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      IN AMERICA’S WAR
 AGAINST TERRORISM,
 THERE’S ONLY ONE ARMY-
 CODY’S ARMY

      JOHN CODY. A former Princetonian seasoned in Vietnam combat, he’s the CIA’s most amazing “mission impossible” man—and sworn to fight
         terrorism by any means necessary.
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      HAWKEYE HAWKINS. The tough, wisecracking Texan, he’s one of the most daring men Cody took fire with in Vietnam.
      

      [image: art]

      RUFE MURPHY. The black giant whose exploits as a daredevil pilot became a legend, he saves a special hell for terrorists.
      

      [image: art]

      RICHARD CAINE. Booted out of England’s crack antiterrorist strike force for insubordination, he’s the world’s greatest demolitions expert—and
         one of the bravest men alive.
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ONE

      John Cody went into a low combat crouch just short of the tree line, his M-16 held up and ready in firing position, his eyes
         scanning the semidarkness ahead. He raised his left hand in a gesture that halted the five-man column behind him in the muggy,
         predawn gloom.
      

      The sticky closeness of rugged jungle terrain murmured with the incessant chatter of birds and insects.

      Four of the men behind Cody assumed a loose defensive formation, assault rifles aimed outward at different angles, probing
         the night for any sign of human movement.
      

      The jungle sounds continued undisturbed around them.

      Cody was a big, tautly muscled man, clad in camou fatigues and loaded for bear: in addition to the M-16 head weapon, he wore
         a Browning 9mm hi-power holstered at his hip. The military webbing strapped across his chest bore an assortment of grenades,
         a wire garrote, pouches with spare ammunition, and a combat knife sheathed at midchest for quick cross-draw. His hands and
         face, smeared with a cosmetic blackface goo, rendered him practically invisible, one with the night.
      

      Lopez detached himself from his four men and scrambled forward to crouch beside Cody at the tree line. He, like his men, wore
         camou fatigues considerably shabbier than Cody’s, and their M-16s were the only weapons they carried.
      

      He and Cody gazed out across the fifty-yard clearing separating their position from ten-foot-high stone walls of the mission
         and country church.
      

      A half moon shimmered in a cloudless sky, offering enough illumination for Cody to see the white stucco bell tower rising
         in the night from behind the walls.
      

      Two Soviet-made Jeep-like vehicles with government markings sat parked near the arched entrance of the mission, an armored
         Soviet-built recon vehicle next to them.
      

      Two Sandinista sentries leaned nonchalantly against the armored vehicle, their backs to Cody and Lopez, their AK-47 assault
         rifles propped against one of the Jeeps.
      

      Cody saw the red pinpoints of two cigarettes in the gloom across the clearing.

      “Get your men ready,” he instructed Lopez in a low whisper. “We’re moving in.”

      “Is it not as I told you Senor Gorman?” The contra’s hushed reply quavered with pride and eagerness. “They expect nothing!”
      

      “Yeah, it looks that way,” Cody grunted. “Move it. Let’s go.”

      “As you say.”

      Lopez crept back to his men, leaving Cody alone to refocus his attention on the mission objective.

      The scent of cooking drifted through the heavy air to tantalize Cody’s nostrils.

      The government army patrol that had spent the past two nights inside this mission would be waking, stirring, he knew, and
         the only time to hit was now, in that period just before dawn when the security of any such position is universally at its weakest, when the night-shift
         sentries have grown bored with their lonely post, and careless.
      

      In a high-risk situation, a commander would change his guard often enough to keep them fresh, but Cody figured the men those
         vehicles belonged to would be sleepy-eyed and more or less easy pickings for the hard hit that was now heartbeats away from
         going down.
      

      The mission was situated on a single-lane dirt road that disappeared into the shroud of night in either direction.

      They were less than fifteen kilometers north of San Jose de Bocay, but Cody’s group had taken more than two hours to arrive
         at this spot; night driving was slow along the chaotic mountainscape, and extreme caution was necessary when traveling day
         or night through this harsh region. The mangrove swamps and cotton or coffee farms that were nominally under government control
         by day belonged to whomever had the strongest firepower after the sun went down.
      

      Gorman and Snider, the two company contacts for this band of contras, had remained back with the van one kilometer behind.

      The contra unit separated, Lopez silently signaling two of them further down the tree line away from Cody’s left flank while
         the other two antigovernment guerillas jogged off and out of sight in the opposite direction—with barely a sound except for
         their muted footfalls and the soft sigh of branches and fronds being eased aside as they withdrew.
      

      Lopez returned to crouch beside Cody.

      “We are ready.”

      The contra stank heavily of b.o. and garlic. Scars from shrapnel wounds marked his throat and forehead.

      Cody had little liking for the man or for any of the contras: a ragtag collection of scavenging mountain bandits who took
         money and weapons from the CIA to wage a guerilla war, supposedly for ideological reasons against a revolution they felt had
         betrayed them. Cody had no love for Marxists, but could discern little difference between the Sandinista strongmen running
         things from Managua and these unshaven, grubby opportunists, most of them ex-Somozan thugs who had most likely been robbing
         and pillaging the campesinos before the company decided to exploit them.
      

      The Central Intelligence Agency had seen fit to utilize these “guerillas” to fight the spread of communism in Central America;
         to hopefully contain the situation from ever reaching proportions that would require U.S. military intervention.
      

      Cody worked for the CIA.

      He thumbed a bead of sweat away from his left eyelid and glanced sideways at Lopez.

      “In and to the right of the chapel building?”

      Lopez nodded.

      “The classroom. It is where the nuns have been kept since the soldiers arrived. They are interrogated there during the day
         and forced to sleep on the floor during the night.”
      

      “I want you and your men to move in the instant I take out those sentries,” Cody instructed. “No noise. Just get us those
         Jeeps and that armored job and get ready to start the engines as soon as you see me. I’ll have the nuns with me.”
      

      Lopez shrugged in an offhand manner.

      “Do not worry yourself so, my yanqui friend. All will go as you wish.”
      

      “Sure, it will,” Cody growled.

      He moved out, traveling low and fast, bee-lining across the clearing, then along the wall of the mission, advancing on the
         two sentries from their blind side.
      

      Cody had been at this sort of thing for a long time, utilizing infiltration and combat skills taught him courtesy of Uncle
         Sam’s Marine Corps and honed to a razor’s edge during three tours of combat duty with the Special Forces in Vietnam. There
         he had commanded a covert “hit-and-git” hard strike force intended to neutralize important enemy targets, both military and
         civilian, and, more than a few times, behind enemy lines, pulling off success after success when there had seemed no chance
         for success, and usually with no mention made in official files.
      

      During that time he had begun working with the CIA, and after the U.S. pullout he continued, even after his official military
         discharge, handling difficult jobs for the Company that took him from Ireland to Iran, from Libya to El Salvador.
      

      He drew the missions that were considered impossible, or maybe just too damn dirty, except for someone with his skills and
         track record; dangerous, lonely work, but the only kind Cody could imagine for himself.
      

      He came up on the two sentries.

      They were not aware of his presence and wouldn’t be until the killing began.

      He had slung his rifle by its strap across his right shoulder so it could be swung around instantly if necessary, but at this
         point it was essential to keep the hit quiet.
      

      Within moments all hell would break loose, but he had to get inside first and he had to free up these vehicles for Lopez and
         his men.
      

      He unsheathed his combat knife with his right fist and snaked his left arm around the throat of the closest sentry.

      The young soldier’s cigarette dropped from his lips as he was yanked backward off his feet by the soundless, nearly invisible
         apparition that buried the knife to the hilt from behind just below the sentry’s rib cage.
      

      Cody’s left hand clamped over his victim’s face to silence the death gasp. He withdrew the blade from the body, stepping clear
         from it as it sagged, turning his attention to the second soldier, whose eyes had widened into white orbs of terror at the
         sight of his comrade’s collapsing to the ground, the apparition coming at him next.
      

      This sentry started to track his AK-47 around into firing position, started to open his mouth to yell a warning to those inside
         the walls.
      

      Cody executed a martial-arts snap kick that ripped the rifle from the sentry’s grip and, before the man could step back or
         react in any way, he moved in with a smooth continuation of the kick and slashed backhand up and outward with the knife’s
         heavy blade—slicing open the guard’s throat from ear to ear. He swung away from the spurting geysers of the severed jugulars.
      

      The sentry became a dancing dead man, toppling backward against the nearest Jeep, then flopping forward flat onto his face,
         where he did not move, his dead hands clasped around his throat in a vain attempt to stem the blood flooding from between
         his fingers to twinkle blackly across the moonlit ground.
      

      Silently.

      Silent killing was another of Cody’s specialities.

      He faded back against the deeper shadows at the base of the wall and paused just long enough to eyeball Lopez and the inky
         figures of the four others, jogging toward the vehicles from several points along the tree line across the clearing.
      

      He moved out before they reached him, sheathing the combat knife, swinging his M-16 back around into firing position. He light-footed
         across the distance separating him from the archway set in the center of the south wall of the mission.
      

      As he advanced, the scent grew stronger of someone boiling cabbage soup.

      The day started early in Nicaragua, as in all of Central America, because of the heat, which was already oppressive.

      He had been summoned from a secret base in Honduras, where he had been assigned to train some contra leaders in the more refined
         techniques of “soft” penetration and “hard” hit. The mountain bandits sent to him for shaping up had been lousy students,
         drunk most of the time and not particularly bright. So he had welcomed the hurry-up summons from Gorman’s station in San Jose
         de Bocay.
      

      Four American Roman Catholic nuns were being held prisoner, under “house arrest,” within the walls of this mission, where
         they had been serving their church for the past eighteen months. The Sisters were being held here for interrogation by a unit
         of the Sandinista army battalion and charged with engaging contras in this region, according to Gorman.
      

      The Nicaraguan regime was understandably sensitive in its dealings with the Church, since eighty percent of the Nicaraguan
         population was Roman Catholic. So this “preliminary questioning” was taking place here under extreme low profile over the
         past two days. It was for the men on the scene to decide if there was anything to suspicions that the Sisters were aiding
         and abetting the contras.
      

      This situation had been brought to Gorman’s attention by Lopez, the CIA’s liaison with the regional contra network.

      Gorman had reiterated the gravity of the situation to Cody as they had ridden in the van together to within hoofing distance
         of the mission.
      

      “The kicker is that the boss nun at that mission, a Sister Mary Francine, has been up to everything those Sandinistas think
         she’s been up to. Managua made a massive fuck-up when they first took on the contras up here. They relocated nearly seventy-thousand
         peasants to keep them from being, uh, ’co-opted by the counterrevolutionaries,’ is, I think, how they put it. They weren’t
         too nice about it. A lot of the people who originally welcomed the new government lost their enthusiasm in a hurry when they
         saw their homes and land burning and were forced to move at gunpoint, and that brought about exactly what the government was
         afraid of. That mission has served as a contact point for all kinds of things the government isn’t too happy with, and if
         they do get those nuns to talk—and they will if they decide there is something to what they’ve heard—well, then, the Company
         can just kiss off two years of damn hard work.”
      

      Snider, Gorman’s partner, had tacked on almost as an afterthought, “And of course we want to pull those nuns out of that situation
         in any event.”
      

      Cody reflected on that for a moment as he reached the archway to the mission. He froze with his back to the outside wall,
         his finger circled around the M-16’s trigger. He watched Lopez and his contra team reach the vehicles.
      

      He had been hustled into the country for a rendevous with the Company men, and Lopez and this crew, and had been brought here
         directly. His superiors in Honduras had told him that they needed one of the Company’s specialists in this kind of thing and
         the nearest specialist had been Cody.
      

      There was no time whatsoever to spare.

      This was day three coming up of the soldiers questioning these nuns; it would surely be the day they would decide whether
         or not to leave the Sisters alone or take them to their headquarters for a more thorough “interrogation”—which would be the
         last anyone ever heard of the nuns, period.
      

      That was the way things happened in Nicaragua. Life was even cheaper than it had been before the revolution. Atrocity was
         the order of the day for both sides. For their part, the contras were unable and unwilling to care for captured troops and
         informers in their mobile hit-and-run campaigns against both the government and civilians sympathetic to the government. At
         the same time, the high command in Managua had intensified its military sweeps through cities and countryside with brutal
         repression backed up by the muscle of Soviet arms unloading almost daily at the port of Corinto. In a country the size of
         Alabama, population: three million, it was brother against brother; a bloodbath threatening to spill over Nicaragua’s borders
         and growing worse day by day.
      

      And here I am, right squat in the middle of another dirty little war, thought Cody, and he wondered what the tightness in
         his gut was trying to tell him. It could have been the people he had to work with or maybe he had just been around this track
         one goddamn time too many.
      

      He told himself this was no time for such thoughts.

      He glanced over at Lopez and gave the contra a thumbs-up sign that Lopez did not acknowledge or return. Then, taking a deep
         breath, Cody pushed himself away from the wall and went around and through the archway and into the mission courtyard, his
         M-16 up in both fists, ready to deliver.
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TWO

      He could see why the military vehicles had been parked outside. It was more than just a show of force to impress and intimidate
         the locals.
      

      The tiny courtyard of the mission was simply too confined a space in which to park or maneuver vehicles with any effectiveness
         in the event of an attack.
      

      A long structure that Cody had been told was the nuns’ living quarters, which had been taken over by the seven remaining troopers
         Lopez claimed were stationed here, was ahead and to his left, beside an area where a tethered donkey munched contentedly from
         a hay-filled cart.
      

      Next to a chicken coop, a man in fatigues stood in the gloom, over a field stove, his back to Cody, preparing the soup Cody
         had smelled.
      

      Directly ahead of Cody, next to the living quarters, was the chapel with the bell tower he had seen from outside the walls.

      Next to a playground, where a children’s swing set and slide clustered in the silver moonlight, to Cody’s right as he came
         through the front gateway, keeping to the deep shadows, stood the wooden structure that would be the classroom where the nuns
         slept by night and were questioned by day, again according to Lopez’s information.
      

      He double-timed along the inside of the wall toward the rear of the classroom building.

      A single light shone from the living quarters across the compound.

      There would be one, possibly two, men stationed to keep an eye on the nuns.

      The other three would be over in the nuns’ living quarters; the noncoms and officer probably already stirring, beginning another
         day.
      

      Movement from the building over there caught his attention before Cody could reach the rear wall of the classroom structure,
         to put the classroom building between himself and those living quarters.
      

      He froze in a kneeling position at the base of the wall, M-16 swiveled in the direction of the front door of that building
         across the courtyard.
      

      The front door had opened and a government soldier emerged onto the porch. He did not look in Cody’s direction, and if he
         had, probably would not have discerned the blackfaced penetration specialist poised there, ready to open fire if need be.
      

      Cody held his fire.

      The trooper stood on the front porch and urinated into the dirt, then yawned, stretched, farted, turned and disappeared back
         into that building.
      

      Another light went on over there.

      A glance at the eastern sky showed the first pink traces of the coming dawn.

      This mission courtyard would be humming with activity within a matter of minutes.

      Cody cursed again the delays that had beset his small group on their way here. The rough country roads had tortured their
         van as Lopez had steered at a crawl past the scorched hulks of trucks ambushed by contras. A pin had sheared in the clutch
         linkage, which one of Lopez’s men had replaced with a nail. Cody would have much preferred to stage this rescue in the dead
         of the night, when all but the sentries would be sound asleep and there would have been a good chance of making it inside,
         silently taking out the sentries and making it out of there with the Sisters, without any of the officers or noncoms finding
         out about it until morning. But the time element was something he had no control over.
      

      He quit his position, hurrying to the back door of the classroom building. He paused with his back to the wall of the building
         and reached down to try the door handle.
      

      It turned under his careful twist.

      He used the barrel of his M-16 to nudge the wooden panel open a couple of inches, enough for him to get something of a look
         inside the one-room school building.
      

      A kerosene lamp cast the room in a warm, golden glow.

      He did not see the nuns, but he did see one soldier—no more than a kid, like most of those serving on both sides in this nation’s
         civil strife—seated behind a desk at the front of the classroom, in front of a blackboard.
      

      The soldier had tilted his chair back against the wall and had nodded off, his AK-47 straddled across his lap.

      Cody figured it one of three ways.

      Either the Sisters had taken advantage of their guard nodding off and had already taken flight. Or they passively remained
         captive somewhere inside the room, out of Cody’s line of vision; this was possible, since there was much of the room he could
         not see from behind the two-inch space he had prodded the door open. Or the nuns were here and staying put because of a second
         sentry that Cody also could not see.
      

      He stepped back so he was facing the door, gripped his shoulder-strapped M-16 with his right fist, and again unlimbered the
         combat knife. He delivered one mighty kick that slammed the flimsy piece of wood off its hinges, awakening the kid behind
         the desk long enough for him to push himself forward away from the wall, righting his chair, springing up like a jack-in-the-box,
         starting to track his AK at the figure in the doorway.
      

      Cody flung the combat knife with his right hand and went into a forward diving roll into that room in the same motion even
         as the big blade whistled across the length of the room to bury itself in the young soldier’s heart, driving him backward
         against the blackboard, a look of shock and pain frozen into a death rictus across his boyish features. Then his body pitched
         forward like a falling piece of timber behind the desk.
      

      Cody came out of his roll in a kneeling crouch, whipping his M-16 in a wide circle to take in the sight of the four nuns where
         they sat along the floor against the wall to his left—and the soldier who had been sitting half-awake across from them, against
         a connecting wall, who now tried to leap to his feet. He went right back down under the force of Cody, who launched himself
         upon this sentry, bearing the guy down to the wooden floor beneath him, bringing the wire garrote from his belt in a two-handed
         wrapping around of the soldier’s throat. Cody placed a knee on the man’s chest and began to strangle him to death.
      

      The soldier realized what was happening and hammered frantic survival blows that rained ineffectually upon Cody’s unflinching
         chest and face.
      

      The nuns became aware of what was happening, too, even if this rude awakening and the shock of sudden death before their eyes
         left them time to grasp nothing else.
      

      Cody heard whimpers of dismay and a plea to stop from that direction, but he did not stop, knowing he had no other choice,
         given the odds against them getting out of here alive if his presence was detected. But he made it fast as he could; one savage
         jerk broke the soldier’s neck with a dry snap, and the struggle ended.
      

      He let the dead body rest and rewound the garrote, replacing it on his belt, turning from what he had done. He retrieved his
         knife, then glanced out the window to see that the small sounds which had seemed so loud in here, two men dying, had not been
         loud enough to be heard by those across the way. Then he turned for the first time to face the nuns, four women in their twenties.
      

      Two of the Sisters could not take their eyes from the corpse of the strangled man.

      The body made flatulent sounds as gas escaped. The dead man’s face, twisted toward the ceiling, was purple in the glow of
         the kerosene lamp. His tongue protruded like an obscene, rotting sausage.
      

      Cody ignored the look in the eyes of the one Sister who stared at him. He rushed over to the back door, motioning for the
         four to follow.
      

      “Get a move on, Sisters. We don’t have a hell of a lot of time.”

      The one who had been staring at him asked, with a nod to the two dead men, “Was…that absolutely necessary?”

      “Sister Mary Francine?” he asked her, recalling the name Gorman had given him of the nun who led this pack and worked most
         closely with the antirevolutionary forces.
      

      She nodded. “Yes, I’m Sister Mary Francine, but—”

      “No buts or we’re all dead. I came here for you.”

      This time she nodded briskly, a new look in her eyes.

      “You’re right.” She turned to the other three, who were now paying somewhat more attention to this man who had brought death
         into their midst. “Come, we must leave here,” she instructed them. “We have no choice, if we are to continue our work.”
      

      The other three nodded, following their leader. The four of them filed past Cody, out of the door and into the darkness, all
         of them avoiding glancing his way, as if they ultimately understood the necessity of what he had done but could not look with
         thanks into the eyes of the one who had cold-bloodedly murdered two youngsters.
      

      Cody knew how they felt.

      He started out after them when the front door of the classroom building opened inward at the opposite end of the spacious
         room.
      

      The government soldier who had been working the field stove across the compound filled that doorway and started to speak something
         to the two men he expected to find in here. When he saw their corpses, which took all of about three seconds, he also spotted
         Cody and the nuns heading through the opposite doorway.
      

      The soldier blurted something loudly even as he grabbed for his holstered sidearm.

      Cody had no choice. He pulled off a three-round burst from the M-16, the assault rifle bucking in his grip, ejecting smoking
         spent shell casings, stabbing hot smoke and fire across the length of the room, the pounding reports, almost deafening, reverberating
         in the confines of the small building.
      

      The soldier went into a spasming death-jig backward out through the doorway and into the courtyard, his ruptured back belching
         out blood and destroyed flesh as he took all three heavy projectiles across the upper chest.
      

      Cody spun from that sight to join the nuns out back of the building, where they huddled in a group, watching him with staring
         eyes wide with apprehension and horror. He moved around them.
      

      “This way,” he urged.

      They followed with alacrity.

      He reached the corner of the classroom structure and peered around the corner at the living-quarters building across the courtyard.

      Shouts and a sense of movement rippled through the half-light from over there.

      The ridges and undulating terrain of the surrounding mountains were etched in stark relief against the warming horizon to
         the east, a dreamy half-light illuminating the mission in these final moments before dawn.
      

      It was seventy feet or so to the front gate, by Cody’s estimation. They would have to try for it. He hoped Lopez had the good
         sense to have his men cranking up those vehicles out there for a fast getaway now that this had blown to shit, but he could
         not hear any engine sounds outside the mission walls.
      

      The tightening intensified in his gut; he expected something was about to go real wrong.

      He blocked that thought, hurling himself away from his cover before anyone could show himself from the building across the
         way. He motioned for Sister Mary Francine and the other young missionaries to rush along after him, which they did.
      

      He turned to them.

      “There are people waiting outside the gate,” he urged. “Hurry!”

      Sister Mary Francine eyed him with new concern.

      “What about you?”

      He liked her for that. She was a fighter.

      Two soldiers appeared on the run from the building across the way, gripping assault rifles, galloping toward the classroom
         building, not yet spotting Cody and the nuns because of the angle and the dawning half-light.
      

      “I’m right behind you,” Cody grunted to the nuns. “Just a couple of things to take care of. Now go!”

      The head Sister followed his instructions, indicating for the other three to rush along with her toward the archway.

      They had made it halfway there when their movement caught the attention of the two soldiers who had almost reached the front
         of the classroom building and the dead soldier sprawled there.
      

      Cody had hoped to hold off on the fireworks until the Sisters had made it clear of the courtyard, then possibly withdraw himself
         without detection.
      

      That changed when one of the soldiers yelled to the other and they both swung their weapons around toward the nuns, who did
         make it to and through the arched entrance to the mission courtyard.
      

      The soldier to Cody’s left triggered off a burst from his AK-47 that sent a line of ricocheting projectiles whining off the
         wall right beside the archway and just after the nuns had passed through it.
      

      The soldier to Cody’s right aimed at Cody.

      Cody triggered a wide figure-eight burst intended to take out both of these goons of the state, but the one on the right saw
         it coming and leaped sideways.
      

      The soldier who had been firing on the nuns started to readjust his line of fire toward Cody but a half-dozen of Cody’s projectiles
         slammed the guy and sent him quivering into a backfall, haloed in a crimson spray.
      

      The other soldier got Cody in his sights and fired, but Cody saw it coming with an eyeblink of time to pitch himself to the
         ground. The hail of bullets slashed the air where he had been standing an instant earlier.
      

      He supported his aim with both of his elbows to the ground and pulled off a burst that melded with the clatter of the AK.

      The soldier was lifted backward off his feet, as if pushed by some giant invisible hand under the impact of the slugs that
         pierced and stitched his chest. The guy was a corpse before he hit the ground, but his dead finger remained curled around
         his rifle’s trigger for the few seconds it took him to topple, spraying bullets into the sky.
      

      Cody rolled onto his side, spotting the movement of two figures appearing in the front door of the living-quarters building.

      The Sandinista officers who saw Cody and what he had done leaped back inside, hurried along by the noisy burst Cody flung
         after them, and a moment later both officers knocked out the glass of windows flanking either side of the door to commence
         firing at where Cody had been. But by that time Cody had scuttled away from the center of the small courtyard and gained the
         side of the building from which the two Nicaraguan officers were hosing down the courtyard with steady streams of automatic
         fire, fire that crackled like surreal strobelights in the lifting gloom.
      

      He slinked around the corner of the building and started edging along its face even as the rifle muzzles spat death from the
         two busted-out windows, the army officers unable to see Cody. He kept himself against the wall and eased in inch by inch toward
         the window nearest him, reaching across his chest to pluck one of his grenades off his webbing.
      

      He wondered where the hell Lopez and his bunch were, now that he could use some backup.

      Just as he got to within two feet of the nearest window, the twin streams of auto-fire from inside the building ceased. The
         officers must have decided to reload, or were trying to get a bearing on what they were firing at, or both.
      

      He kept his right index finger curled around the M-16’s trigger. He lifted the grenade with his left hand and clamped his
         teeth about the grenade’s pin, biting the damn thing free, drawing his arm back for a backhanded pitch through the window.
      

      At that moment, a woman screamed from outside the wall of the mission.

      The the sound was swallowed up by the angry chatter of several yammering automatic weapons.

      Cody lobbed the grenade in through the shattered window and pulled back.

      A thunderclap detonated inside the building, throwing the remaining glass from the window along with chunks of wood and one
         of the Sandinista officers who had pitched out partway through the nearest window, the back of his head a bubbly murk like
         warm strawberry jelly.
      

      The door burst open again and the other officer reeled out in a cloud of billowing smoke from inside, stunned, injured, trying
         to get his bearings.
      

      Cody heard the machine-gun fire from outside the mission taper off to nothing. He fed this goon a head shot that burst the
         guy’s skull into a million bloody bits like an exploding melon; then he whirled and rushed for the archway, slapping a fresh
         magazine into the M-16.
      

      He hoofed to a stop just short of the archway, pausing to ease one eye and the snout of his rifle around the corner for a
         look-see, not knowing what to expect, thinking that possibly some additional Sandinista troops had closed in on the contras
         and—
      

      It wasn’t that.

      It was a scene from Hell.

      It had been less than twenty seconds since the gunfire from outside the walls had ceased. Gunsmoke hung heavy in the air like
         a cloud.
      

      The first soft rays of the new day revealed Enrique Lopez and his four contras standing to one side of one of the Soviet Jeep-like
         vehicles, the men all in the process of plunking fresh clips into their rifles, and none of the men were looking away from
         the gut-wrenching sight of what they had obviously just done.
      

      The four nuns must have been instructed to hurriedly board one of the vehicles

      Then Lopez had ordered his men to open fire at point-blank range.

      Three of the women had been tossed into wretched positions of sudden, violent death upon the floor of the open vehicle, which
         was pockmarked with dozens of bullet indentations and the blood of the dead women who had been literally chopped into stringy,
         gory pieces by the close-in barrage of automatic fire.
      

      Sister Mary Francine had been tossed bodily out of the far side of the Jeep by the impact of the bullets, her corpse a gruesome
         ruin that palpitated like the others in the throes of postdeath tremors.
      

      The horrible, overly sweet stink of violent death wafted through the air like a tangible thing.

      Cody had trouble believing his eyes, but he gave none of that away.

      He had long ago lost count of the dead bodies he had seen; of the horrors he had witnessed, and perpetrated. It kept him up
         nights if he thought too much about it, but he did not lose his head in its presence.
      

      He crossed over to where the contras had fallen in loosely behind Lopez, who regarded Cody as if nothing in the world was
         wrong. Lopez tossed a glance over Cody’s shoulder, through the archway.
      

      “All I have been told about the great John Cody in action is true, it would seem, Senor. There were…no survivors?”
      

      Cody answered with one last, long look at the destroyed, ghastly remains of what, less than a minute ago, had been four living,
         breathing, vital human beings, then he looked back at Lopez.
      

      “No survivors.”

      The contra discerned something in his eyes.

      “You did know what was to happen, did you not, Senor”? I thought Gorman—”
      

      “Let’s get back to Gorman,” said Cody.

      Lopez nodded to that with a grin that was half nerves, half relief.

      “In any event, Senor, you helped us much, the way you handled those Sandinista swine. It is for the good of our cause, after all.”
      

      “Let’s get back to Gorman.”

      Cody turned from the sight and trudged off, back across the clearing, toward the tree line, the way they had come.

      He did not look back.

      * * *

      It was daylight when he and the five contras reached the waiting van.

      A sluggish morning mist hugged the surrounding mountains except for the mile-high volcano, San Cristobal, which puffed a white
         semaphore into the hot, white sky in the distance.
      

      Gorman and Snider had been sitting on the front bumper of the van, watching the spot where Cody emerged at the front of the
         column, the contras trudging along behind him.
      

      A circle of smoked cigarette butts around the front of the van told Cody that the Company men had not had an easy wait.

      They stood as he and the contras approached them.

      Gorman was a broad-shouldered, mean-faced guy.

      Snider was as average as they come in appearance, and seemed extremely nervous.

      Gorman eyed Cody across a distance of some twenty feet.

      Cody had halted at that spot as the contras continued their approach to the van.

      Gorman studied Cody just standing there, not advancing with the others.

      “I, uh, guess I owe you an explanation, John,” was all the bastard said.

      “1 guess you do.”

      Cody let nothing show in his expression or voice.

      “It, uh, had to be this way, John.”

      “Did it? Tell me about it.”

      “Aw, hell, Cody, I didn’t give the goddamn order, y’know. I follow orders. You know how hard it is, getting our people funded down here. I, uh, guess it was figured that a few martyrs were
         needed. It will look like the Sandinistas did that back there. You and Lopez’s boys got there to take them out, but too late.”
      

      Cody nodded.

      “Too late,” he echoed, a low, dangerous growl, and this time some of what he had been carrying inside since the mission must
         have come to the surface because Gorman got a worried look on his face and stepped back.
      

      “Anti-Nicaraguan sentiments will be fanned to a blind hatred,” Gorman went on. “That’s what we need, if we want to serve America’s
         interests. Getting money out of a tight-assed Congress will be a cinch now.”
      

      “And that’s why those four women lost their lives?” Cody asked. “I just want to be sure, Jack. We murdered those women because
         it was our job?”

      He could not help the rising inflection on that last word.

      Gorman heard it too. So did Snider, behind and to Gorman’s left. And so did the contras, who started to turn toward the confrontation
         with mild amusement.
      

      Gorman tried to chuckle, but it came out a sour, grating sneer.

      “Hey, Cody, I thought they were sending me a pro. You’re not one of these dopes who still believes in right and wrong, are
         you?”
      

      “I guess I am,” Cody replied in a bare whisper.

      He pulled up the M-16 he had been holding and opened fire.
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