of lives and planes. She knew of one—Flying Dragon Airlines—that would carry out such missions for a price, but how could she afford their rates without official sponsorship?

				She sketched the idea out for Cooper, ending with her verdict that the standard price was out of reach. He listened then replied, “If money is the only problem, I can likely get it for you.”

				“How?” she asked him, frowning.

				“You have a mob in Seoul, like any other major city,” he replied. “In fact, last time I checked, you had more than four hundred of them, moving drugs and weapons, running prostitutes and gambling, deep in human trafficking. Point me at one of those and I can have your money by this afternoon.”

				She frowned at that, nearly incredulous, despite what she had seen and helped him do since his arrival in the capital. “You know our syndicates?” she asked.

				“I know the top three are the Double Dragon, Seven Star Mob and the HSS Mob,” he replied. Pick one, give me an address for one of their banks and I can tap it.”

				“But—”

				“Trust me,” he said. “It’s what I do.”

				“That means a whole new war in Seoul,” she said.

				“They’ll never know who hit them. The police can mop it up, and we’ll be in the wind before they have a shot at putting it together.”

				“Well...”

				“Is there another choice?” he asked.

				Chan came up empty there and finally, reluctantly, told him. “Members of the Double Dragon syndicate maintain a bank of sorts in Gangnam-gu, downtown. It handles money from their gambling, brothels and what you would call loan-sharking rackets.”

				“Sounds perfect,” Cooper replied. “When do we leave?”

				Gangnam-gu, Seoul

				THE DOUBLE DRAGON syndicate was strong in Seoul, but strength unchallenged over time may lead to negligence, even complacency. They hadn’t fought a war against a rival mob in years and were completely unprepared to face the Executioner.

				The outfit’s bank did business as a car wash. People brought their cars in as usual, many paid cash, while a selected clientele delivered money to the mob for varied reasons, chiefly payoffs on clandestine loans or for clandestine goods and services. A certain BMW, for instance, might come in for detailing, its driver leaving blocks of shrink-wrapped money in the glove compartment, where a manager would find it and apply the sum against a customer’s account. Approximately half of those who cleaned their cars on any given day were runners, dealers, pimps and loan sharks.

				When Bolan walked in off the street, he brought no vehicle for cleaning and left Chan Taesun outside, behind the wheel of her Elantra, the engine idling. He asked to see the manager and moments later met a thin, young man with slicked-back hair who smelled like cigarettes despite his tailored slim-fit suit sewn from a blend of virgin wool and silk.

				“May I help you?” the gangster asked in stilted English.

				“Absolutely,” Bolan said. “I’m here to make a cash withdrawal.”

				The hoodlum blinked at him, voice hardening as he replied, “Explain.”

				Bolan opened his jacket far enough to show the Glock concealed beneath it. “Nice and easy,” he suggested. “Take me to the safe, and no one has to die.”

				“You’re making a mistake. A serious mistake.”

				“It wouldn’t be my first,” Bolan said. “It could be your last, though, if you don’t get moving now.”

				“Okay,” the mobster said. “It’s your funeral, round-eye.”

				“Get in line,” Bolan advised, and trailed his captive to a backroom office, where the youngster cracked an antique-looking safe and opened it, revealing stacks of banded South Korean currency, most of the notes ranging from one thousand to fifty thousand won. One of the latter bills, as Bolan knew, was worth some forty-three US dollars—nothing to write home about.

				“You have a bag?” he asked the thug. “I’d better take it all.”

				“You’ve still got time to reconsider. We could just forget this ever happened and you go about your business.”

				“Right now,” Bolan answered back, “this is my business. Get that bag and pack it up.”

				The manager reached underneath his desk, dragged out a Gucci leather tote, of all things, and began to stuff it with currency. He muttered all the while, presumably not praising Bolan’s lineage, but kept his hands where they were clearly visible, presumably not wanting any surgery via a bullet to his brain. When he was done, the bag’s clasps barely closing over so much cash, he shoved the tote toward Bolan’s feet and asked, “Now, how do you suppose you’re getting out of here, white man?”

				“Same way I walked in,” Bolan said.

				The little gangster smiled for the first time. “I don’t think so.”

				Bolan followed his eyes and saw three hulking bruisers waiting for him just outside the glass-walled office. Peering up at him, seemingly delighted with himself, his captive said, “You’ve still got one small chance to walk away from this—without the money, of course.” The thug started to reach toward his desk. “Now, if—”

				He never finished. Bolan shot him in his gloating face and blew away whatever thought was powering his words. Outside, the three big goons were startled into momentary immobility, and by the time their brains kicked in, Bolan had swung around to bring them under fire.

				The glass wall of the office didn’t save them. Head shots spattered gore across the wall behind his targets and the tiled floor of the car wash, while his adversaries dropped like falling sides of pork. Somewhere inside the place, beyond his line of sight, a woman screamed.

				Bolan picked up the Gucci bag, Glock 17 still gripped in his right hand, and exited the crime scene without running.

				When he slid into the Elantra, Chan asked, “Any trouble?”

				“None I couldn’t handle,” Bolan said. “Let’s see a man about a plane.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]

				12

				Incheon, South Korea

				The Flying Dragon Airlines pilot was a young man in his early twenties, introduced as Jang Whi-soh. He saw the Gucci bag of currency and asked no further questions, handing over jumpsuits, goggles, helmets and the parachutes required for dropping into North Korea on the sly. While Chan and Bolan donned the gear, Jang prattled on—Chan translating for Bolan—about the route he planned to take, where they would jump and what they could expect on landing in the DPRK.

				That was simple: trouble.

				Armed patrols were frequent in the hinterlands north of the DMZ. Most were conducted by soldiers of the Korean People’s Army, others by the North Korean Special Operation Force or members of the Worker-Peasant Red Guards, a paramilitary civil defense force with some 3.5 million citizen soldiers enrolled. Any or all of them were prone to shooting first and asking questions never, if they found intruders—and particularly white ones—wandering around on DPRK soil.

				And if a prowler lived to be arrested, matters went downhill from there, with methods of interrogation being harsh and brutal, whether practiced by the skilled hands of commissioned army officers or by some band of peasants who had joined the WPRG because they liked the uniforms and guns.

				The bottom line: contact with any watchdogs on the wrong side of the DMZ was dangerous, and fighting past them was their only hope of coming back alive.

				To that end, Bolan brought along his Daewoo K-1 carbine and his Glock, sorry to leave the USAS-12 behind, but shedding it because it weighed too much. Chan brought her submachine gun and her DPK-5 pistol, passing on the Glock 19 since she was running low on .40-caliber ammo and had no realistic hope of finding more once they crossed the Parallel.

				Their aircraft was a venerable Cessna 206, described in some brochures as “the sport utility vehicle of the air.” Introduced in 1964, the plane was discontinued between 1986 and 1998, when manufacture of it was resumed and carried forward to the present day. Jang’s 206 had been around, and then some, but the pilot gave his word that it would carry them into the north and see them on their leap into the Great Unknown.

				Unless, of course, the engine failed, some other working part gave up the ghost or they were blasted from the sky by one of North Korea’s MiG-19s or Shenyang J6/F6 fighter jets. In either case, an air-to-air missile would blast the Cessna into fragments, ending Bolan’s mission with a literal Big Bang.

				No pressure, then. They simply had to sit and wait while they flew into hostile airspace, with a total stranger at the frail Cessna’s controls, then leap out of the airborne frying pan into the fire below, no lights to guide them down, and everyone they met a likely enemy.

				They took off from the private airstrip, circled once above it like a bird of prey, then soared off for their wide loop over the dark waters of the Yellow Sea. Jang did his passengers a favor and refrained from chatting once they were airborne, leaving them to go back over details of their plan, such as it was, and then to brood in silence while the Cessna crossed the Parallel’s deadline and started back toward land.

				Chan leaned in close to Bolan and said, “I shouldn’t tell you this, but I am frightened.”

				“So am I,” Bolan replied.

				“Not you!” She seemed sincere in her surprise, no hint of mockery.

				“You bet. Fear’s only natural,” he said. “It’s how you handle it that makes you who you are.”

				“And who are you?” she asked.

				“Just a soldier,” Bolan answered, “getting ready for a leap into the dark.”

				SSD Headquarters, Pyongyang, North Korea

				MAJOR ROH TAE-IL had thought his only audience would be his colonel, Paik Sang-soo. Instead he found himself seated before a troika of high-ranking officers in full dress uniform. Aside from Colonel Paik, Roh recognized Lieutenant General Im Nam-jun and Major General Baek Ho-ki. None of them smiled or greeted him by name as Roh sat in front of their table, stared into their glaring visages and told his story of Shin Bon-jae’s death.

				They listened stoically, the generals jotting notes from time to time on yellow pads. Roh might have read their comments upside down, a talent he had cultivated over time, but he dared not appear to spy on them or to offer a suggestion of defiance when he knew he was on trial.

				Of course, the officers had to know he bore no personal responsibility for what had happened in the South, but a disaster always called for a scapegoat to be chosen, and Roh was the logical selection in his role as Shin’s SSD handler. As he watched the solemn faces, wondering how many of his words the three absorbed in fact, Roh knew he might not leave the room alive.

				When he was finished with his scripted recitation, they began to question him. Paik was the first to speak, asking him, “When did you first realize that Shin was compromised, Major?”

				“Only when I received word of his death, sir.”

				“And the captain you assigned to handle him, this Park Hae-sung...” Im Nam-jun said. “You trusted him?”

				“Sir, he gave me no reason to feel otherwise.”

				“In retrospect,” Baek Ho-ki asked, “do you believe that was a wise decision?”

				“I still have no reason to suspect he was a traitor,” Roh replied.

				“But Shin Bon-jae mistrusted him,” Paik said. “You trusted Shin?”

				“I did. Yes, sir.”

				“Is that not contradictory?” Im asked. “You trust both men, but one believes the other has betrayed him. How do you decide which one deserves more trust?”

				“I left that up to Shin, sir.”

				“Shin is dead now,” Paik reminded him.

				“They both are, Colonel, based on what I’ve heard from the police in Seoul. If Park was dangerous, in fact, he’s been eliminated.”

				“But by whom?” Baek asked. “And why?”

				“Those answers are unclear to me, sir. I am making every effort to resolve them. Inquiries across the DMZ and—”

				“But you have no answers, do you, Major?” Im challenged.

				“Regrettably, no, sir.”

				“Regrettably?” Im fairly spat the word, as if Roh had insulted him. “Is this all that we may expect from you, Major? Regret at having failed so miserably?”

				Roh knew he should keep silent, but he felt his anger mounting and replied, “How have I failed you, General?”

				Im leaned forward, elbows on the table, gray eyes boring into Roh’s. “How have you failed us? Let me think, Major. Our most important and most influential contact in the South is dead, murdered by persons still unknown. The plan that you devised with him, seeking reunion of the Motherland, is now in total disarray. Shin’s empire, from which we derived substantial covert profits, is now leaderless and likely lost to us entirely. Yet you sit here with the raw audacity to ask us how you’ve failed?”

				Roh swallowed hard, replied, “Sir, if I may—”

				“You may not!” Baek snapped back at him. “Unless you can explain these losses in detail, there’s nothing more for you to say.”

				That time, Roh kept his mouth shut tight.

				“We have considered your behavior and its ultimate results,” Paik. “It is our judgment that a full court-martial shall convene in one week’s time to hear charges of dereliction and malfeasance lodged against you. Naturally, you will be supplied with legal counsel for that trial.”

				A shyster chosen in advance to set him up, Roh thought, but offered no protest. Instead he nodded meekly and began to say, “Gentlemen, if I may—”

				Paik cut him off again, saying, “The only way to help yourself, Major, is to identify the individuals responsible for killing Shin and ruining your plans. If that is possible, and you achieve it, there is hope—no guarantees, but hope, I say—for your retirement with an honorable discharge from the service. Otherwise...”

				Paik left the sentence hanging, images of gallows, riflemen, a flashing sword, shifting behind Roh’s eyes. “If I may be excused, sir, to continue with that work...”

				“You are dismissed,” Im said, “but not excused.”

				Roh stood and left the chamber, stiff-backed, focused like a searing laser on the steps that he had to take to save his life.

				South Hwange Province, DPRK

				THE CESSNA 206 had not been fitted out for HALO jumps—high altitude, low opening—but it was good enough for night drops. Bolan and Chan were dressed in black, their jumpsuits over standard North Korean camouflage fatigues, with black-matte parachutes to blend in with the sky and be invisible to watchers below. The Cessna could be heard by people on the ground, of course, but it was running without lights for now, around six thousand feet, until its passengers bailed and Jang turned back toward home.

				Bolan went first, air whipping at him through the Cessna’s open starboard door while he stepped out, right hand clutching the wing strut, while his left foot came to rest atop the landing gear’s cowling. There were no lights below him, only dark and open fields that could be concealing anything from barns to barbed-wire fences, even livestock on the prowl. He pictured landing on a startled cow and almost smiled before he gave Chan Taesun a thumbs-up with his left hand and pushed off into space.

				The wind pushed him away from the Cessna’s whirling propeller, then he plummeted, lips clenched to keep his cheeks from flapping as he fell. Somewhere above, Chan would be poised to make her leap, unless she fell into the grasp of second thoughts and changed her mind.

				Unlikely, he decided, though he couldn’t rank it as impossible—nor would he blame her, if she chose not to pursue a jump into the dark unknown with killer odds against her on the ground and only trouble waiting, if and when she tried to make it back across the DMZ.

				Putting his partner out of mind for the time being, Bolan found the handle for his rip cord, tugged it and was jolted as the special chute blossomed above him. In addition to the black-matte fabric, he and Chan were using SOFTAPS systems—Special Operations Forces Tactical Advanced Parachutes—with rectangular maneuverable canopies to aid in pinpoint landings.

				Which was fine, as long as they could see the target, sure. But in the middle of the night, plummeting over darkened turf with no visible landmarks, much of it came down to hoping for the best.

				Bolan’s lighted altimeter, strapped to his wrist, told him when he was getting near the ground. He raised his legs enough to land in something like a crouch and waited for the impact of his boots on soil, was ready when it came, and jogged away from touchdown with his chute trailing behind him. Whipping off the harness, he began to reel it in, bundling the canopy and kicking at the dirt beneath his feet as he prepared to bury it.

				Chan landed moments later, grunting as she hit the ground and stumbling slightly, but she kept her balance and repeated Bolan’s ritual of winding up the parachute. When both their rigs were planted deep enough to keep them safe from prying eyes, Bolan consulted his small GPS device and faced north toward the SSD compound, located on Pyongyang’s outskirts.

				They had miles to go before sunrise, across a landscape occupied by enemies, and whether they would make it to their goal was anybody’s guess.

				* * *

				“YOU HEAR THAT?” Captain Du Cheong asked his lieutenant, Nam Ryu.

				“An aircraft?” Nam replied.

				“Undoubtedly. A small one,” Du agreed, eyes straining skyward. “Running without lights.”

				“Intruders,” Nam suggested with a hint of thinly veiled excitement in his tone.

				“We should investigate,” Du said.

				“Yes, sir!”

				As members of the Worker-Peasant Red Guards—officers, no less—they were committed to patrols along the DMZ, hunting for infiltrators, saboteurs and other counterrevolutionary scum sent from the South to undermine the DPRK’s grand society. With half a dozen noncommissioned soldiers, they had drawn the graveyard shift this night, trolling their territory in a pair of UAZ-469 Kozliks, off-road vehicles once distributed to forces of the Eastern European Warsaw Pact. Each UAZ was fitted with a Russian army-surplus Nikonov machine gun. Both Du and Nam wore standard-issue sidearms, while their troops carried a mix of AK-47 rifles and Russian KS-23 shotguns.

				That was sufficient firepower to deal with any interlopers they’d encountered in the past, normally peasants trying to reach family above the DMZ after a long trek from the South. It was the WPRG’s job to arrest them, or use deadly force if they were greeted by resistance from the trespassers. Captain Du himself had ordered twenty-five or thirty people killed during the two years he’d been active with the Red Guards and was not ashamed of it. Lawbreakers were a scourge, and they deserved no sympathy.

				This night, he guessed, the aircraft that had passed unseen above them probably had dropped some kind of contraband: a load of food, perhaps, or Western cigarettes and liquor. Or, perhaps, if Du was very lucky, it would prove to be a radio, delivered to a spy already on the ground. Discoveries of that sort often meant promotion and a raise in pay, though only slight. No soldier of the DPRK was expected to get rich.

				“This way!” Du used a flashlight to illuminate his compass, tapped his driver on the shoulder and pointed him in the direction they should take. The echoes of the plane, still audible, were fading toward the coastline now as the twin military vehicles churned over broken ground in their pursuit.

				The plane was out of reach by now, unless a radar station of the People’s Army Air Force picked it up in time to shoot it down, but there was still a decent chance of finding something on the ground, or someone sent out to retrieve it.

				Jolting over ground that had been tilled at some time in the past then left to lie fallow, Du braced himself in the vehicle’s backseat, no belts provided to restrain its passengers in the event they crashed or overturned.

				“Hurry!” he urged his driver, leaning forward, shouting to be heard above the rushing wind. “We’re almost there!”

				* * *

				“SOMEBODY’S COMING,” CHAN told Bolan.

				He’d already heard the engines revving, sounding like a pair of Jeeps running in tandem, and had paused to listen when she spoke. Now he saw headlights, two pairs, bouncing over broken ground and closing more or less on a collision course to where they stood.

				Glancing around, he saw nothing that ranked as decent cover and decided they were best to stand their ground, trusting their People’s Army camo garb to lull the group approaching them, until the trackers were within fair rifle range.

				“They’re bound to wonder what we’re doing out here,” he told Chan. “With any luck, before they start to work it out, we’ll have them cold.”

				“It’s dirty business,” she replied.

				“And then some,” Bolan agreed. “Try to take it easy on the vehicles. I’d like to use one, heading north.”

				As headlights framed them, drawing closer, Bolan slumped a little to disguise his height and kept his head down, letting his field cap cast a shadow over his distinctive Anglo features. Chan devoid of makeup, hair pinned underneath her cap, eyed the two approaching vehicles directly, warily.

				The open Kozliks stopped some thirty feet away, four headlights and six pairs of eyes pinning the interlopers where they stood. A voice from one of them said something in Korean, not quite shouting, probably demanding their ID, perhaps their military unit, wondering what they were doing out there in the middle of the night with no supporting squad, no vehicles. Instead of answering, her female voice a giveaway at such close range, Chan whispered, “Now!” and raised her Daewoo submachine gun, squeezing off a short burst from the hip.

				Bolan heard windshield glass explode and brought his K-1 carbine into instant action, aiming toward the second vehicle, untouched so far by Chan’s SMG fire. He caught its driver with a 5.56 mm round directly through the forehead, then saw someone in the backseat swinging a Nikonov machine gun into line. He nailed that would-be shooter with a double-tap that sat him down for good.

				Beside him, Chan was milking measured bursts from her SMG, finishing off the four men in the Kozlik to his left. Bolan focused on the remaining two in his vehicle, saw silver captain’s stars on one man’s collar tabs before he fired into the face between them, punching through it, bullets ripping out the rear of the dead man’s skull. In front of him, half rising from the shotgun seat, a young-looking lieutenant took his fatal bullets to the chest and spilled over the vehicle’s right half-door, into the dirt.

				Silence descended on the field, nothing to do but haul the bodies clear of the least-damaged vehicle and use one dead man’s cap to wipe blood off the vinyl seat covers. The windshield had been punctured, but they laid it flat against the hood, Jeep-style, and climbed aboard.

				A pale, late-rising moon was visible on the horizon as Mack Bolan turned the Kozlik around and headed north.
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				SSD Headquarters, Pyongyang

				Major Roh Tae-il was sick and tired of hanging on the telephone. His right ear had gone numb from the receiver pressing against it, so he’d switched and now the left was going numb, as well. His neck ached from holding his head cocked to one side, and the pain was spreading through his shoulders, up into his skull.

				And so far, all for nothing.

				No one Roh had questioned so far knew—or would admit to knowing—anything at all about the raids in Seoul that had annihilated Shin Bon-jae and left his empire, both financial and religious, in a state of near collapse. Police, Roh’s double agents in the hostile NIS, the spies he’d planted inside Shin’s various major companies, all claimed to be completely ignorant of why Shin might have been attacked so ruthlessly, much less by whom.

				Roh reckoned someone had to be lying, had to be concealing inside knowledge, but he stood on shaky ground this night, at headquarters, and could not field the kind of force he might have used in bygone days, even a week ago, to find out which of his connections was deceiving him.

				The word was out and spreading, he supposed. For all its secrecy, the SSD was rife with leaks and rumors. Everyone who mattered had to know by now that the troika of investigators who had grilled him had a court-martial in mind. Roh was effectively washed up, no longer anyone to reckon with, and he would soon be gone, whether that simply meant retirement in disgrace, a prison camp or public execution. The only way he could save himself was to unearth the group or individuals responsible for the attack in Seoul and thereby prove his negligence was not the cause of so much loss.

				But how could he accomplish that while stewing in his office at the SSD headquarters compound south of Pyongyang? If he could not get out and move around, confront some of his sources eye-to-eye and seize them by the throat, if necessary...

				In his personal turmoil, Roh nearly missed the bulletin. In South Hwange Province, not so very far from where Roh sat and fumed behind his military-issue desk, an early rising farmer had heard gunfire and investigated, only to discover six members of the Worker-Peasant Red Guards slain, with one of their vehicles standing by.

				One of the two vehicles issued to them for the night’s patrol.

				Immediately, Roh began to wonder where the other vehicle had gone. There were, of course, some groups inside the DPRK known for acts of counterrevolutionary terrorism, but he could not think of one whose members were so foolish as to run off with a government staff car. They would steal guns and ammunition, certainly, grenades and such, but why a vehicle so easily connected to the state even if they remodeled and repainted it?

				The only answer he could think of was that someone felt an urgent need to travel swiftly, likely northward from the DMZ, regardless of the risks involved. Was it coincidence that such a thing should happen in the early hours of the same night as the carnage in Seoul?

				The odds against it struck Roh as improbable. No, make that astronomical.

				His enemies—or some of them, at least—were headed for Pyongyang. Why? Clearly to execute some other aspect of the battle they had waged in the Republic.

				And who was their likely target?

				Who else but himself?

				That thought both troubled and delighted Major Roh. If he could trap the interlopers, hand them to the officers who wanted him cashiered, it could be Roh’s last-ditch salvation.

				Granted, he was next to powerless, but some of his subordinates might not know that. If he could organize a force just large enough to trap the infiltrators when they reached headquarters, it could be a major coup—points for initiative, as well as working out the mystery of Shin Bon-jae’s demise.

				Suddenly energized, Roh sprang up from behind his desk and ran into the outer office, shouting for his aide-de-camp.

				South Pyongyang Province, DPRK

				DRIVING THE STOLEN, slightly damaged Kozlik, Mack Bolan held it to a steady eighty kilometers per hour over open ground, keeping an adjacent motorway in sight but staying off the pavement where the ground was flat enough to let him manage it, thus minimizing any threat of head-on meetings with another government patrol.

				They had been lucky once, against a six-man squad, but if they met a larger unit on the highway, it could spell catastrophe, even without them setting eyes on Pyongyang.

				Bolan knew where the SSD compound was located and realized they could not simply drive up to the gates and blast their way inside. Even if that approach was feasible for getting past the outer guards, it would have turned their probe into a kamikaze mission, which was not Bolan’s intent.

				He always planned on living through a mission, even if the odds were badly stacked against him, never counting on defeat. The day might come, he realized, when suicidal action would be forced upon him to complete a given job or to take his adversaries down with him, but so far, he had always found a way out of the frying pan and from the fire.

				Would North Korea, this time, change all that?

				If so, he was prepared—had “made his peace,” whatever that meant for a man who’d spent his whole adult life making war—and he was ready. Which did not mean he was ready, much less anxious for the game to end.

				Chan had informed him that, on busy days, the SSD compound might have a thousand agents, officers and other personnel on site. A night like this—make that wee hours of the morning, with no crisis looming—she guessed the number should be closer to two hundred, maybe fewer.

				Not good, for an invading team of only two combatants, but the Executioner had dealt with worse and lived to tell the tale, if only to his closest friends and confidantes at Stony Man. This night he would rely on skill, audacity and the advantage of surprise to start with. After that, experience, mettle and guts would see him through.

				Or not.

				“Another forty miles,” Chan told him.

				If nothing else, they were well armed. From the patrol they had wiped out, Bolan and Chan had scored more loaded magazines for their respective weapons, plus frag grenades identical in form and function to the standard Russian RGD-5 model. “RGD” stood for Ruchnaya Granata Distantsionnaya, translated into English as “Distance Hand Grenade” for its time-delay pyrotechnic fuse that gave a thrower three to four seconds between pitch and detonation. Each had a ten-foot kill radius, with major injuries reported out to fifty feet from ground zero.

				On top of that, pintle-mounted to the vehicle and designed to be fired by a backseat shooter, they also had a Nikonov light machine gun, fed by 100-round drum magazines. Between the vehicles they’d looted, they had twelve spare drums, and those would have to do, assuming they had time to use them all.

				If they could only make it past the compound’s gates alive, they had a chance.

				SSD Headquarters

				IT WAS DIFFICULT, but Major Roh had managed what he could. First thing, he huddled with guards stationed at both gates to the compound, warning them about the ambush in South Hwange Province and alerting them to the stolen UAZ-469, complete with its machine gun. All, of course, agreed to be on watch and stop the enemy from getting past their gates.

				Next, Roh had managed to collect two dozen men idling around headquarters, killing time, and ordered them to draw weapons immediately from the compound’s armory. When they returned with their rifles and sidearms, Roh organized them into two squads, twelve men each, prepared to reinforce the entry gates at need, on a moment’s notice. The commander of each squad would keep in touch as with Roh by radio. If one gate was attacked, Roh and the second party of a dozen men would instantly depart to aid the guards and extra troops under attack.

				No matter who was coming for him from the South, Roh knew the Kozlik they had stolen held only four passengers—perhaps five in a pinch—and no group that small could defeat two dozen trained, determined soldiers of the DPRK.

				Could they?

				That question haunted Major Roh as he sat in his office, elbows on his desktop, a pair of carbon-copy, two-way radios lying in front of him. He’d gambled on the raiders coming for him, and that still might prove to be a losing bet—but if it was, so what? The charges already preferred against him were enough to end an otherwise esteemed career, perhaps even his life. Assigning soldiers to a pointless errand overnight would barely rate a passing mention in the grander scheme of things.

				And they could only execute him once.

				Hanging or firing squad? Given the choice, which was not guaranteed, Roh thought he would prefer a bullet to the strangling rope. And just to set himself apart from those who had condemned him, he would shun the offered blindfold, take it like a man with eyes wide open, wondering if he could actually see the rifle bullets hurtling toward him, bent on snuffing out his life.

				Why not? How many other men had Roh dispatched to such a fate? How many cowered, wept and soiled themselves before they died?

				He might have no control over his bowels or bladder when the bullets struck, but he would not burst into tears, plead for his life or otherwise abase himself for the amusement of his enemies. If he had to die, Roh was determined that he’d go out as a man.

				In front of him, one of the walkie-talkies squawked and crackled. Roh reached first for one, then realized it was the other, linking him to the south gate of the compound.

				Of course. Why would the raiders waste time and trouble circling around headquarters when they would not benefit from it in any way?

				Roh grabbed the radio, keyed it to speak and snapped, “Report immediately!”

				“Sir,” the voice came back, “we have a vehicle approaching, as described. Two occupants include a driver and one seated in the rear.”

				The rear?

				It clicked then, and Roh fairly shouted through the radio, “Beware of the machine—”

				Before he could complete the warning, Roh picked up the sharp but slightly muffled clatter of a light machine gun firing from the south side of the SSD compound. He did not try the guards again, convinced they were likely dead, but shifted frequencies to rally his two dozen backup troops.

				“South gate! Emergency! Two infiltrators in a staff car with machine gun and assorted other weapons. Close with caution, but above all, stop them cold at any cost! Acknowledge!”

				Two voices, the unit chiefs he’d picked, came back at him almost as one.

				“Affirmative! Proceeding to south gate!”

				“Order received and understood!”

				For his part, Major Roh snatched up the Chinese Type 79 submachine gun from his desktop, grabbed his cap and left his office at a run.

				* * *

				A HALF MILE from the SSD compound, Chan climbed into the Kozlik’s backseat and assumed her place behind the Nikonov machine gun. It was fitted with a shoulder stock and pistol grip, resembling a Kalashnikov in general outline, as did most modern automatic weapons mass produced in Russia and the USSR since World War II. Unlike some other nations of the world, the Russians seemed to realize that if a weapon worked dependably, aside from various adjustments to adapt with later calibers, there was no need to constantly tinker, experiment and “fix” what was not broken in the first place.

				In the driver’s seat, Bolan said, “Four hundred yards,” as they approached the SSD compound. Three soldiers manned the south gate, all packing variations of the Type 58 assault rifle, China’s copy of the venerable AK-47. Chan could have destroyed them at the present range, but she held steady on the Nikonov, waiting while her partner slowed a little into their approach.

				“Be ready when I crash the chain-link gate,” Bolan warned. “And let them have it...now!”

				She started firing over Cooper’s shoulder, burning up approximately half of the machine gun’s drum and toppling three guards as if they were scarecrows cut down by a giant scythe. Not one of them squeezed off a shot before falling, then she was ducking as per Cooper’s order, hanging on to both the seats in front of her as he propelled the Kozlik through the compound’s gate, chain-link and barbed wire whipping through the air around them, scraping bright new furrows in the vehicle’s flanks as they broke through.

				It took a moment, but the gunfire soon produced a siren blaring through the compound, sounding more or less identical to those portrayed in countless 1930s prison films. Spotlights blazed into life on top of half a dozen buildings, white beams sweeping, crisscrossing and finally converging on the Kozlik as it charged across the inner compound.

				Chan rose from her backseat crouch and wedged the Nikonov’s buttstock against her shoulder, swinging it to fire short bursts at each of the spotlights in turn. She’d blacked out three of five before the first soldiers appeared in answer to the wailing siren. Not the best reaction time she’d ever seen, but those she saw first—some two dozen of them by a hasty count—were charging toward the Kozlik from the north end of the complex, double-timing, their automatic rifles held across their chests.

				“Watch out for Major Roh!” Bolan said as he braked the four-wheel-drive and grabbed his K-1 carbine from its place beside him, next to three Type 58 rifles he’d commandeered from the slain Red Guards back in South Hwange Province. As he began to fire across the Kozlik’s hood, Chan leaned into her light machine gun, sighted on the foremost rank of running men and stitched them mercilessly, left to right, around waist level.

				One whole row had fallen by the time she had to ditch the Nikonov’s first drum and snap another into place, hauling the charging lever back with all her strength before she aimed and fired again. By then, some of her enemies were firing back. Bullets were swarming in the air and there was no good option left except to do or die.

				* * *

				MACK BOLAN HEARD their Kozlik taking hits and knew that one or more would soon disable it. Before that happened, he determined that they could not simply sit and make themselves accessible as targets to the SSD commandos. While the vehicle could move, he’d make it move and take the war more resolutely to his enemies.

				“Hang on!” he called to Chan, no need of an acknowledgment as she kept firing toward the ranks of their advancing foes.

				Bolan accelerated toward the charging group of uniforms, most of their rifles winking muzzle-flashes at him now.

				Chan blew gaps in their front ranks while Bolan fired his carbine right-handed in semiauto mode to help control his fire while wheeling with his left hand simultaneously.

				Even so, the STANAG magazine burned through its thirty rounds in rapid-fire, toppling the men he aimed at into those Chan’s Nikonov cut down, their bodies clashing and colliding, tumbling into awkward attitudes of dusty death.

				Grabbing one of his captured Chinese rifles, Bolan sprayed the ranks of those retreating from him as survivors of the first rush broke and ran. Above him, ringing in his ears, Chan’s light machine gun kept time, hammering away and pulling down more panicked soldiers as they fled. Blood showed up crimson in the Kozlik’s headlight beams, fading to black as this or that dead man sprawled flat in arching shadows.

				As usual, the Executioner had not been counting kills. His first impression had been that of twenty-five or so armed men in uniform advancing from the north end of the compound. If there were more soldiers readily on tap, where were they? Who was organizing them to mount a defense of their headquarters?

				Ahead, almost beyond the reach of Bolan’s one remaining headlight—missed by whoever had blasted out the other one—he saw an officer waving his arms, one brandishing an SMG and shouting at the forces that were in retreat. While Bolan didn’t speak the local language, anyone with working ears could tell the smaller man was angrily haranguing them, trying to turn around the mad stampede and launch another charge.

				“That’s Major Roh!” Chan called to him. “I’m sure of it!”

				Trusting her judgment, Bolan raised the rifle to his shoulder, just as Chan unleashed another long burst from her Nikonov. Her bullets kicked up spurts of dust around the raging officer and captured his attention. Instantly he stopped shouting at his men and turned tail, sprinting toward a nearby building with a light burning above its gray-steel door.

				Bolan lined up his shot, was close to taking it, when someone to his left front fired a near-miss round that ricocheted off the Kozlik’s hood and nearly grazed him as it whispered past his face. Ducking, Bolan picked out the shooter, swung around and stitched him with a 3-round burst across the chest, lifting him off his feet and dumping him into the courtyard’s dirt.

				When he looked back at Major Roh, the fleeing officer had reached the gray door, yanked it open and scuttled inside. A stream of slugs from Chan’s machine gun went in high, chipping the pale concrete above the doorjamb but failing to stop their target. Bolan’s double-tap proved to be no more successful, bullets winging through the building’s open door and lost somewhere inside.

				“I’m going after him!” Bolan called to Chan. “Hold on!”

				He revved the Kozlik, racing toward the portal where their man had disappeared, stray shots from the survivors of the first attack pursuing them while Chan swung back around and matched them round for round.

				Who else was waiting in the silent building Roh had chosen for his sanctuary? Bolan didn’t know and didn’t care. He had a job to finish and it was so close he could taste it now.

				As usual, he tasted blood.
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				Major Roh stumbled and nearly fell crossing the threshold to his office building, thrown off balance by a misplaced step and the incoming storm of bullets peppering the outer wall around the doorway. As it was, he caught himself in time, without twisting an ankle in his tall boots, and hung on to his submachine gun as he stagger-ran along the drab, gray corridor.

				Where could he hide?

				A sudden urge to lash out at his superiors swept over Roh. If the three of them had not gone home already, after hammering their nails into the casket of his career, they would be close at hand—next door, in fact, another building readily accessible by passing through a tunnel dug between them as a hedge against imaginary air raids from the West.

				That would have been a rude surprise for those who hated him and wished to see him stripped of rank, perhaps imprisoned, maybe even shot. Roh smiled, imagining the shocked expressions on their faces as he burst into their offices and aimed his weapon at them, shouting his contempt for them and all they represented in the SSD.

				Tempting...and yet his first instinct was still to find a place where he could hide and weather out the storm. If that were even possible, he had to do it soon, before the compound’s grim invaders tracked him down and finished him, as they so clearly meant to do.

				There was no doubting it, no chance that Roh was simply being paranoid, after they’d seen him from a distance and both had opened fire on him. Only dumb luck and his agility had saved him then, but now he’d done the worst thing possible, leading them after him into a building that, while labyrinthine in construction, still could not conceal him from determined searchers over any length of time.

				Roh instantly discarded any thought of hiding in his office. The killers stalking him already seemed to know their way around the SSD compound; what if they knew the floor plan of its buildings just as well? Even without blueprints, it would take half an hour, maybe less, to sweep the mostly empty offices and locate Roh’s from a directory posted to help visitors find their way around the place. Some idiot’s idea, for a clandestine site, but there it was, and there was no escaping it.

				Next thought: he could conceal himself inside a closet, listen for their footsteps slinking past, then spring from ambush to annihilate them. That took nerve, but even cornered rats would fight to save themselves from enemies. Roh’s greatest fear was that his foes would simply move along the sterile corridors, firing into the storage rooms and closets as they passed, before he had a chance to take them out.

				And what was left?

				The basement cells were out, a trap worse even than the floors above them. As for attic space, there was none. It was either hide inside an office chosen randomly or flee the building by some route his stalkers had not seen and might not know about.

				Coincidentally, one such route was the air raid tunnel he’d already thought of and dismissed. Was the idea as foolish as it had seemed when first considered? Might he not combine a measure of revenge with personal escape?

				Clutching his SMG so tightly that his knuckles ached, Roh got his second wind and sprinted toward the tunnel’s hidden entrance, twenty yards ahead.

				* * *

				THE KOZLIK JOLTED to a halt, nose pointed toward the door where Major Roh Tae-il had vanished seconds earlier. Matthew Cooper bailed out of the driver’s seat, taking a spare Type 58 assault rifle with him, the weapon shoulder-slung, and dashed across the threshold, through a spill of pale fluorescent light.

				Still in the backseat of the vehicle he had abandoned, Chan swung her light machine gun’s smoking muzzle toward the soldiers who’d regrouped and were now moving toward the Kozlik, firing as they came. She closed her mind to them as individuals, each man presumably as committed to his homeland and his cause as Chan was to her own, mowing them down in ranks with bullets that were heartless, heedless of whose flesh and bone they shredded once they’d taken flight.

				And when she finished, when the ground was littered with their leaking bodies, all Chan felt was sweet relief.

				She followed Cooper through the open doorway, but he had eluded her already, racing after Major Roh. Instead of calling out to him, a fool’s ploy, Chan decided on a corridor that led directly onward, toward the bowels of the building, rather than the branches taking off to right or left. If she was wrong, so be it, but she had to move right now.

				Her running footsteps echoed in the hallway, but Chan heard no other sounds from any tenants stirring in their offices or cubbyholes. Each door she passed was dangerous, might fly open at any second to present her with a well-armed enemy, but none appeared, and she ran onward. From the courtyard, where the siren’s wailing had already grown monotonous, she heard voices shouting, engines revving, other vehicles approaching.

				More enemies coming to kill her, if they could.

				Was the outcome in doubt? Was there the slightest chance she might survive?

				If so, Chan could not see it now. She had no clue as to which way her enemy had run, or Cooper chasing him. She was alone, cut off, with death approaching from behind and nothing up ahead but an infuriating maze of rooms and corridors. Chan started watching out for somewhere she could make a final stand, some place where she’d be able to exact the highest price for her young life and leave the enemies she failed to kill with bitter, haunting memories.

				Chan thought she might have found it when she saw an unmarked door standing ajar, off to her left. She checked it, counting on a storeroom, but was startled at the vision of a tunnel stretching in front of her, caged lightbulbs overhead, the angle of the floor’s descent telling her it ran underground.

				But where?

				What did it matter?

				Carefully, Chan shut the door behind her once she’d cleared it, and began to run along the downward-sloping passageway.

				* * *

				BOLAN FOUND THE access tunnel well ahead of Chan, compelled to follow it by an impression that he’d found the likely route of Major Roh’s mad dash for life. There was no certainty, of course—no echo of the major’s footsteps through the tunnel, for example—but Bolan had learned to trust his gut in combat situations, and it rarely let him down.

				To help Chan pick up on his lead, he’d left the door ajar two or three inches, as an invitation to the dance.

				Or would it prove to be a wild-goose chase?

				Bolan had begun to think ahead, past bagging Major Roh, toward an escape from the SSD compound. It would not be easy, and would certainly require another vehicle, but he believed it was possible. Fleeing with Chan in tow would be more complicated, now that they’d been separated, and it might turn out to be impossible.

				When he was active in the US Army Special Forces, Bolan had absorbed the fighting code of “no man left behind.” The Green Berets were still an all-male bastion, to the best of Bolan’s knowledge, but he’d never once let gender warp his thinking when it came to helping out an ally under fire. Make it no soldier left behind, but even then, retrieval wasn’t always possible, in fact.

				If Chan caught up to him, he’d keep her close. If not, and he was able to escape the compound on his own, he’d make an honest effort to retrieve her first. He would die fighting to protect her, if it came to that, but pointless suicide had never been on Bolan’s menu, and it never would be.

				Rather, he would wreak bloody havoc on the enemies who killed his partner, leave them dead or praying to whatever god they recognized—if any—for swift deliverance from Hell on Earth.

				But first up: Major Roh Tae-il.

				The tunnel stretched for eighty yards or so beneath a portion of the compound’s courtyard, joining one gray building to another. Bolan came out of it in what seemed to be a broom closet, emerging cautiously in case a trap was waiting for him, and found none in place. The closet door gaped open, whoever had used it last assuming he would not be followed to this second edifice and hunted down.

				Good luck with that, Bolan thought as he stepped into another corridor, confronted by the same choices as always: left or right?

				The left corridor felt wrong, somehow, so he turned right, nothing but instinct to direct him, moving out with loping strides that ate a yard or more of vinyl flooring with each step. Whatever lay ahead of him, he was determined not to stop until he found his man—and then, if there was any hope at all, retrieve the woman who had steered him to his goal.

				* * *

				COLONEL PAIK SANG-SOO was terrified. It shamed him, hiding underneath his desk, folded into the kneehole like a cringing child caught in a game of hide-and-seek, clutching his Chinese Type 92 pistol in a trembling hand.

				Paik was supposed to be a leader, but the closest he had ever been to combat was one guided tour of a battleground where members of the North Korean Special Operation Force had slaughtered thirty-odd rebels in a one-sided battle near Kaechon. That had been bad enough, the sight and smell of blasted corpses nauseating Paik, but he had masked his grim revulsion with an effort, offering congratulations to the victors with a stiff smile plastered on his face.

				As far as fighting for his life, he could talk a decent battle among other officers, but he was petrified, as now, by any thought of facing down a real, live enemy.

				Maintaining his facade had not been difficult in Pyongyang. The SSD dealt more in gathering intelligence and executing traitors than pursuing terrorists at large. Even when troops were fielded for a paramilitary action, no one in authority expected Colonel Paik to lead the charge and face the enemy himself. High-ranking officers did no more of that derring-do in North Korea than in any other nation where rank had its privileges.

				But now the war had come to him where he felt most secure, inside headquarters, with its fences, walls and guards. The worst of it was that Paik had no idea who was striking at his sanctuary, much less why. He could not prove it was tied to Shin Bon-jae’s assassination in the South, but what else could there be?

				For one moment, albeit fleeting, Colonel Paik wondered if the attack was something ordered by their Supreme Leader. Had something turned him against those who served him loyally with the SSD, prompting a purge? It was entirely possible, though Paik had no idea what could have touched off such an action at the present time. He could imagine rumors, whisperings, around the palace, with the president persuaded that his loyal defenders had schemed against him. But why now?

				Paik told himself to forget it. First and foremost, he had to find a way of getting out, away from there, with life and limb intact. As for his fortune, that was safely stashed in bank vaults here and there around the so-called Free World, far beyond his Supreme Leader’s reach or any machinations in the DPRK’s capital.

				Escape was paramount, and he had to do it soon.

				It would be much easier if he had help from officers of even higher rank.

				Smiling, Paik crawled out from under his large desk, taking his pistol with him as he left his office and scuttled down the hall outside.

				* * *

				MAJOR GENERAL BAEK HO-KI was packing things—a pistol and spare magazines, some cash, a smattering of personal effects—into a large leather valise when he heard whisper-knocking, more akin to scratching at his office door. He drew his gun from the valise—a Chinese QSW-06, chambered in 5.8 mm—cocking it as he approached the door.

				“Who’s there?” he challenged, leaning toward the door but still not touching it, prepared to fire unless the answer put him perfectly at ease.

				A muffled voice came back at him. “It’s Colonel Paik.”

				Baek swore under his breath. “What do you want?”

				Paik hesitated on the far side of the door then said, “I’m getting out. I thought we’d have a better chance together.”

				Frowning darkly, Baek demanded, “Are you alone?”

				“All by myself, General.”

				Slowly, with the pistol held in readiness, Baek used his left hand to unlatch the office door. Unlike the colonel, Baek had killed men in the past: two military executions where he had supplied the coup de grâce, and once in battle, as a young lieutenant, when a dissident had rushed him with a butcher’s knife, clearly intent on gutting Baek.

				He recognized Paik when the door was open just an inch, then scanned the corridor as best he could, to make sure the colonel was unaccompanied. When he was satisfied, Baek let the younger man inside and asked, “What made you think of me?”

				Paik ducked his head, not quite a bow, and said, “You are the wisest officer I know, sir.”

				Standard flattery and Baek ignored it, asking, “Do you have a way outside the walls?”

				“A staff car,” Paik stated, “but my driver has most likely fled or else been killed out in the courtyard.”

				“Can you drive?” Baek asked, trying in vain to recollect the last time he had occupied a driver’s seat. As a lieutenant? Possibly a captain?

				“Yes, sir, though I may be rusty.”

				“Never mind. You start, go, stop. How difficult can that be?” Then he had another thought, adding, “I think we might be wise to add another officer.”

				Paik frowned at the idea but offered no objection, facing his superior, the pistol still held loosely in Baek’s hand. “Who, General?” he dared to ask.

				“General Im,” Baek said. “Are you prepared? Do you have anything to bring along?”

				“I’m ready as I stand,” Paik said, raising his submachine gun from his side.

				“In that case, let us go. The gunfire comes from the far side of the building and we have no time to waste.”

				Hoisting his fat valise, keeping the pistol in his free hand, Baek glanced at Paik’s short submachine gun once again and told him, “Colonel, after you.”

				* * *

				LT. GENERAL IM NAM-JUN had never heard of anyone considering a bold attack on SSD headquarters, much less carrying it out. Parties sent to pick up dissidents were stoned on rare occasions, sometimes fired on with the kind of small arms peasants hid around their hovels. But with automatic weapons and explosives? Never. This was something new, and if the general was honest with himself, it frightened him.

				In fact, the higher he had climbed in rank, the more he feared the day when simple citizens of the DPRK might wake up to their plight and rise against the government that held them in a state of diplomatic limbo, stigmatized by nearly all the world at large, while they enjoyed no rights to speak of in their motherland.

				Had that begun this night?

				Or was this attack something cooked up by the major he had slated for removal from the service, Roh Tae-il?

				The latter part seemed relatively easy to investigate. Roh was confined to quarters, theoretically. Im could find some guards, if there were any not engaged in fighting for the compound, and march over to Roh’s small apartment, drag him out and question him by any means required to learn his role—if any—in the raid. Ten minutes in a basement cell would break him down, if Im was any judge of character.

				So be it. The was no time like the present to investigate. A pistol to his head would crack Roh soon enough, and if he had something to do with the attack, then maybe he could call it off. If not...well, Im had never liked the major, anyway. Killing him now would save the state the cost of a court-martial.

				Alone inside his quarters, Im heard firing from inside the next-door building. After he checked his uniform for lint and wrinkles in his full-length mirror, he retrieved the Chinese Type 95 assault rifle he kept in his closet. It weighed approximately seven pounds, no problem for the general, whose daily regimen of exercise kept him in fighting trim.

				Im crossed his living room and had the door half open when he saw two men standing immediately on his threshold, both looking as startled as Im felt. Although he recognized them instantly from Major Roh’s interrogation earlier that day, Im hesitated when he saw the weapons in their hands, then asked, “What is it, gentlemen?”

				They hemmed and hawed for precious seconds before Major General Baek Ho-ki replied, “We’re leaving, sir. We thought you might wish to come with us.”

				Seizing the intrusion as an opportunity, Im replied, “Not yet. While I agree it may be wise to leave the compound, we have business to conduct before we go.”

				“What business, sir?” Colonel Paik asked.

				“I wish to speak with Major Roh again, if we can find him,” Im replied. “If not, that in itself answers a question I’ve been pondering.”

				“You wish to question Roh...right now?” Baek asked, as if confirming it.

				“Immediately,” Im said, understanding that he pushed his luck. “And you shall both accompany me, yes?”

				Reluctantly, almost as one, both officers replied, “Yes, sir.”
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				15

				Mack Bolan exited the tunnel between buildings, noting as he reached his destination that the compound’s siren, muffled underground, was once again sounding its ear-piercing alert, as loud as ever. Checking for opponents as he went, he realized that most of them were outside now, sweeping the courtyard for the enemies who’d pierced their insulated little world and set the place on fire.

				That made it slightly easier for Bolan, since he didn’t have to fight his way from one room to the next, expending precious ammunition on complete strangers who featured nowhere on his target list. The only man remaining whom he hoped to see was Major Roh; the rest were nothing but an inconvenience to him now, albeit one with the potential to destroy him.

				For a heartbeat Bolan’s thoughts veered off toward Chan Taesun, but he retrieved them just as quickly, focusing with single-minded purpose on his hunt. In theory he knew Roh could evade him on familiar turf for hours, ducking, hiding in the maze of rooms and corridors he knew so well from long experience. But Bolan had a plan of sorts to flush him out—or, at the very least, to place them on somewhat equal terms.

				It wasn’t a great plan, but he was improvising. Under the circumstances, it would have to do.

				Passing a door labeled with characters he couldn’t understand, Bolan picked out the universal lightning-bolt symbol warning of high voltage on the other side. He opened the door and crossed the threshold, instantly confronted by a large panel of circuit breakers, likewise tagged with labels Bolan couldn’t read. Instead of puzzling over them in vain, he stitched the panel with a burst of rounds and plunged the building into total darkness. When he stepped out of the small maintenance room, only his penlight cast pallid illumination in the corridor.

				Now for the hunt.

				He pressed on swiftly, pausing for just a beat at corners before rounding them to face whatever lay in store for him. Along the way he caught two men who’d been off duty when the raid began, and cut them down before they had a chance to use the weapons they carried. That done, he skirted spreading pools of blood and went on with his quest.

				He thought of calling out to Roh, dismissed it just as quickly as a bad idea, and moved along one corridor after another, following his penlight’s narrow beam. Outside, the hostile fire had slackened off, whatever that meant for the Executioner or Chan. Perhaps the guards had ceased firing at shadows and were now launching a more systematic search. Or perhaps the compound’s force was simply running low on men.

				He had a vague escape plan brewing in his mind, in case he found the fleeing major soon. Outside, he had observed two armored personnel carriers—the regime’s standard-issue M1973 Seung-ri VTT-323, with space inside to fit a crew of four plus ten fully equipped infantrymen.

				If Bolan could reach one of those vehicles when he was done, preferably joined by Chan...

				But that came later.

				Here and now, he still had at least one more man to find and kill.

				* * *

				THAT HUNTED MAN was desperate. His flight between one building and another had accomplished little, and he had been cursing his bad luck when suddenly the building he’d sought refuge in blacked out. Spewing a string of bitter expletives, Roh felt his way along the corridor where he’d been trapped by sudden darkness, worried now that he would stumble into someone who might kill him without thinking twice—either a frightened member of the SSD or, worse yet, one of those intent on hunting him.

				Roh felt that he was running out of time and hope, reduced to creeping through the darkness like an ant lost in its own tunnel below ground, stripped of its normal senses and without direction. Truth be told, it made Roh feel like weeping, but he bit his lower lip until it bled and held his weakness close inside.

				Was he imagining cessation of the gunfire from outside? Had other members of his service overcome the enemy or had they all been killed? It seemed impossible, but at that moment, isolated in the inky blackness of a mausoleum, Roh was open to the worst of pent-up fears. Even his childhood phobia against darkness, suppressed when he had entered military service, seemed to be returning now, with fears of monsters breathing down his neck.

				Were those footsteps approaching him or simply sounds coughed up by his imagination? Pausing, Roh dragged in a breath and held it, willing his frantic heart to silence. After a minute, when his lungs were close to bursting, Roh knew that he did hear footsteps, two or three men at a minimum, closing on him rapidly.

				With nowhere he could hide in time, Roh clutched his submachine gun, waiting for the newcomers to close and show themselves, if that were even possible. A moment later two pale flashlight beams rounded a corner fifty feet in front of him, sweeping the hallway as they came. One beam, and then the other, locked on Roh, and he was startled by the sound of a familiar voice emerging from the dark.

				“Major,” Colonel Paik said, “we were just looking for you.”

				“We?” Roh answered back.

				“I’m here with General Im and General Baek.”

				“For what purpose?” Roh asked, risking an insubordination charge on top of all his other problems.

				“We have questions,” Baek informed him, “about what is happening outside.”

				“And if I do not choose to answer them?” Roh asked.

				“You must,” Im insisted, sounding gruff.

				“Oh, must I?”

				Roh made his decision in a microsecond. Raising his SMG, he stitched his three superiors with sizzling 7.62 mm rounds from his Type 79 stuttergun. The three men who outranked him had no chance to save themselves, the bullets ripping into their uniforms, through flesh and bone, dropping them together in a twitching heap.

				There was no turning back from that point onward. Major Roh Tae-il was now officially a traitor and a murderer. If he were fingered for the massacre of his superiors, he would be hunted down and killed without the nicety of a court-martial to confirm his sentence, dumped into an unmarked grave or fed into the camp’s incinerator like a bag of trash.

				But if he slipped away before the three were found, their deaths might well remain a mystery.

				Something to think about as Roh went searching for an exit from the building that had turned into a tomb.

				* * *

				CHAN HEARD AND recognized the sound of submachine-gun fire, headed toward it in the dark, using a small flashlight she’d brought along in preparation for emergencies. The light was risky, guiding and betraying her, but she did not have cat’s eyes that could penetrate Stygian shadows without help.

				Where was Matthew Cooper? Somewhere up ahead of her, inside the same building, unless he’d found their man, eliminated Major Roh, and gone in search of her. She tried her Bluetooth headset, spoke his name softly and was surprised to hear him answer.

				“I’m here,” he said, his deep voice almost soothing to her ear, although the darkness separated them and she had no idea where “here” might be.

				“You heard that firing?” she inquired.

				“Affirmative. I’m heading for it now. A long hallway, northeast of where the tunnel runs into the building.”

				“On my way,” she said, and started picking up her pace. She had a goal now, rather than the random act of searching for a quarry she might never find. Whether the latest gunshots had to do with Major Roh or not, at least she had a hope of finding Cooper and rejoining him. She was no longer simply lost and groping in the dark.

				Even with Cooper’s curt directions guiding her, Chan found she still had far to go. Two minutes passed, then three, four, and she had begun to worry that she’d missed a turn when suddenly her flashlight’s beam picked out three corpses lumped together in the corridor. Chan did not recognize the men but saw their rank insignia, knew that whoever had killed them, if he was a member of the SSD, had to now be fleeing for his life.

				“I’ve found the bodies,” she told Bolan through her headset.

				“Go on another fifty yards,” he said. “I’m at an exit to the north. Somebody just slipped through it. Maybe Roh.”

				“Coming!” she said, and broke into a run.

				She overtook Bolan just as he reach out for the gray door’s pressure bar. He heard her coming, paused just long enough for confirmation with his penlight, then shoved on through—

				And dropped from sight immediately as a burst of automatic fire raked over the doorjamb.

				* * *

				THE BULLETS MISSED—a hasty try by Major Roh that paid no dividends. Bolan, prone on pavement at the exit’s threshold, saw his adversary clearly for the first time as one of the courtyard spotlights framed Roh for a moment then swept on. Somehow it seemed as if the major’s SMG had jammed and he was grappling with its charging handle while he spat a string of what the Executioner assumed were curses in Korean.

				Bolan wasn’t in the mood for what screenwriters liked to call a fair fight, where the hero always waited for his enemy to draw first, get the first shot in, before taking him down. While Roh struggled with his weapon, the Executioner framed his target in the sights of his assault rifle and fired a burst of six or seven full-metal-jacket rounds from no more than fifteen feet away.

				The slugs cut through Roh’s tunic, generating spouts of blood that turned the tan fabric a deep crimson in seconds flat. The impact hurled Roh backward, arms rising above his head, his submachine gun spinning off somewhere into the night. Next thing he knew, Bolan was staring at Roh’s boot soles, Chan standing above him, covering the corpse with her SMG.

				“All right,” she said at last. “How do we get away from here?”

				He rose, pointing, and said, “I thought we might try one of those.”

				The two armored personnel carriers stood side by side some thirty yards away. No one had manned the fighting vehicles during the courtyard skirmish, and they were unguarded now, as Chan and Bolan ran up to the nearest one and scaled its welded hull, using the wheels and track as stepping stones. Its hatch opened easily, and Bolan dropped inside, Chan following and peering closely at the APC’s controls.

				“I’ve driven something similar to this, before,” she said. “In the Republic, we use the Fiat Type 6614, but the controls look much the same.”

				“Okay,” Bolan said. “Fire it up and take us to the nearest gate. I’ll man the guns if anybody tries to stop us.”

				As she found the starter button and its engine came to grumbling life, she cautioned him. “The best speed we can do is about 100 kph. The fuel tank’s full, I see, which means we have a range of something like 480 kilometers.”

				“I’ll take what we can get. If we can make it to the coast, so much the better, but somewhere along the way, we’ll have to use the radio.”

				“For help?” she asked, her tone saying she already knew the answer in advance.

				“If you can get some from your captain,” he replied.

				“No promises,” she said. “But we can try.”

				And if he passes on it, Bolan thought, at least we’ll have a blaze of glory at the end.

				It wouldn’t be the same as Central Park, the first time he had “died”—no funeral reported in the New York Times, for one thing; no reports at all, in fact. But they would know somehow, at Stony Man, and he would be remembered by the people in his life who mattered, down there at the bitter end.

				A soldier’s end. And when he thought about it, Bolan knew he wouldn’t want it any other way.

				The APC kicked into gear and started rolling toward the compound’s southern gate. Before it traveled thirty yards, the hulking beast was taking hostile fire.

				* * *

				CHAN THOUGHT OF how far she had come within the past two days, and how much farther she had to go to get back home. It seemed impossible from where she sat, hunched at the APC’s controls and peering through its green night-vision periscope, hearing a storm of bullets rattle off the monster’s armored hide.

				Above her, Matthew Cooper manned the guns. He opened with the twin heavy machine guns, their impressive thunder echoing inside the APC and making her ears ring, while hot brass cartridges rattled across the armored floor behind her driver’s seat. If one of those fell down the collar of her North Korean uniform, she could expect a painful burn, but that would be the very least of her potential problems should the enemy somehow disable their escape vehicle, trapping them inside.

				She wrestled with the gearshift and steering wheel, guiding the vehicle toward the gate they had crashed through earlier to breach the SSD compound. In front of her, armed men in uniform ran here and there, wasting their small arms ammunition on the APC, one of them lobbing a grenade that struck its jutting prow and bounced away before exploding harmlessly.

				As they approached the fallen gate, Cooper raked those defending it with the APC’s machine guns, swarms of bullets cutting through the bodies as they jerked and danced, their uniforms in bloody tatters by the time they fell and lay immobile in the dust. Chan drove across them, mind closed to the sound of flesh and bones compacting under nearly thirteen tons of rolling steel. The Seung-ri had its share of rearview mirrors, but she kept her eyes away from them, refusing to behold the scarlet trail of flesh and fluids she left behind.

				Then they were past the crumpled gate, the only bullets hammering their hull coming from the rear now. Cooper was busy with his guns, firing along the track they had followed to a semblance of their freedom, dropping anyone who did not leap for cover in the face of so much killing fire. Somewhere downrange a smaller vehicle exploded, possibly from tracers ripping through its fuel tank, firelight giving competition to the compound’s sweeping floodlights.

				Once they reached the edge of darkness, Chan opened the APC’s accelerator, watched the needle on its small speedometer run up to one hundred and hold there, topped out on its scale. The SSD had other rolling stock with greater speeds, to overtake them, but before that happened they would have to locate drivers with a suicidal bent to face Cooper’s guns. And in the meantime they were rolling over broken ground, jouncing along, the rough terrain child’s play for their appropriated ride.

				Chan’s greatest fear was aircraft now, perhaps a Russian Hind helicopter gunship that could blast them into smoking wreckage with its 12.7 mm Gatling gun or rockets. There was a chance Cooper could drop a Hind out of the sky, but Chan had seen the helicopters work and did not like his odds.

				An hour later, when nothing had come for them, she grudgingly began to wonder if they had escaped. How was that even possible?

				“It’s time,” Bolan said, lowering himself to sit beside her.

				“Yes,” she said reluctantly, and reached out for the dashboard-mounted radio.

				* * *

				UNTIL THE MOMENT of their pickup by a Surion transport helicopter, Bolan had thought Chan’s plea to her commander might have fallen on deaf ears. Even when he had seen and heard the South Korean chopper overhead, it still seemed likely that a DPRK gunship or jet fighter would appear and blast it from the air, while trapping him and Chan on hostile ground. Only when they were airborne and buckled up, the helicopter swinging out to sea, did he accept the possibility that they might manage to survive. Still, a threat from ground-to-air missiles remained, and Bolan kept his fingers crossed until the Surion was well beyond their range.

				They landed, to his surprise, not at a South Korean military base, but rather at the US Army’s Camp Red Cloud, near Uijongbu. There, a full-bird colonel by the name of Thompson greeted Bolan like a long-lost friend, pumping his hand and smiling down at Chan before a captain from the NIS led her away and joined her in a waiting limousine.

				Bolan expected some kind of debriefing, or at least a few quick questions, but instead he got a hot meal and a change of clothes that fit him perfectly, together with a small room that contained a cot, a stainless-steel toilet and a half-mirror that allowed him to inspect some of the minor injuries he’d picked up on the wrong side of the DMZ. A sergeant named Jacoby showed him how to find the mess hall, but when Bolan asked him about Chan, the noncom only shook his head and answered, “Who’s that, sir?”

				Deniability.

				For all he knew, someone in North Korea’s regime was busy screaming to the media about a raid across the Parallel, mass murder of upstanding DPRK military officers by vile provocateurs, and any other piece of propaganda that might fly. Some of it might be closer to the mark than the “No comments” coming out of Camp Red Cloud, the US Embassy in Seoul, and from the State Department back in Washington. Nothing of substance would be either granted or explicitly denied, leaving the North to make its usual “wild charges,” flaunt selected photos from the SSD compound if they deemed it to be safe, and hope for outrage from Vietnam or the Chinese.

				Bolan, for his part, thought of Chan Taesun, then hit his borrowed cot for some much-needed sleep. Whatever happened next could get along without him for a while, and when he dreamed, his mind turned homeward to the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia, some seven thousand miles away.
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				Epilogue

				Incheon International Airport

				“It is a wonder that they let me come to say goodbye,” Chan Taesun said.

				“Almost a miracle,” Bolan replied. “No blowback from the other night?”

				“You’ll be surprised to hear that I have been promoted,” she informed him, smiling almost shyly.

				“Hey, congrats. Could have been worse.”

				“Much worse. They made that clear.”

				She sat with Bolan near the gate from which his flight to San Francisco would depart in thirty minutes, if it flew on time. Around them, businessmen and tourists passed on errands of their own, oblivious.

				“I have been told that you will not return,” she said.

				“No great surprise,” Bolan replied. “I tend to stand the party on its head.”

				“I think that’s good, from time to time.”

				“Depends on who you ask. New job, to go with the promotion?”

				“Nothing I can talk about,” she said.

				“I get it.”

				“And yourself?”

				“I never get promoted,” Bolan said. “Just sent away.”

				“A lonely life.”

				“I can’t complain,” he said, “since I chose it myself.”

				“Perhaps, if there was family...”

				“There is, after a fashion.” Bolan thought of Stony Man Farm, Barbara Price and Hal Brognola, with the rest of the familiar crew. “It works for me, at least.”

				“And since we shall not meet again...”

				She left the sentence hanging and leaned in close to kiss him lightly on the lips—a bold display, considering the time and place. That done, she rose and said, “Goodbye, Matthew Cooper.”

				“Goodbye, Taesun.”

				A voice somewhere in space was calling the announcement for his flight as he watched her disappear into the swirling crowd. Rising, Mack Bolan grabbed his carryon and turned back toward his War Everlasting.

				* * * * *
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				Check out this sneak preview of FATAL PRESCRIPTION
					by Don Pendleton! 

				“What type of facility is this?” Bolan asked.

				“It is my understanding,” Inspector Dorao said, “that they did
					research on the effects of drugs.”

				Bolan looked around as they walked. “Kind of a remote place for
					an attack.”

				“Plus, a drug research company?” Grimaldi said, hunching his
					shoulders. “You’d figure terrorists would pick a more high profile target.”

				Dorao shrugged. “As I said, I look forward to hearing your
					impressions and comparing them with my own. Until then, I shall refrain from
					coloring your observations.” He continued up the steps to the front of the
					building. “The crime was discovered at four o’clock. A delivery boy came upon
					the scene, and saw the dead security guard. He summoned the police, and...”

				Dorao grabbed an elongated gold-colored handle. As the
					inspector pulled the door open, Bolan caught a glimpse of a bevy of people
					inside, some standing guard, while others in white crime scene uniforms
					meticulously photographed items and twirled fingerprint brushes. An ornate,
					futuristically designed desk sat about twenty feet from the entrance. As they
					got closer, Bolan saw a puddle of congealing blood on its flat surface.

				“The security man was seated there,” Dorao said. “He was shot
					in the face.” He held his forefinger to the spot between his eyebrows. “We found
					an ejected shell casing, from a 9 mm, about three meters away.” He pointed to
					the area in front of a section of metal detectors.

				Right between the eyes, Bolan thought. A head shot, most likely
					done with a split-second target acquisition. Whoever did this had good
					marksmanship skills.

				Dorao motioned them forward and they moved through the security
					gates, the alarms going off as each of them went through. Dorao’s eyebrows
					lifted as he regarded Bolan and Grimaldi.

				“May I assume that you have special permission to carry
					concealed weapons?”

				“We came right there from another assignment,” Bolan said.
					“There was concern that this might be the first of several attacks.”

				Dorao shook his head. “Let us hope not. But, your weapons are
					of little importance to me at this point.” He gestured toward the elevators.
					“There were two bodies in the elevator. Others in the security office. Come. I
					will show you the rest. Upstairs. Be warned. It is not pretty.
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